Chapter 3





What do I mean by my authentic engagement 


with my God and with ‘John’?








Summary		I enter into an educative relationship with ‘John’, who is an experienced secondary teacher in a large (700-student) all-boys’ secondary college in a small rural town in Ireland. 





John is strongly independent. He neither sought nor did I initially offer suggestions as to what area of his classroom practice he might improve. I waited to see what role would emerge for me in our educative relationship. I decided that challenge would be part of the loving affirmation and compassionate understanding that I wished to practise towards him. My compassion is not about certitude but about a vulnerability that seeks to integrate the ‘inner’ and the ‘outer’ me. My compassion is linked with a contemplation (loving affirmation) that relies not so much on a set of beliefs but on "an opening to love" (Merton in Padovano, 1984).         





Eventually a series of openings provide the incentive for me to challenge John. One is my perception that John’s pupils sometimes appear to be inert, to be passive in their learning. Another is my ongoing perception that John possesses fears that need alleviation. I intuit that if I challenge what I perceive to be the passivity of John’s pupils, the alleviation of his fears may also begin to happen. And I had another tantalising question too: in tackling the passivity of John’s pupils in order to bring about change in that and in John’s fears, is there a way in which my own personal relationship with my God could become manifest in my relationship with John?      





I move towards what could have been a rupture in our relationship because of the starkness and determination of my challenge to John about my perception of the passivity of his pupils. This challenge, though painful, becomes a moment of catharsis for him and for me, which he acknowledges. A catharsis that leads John to believe that perhaps he can rid himself of at least some of his fears. It leads to me discovering how my living engagement with my God is part of the interweaving of my values in my educative relationships with John and others. A living engagement in which I encounter "a mysterious something" that is not identical with me, but which is partly independent of me (Rahner in Morea, 1997). A "mysterious something" that I now call God. In finding God a-new I find a new identity, an integrity, a wholeness that is helping me to move towards self-actualisation.








�
Introducing John to action research





John, a secondary teacher, who lived some one hundred and fifty miles from the college in Ireland where I worked, visited it on Tuesday,15th February, 1994, expecting to be coming to his first ever action research meeting. When he arrived he found the meeting had been cancelled. I met him, however, and our encounter lasted for three-and-a-half hours, as he told me afterwards! In the conversation I explained what action research was about. It had to do with asking how my personal educational values were being denied in my practice. Why should I be concerned about this? Could I imagine what I would do about it? What action plan would I then carry out? And so on. In fact I went through the Whitehead action research cycle (1993:180-182). I suggested that John purchase and read McNiff (1988) and Hopkins (1985). Though I had given him Jack Whitehead’s published papers I also suggested that he buy and read Whitehead’s now published book (1993).








John and self-knowledge





During the course of our conversation I also intuited that it would be a good idea to offer John some of my own completed pieces of enquiry as well as my reflections on them. These included two volumes of my journal which I had completed to date and the original report on which chapter 2 of my thesis was based. I did so for a number of reasons. If I were to be involved in an educative relationship with John over time I wished to try and preserve some form of equality between us by both offering and receiving ‘critical’ views and questions. This would be more likely to happen, I felt, where each of us was familiar with each other’s work. But, as well as the issue of equality, like Palmer (1998:2), I believe that "Teaching (and being in educative relationships), like any truly human activity, emerges from one’s inwardness, for better or worse." It doesn't depend ultimately on skill or information. Rather it is an activity the comes from the inside out. Here below is how Palmer (ibid, p. 2) puts it:





teaching holds a mirror to the soul. If I am willing to look in that mirror and not run from what I see, I have a chance to gain self-knowledge - and knowing myself is as crucial to good teaching as knowing my students and my subject.   





I hoped that my educative relationship with John would enable me to know myself better so that, in turn, I could improve my educative relationships with him and others.








What was my function regarding John’s enquiry?


      


What was the main conviction that lingered with me from my first meeting with John? It was that John was strongly independent. He neither sought, nor did I offer suggestions, as to what area of his classroom practice he might wish to enquire into with the aim of bringing about change and improvement. I strongly felt he was going to do that himself. What function, if any, then did I feel I had? I would have to wait to see what role would emerge for me in our educative relationship. And I was willing to wait for that to happen. Waiting and being willing to wait is a part of what I am now calling loving affirmation, albeit silent. For me, it also includes compassionate understanding. When Pat D’Arcy (an earlier fellow Ph.D student at Bath) read these phrases in my Summary to this chapter she objected (June, 1998) because she felt they resonated with ‘pity’ or ‘sympathy’ which are patronising! I agree with Pat and want to see can I explain the phrases in a way which removes that resonance.





I am taking ‘compassionate understanding’ first, and will then include ‘loving affirmation’ as part of my explanation. I know the standard dictionary definition of ‘compassion’ is possibly the meaning to which Pat alludes, one that defines it as ‘sympathy’, or ‘pity’. If it is, I cringe at these meanings. For me, compassionate understanding is to do with my sympathetic understanding of myself in the first instance. A compassion not about certitude but about vulnerability as I come to believe in a new God of my own understanding, within or without religion. A compassion that seeks to integrate the ‘inner’ and ‘outer’ me, doing so not by teaching or mentoring, but by learning. And it is linked with contemplation in which I seek my ‘real’ self and harmony with God and others. I am on a journey then towards my ‘real’ self which includes God and others. On the journey I rely, not on "doctrine but a way of being in the world .... not a set of beliefs but an opening to love" (Merton in Padovano, 1984: 76). I am relying on John’s and my dialogical conversation to provide that "opening to love" in which "loving affirmation," including challenge, will be the sign of my sensitivity to accepting John as a separate and individual self. 








