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“In the beginning was the word, and the word was God and the word is God."

It is a joy to be here this morning and to have an opportunity to share some of my thoughts with you.... 

Being a teacher, holding a degree in Psychology and being a counsellor, I have done a lot of thinking about why people behave the way they do. 

I've thought a lot about the way that we live inside of language. 
I'm not just talking about how we communicate with each other because, of course, a great deal of that is done with words. I'm talking of a deeper level - how we live inside the words that we say individually to ourselves within our heads and collectively as a society. Take for instance, how we add meaning to a situation and we tell ourselves that that is how things really are. 

Our words become the truth - the way things "really" are. 

Jesus was a radical because he challenged the way society at the time thought things really were. Tax collectors like Zacchaeus were corrupt. They were not redeemable or worthy - and that is the way things "really" were.

So I would like to explore whether several words have become God in our society - they have become a truth for many - the way things really are, and in so doing they affect not only how the world is viewed but how we perceive our place and how we behave within it.

A word that pervades our society at the moment is "tolerance". 

Now please don't get me wrong - tolerance is a great virtue. However, like most things, if not used in moderation it can lead to problems and I believe that we may have taken tolerance too far.

We live in a multicultural society in New Zealand and modern technology has lead to the concept of the global village. 

Simple observation tells us that certain cultures view certain practices differently (and there are frequently sound historical reasons for this). We may not understand some of these practices, but we are encouraged to be tolerant - after all, it is all culturally relative and who are we to criticise? 

And there's that word "relative". I believe that "relativism" is the word that has become God for many of our young people today; and when we accept relativism, we are no longer able to say that this practice is right and this practice is wrong. 

For many of our young people today, anything goes as long as you don't hurt anyone. But is that right? Does "anything" go? I don't think so, although if you looked at your television you might begin to think so. 

Consider reality TV. - Survivor, The Weakest Link, Who Wants to be a Millionaire?, Big Brother, Big Brother Uncut. 

When "anything goes" there are no boundaries and I believe everyone needs boundaries.

At a conference that I attended in Canberra some time ago, Dr Felicity McCutcheon offered a useful model for how our young people are living within our tolerant and relative society, and how in so doing they are living superficial lives. 

Felicity used a model from the Ancient Greeks to illustrate this.

According to the Greeks, a person has three parts: 

HEAD (thoughts/reason)

CHEST (virtues, right feelings)

BELLY (appetites, desires)

Human flourishing requires that the 3 parts of the person - the head, the chest and the belly - be in balance with each other. 

This, in turn, requires not only the proper development of each part but also an understanding of what it means to have and to keep them in balance. 

It seems obvious to me that we now living, not in the Age of Reason but in the age of the Belly. 

We live and think with our Bellies. 

Reality television is designed to stir up the belly. 

Our students tend to use "I think" and "I feel" interchangeably. They have little or no understanding of the difference between those words. 

And I would suggest that our young folk do not think - certainly they have opinions, but are they opinions that they have explored deeply, or are they opinions that they have absorbed passively? [And these are the citizens of the future for whom emerging biotechnologies may well offer greater choice, but will also offer greater ethical dilemmas.]

Yet, I don't think that we should be surprised by this - in general we do not actually teach our young people to think. 

A fundament quest that has occupied people for thousands of years, has always been about 
is there any meaning, 
do we just construct meaning, 
is basically life really meaningless and do we just tell ourselves stories, 
or are we seeking to discover a meaning? 
Many of our students are not given the opportunity to think through these questions. They are growing up in a climate where it is just assumed that any truth is just as good as any other and therefore the whole idea of a search for what is good, bad, true, false can disappear. 

As I say, however, this is not really surprising. 

Young people are surrounded by adults who think and speak with their bellies. 

"It's not a problem just for the young. The point is they are surrounded by grown ups who model this behaviour. It is a cultural affair. It is very deep seated and it’s getting worse, not better." 

Talk back radio, current affairs programmes (or indeed most 'news' reports), the way in which an election campaign is run, the way politicians address (abuse?) one another in Parliament which goes under the dubious name of 'debate' are, Felicity suggests "belly fests" 

•  the impact of the visual media such as television, video and computer. 

•  The explosion in the sheer amount of information that is now available through the development of new technologies which produces a clutter in the mind 

•  The development of new technologies that enable/encourage the expression of opinion more than ever before - we are an "opinion poll society" 

•  The trend towards 'relativism' in our society - the sense that we can't assess each other or be assessed because opinions are relative - there is no objective principles or standards. If this is accepted, we cannot ask the question "Just because we can do it, should we do it?" Just because Zacchaeus could collect whatever amount over and above what the Romans required from the populace, should he have charged what he did? 
Have all contributed to the development of the belly society.

"The Sesame Street generation struggles with concentration (and so can't be bothered following an argument), it struggles with logic (and so doesn't even know what an argument is) and is used to being gratified on demand (if I am bored I switch channels.)" 

(Dr Felicity McCutcheon, April 2002) 

As we move into the twenty first century, Biotechnologies are developing rapidly in nature, scope and purpose. These changes will impact on our freedoms, increasing some, diminishing others, and creating new kinds of inequality. 

In order to engage with the ethical issues and debate that surround emerging biotechnologies we need to be informed public. 

Our heads need to be given a good workout and our bellies need to be put on a diet. The development of the muscles of our minds will help us restore the balance between belly, chest and head.

I am currently involved in promoting the teaching of Religious and values education within our schools - not just our independent schools, who because of their 'special character'' are permitted to teach RE, but within all schools.

However, there is another word that is God in our society at the moment, and that is the word "secular" and this word is responsible for one of the greatest hurdles we face. As a result of the word "secular", the way religion is "boxed" and "listened too" within our society has been determined. Mention religion and many people think indoctrination. However, it was with considerable interest that I noted, as many of you will have, an article on the front page of the Dominion Post on Oct 20 th , which stated that "Polls show that most Americans will now happily vote for a woman, a black, or a homosexual, but they draw the line at voting for an atheist. A self declared atheist would not be elected."

We need an educational curriculum running through all our schools that helps young people to think for themselves and to be open to central questions of value and meaning. 
New Zealand and the rest of the world is entering a time when we are facing very complex issues - genetics, xeno-transplant, nano-transplant and so on - and we need to give young people the tools to think deeply and well about these areas.
The five strands approach to Religious and Values education seeks to develop our students in an academically rigorous curriculum that covers the following areas: 

•  An appreciation of the Bible and Christian tradition

•  Ethics and Values education

•  Philosophy of Religion (arguments for and against God; what it means to talk of "Eternal Life"; the problems of evil and innocent suffering;- holocaust, Pol Pot's regime, Rwanda, Bosnia.) Young people cannot fail to be aware of the tension between belief in a wholly good and all powerful God and the undoubted reality of evil.

•  World Religions - We are a multicultural society with a wide variety of religious traditions. RE should provide children with an understanding of the beliefs of the main world religions and empathy for what it means to belong to these religions.

•  The Affective Strand - to provide children with an appreciation of the value of stillness. Life for both adults and children is increasingly frenetic. There is a tendency to want to "keep children busy" as this avoids them getting into mischief. 

The word "meditation" has acquired an unfortunate aura and there is no suggestion that this should be introduced into the curriculum but it is essential that the spiritual side of pupils is taken seriously.

To begin and end with John's gospel - "The word was the source of life and this life brought light to mankind. The light shines in the darkness and the darkness has never put it out. "
