


READING THE SIGNS: JOINED-UP LIVING FOR THE NEW MILLENNIUM

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold; 
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world, 
The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere 
The ceremony of innocence is drowned; 
The best lack all conviction, while the worst 
Are full of passionate intensity. 
Surely some revelation is at hand; 
Surely the Second Coming is at hand. 

Reading the signs.  Much of the news is bad: decline of church-going, closing down of parishes, cynical manipulation of sacramental access by parents wanting the goods provided by Catholic education without having any sense of engagement in the heart of what it has to offer.  I could easily do an Apocalypse Now scenario of the world itself.  Food shortages: 
Prices have risen 40% on average globally since last summer. Food riots  being reported across the globe, security implications of the food crisis], current food price trends increasing incidence and depth of food insecurity. Director of the UN World Food Programme, "We are seeing more urban hunger than ever before. We are seeing food on the shelves but people being unable to afford it."  " The biggest challenge to humanitarian work is climate change, which has doubled the number of disasters from an average of 200 a year to 400 a year in the past two decades. Effects of the food crisis would bite more quickly than climate change. Agriculture industry needed to double its food production, using less water than today.                                                                                 Economic meltdown, rampant secularism & relativity.  But there are other signs for us to read within secular culture itself.  If we are to have any hope of making our schools anything other than Catholic ghettoes, refuges from prevailing reality, we have to learn to engage in fruitful dialogue, to be bilingual – interpreters of what is good & what has potential for spiritual growth within the culture of the new millennium.  
Airline magazine articles about ‘spiritual intelligence, spiritual leadership, 7 spiritual steps in management’, etc.  This is partly down to the general marketing & selling of spirituality which is its ultimate betrayal, & a sign that it has been completely misunderstood.  It is also possibly also an indication of the emptiness and desolation that many experience within the goals set by much of our postmodern, developed world culture, & the contemporary management styles that seek to achieve them.  Theologian not best placed to advise on structural management BUT…
While organisational & psychological sources for strategies of contemporary management remain sounded, many seem to have become exhausted. Within the Catholic sacramental vision of reality which is at the heart of our educational leadership there is another dimension, in fact quite another orientation.  This ethos, this ‘other dimension’ has been described as the ‘soul’ of your organization.[footnoteRef:2] An organization with ‘soul’ manifests an understanding that all the stakeholders in your educational enterprise: pupils, parents, staff and wider public respond in different ways to the search for meaning which is at the heart of the human pilgrimage to God.   [2:   I owe a great debt throughout this address to the work of James Hanvey SJ and Anthony Carrol SJ of Heythrop College, University of London, in their documents On the Way to Life: Contemporary Culture and Theological Development as a Framework for Catholic Education, Catechesis and Formation (Heythrop Institute for Religion, Ethics and Public Life, CES Publication, 2005) and The Spirituality of Leadership(Heythrop Institute for Religion, Ethics and Public Life, CES Publication, 2008).] 

Clash of values in high expectations that go with today’s understanding of what education is for.  Education as commodity – price of everything, value of nothing.  But many also have an underlying trust in the hidden wisdom, the unarticulated traditions that lie within the project of ‘Catholic Education’.  They understand that some of the deepest values within it can neither be measured nor articulated.  There is a deeper understanding of the meaning of education and a deeper sense of its long-term purpose.  
I suspect that many of you feel at times as if you are walking a tightrope, balancing what you do and how you articulate your vision between the desire (and the pressure) to achieve excellence and the realisation that in the perspective of eternity, and of the saving mission of Jesus Christ to the world, not only excellence but the whole process of education must be measured by something other than league tables, attainment targets and learning outcomes.  A Catholic education takes the long-term view, knowing that structures are important for inspiring and organising energies in the most efficient way possible, but that we are educating for something more than the measures of success advocated by the ‘education industry’.  That ‘something more’ is the goal beyond all goals, the subject above all subjects - what the author of the first letter of John calls:
‘Something which has existed since the beginning, that we have heard, and we have seen with our own eyes; that we have watched and touched with our hands: the Word, who is life – this is our subject’.
