BIRMINGHAM CITY UNIVERSITY

15 FEBRUARY 2010

Lord Lieutenant, Chancellor and Lady Mayoress, Vice Chancellor, Distinguished guests, ladies and gentlemen,

I am very delighted to receive this Honorary Degree as Doctor of the University today from Birmingham City University. Not only is it a pleasure to be back in Birmingham, but it is also a delight to be here in the company of so many women and men at such an important moment in their lives. I congratulate all of those who have received well-earned awards and degrees.

I am particularly delighted to be in the company of the Faculties of Education, Law and Social Sciences. Education, in particular, always holds a special interest for me as an area of endeavour which brings such rich rewards, for teachers as well as learners.
Permit me to put before you just a few key concerns and ideas, relevant I hope to our current situation.

Many today tell us that there is a crisis of trust in many of the institutions of this country. They point first to the Houses of Parliament and the political process itself. They may well include the financial institutions whose crises have brought such hardship and austerity to people all over the world. This is to be seen here in the West Midlands, with small industries starved of investment, with large enterprises laying off workers, with reductions in funding for Higher Education and with the prospect of cutbacks in all types of public sector services.

This underlying crisis of trust is something that has to be addressed. But it is hard to do so directly. Simply saying to another person: ‘Please trust me’ has little effect. Trust has to be earned; the reasons for it have to be demonstrated. And trust usually comes when others see that I have interests at heart other than my own. Selfishness does not engender trust.

In political terms this means, I believe, that we have to refashion a project, a vision, to which all can be committed and which can help to overcome the corrosive cynicism of today. 

One expression of such a project can be the phrase ‘working for the common good’, rather than evidently pursuing sectional or individual interest.

Of course every Government should act for the good of all. Yet the phrase ‘the common good’ needs to be more clearly understood. It does not just mean ‘the good of the majority’. Only a richer version of the common good offers a hope of a better society through a deeper understanding of what it is to be human. We are not isolated individuals, who happen to live side by side, but people really dependent on one another, whose fulfilment lies in the quality of our relationships. Promoting the common good, then, cannot be pursued by treating each individual separately and looking for the highest net benefit, in some kind of utilitarian addition. Because we are interdependent the common good is more like a multiplication sum where if any one number is a zero then the total is always zero. If anyone is left out and deprived of what is essential, then the common good has been betrayed.

The pursuit of the common good, then, is a demanding but also exciting project: it is the genuine service of all in society, to the exclusion of no-one, no matter their abilities or circumstances. If that were to become our stated aim, our clear commitment, then I suspect, a restoration of trust can follow.
But why should that be our project? Why should we care to that extent? Why does a teacher care that no-one in her classroom is left out? Or a lawyer that the no-one is deprived of the benefit and protection of the law?

We care because we see in each and every person an innate and irreducible dignity. It is a dignity not earned by good behaviour, and not forfeited by bad behaviour. It is a dignity not bestowed by the state, or by its legislation. It is a dignity which is proper to every person by virtue of our common humanity, or, in the perspective of religious belief, as children of God, brother and sisters of a single human family.
This dignity of the human person alone is the foundation of their human rights. That is why such rights are so important. We are all equal in dignity, even if we all differ in many ways which also have to be recognised. The unfolding of these rights and accompanying duties – for there is never a right without a corresponding duty – has to be handled and developed in the complex procedures of law, as we see at present, yet not without great difficulties, in our society.
And a final word: essential among these rights is the right to religious freedom: the freedom to live by faith, within the reasonableness of the common good, and to show that faith in action in the public forum. This is so because the human person is essentially a spiritual being, with a longing for love, for truth, for beauty, for happiness. When this sphere is closed off – as it has been in totalitarian states throughout the last century in particular – then we live in an atmosphere of closed windows, deprived of the light and space and air that the spiritual quest brings. A reduction of the scope and role in our lives of the spiritual and the religious, which is the climbing frame of the spiritual, does little to serve the common good of which they are, in fact, essential parts and contributors.
Thank you for the honour of this Doctorate. Thank you for this opportunity to speak here today. I hope that all of us, especially those graduating today, will build on success in a way which does indeed serve the common good. That is certainly my commitment, and I hope it can be yours too.
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