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ABSTRACT

This thesis reports on a study undertaken in two Church of England primary schools,
which engaged priests and headteachers in the practice of paired theological reflection.
It employed an experiential methodology with two distinct strands; a research method
based on the ‘Doing Theology Spiral’ (Green, 2009) and narrative theological inquiry,
through which the author interpreted participants’ experiences. The resulting thesis
contributes to the emerging knowledge and evidence base around church school
leadership, proposing how theological reflection, rooted in the practical and everyday,

might guide educational practice.

The study used ‘Ordinary Theology’ (Astley, 2002a, 2002b, 2013a, 2013b) as a
conceptual framework, focusing on individuals’ stories and the interaction between
Christian tradition, doctrine and the participants’ lived experience. Insights from
Bourdieu’s concepts of habitus and capital (Bourdieu, 1977) assisted in revealing
individuals’ dispositions and examining social influences on participants and their
interactions. Data analysis, underpinned by a system of coding, uncovered patterns and
connections within individual narratives and experiences, with meaning derived through

a process of narrative thematic analysis.

In this thesis, the author explores the issue that priests and headteachers will encounter
guestions relating to their own role and ministry whilst discerning how theology inspires
vision, ethos and leadership in schools with a Christian foundation. The findings arising
from the data inform considerations for designing a new approach for priests and church
school leaders to engage in theological conversation as an ongoing learning event. The
author, as Director of Education for an Anglican diocese, also proposes initiating a
collaborative process with schools and parishes with the intention of developing and

piloting this process of inquiry and reflection in their specific contexts.

The conclusion of the study is that as priests and headteachers draw deeper into the life
of their shared community, the richness of experiences, insights and responses as they
develop new situations from learning and doing theology together could be truly

transformational.
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ABBREVIATIONS AND DEFINITIONS USED IN THIS THESIS

Anglican

Autonomous national or regional Anglican Churches make
up the Anglican Communion, one of the world’s largest
global Christian denominations. The Archbishop of
Canterbury serves as senior bishop of the Church of
England and is the symbolic head of the Anglican
Communion. He is also the diocesan bishop of the
Diocese of Canterbury.

Annotations

My reflections and explanations written in the margins of
the transcripts from sessions and interviews.

Archdeaconry

The district of a diocese for which an Archdeacon is
responsible.  Archdeacons are senior clergy in the
Anglican Communion, serving under a Bishop.

Canonical narrative

The ‘big picture’ narrative revealed by a pair of
participants, conveying the reality and issue they were
exploring (e.g. see Phoenix, 2013).

Catholic Refers to the Roman Catholic Church.

CE school Church of England school (abbreviation).

CEEO Church of England Education Office (abbreviation).
Codes Codes were used in data analysis. They consisted of a

category, subcategories and elements to define the
subject or intention of sections of participants’
contributions (e.g. see Dey, 1993).

Contextual theology

Theology situated in a particular locality; derived from the
place in which it is incarnated, discovered by the people
immersed in that context and which leads them to new
understanding and possibilities (e.g. see Bevans, 2002).

Diocese An area or district of the country under the pastoral
oversight of a Bishop, in this context within the Church of
England.

DDE Diocesan Director of Education (abbreviation).

Diocesan Board of
Education (DBE)

A statutory body in each Diocese, established in
accordance with the Diocesan Boards of Education
Measure, 1991. Responsibilities include promoting
education according to the faith and practice of the
Church of England, promoting religious education and
religious worship and giving advice in relation to matters
affecting Church schools and Church educational
endowments within the Diocese.
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Educational capital

Capital expressed through educational qualifications or
teacher training, experience in leading learning or
contextual influence, such as roles and responsibilities
held by school staff (e.g. see Bourdieu, 1990).

Experiential theology

Theology rooted in a person’s encounter with experience,
mindful of perceptions and feelings that the experience
stimulates (e.g. see Hull, 1984).

Key narrative

A recurring or repeated theme identifiable within a
personal narrative (Boyatzis, 1998).

Operational capital

Where participants in the study indicated a sense or
position of authority in decision-making relating to the
day-to-day operation of the school.

Ordinary theology

A non-scholarly and non-academic theology; how
ordinary people articulate their religious understanding
or express reflective God-talk (Astley, 2002a).

Practical theology

Theology done in the context of practice; in this study, it
refers to theology concerned with practical action in
relation to education (e.g. see Hull, 1977).

SIAMS Statutory Inspection of Anglican and Methodist Schools
(abbreviation).
Social capital Aligned to the narrative of participants in the study,

relating to their perceived role and influence in securing
provision or support for the local community (e.g. see
Bourdieu, 1977).

Theological capital

Capital expressed culturally, such as holding a position of
Christian ministry within a community, by formal
theological study, or through the experience of
theological reflection or doing theology practically in
context (e.g. see cultural capital - Bourdieu, 1977).

Voluntary Aided (VA)

A school with a religious character, established under the
1944 Education Act and maintained by a Local Authority.
In VA schools the foundation governors form the majority
of the Local Governing Body, have additional
responsibilities in relation to capital works and are the
employers of the staff.

Voluntary Controlled
(VC)

A school with a religious character, established under the
1944 Education Act and maintained by a Local Authority.
In VC schools foundation governors are a minority on the
Local Governing Body and the Local Authority is the
employer.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

As a former headteacher of a Church of England (CE) junior school and now Diocesan
Director of Education (DDE) for an Anglican Diocese, with responsibility for strategic
work across both CE schools and parish ministry with children and young people, | am
intrigued by the dynamic between theology and education. Educational discourse is
often informed or evaluated by reference to an academic theological perspective; thus,
a theology of education is found alongside multiple other applications of theology (Hull,
1977). Yet theological reflection, rooted in the everyday, rarely exists as a practical
activity of education professionals. This is evidenced in the availability of a ‘large body
of literature concerning the various models of leadership that might speak to Christian
leaders, but little specific to guide their practice’ (Spencer and Lucas, 2019, p.58). This

thesis begins to fill this conspicuous gap.

| conceived of a study in two CE primary schools which would explore and facilitate the

practice of practical theology at school level, framing my research questions as follows:

On engaging priests and headteachers in the practice of paired theological reflection,
what does analysis of their conversation and commentary reveal about:
= their experience of participation and the process of inquiry and reflection
= the character of their role in leadership and ministry within the church school
community
= considerations for designing a new approach to paired theological reflection for

church school leaders and priests, relating to Christian vision and ethos?

| determined that practical theology in this context would avoid giving the impression of
requiring scholarly interpretation. Rather, the study focuses on personal narrative and
insight, through individual stories that might reveal something of how participants’
understanding of God and the Christian faith connect with school leadership issues.

Acknowledging that religious involvement in publicly funded education is opposed by

[1]



some organisations (National Secular Society, 2017) and the notion of a supernatural side
to the universe is contested (Humanists UK, 2020), | also consider the idea of a divine
sense (Chapter 2, Section 2.6 and Chapter 3, Section 3.2), and the place of Christian

theology in education (Chapter 2, Section 2.3).

The encompassing conceptual framework | have used is Ordinary Theology (Astley,
2002a, 2002b, 2013a, 2013b, 2016), which | selected for two key reasons. Firstly, it is
described as a learning theology (Astley, 2002a), rooted in context and with the
potential to uncover a good deal about a person’s development and theology as a
process. Secondly, because it is grounded in the power of individual stories and helps

to define the nature of theology within the study as everyday.

Ordinary Theology is something that can be heard and discovered in the narrative of
ordinary Christian believers, an intrinsic element of each participant’s vocation, with a
focus on the kind of language used to speak reflectively about God. It places an
emphasis on both the contextual and practical nature of theology; the dialogue,
interaction and movement between Christian tradition and doctrine and the lived
experience. It also facilitates hermeneutical conversation and establishes the possibility
that a non-expert theology can offer a contribution to discussion that is equally valid as
academic theology. Finally, in research terms, it is concerned with capturing the
narrative of a shared or common life through empirical studies in specific communities,

thus its application within the church school context.

As such, Ordinary Theology provides an appropriate setting for my methodology;
narrative and the power of story engaging participants as they seek and explore shared
truths about the Kingdom of God, as well as implications for their Christian life and

ministry.

My study is also earthed firmly in the context of CE primary schools, aiming to support and
encourage Anglican educational provision which ‘makes for an encounter in both parish
church and Church school which is fundamentally incarnationally grounded’ (Terry, 2013,
p.121). The term ‘incarnational’ refers to Jesus Christ assuming human nature; being

recorded in the Bible, in one example, as ‘the Word became flesh and lived among us’
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(John 1:14, New Revised Standard Version). This provides a model for believers, instigated
by Jesus, of divine imitation that is at the core of Christian faith and belief. Similarly, as a
DDE | hope that CE schools, forming an integral part of the mission of the diocese
(Archbishop’s Council Education Division, 2013), also seek an incarnational life and
method of ministry which evidences ‘divinely imprinted hallmarks of authentic spirituality’

(Iselin and Meteyard, 2010, p.35).