John’s concerns





Writing to me on 9th March, 1994, John told me that he was concerned about his chemistry class of twenty-one final year students, ten of whom had failed a chemistry test he had given them on 9th November, 1993 (six got honours and five passed). He had given them a questionnaire to see how he might improve the situation. Even though he hadn’t got it fully processed at the time of writing, nevertheless he had some tentative findings from it concerning his own teaching. He said that: "it seems to be pointing towards:- more student participation; me going slower; encouraging them to believe in the value of studying notes at home." His initial enquiry then was into his own teaching and not, immediately, his students’ learning. I might have preferred that he reversed his goals - that he would take his students' learning first - but because I had mentally decided to accept his priorities, I went along with it. There would be opportunities, I was sure, where I could talk about issues to do with the students’ learning. 





When John visited me at the college where I worked on 1st November, 1994, his visit gave both of us an opportunity to explain to one another what John’s enquiry meant to him and to see where he’d move from there. Prior to seeing me, John had sent me a critique of his work from an academic at an Irish university. While highly praising the work, the academic had said: 





I wonder if John, in his professed love of numbers, overuses this technique in his analysis. Perhaps if the work had more ‘rich description’ pieces based on systematic observations, presented in a discursive style displaying patterns of actions, then the statistics might assume a more balanced and meaningful place. 





In his covering note to me, John had agreed with the academic when he said: "I agree there is room for more ‘rich description’ pieces and less emphasis on statistics," but he went on to say also that: "I believe we have already discussed this." Indeed we had - mostly on the telephone!





Yes, it was true. Many pages of the report seemed to be made up of tables and lists and there was little discursive style apparent. I would have liked to have got more of a ‘feel’ for how John’s students were receiving what he was doing and how their learning had improved as a result. I felt I needed it more from their mouths than filtered, as it was, through at least two questionnaires, "eight behaviours" and lists of tables. 





At our meeting, John agreed that:





I relied too much on questionnaires. I think that now. There’s too much of single mode, if that’s the word. 





At the same time, I also learned that the "imagined solutions" that John put into effect did come from the students. As John said: "I didn’t emphasise enough that those imagined solutions came from the students." And for me, this was particularly important in the light of the fact that John had emphasised that "participatory democracy .... and respect" were among the values he held and which he wanted his practice to show forth. He had achieved these values I believed. As I said on the tape to him:





You referred to (your values) frequently throughout .... you were totally consistent. The imagined solutions arose out of a lot of stuff the students said and this was paralleled or fitted into the values that you stated early on.





John made no secret of the fact that he wished to prepare his students as well as possible for the Irish Leaving Certificate. His enquiry was designed to help his students achieve success in it. While accepting that this aim was important, I also wondered would he in the future be able to move further than that idea. For example, could he see himself considering what was it of "value" and "what you mean by their taking responsibility for their own learning?" John, in his reply, was clear that: 





my teaching, relationship is by far the most important part - the relationship that I have with students. Now, I suppose I wanted them to become more involved. I'm constantly trying to get students more involved in their own learning ....





I was interested in how John might move forward in terms of continuing to create an improved climate for communication with his students in a way that would lead to their enhanced learning. I remembered from his report that homework was a ‘problem’ that John’s students had highlighted when they spoke about it being difficult to study, to motivate themselves; that they needed more time, more discipline, and so on. John’s response was to give them "Some Solutions" that comprised a list of ‘do’s’ and ‘don’t’s’. They were subsumed under some sub-headings such as: "Managing time, exercise, distractions, discipline, etc." I wondered how efficacious these were because they comprised the ideas and thoughts of the teacher alone, of John alone. I wondered if he could get his students to come up with their own descriptions and explanations of how they studied. For example, I suggested to John that he 





get them to reflect on what they actually do during that particular time and if they came up with: ‘I was totally distracted’, that he try and get them to find out why they were totally distracted. Could they, for example, name all the things that caused the distractions?, etc., etc .... Instead of giving them pat answers. 





John agreed, saying that his sub-headings, "Managing time," etc., weren't intended as pat answers; that "there's definitely room for further exploration there and for drawing stuff out from them, more so than suggesting answers myself."








Continuation and new beginnings





I wrote very soon after our meeting (7th November, 1994) in order to let John know that his visit to me was a ‘tonic’ and said: 





Your visit brought me back to life after a long period since Summer dealing with administrative and organisational matters...Imagine my elation during our interview when you said, 'asking questions is keeping me alive' and when you later said, 'doing a little bit of research is one way of helping to keep me alive'. They should be key words in everybody's lexicon, I reckon.





