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CHARACTER EDUCATION CONFERENCE 16 OCTOBER 2015 
 
The Church of England has always aspired to a generous contribution to education, and for that generosity to be lived out in 
at least two ways. The pioneers who set out to transform education in the early nineteenth century had a vision to provide 
free education to previously excluded poor children. The concept of education was also rich and generously conceived: an 
even higher purpose than the provision of a basic education was the undertaking to develop the spiritual and moral 
mainspring in children’s lives. In Hard Times, Charles Dickens parodies a mechanistic view of education which is just about 
the pouring of facts into children’s heads. This leaves young people unprepared for life. Seeding and growing character and 
virtue is a high calling for parents, teachers and for any faith community. Not long after Dickens was writing, Cardinal Manning 
described character “as that intellectual and moral texture into which all our life long we have been weaving up the inward 
life that is in us.” Mr Gradgrind in Hard Times mistakenly wanted to turn out teachers and pupils like so many identical piano 
legs. We know, however, that the imprint of character is unique in every person as integral to their unique creation by God. 
At the beginning of the eighteenth century, Joseph Butler, a leading bishop and theologian, wrote that “There is a greater 
variety of parts in what we call character than there are features on a face.”  
 
Being alert to the call to respond in every generation, I am very alert to Archbishop Justin’s call for education in Church 
schools to be at the service of reconciliation in a society fearful of division. I am moved by the impact of the ethos group at 
Bishop Bridgeman School in Manchester. This is a hugely eloquent example of an approach to faith and character which 
honours different traditions and serves diversity with passion rather than a weak toleration. 
 
There are many rich and quite physical metaphors associated with the idea of character – marking, imprinting, signing, 
stamping, impressing, weaving, forming. The potter and author, Edmund de Waal, has just published a new book called The 
White Road. It’s an exploration of the history of porcelain that covers over a thousand years and travels from China, to Europe, 
England and North America. De Waal’s fascinating tour uncover many things, among them, that there is nothing obvious 
about the fact that white clay will eventually produce a perfect, thin-walled white vessel. Scientists died in the course of 
finding the formula for ‘the best white’.  He finds that his physical fascination with the material he works with drives him to 
write, and his writing drives him back to the wheel to make more pots. He imagines the 66 short chapters of his book as an 
installation of 66 white pots, superficially similar, yet each with its own distinctive shape and its own particular type of glaze.  
 
This will remind some of you of another potter, the ancient craftsman visited by the prophet Jeremiah, who could only learn 
how God moulds his people, first making them, and then remaking them when they prove to be fragile and brittle, by 
watching clay thrown on the wheel: 
 

18 The word that came to Jeremiah from the LORD: 2‘Come, go down to the potter’s house, and there I will 
let you hear my words.’ 3So I went down to the potter’s house, and there he was working at his wheel. 4The 
vessel he was making of clay was spoiled in the potter’s hand, and he reworked it into another vessel, as 
seemed good to him.  
5 Then the word of the LORD came to me: 6Can I not do with you, O house of Israel, just as this potter has 
done? says the LORD. Just like the clay in the potter’s hand, so are you in my hand, O house of Israel.  
(Jeremiah 18.1-6) 

 
A Christian understanding of the development of virtue and character is that it is nothing less than a continuing encounter 
with the divine which widens our sympathies, raises our hopes, deepens our spirituality and draws us into community. Of 
course, Christianity has embraced the classical virtues but then takes them further to be understood as gifts or fruits of the 
Spirit of God (Galatians 5.22-23). The gifts and fruits of the Spirit are individually bestowed and by definition, can only emerge 
in relationship: love, joy, peace, patience, gentleness, forbearance. They are not learned easily. Love grows out of being loved, 
but also out of finding out how to love the unlovable. Joy has nothing to measure itself against if it does not know anything 
about grief and anguish. True peace is won through mature and generous transformation of conflict and dissent. Patience is 
real when it understands the slowness and dithering of the less able: it is not tight self-control with gritted teeth. Gentleness 
and forbearance come when we learn to look at others and see that their fragility or hostility will not change until they trust 
us enough not to expect insensitivity and aggression. In learning how to respond to others, we learn how to handle ourselves, 
and grow into the sort of people our gifts equip us to be.  
 