This life and ministry of a CE school is inspected under statute, the framework for the
Statutory Inspection of Anglican and Methodist Schools (SIAMS) published by the Church
of England Education Office (CEEO) fulfilling the requirement of denominational
inspection under Section 48 of the Education Act 2005. SIAMS uses an Evaluation
Schedule for Schools and Inspectors which requires that ‘in developing vision and
leadership in a Church school, the school must evaluate ... to what extent is the school’s
vision and its associated values grounded in a clear theology firmly rooted in a Christian
narrative?’ (The Church of England Education Office, 2018, p.2). | anticipate that the
outcomes of this study might encourage further engagement between church and
school, not simply through dialogue and practical involvement but through discerning
vision, identity and purpose for their shared community and learning continuously about

the theological underpinning of the school’s educational work.

The study was deliberately iterative, incorporating a multi-strategy design of group
sessions, interviews and reflection in which the participants’ learning journeys became a
central part of the data collection. It used a methodology of narrative theological inquiry;
knowledge emerging through participant interaction and experience, and stories
unfolding and evolving through reflection and interpretations of narratives. The
narratives and reflections act as a source of spiritual and relational insight; the language
used by participants expresses theology and describes how it meets human experience,
as well as revealing dispositions and establishing power relations. It is a place where any
connection between Christian tradition or heritage and everyday encounter might be

discovered.

A supporting framework for theological reflection, the ‘Doing Theology Spiral’ (Green,

2009), was used during data collection sessions to assist exploration of the discussion
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between priest and headteacher. It was not intended as a trial model for analysis, but a
structure around which supporting data collection architecture created a narrative flow.
A sense of continuous, less structured engagement was stimulated by the sharing of
recordings and transcripts, alongside offering participants the opportunity to write

reflective journals and to supplement or amend responses without any constraint on time.

Elements of Bourdieu’s Outline of a Theory of Practice (Bourdieu, 1977) were also
employed during the study, particularly during the planning phase before interviews and
throughout the process of data analysis, to provide insights into the research participants’
positions and attitudes. These elements proved useful in gaining an understanding of
their dispositions and the level of social or cultural capital (such as status, experience and
influence) or any sense of empowerment participants revealed which they were bringing
from the fields of theology or education. This also provided pointers as to the nature of
their leadership and ministry roles and how these were enacted in the organisation and

spiritual life of the school.

Findings from my thematic analysis of data contribute to a discussion about participants’
experiences of paired theological reflection, using their individual commentaries and the
canonical and key narratives which emerge from each school. Additionally, the discussion
offers insight into the importance of theology and Christian language being accessible for
leaders and staff when discussing and expressing a school’s distinctively Christian vision
and ethos. It fulfils a core objective of the study; not to test an existing model of
theological reflection, but to bring together analysis and learning to identify some
considerations for designing a new approach to dialogue between school leaders and

priests, to encourage them to engage in practical, everyday theological conversation.

Using a blended approach, the study uniquely brings together the three disparate
research interests of Ordinary Theology, narrative inquiry and Bourdieu’s concepts of
habitus and capital. They are explored together through individual stories, appreciating
the dispositions participants bring into conversation and using an intentional focus on
leadership priorities for vision and ethos. This offers rich material to analyse
participants’ insights and experiences, providing an original contribution to knowledge

in terms of how priests and headteachers might work together theologically, promoting
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learning and professional development in the context of leadership and ministry in a
church school setting. It also recognises how church schools’ educational work is rooted
in a Christian theological vision, the ways in which parish and school can work together

on this vision and the process involved.

| acknowledge that the study is located in CE primary schools, but anticipate that the
narratives, discussion and considerations for a new approach to theological
conversation and reflection will be of interest to educational and spiritual leaders

employed in (or indeed connected to) any primary school with a Christian foundation.
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CHAPTER 2

Literature review

2.1 Introduction

This chapter establishes the background to studying a process of paired theological
conversation and reflection which seeks to support educational leadership in CE primary
schools. It reviews selected literature that explores the dynamic between theology and
education, has determined the research methodology and conceptual framework and

describes the historic and current contexts from which CE schools locate their identity.

The starting point is to offer an appraisal of the background and characteristics of CE
schools, including the essence of what it means for a school to express a religious
character as well as the debate on their place in publicly funded education. By asserting
the legitimate voice of Christian theology in education, | establish validity to the
engagement of headteacher and priest in the development of vision and ethos within their

school community.

Next, | explore the kind of conceptual framework in which this encounter of theological
conversation might happen; one that is focused on personal and professional learning and
imagines openness and equity between participants as theology interacts with
educational practice. | consider the principles and hermeneutic of Ordinary Theology
(Astley 2002a, 2002b, 20133, 2013b), a framework grounded in the power of individuals’
stories and conversation. Establishing that Ordinary Theology provides theoretical
support for participants to engage in discussion about their leadership and ministry,
discerning God in their human experiences, | then turn attention to broader thinking
about the practice of theological reflection and associated approaches which helped to
establish a clear methodology. In particular, | examine literature focused on methods of
theological reflection which emphasise narrative or story, praxis and local expression; the

learning from which steered this study towards a narrative theological inquiry approach.
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Finally, | examine Bourdieu’s constructs of field, capital and habitus (Bourdieu, 1977,
1990). | consider their place in this study, which is framed principally within the areas
(fields) of theology and education and in which participants brought individual histories
and dispositions (habitus) as well as experience, reputation or qualifications (capital). |
affirm how the constructs were employed not as a structural or societal phenomenon, but
as elements through which narrative inquiry was planned and individual narratives were
analysed. Since the inquiry took place within CE primary schools, it was important to
understand how each participant expressed their relationship to this particular context.
Their dispositions could reveal a rationale for the way in which they articulated their own
narrative, with these insights also forming an observation of the influence of context on

their perceived sense of capital within the associated fields.

2.2 The context of Church of England schools

It is worth highlighting how mission, ministry and vision are captured differently in the
approaches of CE and Catholic schools in England. Whilst both are designated as having a
religious character or foundation, Catholic schools are faith schools which aim to transmit
the Catholic faith to young people and prepare them ‘for their life as Christians in the
community’ (Catholic Education Service, 2014, p.3). | use the different term church
schools for CE schools, which draw specifically on their Anglican heritage. They have a
history of valuing individual contributions and a concern for justice, rooted in the original
Objects of the National Society for Promoting the Education of the Poor in the Principles
of the Established Church in England and Wales (Louden, 2012), founded in 1811 and since
2016 referred to more broadly as the CEEO. Church schools are faithful in the sense of
being deeply Christian and in service for the good of the whole community (The Church of

England Education Office, 2016), yet without expressing the Catholic intent to proselytise.

2.2.1 The mission and vision of the Church of England

The growth of education based on the tenets of the Church of England can be detected
in the foundation of the National Society in 1811, which sought to establish schools for
the education and instruction of the poor. One of its guiding principles was that

education was for the common good, equipping children and young people so that they
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might challenge ideologies and ideas. Over two centuries later, still the ‘worth of each
student impels us to work to fulfil their God-given potential, whatever the religious or
other tradition with which they or their family identify, and with special consideration
given to those who are disadvantaged’ (The Church of England Education Office, 2016,
p.10).

Over the past twenty years the Church of England has continued to articulate a missional
narrative for its church schools, rooted in the idea that they stand ‘at the centre of the
Church’s mission to the nation’ (Archbishops’ Council, 2001, p.xi). Prior to the
publication of its most recent vision document, Deeply Christian, Serving the Common
Good (The Church of England Education Office, 2016), Rev. Nigel Genders (Chief
Education Officer for the Church of England) encapsulated the vision as being for ‘the
transformative purpose of lifelong education in the mission of the Church with a focus
on wisdom for living and the spiritual, intellectual and emotional development that

leads to the flourishing of every person’ (General Synod, 2015, p.266).

