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Sunday 4 February 2007

My task, in this cryptically labelled section of the service, is to reflect for just a few moments upon the school and why we have come together this afternoon to give thanks for the past and to rededicate ourselves for the future.

This service, above all, I think, gives an opportunity to be, just for a moment, still. School is a busy, noisy place. It is an institution which is in a state of constant change, a state of constant renewal, in a state, as the psalmist has it, of constant “comings and goings”. We are obliged, because of the needs of our pupils, to look at the present and to look forward to the future – their future. No sooner has one year begun, than we are planning for the next. The world turns and changes daily and schools need to keep up with those changes. There is no space for sentimental engagement with the past. And yet … at the same time schools are full of stories. Go into the staff room and sooner or later there will be a reference to the past and to those incidents – dramatic, tragic, but more usually comic – which continue to live vividly in the memory: stories best left unrecounted in this liturgical context: Jimmy Welch in the showers; Bertie Styles and his “Y for window”; stories within the memories of those telling them; and stories from further back: Dr Moloney, a Headmaster in the nineteenth century and his view that the school was no place for a growing boy, a view with which some of us may have a sneaking sympathy - occasionally! And even further back, the original story of Robert Ward and his endowment to found a school to teach boys, among other things, navigation and astronomy, a school relevant to Bangor and its life at that time. And stories, of course, multiply in any gathering of grammarians. These stories form a living sense of the past and derive from a vibrant entity, from the thousands upon thousands of encounters, trivial and life-shaping, which go on every day in and out of the classroom. They go towards building a tradition, that sense we have of the character of this school, of the values which inform it and upon which it is founded, its untidy uniqueness. It is that which we celebrate this afternoon, giving thanks for all who have contributed to the story of Bangor Grammar School: governors, staff, teaching and non–teaching, parents; most of all we celebrate the boys in all their dazzling variety, who have passed through our gates and who have taken part of the school into the outside world and helped to change it. And we celebrate the town, out of which the school grew and to which it has contributed to help make it what it is, providing as Robert Ward intended, an education relevant to the boys of Bangor and North Down; that place represented here by his Worship the Mayor, by the Lord Lieutenant for the county and by our M.P., Lady Hermon.
An anniversary gives us pause, stillness to reflect on what has gone to make us us; it allows us to recognise that our tradition is not a dead weight, but a living thing to which we add and which we change; it allows us to see ourselves as we are now in a wider temporal perspective; perhaps even the perspective of eternity; it provides us with the will and the ability to move into the future.
So this service allows us, just for a moment, to pause, to freeze the frame and stand poised on top of a hill, looking back in gratitude and celebration, but, of course, at the same time, looking forward in excitement, tinged with some sense of trepidation. This anniversary has serendipitously coincided with a time of transformation and uncertainty; we are about to move to a new school on a new site; such a moment would, in any case, give us pause for reflection; but combined with the possible transformation of the whole shape of  post-primary education in this land, it is especially necessary to steady ourselves. This coincidence prevents us from allowing our celebrations, or this service, to become merely sentimental, nostalgic or, worse, complacent. And it is also why we are here today: to rededicate ourselves for the future; to remind ourselves that the school is more than the sum of its people. It has a being and a character which is created by us, but which transcends us. The school is, in a mysterious way, remains the same school. We rededicate ourselves so that we may hand it on to the future.