I am deliberately using the language of virtues, rather than the language of values because values can so easily be detached 
from context and community and, paradoxically become valueless: character and virtue are rooted for Christians in the 
person of     Jesus Christ. In the power of the Holy Spirit, it is his character with which we pray to be imbued. The development 
of character is inseparable from beliefs and daily practices: people expect a bishop to exercise wise judgement after the 
pattern of Jesus. Dressed like this, people are also properly interested to see what I put in my supermarket trolley. I love the 
Nottingham Emmanuel School’s One Story project which embeds faith and character not in external faith propositions or 
credal statements, but in stories of the lived experience of the living God. 
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I have already made the point that education fails when it is mechanistic and reductionist. Telling stories that draw people 
into the narrative widens the breadth of discourse and experience. There is nothing to be gained from stunting people, only 
by growing them. What we look for is a holistic vision of education which evokes in children and their teachers the desire to 
be formed with spiritual, social, emotional and moral intelligence as well as the cognitive. At the St Mary Redcliffe and Temple 
School in Bristol there is a clear working understanding of “imperfect people in a climate of hope”. The ambition is to prepare 
students for ‘life in all its fullness’ which is the promise of Christ in John 10.10. The proper emphasis on literacy in the 
classroom is exponentially expanded by character education to apply to our living life to the full. Ian McGilchrist has written 
a fascinating book entitled, The Master and His Emissary. He explores the false dichotomy of the left and right brain and sees 
this as a metaphor for the ready division in our thinking and culture between panning and measuring things and writing 
poetry and using our imagination. We need to unite both sides of the brain so that a balanced and creative society can 
flourish. We want a country which is full of effective workers who are also empathetic neighbours, people of good judgement 
and wise decision-making. We want citizens whose imaginative hinterland is matched by the energy and confidence with 
which to embrace change and growth. 
 
We are blessed not only by all the adults whom we meet in whom we see these character traits, but also by the potential we 
discern is emerging in the young people in whom we invest time and patience. How many times have we heard of a particular 
child that she has been here before? This is not a commitment to a belief in re-incarnation but a recognition that wisdom can 
have a young voice. Mostly, however, profound wisdom has to be lived. The What If approach to education is a modern 
reminder that character has to be formed through time. In the Gospel of John, Jesus regularly reminds his followers that they 
need to abide in his love. I believe that it is possible to measure the development of character and we see the evidence of 
wisdom for ourselves. The growth comes, though, through waiting, listening and reflecting as much as through metrics. 
Children can be much better at sitting still and thinking or praying than many adults. Learning to share in the playground or 
the classroom can lead to profound and lasting commitments to the oppressed and impoverished in other communities 
worldwide. In my diocese, a church school’s dedication to the character development of the pupils created an environment 
in which the children took the initiative themselves to raise money to build new buildings for partner schools in India. The 
Children Society’s commitment to trusting the judgement of a group of Young Commissioners led to a ground-breaking report 
from the young people about school poverty in Britain.  
 
The Rule of St Benedict instructs that all visitors should be welcomed like Christ. ‘Like’ is a significant word. It doesn’t actually 
matter who they are, or at least, not in the sense of being paid-up members of anything we would regard as a favoured 
constituency. What matters is how we behave, how consistent we are able to be in seeing others as infinitely precious, how 
to honour the God-given distinctiveness in them. Might it not be possible that those who discover what it is to be welcomed 
like Christ learn, not necessarily with any explicit acknowledgement, how to be Christ-like? The experience of Bishop 
Bridgeman School particularly illustrates the ways in which more than one faithful religious tradition not only co-exists but 
mutually flourishes in one community. Character is built where mercy and forgiveness hold sway. I shall keep saying until I 
drop that the Church of England does not run faith schools for its own benefit: it runs Church schools for Jesus’ sake. It is in 
our DNA to be inclusive and always to be looking for partnership. While some have lost hope in multi-culturalism, it is alive 
and well in our schools where, confident in the wisdom of our own tradition, we can learn from others and make spaces of 
honour for all who are serious about being formed as people whose desire is to be fully alive. I am thrilled that today is 
possible because of our close partnership with the Jubilee Centre for Character and Virtues. It delights me that this 
partnership itself models a character of mutuality and respect around what we both have to contribute. It is no surprise that 
our partnership ties in closely with the Steps to Awesomeness at All Saints School at Fleet in the Diocese of Guildford. A 
profound Christian understanding of human flourishing chimes with the desire of all parents of whatever world view to see 
all their children thrive, most significantly the vulnerable and disadvantaged.  
 
Archbishop Justin urges us not to lose sight of the big picture. God sees through all of our attempts to close things down and 
God leaps out of our stratagems to shut the divine in a box. The language of British Values based on fear rather than hope 
will get us nowhere. We need an expanded and expansive vision which does not restrict our hard-won freedoms but which 
invites us to be committed fellow citizens of developed character and loving purpose. As a Christian, I desire that we might 
live the wisdom of St Irenaeus of Lyon that ‘the glory of God is a human being fully alive’. Just think what transformation 
would be wrought in Britain and across the world if people were fully alive to every possibility of love and justice. It is precisely 
the warm fire of our confidence in Christ that that makes us generous and welcoming to others because we have cast out 
fear. Wisdom in Proverbs 3 moves from creation to give us our confidence and security and takes us into a new ethic of 
engagement with our neighbours. We open up a space in which all who pursue what is good are honoured and are invited to 
move from sojourner to sibling. This is so much richer and universal than so-called British Values. Our goal is not people who 
can sign up to lists but people who, in the words of Martin Luther King, will be judged “not by the colour of their skin but by 
the content of their character”. We want to see adults and children who give themselves away fully aware of the precious 
gift they are sharing.  

 