In my letter I was still feeling a little wary of statistics, wary of lists and tabular information and, at this point, what I consider premature quoting of the words of authors on the grounds that they could obscure not only students’ voices but John’s own voice. I am really anxious to hear John’s own voice, to hear him making his own personal statements on various issues because, as I tell him:


  


I believe you are deeply reflective but, as yet, you may not feel or believe that your own ideas, feelings and, so on, are worthwhile to others. The fact is, the world is calling out for people like you to tell them what your experiences are like; what works for you, what does not and the whys of these issues - all in your own words and the words of your pupils and 'critical' friends. 





I went on to consolidate what I believe John was now learning about representing his own and others’ voices in his accounts. I took advantage of his reference to the importance of dialogue thus:





I have to say I was elated - it was music to my ears - when in a discussion on your Questionnaires you endorsed the importance of dialogue (when you said): I see there are things that can arise in dialogue ....   





Notwithstanding my reservation about the use of statistics I feel a great need to let John know also that he has the right to conduct his research in his own way. If my support is to offer him maximum freedom - which I want it to do - I have to fully respect his independence of action. After all, what use is my educative relationship to him if I deny him a right to grow and develop independently of me? And so I add:





Incidentally, the reason I did not oppose your introduction of quantitative research methods during last year was that I felt strongly that you had an ‘unassailable and inalienable’ right to make your own decisions. I do feel deeply that I must respect your right to decide how you wish to do things even if I then make contrary suggestions! 





I move on to the concerns that arose in our conversation of 1st November. There was, for example, John’s wish to do something about his chemistry ‘practicals’ in the coming year. "Doing these ‘practicals,'" he told me on tape, "gives me energy I sometimes wouldn't get in an ordinary classroom situation that I teach." He added: "It's more of a shared experience than straightforward teaching." Then I asked him to formulate an action research question around that concern thus: "How would you put your question? For example: 'How would I .... ?’"





John had also raised his concern about feeling stressed whenever he was asked to be in charge of study in the Study Hall of his college. He referred to feeling "quite stressful"; "under pressure"; "a lot depends on your own tiredness and mood and so on"; "you haven't got the same control"; and of his need to learn "to cope." John had moved towards the beginning of formulating his question about this concern, thus: "How would I supervise the Study Hall in as humane a way as possible .... while resolving conflict that may arise .... ?" 





I felt there was something about the issue and meaning of ‘control’ that perhaps John also needed to look at. So I asked him:





What do you mean by control? .... I think it would be good for your own reflection to raise all kinds of questions about words like 'control,' 'learning to cope,' and how could you imagine what 'supervision in a humane way' would look like in practice? 





Finally, there was the issue of communication - or was it an issue of justice that preoccupied John? He put it to me in the form of a question: "Do I communicate with the students I find intelligent any differently to the other students or could I bring other students in more?" 





I added that I would be delighted to get his feedback at some time on my effectiveness as a mentor to him. Among my concerns would be how John experienced me in conversation; how I had helped or hindered him in his enquiries and how we would maintain contact for the future. Responding to me on 11th November, 1994. John said:





You certainly encourage me to ‘speak with my own voice’ and also to tease out what is my own ‘voice’. I am excited by this .... Last year (academic year) I remember getting a real lift when hearing from you that what teachers have to say is of value, in particular, that what I have to say is of value.





He had moved on in terms of formulating a question that he felt would move all his enquiries forward in the new school year:





How can I with students, ‘critical’ friends, and other companions learn to listen more fully to, and act more effectively on, our internal inspirations thus helping to nurture a more holistic approach and experience in our lives within the school environment?





I did not tend to send John many letters as he telephoned me frequently - and still does in 1998. However, his letters to me arrived frequently and their contents became some of the topics we discussed on the ‘phone. 





I am constantly aware of, and frequently alerted to, John’s desire to be his own person, to be master of his own destiny, to care for himself. In a letter of 24th November, 1994, he said:





I genuinely don’t want to be ‘overloaded’. Oftentimes I pressurise myself .... I hear a very clear invitation to take it easy and to be sure and make time for quiet times and time for being with other people. 








John’s responds to my writings and mentions some of his own personal and intellectual concerns





Regarding the journals and early writing I had given John, here is some of what he said about them (5th April, 1994). I am quoting what he said below because I believe it may have some relevance for him regarding his own values and his representation of them in his writing. Referring to his reading of my earlier work on which chapter 2 of my thesis is based, John said:





Your integrity comes through in your writing. I am particularly challenged by your openness .... I am a little frightened by it also - in that I am wary of being too open myself in case I get hurt.





I realise I’ll have to be very careful, very compassionate in how I deal with issues that John considers to be private. I conjecture that he may have been hurt in the past and that it has taken time to get over it. Anyway I’m delighted when John adds about my early writing: "Your level of depth is striking as is your power of analysis." I was pleasantly surprised to be reminded that I had a capacity for analysis. Because I am learning that John’s intellectual and conceptual prowess is an important gift to him, I am not surprised when he concludes about my writing also that:





I can certainly pick up Roger’s three fundamentals for wholesome relationships in your writing - your love of other people (unconditional positive regard), empathy and genuineness.





He also cautions me too, however:





In getting to know someone, Ben, I am afraid of talking too deeply too soon. The last time we met we talked for three-and-a-half hours (14th February, 1994) at a fairly intense level. I am still integrating what went on.