It can be one of the besetting faults of church and charitable organizations that those working in them feel that the nobility of the ends justifies the ineptitude and lack of professionalism of the means.  When I say that Catholic education has something more than success as its end in view, I am in no way canonizing incompetence.  Excellence, professional competence and commitment to the common good are the least we can offer in pursuit of the ‘one thing necessary’.  But they are a tool, not the main goal, the servant of a higher vision, which is that of the ordinary, the everyday, the utterly human, sanctified by the presence at its very heart of God’s own abiding self.  
It is our task, as Catholic educators, to ensure that within our leadership plans and visions and structures, within our working environment, our curriculum, our ethos and our mission statements, the living presence among us of the incarnate God becomes something which our students and colleagues and the wider community hear, see with their own eyes, watch and touch with their own hands.  
This is made visible in our work practices, our professional relationships, our ability to provide prophetic leadership.  A generation of entitlement – abdication of responsibility, loaded onto shoulders of schools in the absence of adequate parenting and effective social policy.  Reading the signs of the times – being able to communicate the ancient truth & beauty of Christian revelation to an increasingly deaf world.  Becoming sensitive and accurate interpreters of those signs within our prevailing culture and amid its ideologies of where the Spirit of God is most vividly present.  This is also what I mean by a spiritual leadership which makes it possible, within and through our educational vision and praxis, for people to encounter the living God.  So, now that we have established that simple goal, we can all go home!
If I am right in saying, with the author of 1 John, that the Word, who is life, is first and foremost our subject, then how exactly do we articulate that word and make it known in our school communities?  How exactly do we detect and interpret its presence when it is hidden within secular culture?  I want to look with you both at what the Catholic Sacramental imagination has to offer the world, but also what the world has to offer back.  I want to share with you my conviction that if we have something to offer the world about its origin, purpose and destiny, then the world, the saeculum, has something to offer us in a challenge to authenticity, not just to do joined-up speaking & writing, but to do joined-up living, putting our money and indeed our whole selves where our mouths are.  
Major critique of church: inauthenticity, ‘the best lack all conviction, while the worst are full of passionate intensity’.      In this session I want to use the Eucharist itself as a paradigm to help us do not only joined-up thinking but joined up living and working.  Previous hearers have a little nap at this juncture.  
	In the one third world of affluence, we are living in a culture that has made a virtue out of destroying the sacred.  The former icons of external authority are the object of relentless criticism, ridicule and mistrust, including educators & headteachers.  The ‘ordinary’ has become a problem in a desacralised world in which the secular refuses to be graced.  
      The French sociologist of religion, Danièle Hervieu-Léger, in her book The Chain of Memory argues that society has become ‘amnesic’. The structures and channels within society, which carry its ‘memory’ e.g., its traditions, customs, etc. have been eroded. This is not nostalgia or fear of change.  If these sources of ‘memory’ are the resources we have for envisaging a different sort of society, they are about the future, about keeping alive and active our vision of life lived to the full.  
Reforms and changes in society are necessary, but if they erode this sort of memory, they also diminish the creativity of our culture and that affects its values and the motivation of those who work in it. Changes and reforms erode the very values that the system depends upon in order to work and achieve its purpose.
      Whether a person of faith or not, every person working within your school has some form of the values and the vision we have been exploring. However it is articulated, that vision inspires people to do what they do – often against the odds and at some personal cost. But if you disturb this, change it, or in some way diminish it, then you undermine the very culture or ethos on which the whole edifice of faith-based education depends. Culture can be destroyed as well as nourished. Keeping the memory is keeping that unique web of human relationships, acts, understanding and vision alive by refusing to forget what is at its centre.  This is what we are about.  This is what your spiritual leadership is about.
       Keeping the Memory is therefore a service we perform for everyone. We keep hold of the memory of the unique worth of the human being, and the importance of an educational process that affirms, remembers and embodies this.  
       IMPORTANCE OF Community/BODY OF CHRIST.  Christ doesn’t see truth in purely personal or spiritual terms. The gift of faith is also social: it is about  restoration to the community, and so we should see education as being part of the integration of the person into the community. This is a holistic vision of reality that affirms we exist to be part of the dynamic of being connected and in relationship.  COUNTER CULTURAL IN INCREASINGLY INDIVIDUALISTIC SOCIETY.