Deeply Christian, Serving the Common Good (The Church of England Education Office,
2016) thus seeks to offer a model of education within a broad framework and reaffirm
the position of the Church of England in the English educational landscape. Presently
there are 4644 CE schools with approximately one million pupils attending, and it is the
largest sponsor of academies in England (The Church of England, 2020a). One of its key
principles is that all human beings are made in the image of God and are precious and
valued in God’s sight - and its commitment to pupils is ‘to offering them an encounter
with Jesus Christ and with Christian faith and practice in a way that enhances their lives’
(The Church of England Education Office, 2016, p.16). Furthermore, the document
advocates ‘living well together’, which includes the flourishing of pupils together with
the flourishing of staff, wise management practices and being a hospitable community.
The concept of flourishing within this community indicates that ‘hope and aspiration are

social as well as individual’ (The Church of England Education Office, 2016, p.15).
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2.2.2 Church schools and religious character

Having a religious character as a church school means developing and sustaining a clear
Christian vision and ethos: ‘Distinctiveness ... must include a wholehearted commitment
to putting faith and spiritual development at the heart of the curriculum and ensuring
that a Christian ethos permeates the whole educational experience’ (National Society,

2012, p.3).

However, this is not a parochial matter for application by the school in isolation, since
the church school belongs to a wider network, including the parish and diocese. It is
anchored by its historical Anglican foundation (how it was first established); then
through belonging to a broader community members discover meaning and purpose, a
rootedness in the Gospel enables it to flourish, and the narrative that is lived out draws
deeply on the unfolding journey of the whole people of God (Elbourne, 2012). Having a
religious character means discerning God’s concerns and ambitions for the shared

community.

This is at the heart of theological conversation and reflection between priest and
headteacher; that the church school becomes part of the church’s expressed narrative,
engaged in its mission responsibilities and more prominent in the Church’s missional life
(Moynagh, 2012) — and similarly, that the church becomes rooted in the narrative and

life of the school.

2.3 The place of Christian theology in education

2.3.1 Should faith and education be separate?

To argue the legitimacy of the Christian theological voice engaging with educational

theory and practice, particularly in the field of publicly funded education, it is important

to appraise ideas of separation and neutrality, i.e. the contention that faith and education

should remain separate and consequently education should not privilege any belief or

ideology.

[9]



According to Hirst (1972), education should be separated from catechesis, where
catechesis is interpreted as supporting Christians in their lifelong journey of faith; a
process of formation, education and instruction (Westerhoff, 1994). Such endeavours,
as Hirst (1972) suggests, could be undertaken independently by schools and churches -
or if both occur within a church school, should be separated such that any catechesis is
invitational. CE schools are, after all, for pupils and students of all faiths and none, in
which every child should be respected as a member of the community and a child of
God, welcomed wholeheartedly in all their unique difference (The Church of England

Education Office, 2019).

However, this does not make a Christian approach to education undesirable or suggest
that no attempt should be made to use religious claims to justify educational principles
(Hirst, 1976). This is a more contestable position adopted by secular organisations such
as the National Secular Society (NSS), which advocates that religious and non-religious
people have an equal right to express their beliefs, but that religious affiliation must not
bring advantage or impinge on others’ views and practices. The NSS argues that ‘religious
beliefs, ideas and organisations must not enjoy privileged protection from the right to
freedom of expression’ (National Secular Society, 2018). Such separation would make the
activity of Christian theological discourse in education illegitimate, so a robust defence is

required to maintain its place in the public sphere and its validity within this study.

A key element to this defence is a rejection of the idea that education can be ideologically
neutral. It will always be shaped by sets of values and beliefs and ‘people should be
encouraged to draw explicitly on the resources of their [contestable religious and non-
religious beliefs] in recognition of the contribution that they will inevitably make’ (Cooling,
2012, p.560). These values and beliefs connect with human knowing and understanding,
and since theology and the Christian faith are fundamentally concerned with questions of
human being and purpose, ‘there is no logical reason for its concerns being excluded from

debates about the aims of education’ (Cooling, 1994, p.58).

Thus, education can be considered from both a religious and a non-religious perspective,
educational principles and values being interpreted based on personal beliefs —and each

approach is equally legitimate (Cooling, 1994). By recognising this entitlement, it is
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possible to explore Christian theological discussion as a mechanism for critiquing
educational theory and practice, with the confidence to discover and practise credible

and dynamic ways of doing so.

2.3.2 Theology illuminating education

There is also a straightforward relational point that the validity of the link between
theology and education is secured by proposing that it is acceptable for any person to
couch views of education in relation to their outlook on life (Hull, 1977). This appraisal
is likely to be realised using insight, action and experience, each individual contributing
to education by creating or discovering understanding that serves to inform or
illuminate. In this way, Christian theology can exist alongside, and not superior to, other
discourses; acknowledging that media and debate in the public sphere will include a

humanist or secular view of education alongside those of faith groups.

| am advocating a research study which does not seek to engage Christian theology and
tradition as a detached, external commentary on a model of theological reflection. It
certainly rests ‘upon the idea that theology is a form of thinking, a kind of rationality’ (Hull,
1984, p.251). Yet Hull’'s (1984) notion appears to offer a method of building bridges
between theology and education, rather than a method of doing theology that brings an
encounter with experience, and an interplay between reflection and action (Green, 2009).
There is a narrowness and imbalance in this idea of external application, of speaking into

education from outside the sphere of education itself.

My objective is certainly that ‘the principles of education flow necessarily and exclusively
from theology’ (Hull, 1984, p.258), but that the study is rooted in praxis, i.e. practising the
activity of theology within education. | am pursuing an approach in which theological
engagement is one of seeking an understanding of the divine will in a process of

participant reflection together, with no separation of ‘theologian’ and ‘educator’.

[11]



2.3.3 The credibility of theology illuminating education

In appraising the credibility and use of a Christian theological approach to illuminate
education, the challenge of separation between religious belief and education
reappears. It can be found in the context of discussion about the secularisation of
society; that Christians in education ought to focus their professional learning on non-
religious principles and aspects, since ideas resting on religious beliefs should be
referenced against standards of reason and objectivity prior to their application to

education (Hirst, 1981).

In response, Hull (1998) questions why one cannot speak of ‘a Christian view of
education which respects the autonomy and secularity of education’ (ibid., p.20) and
there is a strong challenge to such a dismissal of the theologian’s right to contribute to
educational theory, or of a church school to contribute to educational practice (Francis,
1983). Equally, there is an acknowledgement that theological language may not
automatically be included or heard within the arena of education (Francis, 1990). So,
what kind of entitlement or engagement might theologians have? Where Christian
believers wish to offer a critique in education, they could not be denied an opportunity
as it would be their right to do so. Yet these rights must be justified through practice
and credibility earnt (Francis, 1983), seeking to affirm that theology at least provides a
legitimate, potential source of interpretation and understanding for education, even if

not considered a necessary one (Hull, 1977).

Credibility might be gained by using a practical theology that is ‘good thinking about the
religious kind of experience’ (Hull, 1977, p.14), scrutinising aspects of education in the
light of religious concepts and beliefs. The church school setting and network is well
placed for this undertaking, and theological discussion about vision and ethos can be
viewed as ‘good thinking” within this environment, holding an ambition of the tripartite
theological elements of nurture, service and prophecy (Francis, 1990). It also satisfies
and reflects historic ambition and current role; church schools continue to be offered by
the church, within the national structures that have grown out of the dual system and

academy landscape (in relation to the 1944 Education Act and 2010 Academies Act
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respectively), ‘as a way of witnessing to their radical commitment to altruistic service’

(Francis, 1990, p.358).

Moreover, it is difficult to see how CE schools might reach and articulate educational
decisions without theological reference or being ‘inspired ... by radical commitment to
the gospel of Christ’ (Francis, 1990, p.358). Rather, they are invited to engage with
modern culture and difficult ideas, with a mindset of transformation and theological
curiosity (Cooling, 2008) — to see mission with an eschatological view in which pupils and
students are ‘kingdom builders who will shape the future of creation and whose actions

in the world will have eternal consequences’ (Cooling, 2008, p.10).

2.3.4 The place and voice of theology within this study

There is a paradox in terms of the voice of theology in education, which can be identified
through the location and character of those contributing the voices. Key to the practice
of theological dialogue at school level (in this study, in discussion of the development of
Christian vision and ethos) is an understanding of the distinction between studying and
applying theology. Studying suggests a scholarly or academic discipline, which tends to
speak into education as an external voice, as opposed to applying theology practically in

context, which greatly benefits from the interplay of local stakeholder voices.

Therefore, my research framework needed to offer an experiential, active theology, with
the purpose of doing theology ‘characterised by participation in the intentionality of
theologising’ (Hull, 1977, p.8). Moreover, activities for participants would seek to
acknowledge the principle and process of continuous learning, bringing together the
central issues of divinity and learning as they might apply to Christian adults and church
school leaders — receiving illumination or insight through the Holy Spirit and being

changed by the grace of God (Hull, 1985).