In the next part of his letter he told me about a dream he once had. It was a dream that he had mentioned to me twice already and I took it very seriously. In face-to-face meetings and on the telephone, I asked him to seriously consider pursuing it again. Here is his dream:





The dream of doing a doctorate has been with me for 17 years - in fact it was in October 1975 (19 years ago) that I gave up doing a Ph.D. .... after six weeks - finding the area of study totally meaningless for me .... The possibility arising again for actualising a dream both disturbs and attracts me. 





Because I had gently been guiding John to begin to dream again, he added:





Regarding action research I consider you my mentor .... regarding what I write up in June (1995) and the possibility of contact with Jack Whitehead I will need your assistance as a critical friend and mentor.





I felt deeply moved by John’s confidence in me and was determined that a sign of the fulfilment of his confidence in me would be his eventual choice to pursue his doctorate once again, but this time, one that would honour him, his personal knowledge, and his work with his students in his school.





In a letter to me (26th November, 1994) here is what John said of some of my thesis writing:





.... (it) reads very well. It is full of drive and energy and rich description. You come through as a vibrant and ‘fully alive’ person who challenges people (including yourself) in the good sense - that is, in a way that wants to nurture.





I am hoping that I will be able to nurture John, too, enabling him to preserve his independence, while also challenging him. And I am also challenged by the values he strongly holds and which I feel he lives out with his pupils. Here is how he put some of them to me in 1995 (3rd March):





How can I be as caring as possible? I think so often I can become constricted by settling into a role. So I want to care for students, they are persons .... I suppose too there would be the value of democracy. But it’s not just democracy, it’s really listening .... really listening to what’s coming from their worlds and to, in some way, encourage them to realise that they can help shape their own world.








John’s recent research includes a video of some of his work 





In referring to his current research work dealing with conflict when he is managing the School Study Hall, he puts it in the form of a question thus: "How do I act justly?" He also facilitates four senior prefects as they work with junior students, helping them to shape their own role. Regarding homework, he is enabling three students to research it for themselves. They have completed a questionnaire for him and he is presently audio taping their comments. He is going, as he puts it, 





to start an exploration regarding learning and my teaching with three of my honours mathematics class - three very bright lads - could they teach me something about learning and about teaching? 





When he met me on 4th January, 1995, he reviewed his research enquiries and added, regarding my help to him: "You have been a great help, you know .... encouraging me to be more confident in what I’m doing." I was pleased to know I was being of some ‘use’ to John in his enquiries. 





For some time, though, I also noticed that our dialogue about what John was doing didn’t appear to me to be ‘open.' At least in the sense that I understand it to be about a dialectic of question and answer, where the answer begets a new question, and so the cycle goes on. John would tell me what he was doing and I would ask questions. But he would repeat what he was doing without apparently ‘hearing’ my questions. My responsibility, I felt, was then to leave it to John. This was his enquiry. He was in charge of it. He had every right to decide how he was going to do it. That included accepting or rejecting questions about it from me. However, I never decided that I wouldn’t challenge him when the occasion arose in order to help him to keep open to alternatives he may not have considered. My interest was in seeing how he might be able to go beyond where he was now.  


 


Before visiting me on 2nd March 1995, John told me he was bringing a video with him for me to view. In it I would see him teaching what he called a ’peculiar’ problem to his maths class. Our audio-taped conversation on the day showed we spent a lot of time talking about the video that we both viewed together. John’s ‘peculiar’ problem with maths was that he found he was unable to work through a sequence of steps to a problem he had posed his class. The following is a portion of our conversation:





Ben	I didn’t detect any fear .... I never got an impression at any stage that you minded they (the students) .... having suggestions. In fact you invited it.





John	Well, I actually needed them.





Ben	You needed them. And that impressed me .... whatever inhibitions they might have had - my impression was that it wasn’t coming from you .... it was the peer pressure. 


  


I am trying to clarify for myself why it is that I don’t feel entirely satisfied with what I’m seeing on the video. It is nothing to do with John not knowing the ‘answer’ to the maths problem he himself revealed. It is nothing either to do with how the students viewed John. It was evident to me that they greatly respected him. No. One of the things I wondered about was the nature of the maths problem being tackled, and its ‘usefulness’ or otherwise. Its usefulness certainly wasn’t evident to me. Had it got use value, in other words? Here is how I put it:





I wondered about the ‘usefulness’ (of the maths problem), it sounded so abstract. And do they (the students) mind? In a sense it does tax your brain, doesn’t it? I mean it’s an intellectual game in a sense, isn’t it?





Maybe that was part of the ‘answer’ I was seeking, but didn’t see at the time: maybe this particular maths problem was "an intellectual game?" What’s wrong with an intellectual game if it extends John’s students’ minds? Wouldn’t their being able to come up with an answer to a complex problem be a ‘useful’ skill to have? Anyway John answered thus:





I don’t know any practical applications of what I was doing myself there in the ratio test. Certainly, in differentiation there are practical applications in maximum and minimum problems, like for an engineer: maximising the strength of a beam; building a channel tunnel minimising the cost of materials .... I would try to bring in practical applications whenever I can, you know.