      To be able to understand the fullness of education in these dimensions requires an attentiveness to the person in all their contexts.  It requires a more complete vision of what education is AND OF WHAT CHURCH IS.  To load another vocation on you – your prophetic role within & to the hierarchical structures of the church.  At the interface with the young – with the un-rosy reality of fragmented family life, what is the news from the front?  
      A sacramental vision of reality. All reality can carry grace. It is in the ordinary as well as the extraordinary human exchanges that something of God’s presence and care is mediated. Vision grounded in the Incarnation. 
The Human is sacred and sacramental precisely because the incarnation is the guarantee that the human is where God dwells.   The mark of authentic education is attentiveness to the human in all its richness.  We are all ministers of grace to one another.  
It is part of the message of Catholic Christianity that matter matters, that there is and needs to be an embodied dimension to the faith we proclaim.  The signs that we give, the signs we live need to be incarnated in the actual, physical lives of those around us.  Because Jesus himself took on human flesh, we experience and understand our ‘ordinary’ life: our work, our skills, our relationships, our capacity for organization & enjoyment as the indwelling of God, consecrated & a means to holiness.  
In a communion which effects what it signifies, the rhythm of conversion is constantly enacted by our small, almost invisible efforts to respond to the invitation of God to union with Godself.  400 years ago, amid vicious persecution both outside and later within the church, a Yorkshire woman called Mary Ward had a vision for educating women which reached Australia three centuries later through the Loreto Sisters.  Their outstanding schools, now in lay hands, are a shining example of Australian Catholic education. Mary Ward described her understanding of the Incarnation as ‘doing ordinary things well’.  This places a huge importance on what is apparently insignificant, on the significance of the ordinary business of being human.  
In the grace of Christ and his Spirit it becomes possible for all things, including our wounded selves, to be reordered to become genuinely what they were created to be.  In quiet ways, this understanding of what it is to be human lies at the heart of our educational vision and of styles of educational leadership.  
Christianity is at a difficult, if privileged, moment in its engagement with secular culture. The World Values Survey shows that the majority of people place most value on relationships, family or otherwise, next comes work and then friendship. Interestingly, these all come before health. In his book, Authentic Happiness, the psychologist Martin Seligman identifies primary ‘core virtues’: 
Wisdom and knowledge
Courage (e.g. integrity)
Love and humanity (compassion etc)
Justice
Temperance
Spirituality/transcendence. 
These virtues represent our ‘human capital’. They indicate the quality of our lives and happiness, pointing, unsurprisingly, to the fact that happiness does not depend primarily upon material security, but on relationships and the level of integration of core values and dispositions in our lives.  
The way we incarnate these values and dispositions in our personal and professional lives and in the way we conduct education, both its structures and its content, is what I call ‘Eucharistic living’.  It effects what it signifies, and it signifies, through the words ‘This is my body’, a vision of humanity that cannot be separated from God.  I see the body of Christ, and I know I am in the presence of God.  I see my own body, and I know I am in the presence of God.  I see the one who is Other, alien to me, whether friend of foe, and I know I am in the presence of God.  In this wonderful land of Australia, to which Pope Benedict XVI paid such tribute on his recent visit, the land’s original guardians continue to teach us that when we see and touch and hear and taste and smell creation all around us, we know we are in the presence of God. 
Where does this leave you as educational leaders?  It leaves you with questions about the transmission of values and virtues.  They can be nurtured and developed but they can also be undermined. In his book In Over Our Heads; the Mental Demands of Modern Life Robert Kegan points to the intellectual, psychological and emotional cost of contemporary living.[footnoteRef:3]  Modern existence, with its dominant language of achievement, measurement, outcomes and performance, regulates not only our professional lives but our personal existence. Our life, whether in work or leisure, increasingly takes place in a public space, making us all public performers, whose private space and identity is increasingly eroded.  Education itself is at risk, becoming a series of tasks and performances, measurable and regulated.   [3:   Robert Kegan, In Over Our Heads; the Mental Demands of Modern Life (Cambridge, Mass, Harvard UP, 1994).] 

