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of meaning and value. It's the 
"why" questions which bring us 
into the realm of spiritual and 
moral development. It's the 
"why" questions which empow
er communities and individuals 
to develop a sense of identity 
and profound self-management. 
When the "why" questions are 
part of popular discourse then 
the language of values is richer 
and more meaningful, and criti
cal thinking is enhanced. 

Moral crisis 

Alongside the crisis of standards 
in our nation's schools in the last 
ten years there has also been a 
perceived moral crisis. The 
appaling national tragedies 
involving children, alarming sta
tistics about bullying, truancy 
and school failure have all pro
voked significant concern about 
how our young people are grow
ing up and the spotlight has 
focused on what schools can do· 
about it, alongside parents and 
their communities. 

A number of government 
initiatives are exploring the areas 
of citizenship and personal and 
social education in schools. Since 
1992 all schools have been sub
ject to inspections by OFSTED 
and that inspection has included 
the area of spiritual, moral, 
social and cultural development 
(SMSC). The Qualifications and 
Curriculum Authority are pilot
ing guidance on whole school 
frameworks for SMSC, and its 
predecessor the School 
Curriculum and Assessment 
Authority undertook a substan
tive nationwide consultation on 
which values our schools should 
be promoting. It is very likely 
that the review of the National 
Curriculum in 2000 will include 
some requirements for schools to 
address these areas. 

The Qualifications and 
Curriculum Authority's initiative 
includes the delivery of spiritual, 
moral, social and cultural devel
opment within the curriculum. In 
other words, science, history and 
the disciplines are viewed as 
places where spiritual and moral 
development can and should 
occur, as well as in Religious 
Education, Personal and Social 
Education and the "ethos" of the 
school. How this might happen is 
still very much a matter of 
debate, but there is no doubt that 

this is an area where faith com
munities can offer support and 
guidance to schools. 

Core values 

In Kevin, Andrea and Shelley's 
school the consultation resulted 
in a very clear set of core values 
which the whole school commu
nity owned. Faith in Christ was 
among those values because it 
was a church school with a pre
dominantly church-going clien
tele. Other core values included 
stewardship, justice, truth and 
love of learning and now their 
teachers are identifying moments 
within the curriculum where key 
encounters with those core values 
are implicit in the teaching mater
ial. Those core values are deemed 
to have spiritual, moral, social 
and cultural aspects to them and 
to be rooted into a worldview or 
belief system. For this school that 
is a Christian worldview and the 
spirituality is likely to be 
Christological. For another 
school it might be a liberal 
humanist worldview, or an 
Islamic or Jewish one. 
Nevertheless there is a significant 
sense in which this school's core 
values reflect those identified by 
the SCAA consultation and repre
sent the common ground which 
provides some coherence in devel
oping citizenship and a shared 
morality in our plural democracy. 

The head of the govern
ment's standards and Effectiveness 
Unit was recently reported as 
urging for "a moral code to 
replace God" in the area of 
SMSC in schools. For most faith 
communities that is as undesir
able as it is perceived to be 
impossible. Provided our schools 
have the rights and freedoms to 
be responsive to their own com
munities then there is space for 
the narrative of Christianity to 
inform policies for SMSC both 
within the church school sector 
and outside of it. There is also 
space for Christian communities 
to become deeply involved with 
their schools through governing 
bodies, parent teacher associa
tions and in other practical ways. 
Perhaps the most important 
starting point, however, is for our 
Christian communities to under
stand the ways in which we can 
"inhabit the narrative of 
Christianity" in our everyday 
public and private lives. 

ca·n
'.

our 
Children 

Worship? 

Dr Trevor 

Cooling is Head 

of The Stapleford 

Centre, an 

institute which 

promotes 

Christian 

developments in 

education 

through 

publications, 

research and 

training. He is 

also a Special 

Lecturer in the 

University of 

Nottingham 

School of 

Education. He is 

author of A 

Christian Vision 

for State 

Education 

(SPCK). 

by Trevor Cooling 

Worship in schools has been 
the subject of much recent 
debate in which strong feel
ings have been expressed by 
faith communities and edu
cational professionals. The 
complexity of the legal 
requirements has caused con
fusion and uncertainty and 
OFSTED reports show that 
many schools are still not 
fulfiling their obligations in 
this area. In this article 
Trevor Cooling defends 
school worship from charges 
that it is counter-productive 
and calls for the Church to 
support those who endeavour 
to provide opportunities for 
young people to experience 
spiritual depth. 

F
ive hundred teenagers sat lis
tening to their Head of Biology 

in assembly. As part of a series 
focusing on disability, he was 
sharing his experience of the 
reality of God in his family's life. 

Eight weeks earlier his seven
teen-year-old daughter had died. 



All her life, she and her parents 
had struggled with her spina bifi
da. As he gave his Christian tes
timony, the silence was such that 
you could have heard a pin drop. 
The atmosphere was electric with 
a sense of the presence of God. 

