‘Developing the Quality of Conversation’

 Adam gave me some questions which revolved around how might Universities converse about religion.  In response to which there formed in my mind a prior question. What is there about the mission of a contemporary British University which might suggest a conversation about religion matters? After all what we are here for is to get students into jobs. That may be unfair but it does point to what seems to me to be a dominant instrumentalist view of Universities being here to serve the economy, to help students get jobs. Students themselves may see it that way. Funders may. Employers may. Government certainly does – at least in its BIS guise. What place for religion if that is what we are about? 


I suspect many of us would not see it in quite that way, and neither do I, though actually I do think getting people into jobs is important and to be valued as part of what universities have always done, should still do, and I am glad we are doing it for more people from a greater variety of backgrounds and giving people life chances. 


But from where I sit and as I listen to chaplains and managers and others this instrumentalism can seem quite crushing. And it is there. It was there in the Nov 2009 Framework for HE of the last govt, tellingly subtitled ‘The future of universities in a knowledge economy’. It has been in some of the speeches of Messrs Willetts and Cable. It was there in Lord Browne’s work, the tone of which is set in the first few lines of the foreword: ‘Graduates add to the nation’s strength in the global knowledge economy’.   Serving the economy – and that is dominant in Browne, I think. But that is not all he says. The first paragraph of the main report has: ‘Higher Education matters. It helps create the knowledge, skills and values that underpin a civilised society’. 


Knowledge, skills, values, civilisation, society. These things matter.  They matter in our situation, for we do not always agree about, for example, what values are foundational, what is good. So we need places to have that conversation – and there is an enduring notion which says Universities are places where such conversation should happen.  It is there, albeit as a subtheme, in Browne, in the Framework, in work DCLG has done, a little more prominently in Dearing’s 1997 report (Universities are to play a major role in shaping a democratic, civilised, inclusive society, and to be part of the conscience of a democratic society), and in Robbins report in the 1960s, where universities are about the transmission of a common culture. Conversations about culture, values, the shape of society are part of what we should be about.


Religion, I believe is an important part of such conversations. For religion influences the world view, values, approach to life of millions. Its stories of what is good and what is bad help shape not just individuals but people groups and societies. Its increasingly important role in helping people express their identity means it carries stories and visions of how different groups wish to live. Sometimes that leads to conflict and part of what we need to learn is how to live with difference and what are the limits of difference we will tolerate. And we do all that against the background of once having a settlement about the place of religion amongst us but that has gone and a new one has not yet emerged. We need to talk about it.


If that is so, how are we to have that conversation?


Maybe informally -  student union societies, chaplaincies, in the bars and late at night, which is important, but happens in some universities more than others. And you know the reasons for that with students working for money as well as their degrees, with caring responsibilities, not seeing this is what university is about, maybe living at home etc.


So I wonder this. Is there space in the CURRICULUM to converse on religion? It seems to me that with all the other pressures on students and staff, the only way we will engage the majority in these important matters is if we have the conversations not just on the margins but in and around the curriculum.


How far that is possible in your situation I do not know. My own experience has been in a number of Universities.  Most recently in a University where most of the business was training people for jobs and gathering people for anything was very difficult indeed. Was it possible to converse about religion, values, meaning, purpose, civilisation there? Yes.


What I realised was that there are many jobs in which students will need to handle religion. The caring professions fairly obviously for they will work with believers of a variety of religions. What I did was the sort of thing many chaplains do - contribute to courses. For social workers, say. What I did was academic – sociology of religion – but the conversation buzzed and become immediate: how do I behave when as a social worker I go into a home where the people are of such and such a faith? Is that culture or religion – how do the 2 things mix? In the west they may have become separated, but not in the east. What are we to think of death, or birth? Why are some Christians pro gay and some anti, which leads into issues about authority, what people believe and why. But it is not just the caring professions which may have to handle religion.  There is catering (diets and why). Media (portrayal of religion). Professional ethics in a range of subjects; not of course that all ethics comes from religion and nor do you need to be religious to be ethical, but religion has helped to shape ethics and is an important source of ethical thinking for millions. And you cannot understand literature, art or music without some understanding of religion. Conversations about religion need to be there in the curriculum even in the narrowest view of a University. 


So having conversations about religion, is, arguably, part of education even with a fairly instrumentalist view of a University. It obviously is if you have a bigger view. Sometimes when you start a conversation, it grows. Those sessions for social workers started as they should, in an academic way, but often what the students wanted to talk about was their own stuff; life issues in a spiritual, religious, theological way – to have a conversation with religion as well as about it. And somehow when people are getting worked up about what really matters, having their eyes lifted, being made to think about what it is to be ....  you think yes, this is what University is also about.


Having a conversation about religion in the curriculum and letting it grow, because it matters for what sort of society we are, for how we do our work, and because it can be part of working on what we think it means to be human, to be civilised, to be who we are. And those things matter – always. 