The emergence of what passes for spirituality in the secular sphere is often seen as a counter-weight to the perceived oppression of organized religion.  It can also be understood as a demand for space – space for the individual body and soul, space for the human community, crushed by the reductive materialism of prevailing culture. I don’t want this to sound like an extended session of secular culture bashing.  There are many important insights within it: the resistance to hypocrisy, cant and humbug, the openness to difference and advocacy of tolerance.  The willingness to start afresh and let go of the prejudices and prior judgments of the past.  
      The thirst for meaning and value continues to haunt the hearts of humankind.  An extraordinary example of this thirst and the wide range of responses to it is found in the Pray-As-You-Go phenomenon.  Two years ago, on Ash Wednesday, the Jesuit Media Initiatives board in London, of which I am a member, launched an experimental website from which people could download 10 minutes of daily prayer with music.  The idea was to support people who wanted to pray on their way home from work.  The experiment was such a runaway success that we had to continue it.  Two years later there have been over 5 million downloads.  Somewhere in the world, every 10 seconds, someone is downloading the Gospel of God in this way.  We have had rave reviews on Podcast Alley & other review media, & we receive regular emails from fans, telling us how they are Hindu, Jewish or ‘no religion at all’, but have learned how to pray or learned ‘what Christians are on about’ through this medium.  The longing for God is as alive as ever it was.
Julian of Norwich, the English C14th mystic, wrote that God ‘hangeth about us’.  God continues to stand at the door, knocking, for anyone who will open, whatever label they carry.  No matter how much God’s call to be truly human is disguised or disfigured by the interpretations and inventions of prevailing culture, our faith in God’s abiding promise is also a faith in the abiding potential of the people and cultures in which we live.  
One of the most important aspects of living within the sacramental imagination is our capacity to see the Godhead here in hiding at work within the ordinary.  The principal task of Catholic education is to awaken and encourage the search for value and meaning.  It is to embody in the content and structure of the learning process, in our own personal and professional lives and relationships, the sacredness of ordinary human living in the power of the Holy Spirit.  If our sense of the sacred becomes a way of living within categories of value which devalue the human and the material, then we have failed to understand the meaning of the real presence of God among us.  The health of the community of faith is not just important for the individuals who participate in it.  By expressing in its ordinary activity the abiding presence of faith, hope and love, it has an important contribution to make to society as a whole in maintaining that ‘social capital’ from which the ‘human capital’ benefits. 
The danger within secular spirituality is that it reduces the life of faith to a series of techniques aimed at self-improvement.  The danger within Christian spirituality is that it can become exclusive and defensive, seeing and naming the holy only in what is sacred in the cultic sense.  It is this exclusive understanding of the sacred, indeed of the body of Christ itself, which has made it possible for us to take refuge in religious posturing and ritual while all around us the crucified Christ goes unnoticed in human poverty and degradation and in the ecological disaster wrought by unsustainable living.  The Eucharist points to the way in which God is making us radically one with all humanity in the incarnate Christ, and especially with humanity in distress.  To deny that mutual solidarity by our silence, our indifference, our apathy is to deny the meaning and value of this sacrament, whose purpose is to enable us to live justly, love tenderly, walk humbly.  
	How can we build a spiritual vision and praxis that enable us to live out of the Catholic sacramental understanding of reality?  My colleague James Hanvey, in his work on the spirituality of leadership, outlines some of its principal characteristics.  

It lies in: 
Our capacity to be reflective, to recognize & nourish the life of the Spirit within ourselves and others, believing in the Spirit’s constant operation in people, organizations & communities.  This ensures that the resources of Catholic identity, its tradition and its spiritual and motivational capital remain instruments in God’s hands whose aim is the furtherance of the kingdom.  It enables us to see all aspects of education: intellectual, physical, artistic and practical as being potentially transformative of individuals and society.
Our ability to let the Spirit lead, through attentiveness to our own unfreedoms and the resistances that distort our perceptions and our capacity to facilitate the good in people and in the organization.    