It was the week before 
Easter. Five hundred teenagers 
were packed into the local church 
for worship. Traditional hymns 
celebrating the victory of Christ 
had been selected for their mes
sage and their musical appeal. 
This was a great moment in the 
life of the church, a chance to 
share the gospel with a genera
tion that rarely heard it. 
Everyone stood for the first 
hymn. Again you could have 
heard a pin drop. A few loyal 
adults sang to the best of their 
ability, but their efforts were 
overwhelmed by the resistant 
silence of the bored teenagers 
who had been marched to the 
church by their school to experi
ence "Christian worship". 

The Silence 
that Divides 

Both these stories are drawn 
from my own personal experi
ence of running the assembly 
programme in a large secondary 
school. The common factor was 
the silence that was generated by 
my attempt to create an experi
ence of Christian worship for my 
students. However, this silence 
was of a totally different nature 
in the two cases. In the first, it 
reflected a sense of the reality of 
the Christian experience of God 
beginning to impinge on a secu
larised audience. In the second, 
it reflected the irrelevance of a 
particular form of Christian 
worship for secularised young 
people. It should surely be of the 
greatest concern to the Christian 
Church that the worship that 
happens in schools should create 
silences of the first kind and not 
of the second kind. 

The Law 

Britain is unique in requiring 
that its schools provide a daily 
act of worship for every pupil. 
The legal obligations schools 
have to fulfil are extremely com
plex, but the main requirement 
is that what takes place should 
"be concerned with reverence or 
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veneration paid to a divine being 
or power". Furthermore, the 
majority of these acts of worship 
should be "wholly or mainly of 
a broadly Christian character". 

However, this is balanced 
by a requirement that what is 
done should be appropriate for 
every pupil in the sense that they 
can all worship with integrity, 
irrespective of their own person
al faith background, be that 
Hindu, Muslim, Christian, athe
ist or whatever. This has led 
many people to ask which God 
can actually be worshiped in 
schools? In considering this 
question, a High Court judged 
concluded that the Secretary of 
State for Education has, in the 
case of each school, "to be satis
fied that the being or power was 
God with a broadly Christian 
character". One wonders 
whether David Blunkett had 
been informed of the need for 
such theological insight when he 
was first offered the Education 
brief! 

A Contentious Issue 

The law on school worship is 
highly contentious. In recent 
days, the Church of England and 
the National Association of 
Headteachers have locked horns 
over it, with the Church defend
ing it and the headteachers 
wanting radical reform. 

The headteachers are 
angry at being required to 
achieve the impossible by hope
lessly confused legislation. They 
also see school worship as 
counter-productive in its effects. 
Their spokesperson recently 
wrote that the "march in, sing, 
pray, listen, march out" experi
ence will only trivialise worship 
in our young people's eyes. 

On the other hand, the 
Church emphasises the spiritual 
vacuum in so many people's lives 
today. In its eyes, it is desperate
ly important that this unique 
opportunity to offer young peo
ple space for deep reflection and 
for experiencing the power of 
worship in human life should 
not be lightly thrown away. The 
Church recognises that running 
school worship is not easy, but 
argues that the difficulties are 
exaggerated. As the General 
Secretary of the Board of 
Education recently put it: 
"Problems come not with the 

law itself, but with comparative! 
narrow interpretation of the law". 

A Way Forward? 

Following the Dunblane mas
sacre, a short article appeared in 
the Baptist Times. In it, John 
Drane described being at the 
gates of the primary school with 
a group of teenage boys. They 
were fumbling and awkward, 
unsure how to handle their emo
tions. Seeing John Drane's cleri
cal collar, they said tb him, "you 
know what to•say". So he led 
this huddle of secularised youth 
in prayer. Here the Church and 
the world of youth met in mean
ingful interaction. 

This encounter is a symbol 
of the challenge facing the 
Church in its relationship with 
the wider society. Increasing 
numbers of people are finding 
the forms of traditional 
Christian worship irrelevant and 
unhelpful. It is not that these 
forms are in themselves wrong 
or inadequate, but rather that 
the culture of most people makes 
them seem irrelevant and dis
tant. Put starkly, people simply 
don't know how to approach 
God through the traditional 
forms. However the spiritual 
needs of people are as great as 
they have ever been and will sur
face in powerful and unexpected 
new forms at moments of crisis. 
So, the experience of the lads of 
Dunblane was replicated millions 
of times in the spiritual angst 
that followed the death of Diana, 
Princess of Wales. The challenge 
is to find ways of creating mean
ingful interaction between the 
traditional forms of Christian 
worship and a generation which 
has lost touch with the culture 
of the Church and its trappings 
of worship. Perhaps more than 
anywhere else, the opportunity is 
there in school worship. 

So I want to support the 
Church of England in its attempt 
to prevent us losing school wor
ship. It is, perhaps, the last con
text where all youngsters have 
an opportunity to experience 
spiritual depth in an increasingly 
trivial world. At the same time I 
have great sympathy for the con
cerns expressed by headteachers. 
Relying on the rituals of the past 
in the nostalgic hope that it 
"will do them good" will only 
reinforce the cultural divide 
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between Church and society. 
Ritual is important in every
one's life. But meaningless ritual 
is the death of the spiritual life. 

