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Armitage Lecture Response 2019 
Dr Paul Burgis, PLC Sydney 

 

Dr Tim Wright, members of Shore College Council, Special Guests, staff and 

students. It is an honour for me to say a few words in reply to Dr Wright’s insightful 

address on how we might understand ourselves; and how our schools might be 

understood as building persons within our society. It is a society that appears to be 

losing its hold upon its sense of community even as it tries to value inclu sivity.  

 

I do agree with you Dr Wright that schools can provide the model of community 

that students need, a type of domestic counter-culture. You are right that schools are 

households. They are families that they form young humans. I hope each boy here 

realises the ways that they have been shaped by Shore, even if they hold 

fundamental disagreements with it in regard to aspects of their lives. And I agree 

with your diagnosis, Dr Wright, drawn from MacIntyre and Taylor, amongst others , 

that a society that describes everything as ultimately being about power, and the 

right of individual s to define themselves utterly, loses that critical contemplation of 

the question of what is good and beautiful and true. As a result we ‘atomise’. Life 

becomes the task of coercing others whilst not being coerced ourselves. This makes 

us lonely and deeply unfulfilled.  

We are too much the children of Richard Rorty, who valued the new over the true.  
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Dr Wright, you reminded us that b oth aspects of this type of society makes us lonely. 

Both groups deal with power as the central currency. We are lonely because we have 

decided that self-
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Australians died  in the subsequent days. But this was not the key event. It was the 

act of the President of the RSL, Albert Oliver, that we remember. Oliver , in 1952, 

decided to renew and then maintain the graves of the dead Japanese. This act of 

generosity led to a renewed friendship and relationship with Japan.  

Jesus placed the human conscience, our personhood, at the centre of his teaching. 

Like Plato he knew that we were invisible to each other. I n his famous sermon he 

said to love all persons, even our enemies, to turn the other cheek. Albert Oliver is a 

man who did this, and thus who built a s ense of community, love and respect. 

Notice that Albert was not the representative of a slave morality. He was a free man, 

acting freely. He chose to love not to be subservient, but to build a culture of 

generosity towards others. Like the household metaphor you referenced, he valued 

the visitor, the stranger. He practised forgiveness. Now the state must deal with 

enacting justice (an eye for an eye was a rule that limited people taking twenty eyes 

for the loss of one), but the human heart can focus on enabling love.  

Schools must embrace new technologies, with their tremendous benefits, and deeply 

skill students for life. Shore under your leadership has done this Dr Wright. Yet w e 

need also to teach students to be wary of thinking technology or science is all that 

matters. The technology that gives us potable water in plastic bottles also gives us 

oceans of plastic waste.  

Schools now largely project themselves as being about 21st Century thinking. You 

have helped us link past, present and future. It is essential to know where we are 
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going, but we travel much better if we also know where we have been, and how we 

came to travel this route. The study of history is not simply the story of a litany of 

sins or of the abuse of power, much as this is a significant theme. It is the story also 

which seeks to answer the questions: ‘What is a human being?’ and, ‘What does it 

mean to be human?’, and ‘How do we flourish?’. And in this I am so very grateful 

that you remind us Dr Wright that we are made in God’s image, that we have 

ineliminable value. We are not first and foremost identities based on our nation 

state, or family name; our gender or sexuality, our race or social status. We have an 

inherent personhood. We are made in God’s image. In Christ we live and move and 

have our being.  

I am reminded when I listen to you of the beautiful writing of Marilynne Robinson, 

Barack Obama’s favourite author. She wrote about the human mind in order to 

emphasise the existence of each of us as persons, to use her language, as ‘souls’: 

Having read recently that there are more neurons in the human brain than there are stars in the Milky 

Way, and having read any number of times that the human brain is the most complex object known to 

exist in the universe, and that the mind is not identical with the brain but is more mysterious still, it 

seems to me this astonishing nexus of self, so uniquely elegant and capable, merits a name that would 

indicate a difference in kind from the ontological run of things, and for my purposes “soul” would do 

nicely. 

I can think of few more important things that you could say to your community  as 

you draw close to retirement, Dr Wright, than they have minds that are not just 

composed of brain cells. They have a personhood. 
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