Our faith in the community that we serve through leadership, through attentiveness to where the Spirit’s action and presence appear, even in the most unlikely individuals and circumstances.
Our understanding of the nature of koinonia or communio – the life of the Trinity expressed in the grace of the individual within the living unity of the community.  In practice this means appreciating and nurturing the value of difference whether of gender, age, race, ability or orientation.  ‘Namaste’ – the God in me greets the God in you.  Christian community more than just a group of common interest or tradition -a prophetic witness and a foretaste of the holiness and justice of God’s kingdom here and yet to come.
Our capacity for a ‘Christian realism’ that recognizes both the graced and fallen nature of human life, the ability to bring wisdom and hope to bear on people’s capacity to change as well as honest understanding of their contradictions.
Our capacity for freedom: to take risks, free of fear or defensiveness, to hand over the ultimate authority to God, beyond the calculations for our own security or self-aggrandizement.

The capacity to be reflective, to recognize & nourish the life of the Spirit, to be attentive, to have faith in the power of community, to nourish and encourage it, in a vision that combines realism and freedom, requires TIME  I hear most of you groaning within!  The one thing in which most leaders are desperately poor is time, I know.  But our use of time is often the best indicator of our priorities and our freedom. One of the major characteristics of Eucharistic living, which I myself am still trying to develop, despite the many talks I give on the topic, is living in and valuing the sacrament of the present moment.  
If our use of time indicates our priorities, so also, in all institutions, does the use of MONEY & RESOURCES.  When we put our money where our mouth is, we embody the values that we have most deeply assimilated as educating communities.  Where our treasure is, there also does our heart lie, so our capacity to affirm and encourage not only pupils but colleagues speaks of what we value. Our capacity to deal with the TRUTH, the mechanisms we set up, consciously and unconsciously, for ensuring we hear the truth rather than avoid it or punish those who speak it, is an indicator of leadership in the power of the Spirit of truth. St. Ignatius Loyola teaches, in his Spiritual Exercises, that the heart of humility is not self-abasement but GRATITUDE.  Living in the power of the God hidden within the ordinary does not mean hiding our light under a bushel, but acknowledging our own giftedness as a blessing and a grace for ourselves and others.  
All that we have and are is gift, and first and foremost living Eucharistically means living with the gratitude that engenders, a gratitude which enables us to refer everything to God.  The English Jesuit poet Gerard Manley Hopkins spoke of the encounter with the Godhead hiding in the ordinary when he wrote: 
‘I greet Him the days I meet Him 
and bless when I understand’. 
The truth of Christianity does not primarily lie in the power of its hierarchy but in the sensus fidelium, the deposit of Faith which is preserved and faithfully transmitted within its hierarchy, tradition and liturgy, and primarily within the holiness of its members.  If we allow ourselves to be uncritically evangelized by secular culture, we risk surrendering our instinct for the truth.  If we ignore the Spirit speaking through secular culture, we risk relegating faith to a series of meaningless acts & postures which no longer speak to our generation.  Our empty churches speak for themselves, but WYD tells a different story.  
We are called to an exercise of re-interpretation of our foundational truths, to be people who re-member in order to renew the face of the earth.  The author David Lyons in his book Jesus in Disneyland remarks ‘Religious life in post-modern times demands not only to be understood differently but also to be lived differently’.  Our task, then, is to do the familiar thing differently.  My own sense is that living justly can most powerfully be interpreted as living Eucharistically.  The Eucharist is not a decontextualized holy fetish but a dynamic encounter with Christ who calls us always into a process of transformation. Today, more than ever, we are called to a deeper understanding of the words ‘This is my body’.  
‘Christ plays in ten thousand places,
Lovely in limbs and lovely in eyes not his to the Father
Through the features of men’s faces’.
	At the heart of the Catholic Christian understanding of reality is a sacramental vision that sees all creation as charged with the grandeur, as well as the pain of God.  Our capacity to respond to that reality with the same reverence and self-giving that we accord to the body of Christ will enable us, as leaders in education, to live justly and sustainably, love tenderly and with prophetic inclusiveness, walk humbly in the service of leadership with our God. 