The challenge for those 
leading school worship is to be 
able to engage with the cultural 
world of modern youth in a 
meaningful way. Their goal is 
to create an awe-filled silence 
through which God can speak, 
rather than the bored silence 
that is so often found in school 
assembly halls and which 
drowns his voice. Fortunately 
there are increasingly numbers 
of gifted Christians, including 
teachers, clergy and schools 
workers, who can cross the cul
tural gap between Church and 
young people and lead school 
worship. We should be offering 
them all the support we can in 
their pioneering work. 

m 

provide contexts for each major sec

tion. A further emblem is that many of 

the contributions are very short, lead

ing to a certain sense of frustration that 

nothing is developed adequately. 

Perhaps cohesion should not 

be expected in a book which claims to 

provide an Agenda, rather than any 

full discussion, let alone answers. The 

great value of this book, however, is 

that it does represent a lot of hard and 

careful thinking in some very difficult 

areas of modern life. The result is that 

most people will find several sections 

which will helpfully challenge them to 

develop their own thinking and praxis, 

whether their primary concern is the

ology, ministry within the Church, 

social involvement, economic policy, 

public service or much else besides. 

The great and the good make 

their contribution, people such as 

George Carey, Lesslie Newbigin, Helen 

Oppenheimer and Michael Taylor, but 

there are many significant contribu

tions from people who will be less 

known to most of us. 

For anyone who is concerned 

to help our churches make sense of 

and contribute appropriately to a 

rapidly changing and often confusing 

world, this book is a great asset. But it 

is a learning tool for a learning organi

satior1; a book to refer to often, rather 

than to read at a sitting. 

David Spriggs 

The Revd. Dr David Spriggs is Project 

Director of The Open Book 

Promise of Future 
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ISBN 0232 5222 94; £6.951 

This is a book to which I instinctively 

warm. Bishop Nichols relishes the 

means of grace. He lingers with the 

language of the liturgy. Each act in the 

great drama of eucharistic worship is 

energy to his spirituality. Promise of 

Future Glory explores each in turn. 

It is our need of God that 

draws us together. God's offer is a 

new quality of life, communion with 

him and each other. Nichols doesn't 

isolate Word from Sacrament. "The 

Liturgy of the Word is a most solemn 

aspect of every Mass." Luther will be 

cheered with his insight! In the effec

tive proclamation of the Word "the 

light of the Gospel suddenly touches 

the reality of our life and transforms it 

into a conscious experience of the 

action of God." He gives insights into 

Gospel and culture (with an acknowl

edgement to Paul Hiebertl through 

seven steps; to be,'to do, o know, to 

relate, to play, to suffer and to worship. 

For Nichols the mass is a con

fessional sacrament. The proclamation 

of the Creed is the liturgical moment 

when we declare God's authority over 

all principalities and powers. It also 

has an ecumenical dimension. It pulls 

together Christians of different persua

sions. Centuries of saints, those in 

heaven as well as earth, are drawn into 

a profound identity. 

Christ is the key. (In support of 

his argument he appeals to Vanstone's 

"Ttie Stature of Waiting" but his mem

ory deceives him. Vanstone's thesis is 

based not on Luke's Gospel but on 

Mark's.I In and through Christ we 

enter into Trinity. Here is an Orthodox 

as well as a Catholic perspective. 

Christ is made flesh that we might be 

divine. And here is a testimony that 

should raise an Evangelical "Amen". 

"The work of forgiveness is fulfiled in 

the shedding of blood". 

The closing words of the mass 

"lte, missa est", "Go, the Mass is 

ended", are not a finale, argues 

Nichols, but a commission. ("Missa" 

and "mission" have the same etymo

logical root.I So the sacrament of unity 

is an imperative to "new patterns of 

partnership and joint action between 

Christians". We are sent out to roll up 

our sleeves and get involved in the 

construction of a "more just and 

peaceful society". 

I like his intimations of ever

lasting life. Freedom of speech - so in 

heaven we never stop singing God's 

praise! The instinct to participate - he 

reminds us of the winding queues in 

the hot South African sun - the newly 

enfranchised waiting to vote. 

Participation, he tells us, is the mea

sure of our human dignity. Is Nichols 

setting down a marker for lay partici

pation in the ordering of the Roman 

Catholic Church? Longings of the 

human spirit - We look to the "king

dom of truth" where all life's ambigui

ties are resolved; where conflicts of 

authority and struggles for power end; 

where our sexuality is integrated. This 

kingdom is essentially pure gift, 

extravagant love, the heavenly ban

quet. Every celebration of the mass is 

an earnest of the age to come. And 

every celebration offers transfiguration. 

Wherever we are coming from, 

we will benefit from reading this book. 

One day, pray God sooner than later, 

hereafter if not here, we'll sit at the 

same table. 

Barrie G. Cooke 

The Revd. Barrie G. Cooke is Senior 

Consultant, at Bible Society 
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