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Commemoration of Benefactors
Sunday 7 February 2010

Address given by The Very Reverend Dr John Moses KCVO, Trinity Hall 1959,  Dean Emeritus of St Paul’s

“Every scribe who has been trained for the kingdom of heaven is like a householder who brings out of his treasure what is new and what is old.” 

(St Matthew xiii 52).
This verse, which came right at the end of our Second Lesson, seems to me to be a good starting point for a sermon at a Commemoration of Benefactors.  Jesus had been talking – perhaps to the crowds, perhaps to the disciples – about the kingdom of heaven, and – more precisely – about the priority that must be given to God’s kingdom of righteousness by those who would be His disciples.  But, then, there is a change of tack – at least as it seems to me – and Jesus gives us a word which is not merely about priority and choice, but about that perennial tug of war between the old and the new, between continuity and change.
And I say change of tack because we have here a word that is not just about personal discipleship.  It could serve equally well as a foundation text for institutions, all institutions, as they evolve and adapt and respond to changing circumstances, changing needs.

I reckon Bishop Bateman knew what he was doing in the middle years of the fourteenth century when he founded “a perpetual College of Scholars in the Canon and the Civil Law”.  It wasn’t merely an acknowledgement that what we call sacred and what we call secular must live cheek by jowl with each other.  It was something more, because Bishop Bateman’s foundation statute spoke of education, religioun, learning and research.  He understood the need to chart a course for the future; to find the balance between continuity and change: to ensure that successive generations might bring out of their treasure what is new and what is old.
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No Commemoration of Benefactors – certainly not one today – can merely look back and reflect on what is old.  We might have good reason to value earlier times, earlier associations.  I speak as one who will never forget that he was confirmed in this chapel fifty years ago, having been prepared for confirmation by Robert Runcie at the beginning of his last year as Dean of Trinity Hall.  It may be a comment on our age, but a Commemoration today, while rejoicing in the past, must take account of the present, of the future.  We know the past; but we are required to have an eye to what is new and to what ought to be new.  And the reason is very simple:  either a University engages with life as it is in its entirety, or it becomes peripheral to the needs of those whom it seeks to serve.
Those who know the story of the Hall will recall the names of those who have endowed and enriched the College over more than six hundred and fifty years.  Even my superficial knowledge recalls from earlier centuries the names of William Bateman, Stephen Gardiner, Thomas Eden, and Nathanael Lloyd.  And all of us, I guess, will be aware of the imaginative use of one late sixteenth century legacy which led to the erection of a series of milestones bearing the College arms, which over the last ten years have given their name to the Milestones Campaign, a campaign that was described at the beginning as “the College’s most ambitious development programme ever”.
Everyone of us knows the importance of what is being attempted – namely, that the College, which is no longer able to rely merely on public funding, should be able to draw increasingly upon endowment funding.  It can be invidious to name names, but it is entirely right to acknowledge the endowment of fellowships in mathematics, in the arts, in science, in support of the Dean and the Chapel; bursaries in law, for history students and for women students: the Jerwood Library, the building of new student accommodation at Wychfield; and necessary assistance to the routine costs of running the College.
Some – with other members of their families – have contributed individually; some have provided introductions enabling those who were not members of Hall to come on board; some have pointed in the direction of particular trusts; some have worked collaboratively, cooperatively.

It means, of course, thanks to the generosity of many benefactors, large and small, that the Hall has been able to play its part in the University’s 800th anniversary campaign.  But if I understand aright the Milestones to the Future development programme, what undergirds it is not merely the hope of an endowment for a new building or a new fellowship, important though those things might be.  It is rather, the conviction that education at this College and in this University shall be available to all who are able to take advantage of it; and - more – that the educational experience that is offered shall be as rich, as diverse, as it can be.
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Universities are not always comfortable places in today’s world.  Many of you know at first hand the pressures upon our universities – financial, political, utilitarian.  You know far better than I the large questions that surround university funding, and how easily the whole debate can be skewed by short term goals, by politically expedient goals.  We know that we live in a fast-moving, fast-changing world; and yet universities have been jealous of their academic freedom – and rightly so.  Yes, there is a tradition of excellence and experiment which has to be maintained at all costs; and underscoring all the talk about academic freedom is the idea of the university as a humancommunity, a community of learning, a place of thought where ideas can be circulated and freely tested.  Back to Bishop Bateman: education, religion, learning and research.  A university is a cooperative enterprise in which different minds, critical of each other, can engage in a common process.  It is, in short, what used to be called a school of universal learning; and unless I have woefully misunderstood the Milestones to the Future development programme, this is the idea, the ideal, to which this College in this University continues to work.

But a Commemoration of Benefactors, while it may indeed require us to look back and to look forward, also asks that we set out hopes for this College – even perhaps for this University – in a wider frame.  “Every scribe who has been trained for the kingdom of heaven is like a householder who brings out of his treasure what is new and what is old.”  The sacred and the secular: Yes.  Excellence and experiment:  Yes.  Continuity and change:  Yes.  Things old and things new:  Yes.  But it is only in the context of the search for truth, for meaning, for values, for the priorities by which we live as individuals and as a society, that all these things make sense.  For men and women of Christian faith, for men and women of religious faith, these things are rooted in what we believe about God: who He is, and how He works, and what He asks of His people.  It is in the tradition of that faith that we remember those who have gone before and those who will come after; and give thanks for a tradition of sound learning in which we in our day can bring out of our treasure what is new and what is old.