Ongoing insight adds progressively to an individual’s knowledge, understanding that
education or learning will never be complete, whilst ‘the divine knowledge is, however,
perfect in its quality and its extent’ (Hull, 1984, p.217). This acknowledges a Christian’s

own fallibility and discipleship journey, the need to engage with the divine beyond the
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parameters of academic study. What is suggested therefore is experiential theology,
which is rooted in a person’s encounter with experience and their cognisance of
perceptions and feelings that the experience stimulates. Whilst being flawed by
examples of awful human experience including loss and disaster, it brings a sense of
continuity between human experience and God, in order that Christians might receive

the revelation that is being offered (Hull, 1984).

Other viewpoints imagine theological educators working alongside professional
educators, also raising the question of whether Christian commitment is necessary to
stimulate ‘a meaningful and effective theological education and dialogue with the
Christian practitioner’ (Pears, 2007, p.413). Although a stance that suggests more parity
between educators, the suggestion is again that the interested voice is engaging from
outside, offering criticality, secular subject knowledge, analytical tools and experience to
enhance practice. There is no evidence of an approach that desires community

adaptation and growth that emerges from within.

| suggest that the depth of these external voices is insufficient in exploring how theology
might relate to the “ecology’ of the fullness of life’ (The Church of England Education
Office, 2016, p.9) within CE primary schools. Thus, my investigation employed a method
of using theology practically in the local context in which the ambition is a more
equitable position and relationship between participants. Through this it became
possible that theological language could ‘be spoken across frontiers’ (Francis, 1983,
p.148), mindful of the potential need for participants to be immersed in the disciplinary

language of both theology and education.

2.4 Theology in Church School Ministry

Several authors and research studies have focused on the areas of church school ministry
and the associated behaviours and expectations of church school leaders and staff. This
provides insight into matters of Christian vocation, staff faith commitment, contextual
theology and praxis. For example, Hull (1984) advocates that staff involvement in church
school ministry may not presume any alignment between a teacher’s faith commitment,

the content of the curriculum offered and any faith commitment of pupils - rather a
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position of divergence, where these links are broken. This describes the experience of a
practitioner where teaching retains an essence of neutrality, although underpinned by
values and beliefs, with a commitment to those of all faiths and none. In contrast, the
intention of my study is to explore the scope of church school leadership and ministry as
contextual theology; the interaction of human experience with scripture and tradition, the
theologian (or participant) seeking ‘to relate the Christian tradition and gospel message
to the culture in which she is theologizing and to social changes within that culture’

(Wright, 2013, p.187).

A related study recommends that a distinctively Christian approach might be engaged
with curriculum, learning and teaching (Jelfs, 2010). The author does not fully attend to
the place of an underpinning Christian vision for these areas, however her research
findings do assert that vision, leadership and management ‘were significantly influenced
by their [leaders’] personal Christian commitment and sense of vocation’ (Jelfs, 2010,
p.33). ltis interesting that she notes how the connection between school and church (in
particular with the parish priest) tended towards being pastoral, or associated with
governance, leading worship and celebrating festivals. This raises an important point
about the church/school relationship; being vigilant to any implicit traditions or reciprocal
engagement and the extent to which the church is established in the rhythm and

corporate life of the school.

Of greater concern was the description of practices and habits in church schools which
lacked any element of theological critique, instead demonstrating ‘an uncritical
compliance with the dominant educational discourse’ (Jelfs, 2010, p.37). If provision seeks
to be incarnationally rooted, following the example of Jesus Christ, then the proposed
approach outlined by Luckcock (2006) that headteachers adopt a countercultural stance
in school leadership feels more germane. It emphasises the role in terms of lay ministry
and living out a Christian vocation, whilst resisting ‘the managerialist ideology which is
inimical to the Anglican ethos of nurture and service’ (Luckcock, 2006, p.262). As a
practitioner and leader, Luckcock (2006) recognises a responsibility to the faith
community in mediating (as opposed to serving) government policy and challenging

aspects that reflect managerialism or shifts towards functionalism.

[15]



A countercultural leadership approach can encompass both a practical and prophetic
theology; a theology with a mandate to challenge the status quo. Headteachers should
have the resources to do this kind of theology themselves, in praxis as opposed to through
study (Luckcock, 2006), invigorated because any restriction on believers ‘from applying
theology in the public sector... silences the prophetic capacity of church school education
to witness to alternative models of pedagogy, curriculum and leadership’ (Luckcock, 2006,
p.266). Luckcock (2006) draws on existing models of contextual theology to examine the
demands of church school leadership, inviting a liberating approach of engagement and
encounter through the Christian Gospel (Bevans, 2002). It is an encouragement to church
school leaders to allow the Gospel to penetrate the church school culture through a
‘respectful but critical analysis and authentic gospel proclamation in word and deed’

(Bevans, 2002, p.119).

This advocacy of a counter-cultural mode, with its sense of criticality and challenging
ideological norms, leads to a clear preference for practical theological research and the
examination of models of contextual theology. It is active, focused on implementation
rather than studying, revelation rather than theorising. Decisions that Luckcock (2006)
makes express caution about both evaluative and instrumental research, the first as a
process-focused quality assurance approach and the second characterised by sharing
standard solutions for managerial strategy. Whilst neither approach is irrelevant, he
cautions that they may constrain an experiential, critical stance — he values authenticity

and advocates resisting pressure to conform.

| was drawn to Luckcock’s (2006) less rigid ‘humanistic research’ as a mechanism for
drawing on the ongoing narrative of leaders within a church school community. It brings
together encounter and the activity of leaders reflecting on their own roles, their
spirituality and vocation. It invites attention to the level of knowledge revealed by
headteachers in terms of theological literacy, used to ‘articulate their philosophy of
education confidently, in a way that encourages reflection about their spiritual beliefs’
(Luckcock, 2006, p.272). Furthermore, a knowledge of self as headteacher in relation to
ministry will affect and inform community and bring a specific cultural and ethical

dimension (Archbishops’ Council, 2001).
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This is faith seeking understanding as a rational activity, brought into the public
discourse. It is a truth that a community is creating in and for itself, and what | propose
is joint agency between priest and headteacher, drawing on a wider lived experience of
the parish and school; exploring their complementary roles in ministry and discerning
an understanding of their prophetic voice to the community, reflecting on divine activity

and what is proving life-giving to those they serve.

2.5 The prophetic voice

The theology of prophecy, or prophetic voice, is most significant in terms of the potential
role for theological conversation, being ‘concerned with testing current social reality
against an understanding of God’s declared purposes for his creation’ (Francis, 1990,

p.359).

Yet what of the location and authority of this voice? A key position for Francis (1990) is
that it is a practical theology that evaluates educational theory and practice, beyond
simply the arena of church schools or Christian nurture. He reiterates a concern about
position and influence, whether the theologian will be heard or whether contributions
will be heeded by educationalists. Yet whilst he recognises the church’s institutional
investment and practical engagement, he also speaks of training theologians ‘within the
thought-forms of educational theory’ (Francis, 1990, p.360), in so doing separating the

theologian from their immediate context.

Whether a voice is an external source of insight and interpretation, speaking from
outside education, or located as a challenging, prophetic voice at the heart of the
educational context, the ‘church’s prophetic voice in education will be ultimately
authenticated by empirical evidence of its practical involvement’ (Francis, 1990, p.360).
This is a helpful criterion in the context of this study; an exploration of theological
conversation at local level, focused on priorities for vision and ethos and analysed
through participants’ experiences. | would hope that this demonstrates practical
engagement, providing a fresh way of engaging theology and education in the context
of a church school community. Furthermore, that it is connected accordingly to a

commitment to a theology of education that has been published or moderated by the
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national church (The Church of England Education Office, 2016) or at diocesan level by

Diocesan Boards of Education.

2.6 Conceptual Framework — Ordinary Theology

2.6.1 Introducing Ordinary Theology

An empirical study, encompassing practical theology and a process of theological
conversation concerned principally with personal narrative and insight, required a
conceptual framework with specific characteristics. In essence, it would need to provide
a basis for exploring theology contextually within the field of education - a learning
conversation between a priest and a headteacher - where theological truth is received

not through transmission but a more personal process and encounter.

| chose Ordinary Theology, rooted in the work of Astley (2002a, 2002b, 2013a, 2013b),
because it describes and enables a theology which people can connect with, a practical
theology for living (Astley, 2016). First and foremost, however, it is focused on the
learning done by adults and the shifting of their beliefs and attitudes, identifying
learning from individual experiences which bring about enduring change (Astley, 2002a).
It also foregrounds ‘the theological beliefs and processes of believing that find
expression in the God-talk of those believers who have received no scholarly education’

(Astley, 20023, p.1), i.e. believers with no formal theological study or training.

