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HELPING THE UNIVERSITY DISCERN ITS VOCATION

   Vocation is often thought about in individual terms. This paper invites thought about the corporate vocation of the university.  What are universities for, and how do chaplains raise issues about purpose, role and function in the universities in which they work?

    How far a chaplain will think such issues are his or her concern will depend on what model of chaplaincy is being worked with. If the model is one of ‘chaplaincy to the institution’ then such issues will certainly be on the agenda. 

    The question of what is the vocation of a university is a live one at present, even if not usually expressed in quite those terms.  It is likely that in any one university there will be a range of views about what a university is for. Governments certainly have their views, often focussing at present on the economic and training functions of universities, both of which are important, but is that the full extent of our vision for them? 

     Ron Barnett in his book ‘Being a University’ (London, Routledge, 2011) discusses a number of incarnations universities have been through, some or all of which may be present in any actual university today. He does so under the headings of the metaphysical university, the scientific university, the entrepreneurial university and the bureaucratic university. Readers working in universities may recognise aspects of their own institutions under each heading; perhaps some more than others! Barnett goes on to suggest some ‘feasible utopias’ for present day and future universities, ending with a chapter on ‘The Ecological University’. That is about more than a first glance might suggest. It includes the idea that the university is about wisdom, the pursuit of which involves reflecting on all aspects of life. Barnett also argues wisdom is about both understanding and helping move things to a better place.  Therein is a major and profound vocational work!

      Recent government statements on Higher Education, from both the present Coalition and the previous New Labour administrations, have been crouched in heavily instrumentalist terms. Universities are to serve the economy, in particular by providing training in the skills needed in the work force and by doing research which can be turned into financially profitable activity. There is not a lot about the metaphysical there, and maybe not much about wisdom. That is not the whole story, however, even in contemporary documents. The heavily instrumentalist report on Higher Education issued by Lord Browne in 2010 (www.independent.gov.uk/browne-report) does also offer a few glimpses of a bigger vision when it says ‘Higher Education matters. It helps to create the knowledge, skills and values that underpin a civilised society. Higher education institutions (HEIs) generate and diffuse ideas, safeguard knowledge, catalyse innovation, inspire creativity, enliven culture, stimulate regional economies and strengthen civil society. They bridge the past and future, the local and the global.’ (p.14). Unfortunately, such sentiments did not appear in the 2011 Higher Education White Paper, which is almost totally instrumentalist.


  Previous reports on higher education are worth looking at to see the road we are on and to foster thinking about the vocation of a university. The 1997 Dearing Report, ‘Higher Education in the Learning Society’, spoke about universities as the conscience of a democratic society and as helping to create democratic, inclusive and civilised societies.  The Robbins Report of 1963 spoke of universities being for the transmission of a common culture, and Newman in his ‘The Idea of the University’, said universities are places where cultures are formed.

     Chaplains, rooted in faith, in Christian faith in the case of those to whom this work is primarily addressed, will have their views on what the university is about and what it should be about. Key questions may be about whether the university fosters faith and in what? Does to help to create justice? The theology of the questioner will help him or her form the questions.


   Indeed, in any thinking a chaplain does about the vocation of a university, theological reflection will be important. Careful listening to the tradition, to scripture, to God, coupled with disciplined reflection which draws on the rich resources of faith and asks what they say to and about the contemporary university and its role are vital. Such listening and reflection may in itself be an important witness, a lived prophetic comment on a culture which may value the immediate and the short-term over the more arduous business of becoming ‘wise’. 

      Equally important is an understanding of what actually is. What are the policy, legal and financial frameworks within which universities currently work? What are the likely impacts of different fee levels? How economically viable are the courses we might think are so important, but which someone else says need cutting?

     Somewhere too a bit of imagining is important. What sort of world do we dream of, and how might the university contribute to that? Faith does lift the eyes beyond the immediate, and a bit of lifting is perhaps called for at present, even as minds get filled with the nitty gritty debates about just how to make these institutions pay.

     In day to day terms, how might a chaplain help a university discern its vocation, especially given that the university may or may not see the chaplain involved in such a role?

Here are some pointers:
· Be a practical theologian, thinking theologically about the university, perhaps using the document ‘A Theological Reflection Tool for chaplains’ (http://www.churchofengland.org/media/925707/a%20theological%20reflection%20tool%20for%20he%20chaplaincy.doc )
· Be pastoral and real. Remember there are people around you who are making hard decisions. They are people for whom you have pastoral responsibility. They may or may not be happy with the decisions they are making, but they have to take them. Before you speak, or write, take a pastoral view of what you are saying and ask both what you want to say and how to say it.

· Be as wise as serpents. If you want to bring change in your university ask what change you might realistically be able to bring and how you might do it. Where is power in your university? What committees is it useful to get on to? Who might be your allies? Can you be a voice where others for various reasons cannot speak? What do the documents the university produces, for example mission and value statements, say, and do they provide material for your arguments?

· Be one who does see a bigger picture and who draws on various wisdoms to envisage what might be. Dream some dreams for the university. Develop, in Ron Barnett’s words, some feasible utopias.

· Create opportunities for students and staff to be a university in the biggest sense you can imagine. Create opportunities for thinking, debate, challenge, virtual or real. Live the life of the University you imagine in what the chaplaincy does and is.
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