But did John tell his students that? In any case, I wouldn’t let up. There was still something bothering me about the video and I was struggling within myself to articulate it. I said to John:





Your manner with the lads was so pleasant and inviting and helpful .... On the other hand, I had this strong feeling that there was fierce control, d’you know .... Now, whether it was the video camera was controlling them or whether it was that there was something about your personality that they settle into whatever convention you might decide is the convention for this class. I couldn’t make out what it was.





As was usual with him, John answered with great integrity, saying:





I think I would be fairly strict in class to be honest, you know. At the same time, I would try to be fair. Also, this is my second year having them. 





He was right. Most teachers probably need to feel in ‘control’ of their classes. There was nothing there that needed an explanation. But I was still looking for something that somehow dissatisfied me. However, I tried another tack with John:





What did you feel yourself was the aim in a general way when you decided to video (this maths class)? Or was it just, more or less, to see what happened and see at the end what you might draw out of what you had seen?





John answered, saying: "It was just to have a look at it and maybe there’s something that I might spot there that maybe I never thought of, you know." "Fair enough," I said to myself. I would have done the same. My dilemma was, however, what was it that was disquieting me? Maybe I wanted to do precisely what John said was his aim: "I might spot something there that maybe I never thought of, you know." I was wondering, though, how maths itself is made interesting to students in that, for example, they can see its ‘usefulness’. Our conversation took the following turn:





Ben	I marvel that this crowd of highly intelligent people, 	including yourself, would be willing to work away at how these problems are worked out. 





John	The answer is utilitarian .... because the primary usefulness of it is that there’s the Leaving Cert (The equivalent of the British A Level) .... There is a question on it (in the State Examination in June). 





John, afterwards, realised that the ‘peculiar’ maths problem he was trying to solve was an error in the textbook he and his class were using. It couldn’t be solved by the ratio test which he and his class were attempting to do in the video. On the same day, however, John actually solved the problem during lunch using the "comparison test" and gave it to his class during the afternoon lesson on the same day.  





In coming to terms with understanding what I was seeing on the tape, I finally I got to a word that, for me, somehow described some of what I thought I was seeing - there was a lack of curiosity. So I said: 





(Your students) are actually incurious, incurious as to where this goes .... (their) world has narrowed down to being able to give reasonably narrow answers.





John didn’t agree: 





You’d want to ask them, you know .... in their minds it may be there .... (but) for them, the usefulness of it is that it is part of the ticket to get to university eventually, you know.





Neither John nor I were wrong. He was right, and I was right. He was right in that he was preparing his students to get sufficiently high marks in their Leaving Certificate so that they could qualify to get into faculties like engineering at university. He was also right when he said at some stage that: "there is intrinsic beauty within the subject of maths when you realise that there is more than one way of looking at something." But I was right too. The students, in my view, were entitled to an education that, while it embraced the Leaving Certificate (passim), also enlarged their minds beyond the examination itself or a university course it might lead to. I wanted an education for the students that offered them the opportunity to use knowledge as a tool to understand their world and to make informed judgments about it. I was concerned that they have greater opportunities for doing so.





At this point, however, I also feel a need to take on board some of what Chris Woodhead (Chief Inspector of Schools for England and Wales) says, in an article to the The Times (16 April, 1998). He argues that "basic knowledge of the different subject disciplines needs to be taught if we want the next generation to understand anything about anything." I have no quarrel with that. I believe that acquiring facts and information can, among other desirable goals, bring "satisfaction and enjoyment." He adds that "Knowing a little about the nature of science may help .... to come to informed, personal judgments in later life on the scientific controversies of the day." I have no problem with basic information and facts being transmitted to students. What I do cavil at is that young people are only entitled to know and “understand”  transmitted information from the past. They needn’t make "informed" and "personal judgments" until "later in life!" I believe that is a denial of forms of learning that could enable them to grow in maturity. I believe students should have the right to develop their powers of judgment, discernment and discrimination as part of their education. I think it is patronising to suggest that they don’t need to make these kinds of judgment until later in life.      





My dissatisfaction with Woodhead’s views had, I suppose, to do with my view of curriculum, of knowledge, of why students are in school. It has something to do with their learning to have a better understanding of themselves and of their world. I subscribe to Elliott’s (1998: xiii) view that curriculum exists to enable pupils:





to deepen and extend their understanding of the problems and dilemmas of everyday life in society, and to make informed and intelligent judgments about how they might be resolved. 





One caveat I would have to Elliott’s view as he expressed it above (though, of course, I’m sure he wouldn’t exclude it) is that I would like students to have the opportunity to deepen and extend their understanding of the problems and dilemmas of their lives as they experience them in their classrooms and school. That is part of their immediate life. In any case I feel that the curriculum, whether it be maths or indeed any other subject should, as Elliott (1998: xiii) puts it:





be responsive to the students’ own thinking and their emergent understandings and insights into human situations. 





I suppose I was looking for this kind of responsiveness on John’s video: how would I see the students developing their powers of judgment, discernment and discrimination? I did see some students offering various "solutions" to John for his "judgment, discernment and discrimination." I didn’t, though, get the impression that solving the problem was really in their gift. If it had happened I could have accepted it as part of "an intellectual game," a game with a purpose, which I referred to earlier. 