Additionally, | am using Ordinary Theology as a statement of human worth. The basis of
the learning conversation between priest and headteacher is not to draw out an
intellectual or expert view, but ‘to discern the "extraordinariness” — in the sense of the
value — of what is ordinary in others’ (Astley, 2016, p.232). My study sought to promote
a context of empowerment, ascribing equal worth to each participant’s spirituality,
values and ideas. By exploring questions of leadership priorities for vision and ethos in
CE primary schools, the setting was familiar to the participants and provided a space in

which enduring change was possible and both might learn about their own lives of faith.
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2.6.2 Principles of learning, encounter and dialogue

In a learning theology, tentativeness rather than certainty permits the kind of
development or transformation imagined by the method of a reflective, theological
conversation. Learning as it relates to religious faith and understanding comes through
self-involving forms (Astley, 2002a), a more profound acquaintance with someone or a
more intimate interaction. This denotes a shift from an instrumental view of dealing
with content (i.e. knowledge about God or understanding Christian concepts) to a more
formative approach, of ‘knowing” God and the possibility that life may become re-
orientated. It involves exploring the understanding and learning which form part of a

person’s faith flourishing (Astley, 2002a).

Another central principle is the importance of encounter, which places an emphasis on
the religious learner as the centre of our concerns. Here, Ordinary Theology acts as 'an
important mechanism for discerning the continuing guidance of the Holy Spirit for the
Christian community' (Armstrong, 2013, p.67). There is a sense of ownership; religious
learning is discovered, experiences are of the transcendent and divine, and learning

prompts evaluation and action.

At the heart of Ordinary Theology is an ‘interpretative dialogue between our own
biographies and hopes, and the stories and promises of the tradition’ (Astley, 2002a,
p.133). Accordingly, all ‘ordinary theologians’ present a biography, experiences and
convictions which form the essence of their humanity (Astley, 2002a, 2002b) — and as
an ordinary life encapsulates what it means to be human, Christian identity and theology
are most effectively encountered when the story is located within the context of this
‘lived life’ (Astley, 2002a). In adults, theology will be formed and changed perhaps
through critical self-reflection, academic insight and positive or powerful experiences.
Furthermore, continuous dialogue with others encourages collective understanding,

although theology and its roots will always be personal.

2.6.3 The Ordinary Theology hermeneutic

The Ordinary Theology hermeneutic is one of expectancy and praxis; it ‘embraces an
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orientation towards God that involves, and is an expression of, learning how to live
before God’ (Astley, 20023, p.55). In this study, it allowed exploration of participants’
vocation and ministry: for example, did clergy and headteachers in CE schools articulate
the same prophetic voice and ambition for their shared community? Moreover, it
describes the relationship between reflection on theology and human experience,
testing the former for empirical fit against the latter (Astley, 2002a). Its principle is
about how the narrative is holding theology and giving a sense of meaning, whilst

acknowledging that this meaning is contextual.

Ordinary Theology helps to examine the nature of theology; its objective is to link
experiences and enable theological metaphors and stories to interact, using religious
language to speak expressively about God. It places less emphasis on constructive
narrative theology in which sacred stories, as expressions of human cultures, form
cultural identities (Graham, Walton and Ward, 2005), or the idea of narrative as a
redemptive force for social renewal. Rather, narrative acts as a source of spiritual
insight, giving a sense of cohesion in bringing ‘contemporary experiences ... into
conversation with the divine story’ (Graham, Walton and Ward, 2005, p.76). It is this
particular insight from experience and discussion which became the focus for data
analysis within my study, the Ordinary Theology framework serving to help me hear ‘the

ordinary language and logic of the religious believer’ (Astley, 2002a, p.147).

As a conceptual framework, Ordinary Theology enabled me to draw on other disciplines
for data analysis tools, theoretical insights and empirical models and methods. Similarly,
Astley (2002b) looked to Wittgenstein (1966) for perspectives on the relationship
between language, praxis and experience, in particular the public use of words, noting
that ‘merely listening to people will not reveal their theology in a way that we can
understand, unless we can get them to talk about what this theology means in their

practice, in their lives and in their culture.” (Astley, 2002b, p.18).

Ordinary Theology does not depend on frameworks set by academic theologians, but
uses the concepts of God-talk, or speaking reflectively of the divine (Astley, 2002b).
Accordingly, a key premise for researchers when interpreting data is to acknowledge it

as theology, because what is heard is an expression that holds theological meaning.
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Thus, qualitative methods such as participant observation can provide rich data (Astley,
2002a), the researcher listening skilfully, looking ‘for something that may count as

theological or theologically significant’ (Astley, 2002a, p.114).

2.6.4 A metaphorical bridge

The concept of Ordinary Theology recognises that whilst the use of a polar
categorisation between scholarly and non-academic theology provides an easily
distinguishable classification, these are ideal types on a spectrum of God-talk, which
differ in degree but not in kind; they are not to be viewed as hierarchical and will interact
(Astley, 2002a) through conversational partners. It does not mean that individual
dispositions and references to academic qualifications will not emerge in dialogue,
however within this study | anticipated that the priests and headteachers could sustain
the central focus of themselves as learners in the juxtaposition of their life and

experiences with Christian faith (Astley, 2013b).

This sense of correlation, used as meaning a connection of shared experiences, captures
an imaginative vision of 'picturing life through theological or spiritual eyes' (Astley,
2013b, p.48). Since Ordinary Theology is rich in metaphor and narrative, as is the
Christian tradition, the process of reflection bridges any cultural gap and sees
connections between the Christian heritage on one side and present experience on the
other (Green, 2009). Moreover, by understanding the overtly contextual nature of
Ordinary Theology and exploring individual and school narratives, | hoped to reveal the
significance of ordinary beliefs and therefore a theology that is significant to (and

expressed by) the participants themselves.

2.6.5 Ordinary Theology within empirical studies

Most Christians' Ordinary Theology is made up of 'unsystematic bricolage' (Astley,
201343, p.2), including everyday life experiences, prayer, gathered worship, Bible study
and reading — the significance being that 'it articulates a faith and spirituality, and
incorporates beliefs and ways of believing that they find to be salvific - healing, saving,

making them whole' (Astley, 20133, p.2).
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Within an empirical study of Ordinary Theology, the importance for the subject is simply
of having their theologies recorded and taken seriously. Thus, such a study will require
‘theological listening' (Astley, 2013a, p.3) through a hermeneutical approach, using self-
reflection and observation on the part of the enquirer. This stresses the importance of
words and narrative, since it is difficult to infer theology from praxis, although this
ultimately serves as the practical 'performing' of beliefs and values. With listening, the
enquirer deliberately asks people what they mean, to 'unveil the theology in the
linguistic data rather than impose our own theological categories onto that data' (Astley,
2013b, p.6) and reduce the potential for superficiality. This is an important
methodological issue which | explore in Chapter 4, as | describe the approach | took in

relation to data collection and analysis.

To support and affirm my selection of Ordinary Theology as a conceptual framework and
to stimulate further reflection on my methodology and planning for data analysis, | have

examined two empirical studies which in some way were rooted in Ordinary Theology.

The first explores how ‘the ordinary’ in theology is constructed in public worship and
reflected through cultural tradition, interpretation and narrative as well as the lived
experience (Ward and Campbell, 2011). It focuses on young people within charismatic
worshipping communities in Scotland; researchers attending events at fourteen
locations over a period of approximately eighteen months, including youth conferences,
prayer cells and networks. The approach was ethnographic, capturing spoken language
as data and initially analysing material by coding theological metaphors and themes,
identifying regular or repeated phrases and metaphors and pursuing a particular

connection to expression and identity.

The second (Neil, 2013) seeks to uses Ordinary Theology as a conceptual framework to
understand how lay (non-ordained) churchgoers articulate their understanding and
experience of the Anglican sacraments of baptism, confirmation and the Eucharist. The
researcher commits to the idea that individuals will come to a group with some form of
innate theology, a way of expressing their experience of the divine (Green, 2009). He
explores several definitions of theology, noting that ‘it is the developmental not-yet-

finished aspect of ordinary theology which makes it such a fascinating subject for
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empirical study’ (Neil, 2013, p.29), then sustains a focus on the ability of participants in
the study to express or narrate autobiographical experiences in terms of theological

knowledge and language.

