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Response	to	Dr	Briony	Scott’s	Armitage	

Lecture	

 

I’d	first	like	to	thank	Dr	Scott	for	her	stimulating	lecture,	and	for	the	sharp	questions	

that	it	raises.	There’s	no	point	in	sugar-coating	reality,	and	as	one	of	this	nation’s	

leading	educators	Dr	Scott	has	spoken	to	us	with	forthrightness	and	insight	and	even,	I	

daresay,	courage.	She	has	posed	for	us	questions	that	those	who	care	about	Church	

schools	cannot	avoid	addressing.	[I	should	perhaps	at	this	point	declare	my	own	

interest.	I	was	a	student	at	a	Church	school;	I	taught	English	at	a	leading	private	School;	

I	was	chaplain	at	St	Andrew’s	Cathedral	School;	and	I	am	now	a	parent	at	a	Church	

school.	I	am	also	an	educator	and	keenly	interested	in	questions	of	education	and	its	

relationship	to	theology.	I	am	currently	serving	as	part	of	a	Fellowship	set	up	by	the	

Archbishop	to	foster	discussion	between	theologians	and	leading	educators.]	

I’d	like	explore	four	points	in	response.		

1)	Dr	Scott	was	I	believe	right	to	expose	the	crassness	of	the	proposal	to	find	some	

‘measure’	for	success	in	Christian	schooling.	Education	at	all	levels	is	dying	the	death	of	

a	thousand	paper	cuts	delivered	by	the	Gradgrinds	of	government	who	don’t	value	

anything	unless	it	can	be	measured	against	benchmarks	and	KPIs.	Utilitarianism	is	the	

philosophy	that	prevails	in	public	discourse	in	21st	century	Australia.	It’s	a	philosophy	

which	claims	that	what	is	good	must	surely	be	measurable,	or	it	has	no	business	

claiming	to	be	good.	

But	Christians	are	not	utilitarians,	because	we	have	a	much	grander	vision	of	the	good	

than	what	can	be	simply	quantified.		
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And	so	Dr	Scott	has	rightly	subverted	our	question	by	pointing	out	that	for	followers	of	

Jesus	Christ	the	quality	of	relationships	is	essential	to	that	vision	of	the	good	–	a	quality	

that	in	the	end	answers	to	the	ultimate	judge	and	He	alone.	This	is	what	success	in	

Christian	schools	will	look	like.	Can	we	count	it,	or	measure	it?	Who	cares.		

I	do	think	there	was	much	more	to	say	here.	Though	very	emphasis	on	relationships	is	a	

thoroughly	Christian	insight,	we	need	to	be	careful	that	we	relate	this	talk	of	

relationships	back	to	the	Christian	story	itself,	lest	‘relationships’	become	a	kind	of	

Platonic	ideal.	It	would	be	possible,	after	all,	for	a	pirate	ship	to	be	crewed	by	an	

effective	team	in	good	relationships	with	one	another.		

The	gospel	of	the	God	who	is	Trinity	speaks	to	us	a	very	particular	quality	of	

relationship	-	relationships	of	costly	love	that	involve	forgiveness,	mercy	and	grace.	

‘Greater	love	has	no-one	than	this’,	said	Jesus	‘to	lay	down	one’s	life	for	one’s	friends’	–	

which	is	of	course	what	he	himself	did;	and	it	is	that	story,	the	story	of	the	cross,	which	

teaches	us	true	relationships.	And	note:	it	wasn’t	a	message	of	relationships	based	on	

mere	acceptance	–	to	die	for	one’s	friends	is	to	say	that	one’s	friends	need	dying	for,	

because	all	is	not	well	with	them	as	they	are.	Sometimes	relationships	patterned	on	the	

cross	require	a	No	as	well	as	a	Yes.	

2)	Is	there	to	be	no	judgement	of	Christian	education	then?	Do	we	have	nothing	to	say	

about	what	might	constitute	a	successful	Christian	education?		
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I	too	am	irritated	by	the	tone	of	much	of	this	criticism.	Much	of	it,	like	the	question	of	

Christianly	teaching	maths,	is	just	idiotic	and	needs	to	be	called	for	what	it	is.			

But	the	response	is	not	to	repudiate	judgement,	but	to	encourage	better	judgement.	I	

cannot	agree	with	the	analogy	about	the	doctor.	The	Head	of	a	school	has	professional	

expertise	and	ought	to	be	trusted	to	exercise	it,	but	the	Head	is	operating	as	an	expert	
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loss	–	an	acknowledgement	perhaps	that	their	project	has	destroyed	the	only	things	

worth	having.	

Perhaps	a	new	dark	ages	is	upon	us.	And	perhaps,	as	after	the	decay	of	mighty	Rome,	it	

was	the	Christian	monasteries	that	preserved	the	possibility	of	a	less	savage	way	of	life,	

so	now	our	schools	and	churches	will	need	to	become	the	protectors	of	the	true,	the	

beautiful	and	the	good.	That	is	what	is	arguably	already	in	evidence:	people	with	no	

faith	can	see	that	our	schools	and	the	extraordinary	people	in	them	preserve	something	

precious	which	has	been	lost,	and	that	in	their	devotion	to	what	is	true,	and	right,	and	

beautiful	in	creation,	they	point	beyond	themselves	to	the	source	of	all	these	things.		

	