I was now more conscious than ever before that teaching isn’t about instruction so much as discussion leading to understanding (Elliott, 1998:10). I would have loved it, if part of that discussion involved the students’ imagination as well as their understanding. Mathematics, no less than science and other school subjects is not, for me, about technical knowing so much as a vehicle by which students gain an understanding of their culture - and add to it. MacDonald and Walker’s (1976:909) view of science (they were arguing about the Nuffield Science scheme) is one I find helpful when they say that it:





can be seen as one stage of a continuing debate in which the tension lies between a view of science as a source of technical knowledge, and a view of science as a contribution to culture .... between science as information and techniques to be learnt, and science as knowledge to be gained by the extension of imagination and understanding.       





At some point in the subsequent school year (1994-95), John had shown me another video of a chemistry ‘practical’. I think it was to do with titrations, which is to do with ascertaining "the amount of a constituent in (a solution) by measuring the volume of a known concentration of reagent required to complete a reaction with it, often using an indicator." 





Because I hadn’t taken any notes at the time about my reaction to the video, I can only comment on what remained in my memory from that time. I watched students on the video setting up their experiments. I ‘knew’ that they had discussed beforehand the technical ‘know how’ involved in the setting up of the experiments. That was clear from what I was seeing. So they had ‘information’ and ‘techniques’. What wasn’t so clear to me was why they were doing what they were doing. What was it that gripped their imaginations, leading to increased understanding, that they would want to talk to all and sundry about? Whatever it was, I couldn't see evidence of it on the video. Though they were moving about ‘purposefully’, I had a strange feeling that they were actually passive and incurious. I remember distinctly telling John that. For seconds there was no answer. And then he told me: "I am shocked!" He was shocked at what I told him, but maybe more at the stark way I had said it without preamble. He was staying with me in Bath at the time. Later that same evening as I was preparing a meal for us both I had a very strong intuition which I needed to share with John as it concerned him. Here is what I said: 





I am now convinced beyond all doubt that whatever fears inhabited you are draining away. You’re going to have little difficulty doing the Ph.D. or indeed, changing anything you want to change in your classrooms. 





His reply didn’t surprise me:





You are right. That’s what I now believe, too.





I felt greatly relieved. Whatever tension may have existed over those few hours evaporated. It was at that moment, I believe, though I wouldn’t have been able to explain it rationally, that our greatest point of equality was reached. 


 


In returning to the video though, I acknowledge that it is only, as John said, a snapshot in time and it couldn’t possibly represent the myriad of ‘understandings’ that students would have. Although he added: "it can be helpful, I suppose, really." While John’s answer was true, he may also have been a little on the defensive. If he could have left it open, would he have learnt more? He may have, but again this was his choice. He had a right to be open or not. For myself, I would have liked to have seen the students on both videos questioning the meaning of what they were doing; taking a stance, a stance that involved incessant questioning. 





I agree with MacDonald and Walker’s (1976:93) view that true science teaching consist of "habituating the pupil to observe for himself, to reason for himself on what he observes, and to check the conclusions at which he arrives by further observation and experiment." So I wanted what I was observing on both videos to be more about the students discovering than just being required to acquire inert information. A.N. Whitehead (1961:13) rightly, in my view, maintained that "inert ideas" deadened the process of teaching and learning for students and teachers alike. Perhaps John’s students did need to have their curiosity incited a little more, become more excited, become more involved in a cycle of question and answer. In that kind of process I believe they would have come up with more of their own meanings. I suppose I wanted their knowledge to live in ways which, as Stenhouse (1983:183) puts it, are "sceptical, provisional, speculative ...." and that perhaps would have moved them more speedily on to their next exciting discovery. Perhaps discovery was going on, but if so, it wasn't evident to me. 





In fairness to John he accepted prompting from me the previous year to consider his "students as consultants" to him and to his classroom ‘projects’. He also said that: 





I value what they say and, if they suggest something I will act on it. And I suppose it would be the value of democracy there. But it’s not just democracy, it’s really listening to them, really listening to what’s coming from their worlds and to, in some way, encourage them to realise that they can help shape their own world. 





Like Sayer (In Elliott, 1998: 48), I have no hesitation in saying that John’s efforts were contributing to an education for "autonomy, democratic decision-making, releasing potential, giving opportunities for initiative .... " In fact he himself said as much on 3rd March, 1995, on audiotape: 





it’s worthwhile having profound respect for people .... building community by having quality communication .... Within any institution I think we can become dehumanised by routine, and it’s partly breaking out of routine to make it more human.





On the same tape John was appreciative also of my efforts to help him when he said:





I think I have experienced liberation, I have experienced more excitement in my teaching and bringing myself more alive in my work .... I find action research is actually coming to meet me where I am.





He added too that: 





I’m very glad to have met you. I think that’s a great strength for me. I think if you weren’t there I don’t really know if I’d be motivated enough. Thanks very much, Ben.