The findings from the first study (Ward and Campbell, 2011) were helpful in terms of
identifying narratives within data. The authors describe two groups of narratives
(intimacy and revival) and their account presents detail on common metaphors and
themes, suggesting how themes create a ‘core theological style’ (ibid., p.232) of intimacy
alongside a call for restoration and renewal, as well as making inferences on the form

and impact of worship and prayer.

In the second study, results are presented as a narrative, with the author using a
significant number of direct quotations from interviews and offering interpretation of
the language used and ‘paralinguistic information’ (Neil, 2013, p.34). He also draws
attention to the prominence of story-telling within the interviews and remarks that ‘the

theology had to be mined from the anecdotes and experiences’ (Neil, 2013, p.35).

This presents an interesting contrast to how stories and narratives might unfold within
the data collection process, especially interviews where a researcher is able to position
themselves as an accompanying ‘traveller’ rather than a deliberate ‘miner’ (Kvale and
Brinkmann, 2009). It also provided me with two methodological points to consider; my
role and impartiality in facilitating discussion between priest and headteacher during
the research process, and the depth to which raw information would be mined and

analysed.

The way in which both researchers have used or interpreted Ordinary Theology within
these empirical studies raises some concerns, specifically where relating to scholarly or
academic views about theology. One refers to academic material that has ‘made
accessible to non-theologians a way of connecting their everyday lives with a theological
framework’ (Neil, 2013, p.30), reflecting a perception that the lived experience
somehow remains inferior in terms of theological reflection. Likewise, whilst
acknowledging that the term ‘ordinary’ is not used negatively, Ward and Campbell

(2011) suggest that it forms part of a linear progression in the process of learning and
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education. This gives the impression that theological understanding emerging from
different places along this continuum is not necessarily of comparable worth,
contrasting markedly with the definition of Ordinary Theology as a lay, non-expert

theology (Astley, 2002a) that can offer an equal contribution to theological discussion.

Nevertheless, these studies do serve to confirm Ordinary Theology as a legitimate
conceptual framework, noting that the constructs of Bourdieu (1977), covered briefly in
Chapter 2 (Section 2.8) and explored further in Chapter 3, will illuminate participants’
dispositions and experience relating to academic and practical theology. For example,
Ward and Campbell (2011) conclude that an understanding of the construction of
Ordinary Theology is strengthened by analysing the structure of metaphor and narrative
expressed within the community’s worship style and communications, and Neil (2013)
highlights the under-representation of lay people (those not ordained or belonging to
the clergy) in the dialogue around theology. He concludes that his study ‘has provided
evidence that believers in rural communities in West Wales have a story of faith to tell

and given an insight into theology which is ordinary’ (Neil, 2013, p.37).

2.7 The practice of theological reflection

In the same way that Ordinary Theology involves a mutual critical relationship between
human life experience (and reflections on it) and the Christian faith (Astley, 2013b),
further literature on the practice of theological reflection (Graham, Walton and Ward,
2005, Killen and De Beer, 1994, Green, 2009) contains similar themes. Each proposes
that doing theology in the manner of theological reflection is about developing methods
of bringing into juxtaposition our present life experience and the treasures of our
Christian tradition; to check one against the other, to narrate this interaction, to learn

from the mix and to gain even more insight to add to the store of Christian heritage.

Since my study focuses on priests’ and headteachers’ experiences of participation and
the process of inquiry and reflection, it is useful to look at examples and characteristics
of approaches which focus on process rather than outcomes. For example, we may
consider the seven methods of theological reflection presented by Graham, Walton and

Ward (2005), from which three are of specific interest and relevance:
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i.  Constructive narrative theology focuses on the richness of metaphor in
describing God and the practice and proclamation of faith, and God's presence

in ordinary events or ritual practices.

It describes how in research on human and divine stories, storytelling and biblical
narrative can prove uncomfortable or disturbing, provoking challenge through
the description of painful experience, and thus advocates accompaniment in the

process by a pastoral agent.

ii. ~ Theology-in-action: Praxis places an emphasis on orthopraxis (right action) in the
interrelation of theory and practice and the discernment of God's activity now

and through history.

iii. ~ Theology in the vernacular - local theologies demonstrates that 'theology is
culturally, temporally and spatially located, and that the gospel cannot exist
independent of particular, embodied expressions' (Graham, Walton and Ward,
2005, p.200). However, this is more of an anthropological model of local

traditions and cultural patterns other than those found in Western Christianity.

This sense of location and expression is significant for theological reflection in the
community of a CE school. My study certainly reflects the geographically local; the
catchment area and community of the school, its economic and sociological influences
and characteristics, all combine within the physical location in which the God-talk
(Astley, 2002a) will take place. Headteacher and priest will be drawing on local practice
alongside a rich theological heritage within the Christian community; a tradition

including but not limited to scriptures, worship, creedal statements and church history.

Individuals might incorporate these elements within their reflections (Killen and De
Beer, 1994), whilst their own standpoint must also create room for newness. A core
activity for participants is to attend to and explore a specific and tangible event or
situation, intuitively identifying a theme for study (Green, 2009) or what lies at the heart
of the matter (Killen and De Beer, 1994). This experience is brought alongside the

Christian heritage to receive wisdom, looking to the emergence of new understanding
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or perhaps 'a deepening confirmation of a truth we have long accepted' (Killen and De

Beer, 1994, p.67).

Methods in this study are also centred on praxis and progressing to a new situation; the
discernment of new understanding invites theology-in-action. This is illustrated notably
in Latin American liberation thinking such as writing by Freire (1993) on education,
empowerment and social action. It advocates a very dialogic approach; activity is with
people not done to them, and a person’s worth arises from a cultural action to transform
reality, a desire to change both one’s own self and the circumstances of the social group

to which one belongs (Freire, 1993).

Action is rooted in hope, in a search jointly with others, through which hope leads to
‘the incessant pursuit of humanity denied by injustice’ (Freire, 1993, p.73). Freire’s work
is a powerful advocate for social hope and aspiration, imagining education as ongoing,
prophetic and hopeful. It is significant that many liberation theologians have refined
their approach into a methodology or pastoral cycle which brings theological reflection
to the heart of the cycle, and that writers such as Green (2009) acknowledge the

influence of liberation theology in their models of theological reflection.

The Doing Theology Spiral (Green, 2009), which | used during sessions with participants as
a supporting structure for theological discussion, is consistent with the methods offered
by Graham, Walton and Ward (2005) and Killen and De Beer (1994). Most importantly, it
uses narrative and description and an interrelation between experience and tradition,
whilst reminding those using it as a framework to be perceptive and sensitive in the initial
phases of reflection on life experiences. The Doing Theology Spiral (Green, 2009) leads
and encourages the ‘doer’ in discernment, moderation and reflection, based on a four-
phase cycle: a process of hearing, exploring, reflecting and responding. The hearing and
exploring phases capture questions and context and may include sourcing additional

information for analysis, such as statistics to enrich the experience of reflection.

It is interesting that the words used for the cycle are not uniquely theological in
themselves; they are more educational, relating to learning and development.

However, the explanation of the stages of the cycle are well-defined to secure
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theological understanding. For example, the reflection stage is advocated as bringing
‘... our faith traditions and our analysed experience of the world together into a creative
mix that each may help interpret the other and that we may find God in both’ (Green,
2009, p.81). It is the place where intuitive connections between Christian heritage and
everyday experience are made that resonate; where for priests and school leaders,
dialogue will begin to speak into local mission and school development priorities. Itis a
space in which an understanding of the divine and Christian faith traditions meet specific
realities and situations, where theological reflection will affect planning and narration

across both parish and school.

Thus far, in each example of a process of theological reflection, the author imagines a
reader with responsibility in church leadership, seeking to mentor and encourage others
in faith formation. This anticipates a discrete, skilled function, advocated to help a group
‘develop the study, prayer and interpersonal skills that contribute to quality theological
reflection' (Killen and De Beer, 1994, p.115). It is quite different to the softer facilitation
| planned, although in neither circumstance is the position of facilitator imagined as
seeking to persuade participants in relation to a particular position — nor to encourage
them to repeat faith statements without openness to encounter or an understanding of
the dynamic or breadth of Christian heritage. Principally, the approach | have selected
and described (see Chapter 3, Section 3.5) emphasises the skills, knowledge and
experiences that participants may bring, engaging them in a praxis model of

discernment, inquiry and analysis in the quest for new interpretation and learning.

