Ladies and Gentlemen,

 

I’d like to begin by thanking our distinguished guest for his most thoughtful speech. 

 

His words have not only served to further reinforce theology’s place amongst the threatened humanities, but have provided a thoughtful, and inspired, idea of how we might work, recognize, and achieve, a big society. 

 

It is fair to say that scepticism of politics, particularly in our domestic environment, is rife amongst young people. Here at King’s, in our various representative fora, discussions on the issue focus on the cuts to public services, and debate centres on whether this was the idea all along, and whether the Big Society isn't just a nice cloak for a nasty policy. The best I have head of the Big society until today is that it's a nice concept, but one which, when faced with limited resource, fails in the basic societal responsibility of protecting the vulnerable.

 

For many, a big society is nothing more a small state.

 

Yet the Archbishops’ words serve as a timely and poignant reminder. We are taught at King’s that it is our role, our responsibility, to shape the world around us. Our institution is the breeding place for the leaders of tomorrow and, as we look ahead at the many challenges to be grappled with, the Big Society presents something of a rarity: an opportunity to make a positive difference to the lives of people, both at home and abroad.

 

Indeed, it is this underlying approach to learning which draws me to build upon the Archbishop’s comparison between Church and Academy, as two institutions which house a fundamental belief that what ‘is immediately profitable is not necessarily the only proper goal for intellectual labour’. 

 

I would take a comparison further than this. 

 

King’s College London was founded as a Christian response to a minor institution near Euston Square. We derive our values both from a belief in the education of the individual and the necessity of contribution to the local communities in which we operate. If we marry the two, the results can be astonishing. Every day, our students, often never realising it, subscribe to the institution’s philosophy of working “in the service of society.”

 

Life in a university like King’s, at its best, is a mix of collision and collaboration; here there is a daily meeting of ideas… principles… 

 

…and prejudices. 

 

Our political ideologies and opinions are necessarily challenged and, in such a vehement marketplace of ideas, it is no surprise that the solutions to many of the problems we face today are found in corridor conversation at King’s. Answering the Archbishop’s call for empathy, our role as students is not only to challenge the status quo, presenting and prompting change, but also to learn, appreciate and understand others.

 

For a student here, working in our local community is more than just a healthy paragraph on a CV and engaging in a debate is more than simply indulging in academic revelry. We are the exact inputs which the ‘Big Society’ needs. Like the church, we at King’s are engaged in building ‘the character of citizens’, and as much of this is done outside – as well as inside – the classroom:

 

King’s students volunteer. Just last week, twenty five students visited a low-performing primary school in Southwark, reading to children and celebrating the importance of literature through ‘World Book Day’. They didn’t just inspire the children that day, they made a commitment to go back, working to make a real impact – week in, week out.

King’s students are activists – they seek challenges in their own lives and work passionately to enhance the lives of others. They engaged and shaped the debate on tuition fees, demanding an accessible education and now, as fees rise, ensuring that extra income is directed towards opening up University for the very poorest in society.

To be a student at King’s is an honour and as we continue to get involved, voice opinion and challenge the status quo, we are constantly learning that which cannot be taught within the classroom.

---
Archbishop, while this is a major event in the London calendar, we all know you'll be officiating soon at an event even more keenly anticipated. 

While I wait patiently for 28 days for my commemorative chinaware, I will recall this evening, when we had the pleasure of hearing inspirational words on today's issues and opportunities from one of the country's finest minds.   

King's has attracted the greats from around the world to speak at these events - thank you for bringing the leadership you daily provide to your worldwide congregation, the wisdom of a mind steeped in languages and writings ancient and modern, your humanity and your erudition to us here at King's.

Thank you.