My role changes





For more than a year I had been trying to persuade John to seek Ph.D. accreditation at the University of Bath. In fact he began to contact Jack Whitehead at the University of Bath from March 1995 onwards and finally he decided he was to visit on 26th May, 1995. I felt my task was now completed. It was good at this particular ‘ending’, John felt, that "our educative relationship - I feel there is a growing bond of trust - has helped and is helping me to understand/improve my practice" (12th February, 1995). And that our educative relationship "may be," according to John, "becoming more collaborative." 





The nature of John’s research was changing too. Jack Whitehead suggested that one of John’s questions might focus "on helping your pupils to improve the quality of their learning." For me, that was a welcome movement away from John’s concentration on improving his own "teaching behaviour(s)." 








A metamorphosis for me





I feel I had a responsibility to enable John to improve his practice as a teacher, but felt another obligation as well. Sloughing off his fears was, I felt, a key to John’s greater growth in independence and to establishing greater equality between us. I felt I could best discharge this responsibility by taking responsibility for my own participation in my educative relationship with John, but not for his participation. What John would or would not do was his responsibility. I am raising my understanding of 'participation' briefly here because I think there are implications about how I use 'power' in my educative relationships with others. My reflection on my initial reaction to Zoe's comments on 'power relations' and the 'hierarchical layers' represented in my relationships in chapter 2 brought the issue of power in my educative relationships with others more overtly to my attention in this chapter. 





Let me say of power that it "is intrinsically guiltless" (Friedman, 1976: 44). It is the "will to power', the greed for more power that is  destructive (ibid, p. 45). There is no need for me to renounce power. In fact, I need power to help others to move forward in improving what they are doing. Power is part of the energy that impels me to help others. I do need, however, to be responsible in my exercise of power because otherwise my use of it would become destructive. In my educative relationships with others, I am constantly faced with power issues when, for example, I am trying to demarcate my rights from the rights of others. Can I make these demarcations according to 'rules' which will be valid once and for all? I believe not. I believe that I have to act minute-to-minute and with a continuous sense of responsibility in relationships with others. It is by taking this stance that I will find the 'rules' for such demarcation. Buber (1965: 14) referred to the minute-to-minute continuous sense of responsibility thus: "I know no fullness but each mortal hour's fullness of .... responsibility."    





In any case I felt a need, regarding John, to find ways of dealing with the presence of fear within him and within me too. Here was an opportunity for John to revisit his ‘wound’ that would, I felt, lead to his becoming more free and perhaps more effective too as a teacher! It was with that sense of purpose, supported by my sense of care, that I decided to enable John to revisit his fear to see how much of it had been excised and how far he still had to go. I was, I believe, dialectically opposing my sense of care with feeling a need to be contestatory. I was being contestatory in holding to my view that what I had shown John was my view of our educative relationship in which he had revealed his fears to me over time. I felt my friendship for John was one that morally obliged me to try and help him in some way to alleviate those fears. In a paper I presented to the BERA Conference (York University, September, 1997), I wrote with some passion about what I felt was part of my moral responsibility in my educative relationships:





My experience is that people .... have ‘psychic’ needs, that more than one person I meet is ‘weak, wounded or frail’ (like myself). What do I mean? I am meaning that their their minds and their spirits are affected by what they have undergone or are undergoing. And my question is, what can I do about it? Can I pass by on the other side? No .... I help in these areas because I believe I have a gift for doing so. Is this unwarranted pride? No, I believe it is humility really, the humility that tells me I know who I am, that I have the insight to see myself in my true position in relation to my responsibility and to my concern for others. My spontaneous elevation of my feelings and of my instinct over my reason and ‘ethical’ rules is my personal answer to the educational difficulties which confront some of the people I meet.








How could I both challenge and be compassionate?





My concern was how could I both challenge and, at the same time, offer compassionate understanding? Would I be willing to challenge even if my challenge evoked shock? And why would I wish to evoke shock? Was that educational? If, in challenging, I evoked shock what, if anything, legitimated challenging and offering shock? All these questions are arising for me in hindsight. I didn’t obviously know beforehand how I would challenge. I wasn’t even sure why I would challenge. In the event, I did challenge, sometimes very strongly and, at one time, to the point of shock! In doing that, had I any realisation of how that would affect John? Did I know him sufficiently and did he know me sufficiently so that what I would say to him on any occasion could be accepted with at least a degree of equanimity? And, how can I ‘know’ another sufficiently so as to be able to gauge the effects of what I’m going to say? And how do I know myself sufficiently so that I have a prior intuition of how I’m going to affect another? In challenging John’s view of education I also intended tackling the issue of fear - both within John and myself!








Dealing with fear  





I am going to explain what I mean by fear, but before doing so, I need to say that I intuited that John possessed fear, at least some fear. I possess it too and I believe it was this latter fact that enabled me to recognise it in him. Was there any evidence that I was right? John’s own words in his writings offer some evidence that my intuition was correct. At each moment of challenge I knew that I was dealing with a person who had told me quite an amount about himself and about his fears, as I had too, about myself and my fears. For example, John had told me in connection with his School Study Hall role that he used to feel "quite stressful"; "under pressure"; "a lot depends on your own tiredness and mood and so on"; that he needed to learn to "cope." I believe these are all symptoms of fear, but a fear that I believe can be minimised. I believe that John’s engagement in various research projects brought him nearer to his students than he had ever been before. This effort at stronger connection with his students would, I believe, minimise his fear. I believe, too, that my effort at challenging him was also helpful in minimising it. It would only do so I believe because he trusted me. I know he trusted me because he kept coming to see me, he kept writing to me, he kept telephoning me. 