2.8 Gaining insights through Bourdieu

It is notable that Bourdieu thought of religion as being ‘an ultimately unnecessary
system of symbolic meaning that serves chiefly to perpetuate social domination’ (Rey,
2007, p.6). He referred to laity as being dispossessed and limited to consumerism
(Bourdieu, 1991), with the priest holding a favoured position as agent for the supply of
salvific and sacramental goods (Rey, 2007). It may therefore appear somewhat
unconventional or dissonant to apply the principles of his constructs of habitus, field and
capital (Bourdieu, 1977, 1990) to elements of my method and analysis relating to

theological reflection.
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However, Bourdieu’s work is located in the wider context of the relationship between
human beings and broad social and economic systems, exploring how forms of
domination are attained through the acquisition of cultural and social capital (Bourdieu,
1977). Correspondingly, | chose to employ these constructs within my study to gain
insight into research participants’ dispositions, as well as the cultural and sociological
views inhabiting their interactions. Methodologically, the data gathered from
participants are relatively easy to document and should provide an accessible
representation of these constructs (Kloot, 2016) — therefore offering insights into the

research participants and their context which might otherwise be hard to discover.

Looking at each construct in turn, capital is usually established in the context of
economics and materialism (Bourdieu, 1990), and it is possible to see how the existence
of capital can suggest a power relationship. Economic and symbolic capital are
intertwined, the latter an accumulation of honour, prestige, networks and debts which
can be linked to securing material profits. Bourdieu also makes a reference to capital
within the education system, not so much through ideology ‘but rather through the
practical justification of the established order that it supplies by masking ... the
relationship ... between the qualification obtained and inherited cultural capital’

(Bourdieu, 1990, p.133).

Field simply describes a sphere of interest, such as education or theology, where capital
and habitus connect to the practical world. Habitus then enables an exploration of
human action through a social and relational history, i.e. a person’s conditioning,
experience, preferences and dispositions from within a particular field. Thus, habitus is
‘a socially constituted system of cognitive and motivating structures’ (Bourdieu, 1977,
p.76), in which agents will both produce and reproduce objective meaning, perhaps
through unconsciously arising intentions and possibilities. It is a concept of
embodiment, demonstrating the relationship between the body and the social world,
including the way that the social world can be identified in the body through the specific

practices of social groups (Nash, 1999).

When analysing the individual narratives articulated by priests and headteachers, | am

interested in the layers associated with the concept of habitus, through which
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participants might reveal both an individual history and ‘the whole collective history of
family and class that the individual is a member of’ (Reay, 2004, p.424). It is a way of
viewing structure within smaller-scale interactions (Reay, 2004) as well as broader social
structures and does not rule out the possibility of action based on strategic choice, but
‘is an open system of dispositions that is constantly subjected to experiences’ (Bourdieu
and Wacquant, 1992, p.133). The same habitus can generate different conduct and
outcomes depending on the stimuli and character of the field in which the social action

is operating.

2.9 Learning for methodology and method

From this literature review, | am able to advocate some key considerations and practical
implications for planning a research methodology that incorporates theological

conversation and reflection:

i. A primary intention is genuine conversation, with a purpose in mind. It is
through this process of inquiry that priests and headteachers will discern and
discuss leadership priorities relating to Christian vision and ethos in their school.
Methods such as Green’s Doing Theology Spiral (2009) are designed to facilitate
theological conversation, take insights from liberation theology and focus on
being transformative, which will support participants’ learning and

development.

ii.  ‘Doing theology’ involves the interrelationship of human life experience (and
reflections on it) with the Christian heritage and tradition. Emerging narratives
form a bridge between ‘ordinary’ and academic theology; participants should be
invited to see connections and correlation between metaphor, statements and
interpretations — all of which reveal how they might perceive God's activities and
discover new truths or meanings. Participants’ experience of this process of
reflection and noticing the activity of God will assist in generating considerations
for designing a new approach to paired theological reflection for church school

leaders and priests.
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iii. | am interested in the participants’ experience of participation and the process
of inquiry and reflection and recognise that a reflective conversation might
evoke the unfamiliar, surprising or uncomfortable. The research method must
therefore be designed to prepare the researcher and participants for such a

response.

iv.  Both habitus (experience and dispositions) and cultural capital obtained by
academic study or qualifications could prove a useful indicator of personal
authority within the social relationship between participants. It will also assist in
understanding the character of each participant’s role in leadership and ministry

within the church school community.

2.10 Chapter summary

This chapter explored the vision and mission of the Church of England in relation to
education and the term ‘church school’, in which the Anglican foundation underpins the
community and educational experience. It also argued for the place of Christian
theology as being active in education because no approach to education can be
ideologically neutral. In this way theology is experiential and rooted in practice, not a
scholarly activity; illuminating and being inspired by the Gospel and the ordinary

theology of school leaders.

| then critiqued some examples of previous research studies which relate a sense of
vocation or faith commitment to aspects of teaching, learning and school leadership and
management. | highlighted a certain lack of criticality and advocated for a more
countercultural, reflective approach which draws on lived experience and facilitates a

more challenging, prophetic voice.

Next, | focused on the conceptual framework of Ordinary Theology (Astley, 2002a,
2002b, 20134, 2013b), a learning theology which explores narrative for spiritual insight.
| explained how listening and the interpretation of data uncover ordinary beliefs which
are theologically significant, drawing on participants’ lives and their experiences of the

Christian faith, and examined other empirical studies to validate Ordinary Theology as
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an appropriate framework. Then, | examined further literature on the process of
theological reflection; how by exploring a situation and drawing on the Christian
heritage a participant may make intuitive connections to progress to a new situation or
understanding. This is connected to an introduction to Bourdieu’s constructs of habitus,
field and capital (Bourdieu, 1977, 1990) which can offer further insights into

understanding the characteristics of interactions.

Finally, | summarised four considerations applied to my research methodology, such
that the process of inquiry, data collection and analysis would make it possible to
capture genuine conversation between participants, their experience of participation,
the dispositions, understanding and capital they revealed and any connections made

between their life experience and Christian tradition and heritage.
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CHAPTER 3

Methodology

3.1 Introduction

This study engaged two pairs of participants (one priest and headteacher in each pair)
in the practice of theological reflection within an educational context. It sought to
explore what was revealed from analysis of their conversations and commentary which
would help to understand the process of reflection, their role in leadership and ministry
within a CE school community and how such inquiry might support reflection on

priorities linked to Christian vision and ethos.

To answer this question, | employed an experiential methodology with two distinct
strands; one focused on my exploration of the research participants’ experiences and
the other creating a reflective inquiry to engage the participants and create the method
through which | could gather data. The overall approach was designed to generate
knowledge about the substance of the participants’ theological reflections and the
reality of their context, to enable the recording of spiritual insights and seek to
understand the dispositions that they brought to conversations. | adopted a multi-
strategy design in which interviews and sharing of recordings, alongside participant
perspectives and contributions regarding the research questions were ongoing,
reflecting an evolving narrative. Thus, the inquiry acts within a stream of experience
and itself becomes a source of knowledge - the epistemology is not static, as interactions

may affect and change this.

In this chapter, | begin by describing how epistemological considerations have
influenced the overall methodology, focusing on a knowledge of God and how
theological reflection and a process of inquiry typify the idea of faith seeking
understanding. This helps to consider the distinction between the methodology through
which | understood the research participants’ experiences (a narrative theological

inquiry approach), and the practical research method, based on the Doing Theology
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Spiral (Green, 2009), the latter supporting an interdisciplinary approach and engaging

the participants in a piece of reflective inquiry from which data could be analysed.

Overall, the selected methodological approach stimulates an enquiry into the
correlation between each person’s lived experience and the Christian tradition,
examining and envisioning the resources and gifts each might contribute to ministry and
leadership within a church school community. It facilitates narration and description
and is personal and reflective; the focus is continuously on hearing or looking for
participants’ ‘ordinary theology and therefore for something that may count as
theological or theologically significant’ (Astley, 2002a, p.114). This elicits knowledge of
their beliefs relating to the notion, purpose and function of theological conversation, as
they reveal or reproduce meaning, which may be deliberate or arise through

unconscious dispositions or intentions.

3.2 Epistemological considerations

In terms of the epistemological considerations for this study, prepositions are crucial;
drawing a distinction between knowledge of God and knowledge about God. In other
words, the notion of knowing God relationally and by encounter, as well as the essence of
belief, versus factual knowledge relating to a faith tradition. This distinction replicates the
way in which CE primary schools seek to develop vision and ethos; a vision that strives to
discover what is meant by living life in all its fullness, in a community in which the ‘ultimate
worth of each person is grounded in being created in the image of God and in God’s love

and compassion for each’ (The Church of England Education Office, 2016, p.9).

Through the process of gathering data, my purpose was to capture how participants
related their work or ministry to a connection with God, i.e. how or whether they
articulated divine inspiration. Would they demonstrate a sense of knowledge of God
and knowing the purposes or will of God, an aspiration of ‘grasping something that
surpasses all immediate things’ (Schumacher, 2011, p.227)? For church school leaders,
theology that illuminates this ‘knowing’ is embodied in the doctrine of the Incarnation;
‘If you really know me, you will know my Father as well. From now on, you do know him

and have seen him’ (John 14:7, NIV UK).
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3.2.1 Adivine sense or intuition versus reasoning

I noted in the previous chapter that a sense of divine knowing or the idea of supernatural
phenomena is subject to challenge by those seeking evidence achieved through
reasoning, featuring strongly in the values and principles of non-religious groups. For
example, humanists highlight that throughout recorded history there have been people
‘trusted to the scientific method, evidence, and reason to discover truths about the
universe’ and state that it is possible to ‘live ethical and fulfilling lives on the basis of
reason and humanity’ (Humanists UK, 2020). This view holds the contention that to
possess knowledge, there is a prerequisite ‘that one has a belief in the relevant
proposition, and that that belief must be true’ (Pritchard, 2014, p.4). By implication, the
necessity of being able to justify a belief emphasises the importance of rationality and

reliability, forming one’s beliefs responsibly using a reliable, well-supported process.

Of course, if evidence is not required for religious belief, then that belief can be
rationally held and amount to knowledge. Descartes (1968) linked his establishment of
the existence of God to intuition rather than deductive reasoning, emphasising the
powers of his mind and his existence as a thinking being: the principle of Cognito, ‘I think
therefore | am’ (ibid.). Similarly, reformed epistemology draws on this perceptual
paradigm; a suggestion that there could be an innate sensory capacity within human
beings, a faculty referenced as a ‘sensus divinitatis’ (Pritchard, 2014, p.138) or divine

sense through which we gain religious belief and knowledge.

3.2.2 Knowing about God and knowing God

Acknowledging the existence of God or an awareness of the divine could suggest that
God as the object of faith might be known materially and formally through propositions
and descriptions. However, it is not necessarily a means to ‘knowing’ someone fully and
personally, which requires perceptual experience or encounter. So what if knowledge
of God is predicated on faith that God exists; a faith that involves belief which is a ‘trust
in the God of salvation, confidence in his promises in addition to laying hold to revealed

truths’ (Brown, 1998, p.54)?
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This question had implications for the selection of research participants, as well as the
planning of a piece of reflective theological inquiry to advance their school’s leadership
priorities and deepen their understanding of Christian vision and ethos. If knowledge of
God is gained by personal relationship, it could be argued not just that participants ought
to hold a personal Christian belief, but that God’s very existence is conjectural —
‘incapable of coming under human observation’ (Hodges, 1979, p.15). Of course, belief
may be viewed as dependent on our impression and analysis of evidence at a given time
(Swinburne, 1981) and only likely to change if the evidence compels us otherwise. Yet
knowledge of God or ‘belief’ is an existential acceptance; an adherence to faith a choice
in which ‘one chooses that belief which allows expression to one’s authentic self’

(Hodges, 1979, p.175).

| am drawn to the idea of ‘faith seeking understanding’; perhaps faith and rationality are
not incompatible if faith has the goal of attaining understanding and ‘is the force that
propels the mind towards comprehension’ (Schumacher, 2011, p.221). This supports an
approach which comprises a cycle of theological reflection (Green, 2009); faith compels
reaching the goal, with the mind drawing on existing knowledge to hypothesise about
the knowledge it wishes to attain and believes it can, therefore working to obtain new
knowledge. It incorporates a sense of human inquiry, a gradually extending cognitive
‘toolbox’, suggesting an interplay between faith and understanding. Understanding
thus acquired draws the participants to a more informed faith and evidence, encounter

and revelation lead to transformation.

Thus, a narrative begins to emerge that highlights the relationship of the knowledge
discussion to any leadership and pedagogical themes imagined within the scope and
process of participants’ inquiry and conversation. Knowing about God can involve
learning about topics or concepts that could emerge within a school’s Religious
Education curriculum or its approach to Collective Worship. Alternatively, in some
school or parish contexts it could also take the form of cultural transmission; the insight
or knowledge a faith community may wish to transmit, or a dispute over which ‘truth’

should be taught to children.
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Since CE schools do not articulate an intent to proselytise, my research methodology
steered clear of any practice or programme that is implicitly a transmission of faith,
rather advocating an engagement that is authentic and where reference points are
rooted historically, refined and tested (Wright, 1998). This methodological approach
encourages conversation about matters of faith and Christian vision which might reveal
cognitive understanding, express authenticity and become a source of growth and
progress. It articulates a desire for openmindedness and a ‘faith seeking understanding’,
that is not simply about the transmission of belief and tradition but supports a sense of

prophecy, a quest for truth, a posture of critical reflection.

3.2.3 Theology informing practice

Through dialogue about leadership priorities, Christian vision and ethos, theological
reflection can be used to inform practice. The chosen research process might be
described as ‘humanistic’ (Luckcock, 2006), understood as being favourable as a
mechanism for drawing on the ongoing narrative of a community. This is faith seeking
understanding as a rational activity, a truth that a community is creating in and for itself.
As with Luckcock (2006), my chosen approach pursued a fresh, ongoing interpretation
of the contemporary context of educational policy, benefitting from a continuous
reframing of knowledge in the light of ‘doing’ theology, whilst also declaring an
awareness of ‘responsibility towards the faith community of the Church of England’

(Luckcock, 2006, p.263).

My study also exhibits characteristics of a small-scale but intensive narrative approach.
In the same way that Jelfs (2010) emphasises the interrelatedness of the transmission
of tradition, faith and values in church schools with an unapologetic stance held by
leaders in children’s spiritual, moral, social and cultural development, my understanding
of knowledge is one that tells a story or purpose through an approach to ethos and vision
across an organisation. Therefore the methodology used needed to pay attention to
people in their unique cultural context, with the potential to bring insight into the reality
of a specific social world, particularly one that is rooted in traditions and where social

roles and understandings will be deeply internalised (Pring, 2015) - to focus on ‘the
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multiplicity of perspectives embedded ... and... to understand and make sense of values

and meanings’ (Jelfs, 2010, p.32).

Two specific limitations could be levelled at research using a theological, narrative
inquiry methodology. Firstly, that a quantitative research approach would have given a
greater degree of procedural standardisation and control of variables (Hammersley,
2013), and secondly that because the researcher is operating in a parochial context,
there is a potential constraint in explaining and translating activities and relationships
within an environment that they may not usually inhabit. | reference validity and
researcher reflexivity later in this chapter (Section 3.7), however the core ambition of
the chosen research methods was to emphasise a relational dimension to the study and
combine encounter and self-reflection. The theology is revelatory; it emerges from the
narrative, whilst analysis becomes part of an ongoing dialogue with participants to

capture and illuminate practice.

3.3 Understanding research participants’ experiences:

Narrative theological inquiry

| have elected to use the term ‘narrative theological inquiry’ to describe this strand of
my research methodology, supporting this description by bringing together the
contextual framework of Ordinary Theology (Astley, 2002a, 2002b, 2013a, 2013b) and
the characteristics of narrative inquiry referred to as narrative turns (Pinnegar and

Daynes, 2007).

By establishing conversation and theological reflection between participants, the
learners and their narratives are kept at the centre. Learning is not through
enculturation or instruction by a teacher; faith learning emerges by placing one
individual theology beside another in a process of inquiry. In this setting, narratives
uncover the learning process of the participants, and narrative turns describe the
orientation of a researcher towards particular characteristics and foci; in this study to
‘embrace the assumption that the story is one if not the fundamental unit that accounts

for human experience’ (Pinnegar and Daynes, 2007, p.4).
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The functions of Ordinary Theology as an encompassing conceptual framework combine
with and complement such an orientation: by providing insight into the position and
status of participants within theological conversation, placing an emphasis on the
language used to speak about the divine, providing a setting for narrative theology and
by engaging with participants as they seek and explore shared truths about the Kingdom
of God. Coupled with a process of critical reflection, this contributes to a methodology

which encourages learning that is transformative, both personally and professionally.

3.3.1 Ordinary Theology and narrative turns

Words revealing insights

The concept of Ordinary Theology requires immersion in the content of discourse and
will by its nature include detailed self-description. It can thus attract criticism for being
primarily informative and lacking robust evaluation, although such rigour and a narrative
approach are not mutually exclusive. Interpretation is key to discovering the theological
implications of empirical studies and answering questions about Christian normativity;
testing the articulation of Christian language and beliefs ‘against doctrinal norms and
rational standards’ (Astley, 2002a, p.108). This language system of the Christian
tradition exists in liturgy, expression a