Regarding the fear in John’s life and in respect of my openness, he said to me on one occasion that he was challenged by it but that he was "a little frightened by it also." He added that: "I am wary of being too open myself in case I get hurt." Regarding his desire to again contemplate studying for his doctorate, he said (15th April, 1994): "I must say I am enthused and quite excited at the whole venture. I would like to have the confidence/courage to pursue the University of Bath angle (i.e. the doctorate)." So I wondered how I could work with John so that I would enable him to replace whatever fears he had with "confidence/courage?" This was to be an ongoing question to which my enquiry and this representation of it was at least a partial answer. And I kept in mind occasions when he told me, for instance, that "I am afraid of talking too deeply too soon"; "that he didn’t ‘want to be overloaded’"; that: "Often times I pressurise myself." My efforts to persuade him again to think about taking up a doctorate "both disturbs and attracts me," he said. In my educative relationship then I was walking with a man who was, not only very caring and compassionate himself, but was also very sensitive - and sometimes fearful, or was it feeling apprehensive? (I will explore fear below). I would have to find a way of being companionable and compassionate myself so that what I said and did would enable John to feel at ease while also challenging him to move forward in his life and in his education of his students. 





Regarding John’s fear, I wondered how I might enable him to deal with it, or at least to allay it. Certainly one way forward was my constant iteration to John about his capacity to obtain his doctorate. I fully believed that he would obtain it. If he registered at a university for it I would take that as the first sign that he was beginning to master his fears. Practically all of my efforts in this direction took place in conversations on the telephone which I hadn’t logged.








I need to know what fear is





But what do I mean by fear? Dictionaries regularly call fear "an unpleasant emotion" caused by exposure to danger, expectation of pain, a state of alarm. Is it different from anxiety? I’m not sure about that when I consider that dictionaries regularly define it as "concern about an imminent danger, a nervous disorder caused by excessive uneasiness." Whether I call it fear or anxiety, I knew when I heard "certain descriptions" from John, that there was at least uneasiness, an emotional feeling of unpleasantness perhaps, a feeling that he was alarmed at something. Perhaps that is as far as I can go regarding a ‘definition’ of fear. 





Phillips (1995: 53-57) says that if I tell him what I fear he will tell me what has happened to me! There may be some truth in his contention. But his contention is not my concern here. Yet I have no intention of refusing to deal with the issue of fear in John's life. I feel that my friendship with him is one that morally obliges me to try and help him in some way to alleviate those fears. For Sartre (1975, in Phillips, 1995: 57), the person who is fearful is one who is unavoidably confronted with a capacity to make choices. That perhaps fear signifies that there is something of ultimate value to our lives that frightens us. That fear is really refusal of the self-knowledge that tells us that our future is unknowable and to ‘know’ we must risk! I can therefore use fear as an obstacle or as an opportunity. So either I confront myself with naming my fear, or maybe somebody else does it for me. In any case doing so or having it done for me, is for Sartre, the route to authenticity.  





To enable John to begin shedding at least some of his fear I reached out to him, connected with him! I believe he endorsed this when he said: 





You certainly encourage me 'to speak with my own voice' and also to tease out what is my own 'voice.' I am excited by this .... Last year (academic year) I remember getting a real lift when hearing from you that what teachers have to say is of value, in particular, that what I have to say is of value. 





And again he said: 





Regarding action research I consider you my mentor .... regarding what I write up in June (1995) and the possibility of contact with Jack Whitehead I will need your assistance as a critical friend and mentor. 





And just one more quotation for my present purposes: "You have been a great help, you know .... encouraging me to be more confident in what I’m doing." Our conversations on the telephone, unrecorded, echoed these sentiments. Besides connecting with others and with John himself, of course, I was also connecting with myself interiorly. 





Now to my decision to challenge John. What was the aim of my decision to challenge? It was to attempt to enable John to shake himself free from his fears, fears which could possibly disable him in time. And when I challenged him strongly about his students appearing to be passive, to being incurious when they were doing chemistry titration experiments, my challenge was certainly a plea for the students to be more involved. But it was also my plea to John himself to shake himself loose from his fears. My challenge and my plea was purely intuitive and was my immediate understanding of a ‘truth’ without any apparent reasoning on my part. I cannot ‘prove’ my intuition was genuine. I can only point to my later second intervention on the same day as evidence that in accepting my challenge, John could begin to shake off some of his fears. He didn’t need to do something about my perception of his students as being passive recipients of inert knowledge. He needed only to acknowledge to himself that he was much stronger than he originally perceived himself to be. He eventually agreed: "You are right. That’s what I now believe, too." 





That was one of the ‘peak’ experiences’ that happened for me in this educative relationship. It was precious. It was the moment above others where I felt that our relationship had moved into a different gear, where greater equality was established. It was also the moment where I believe John also ‘knew’ with great clarity his own power and, with it, the richer meaning of his independence. Can I offer deeper quality evidence in support of these contentions? No, I can’t. However, John’s growing confidence enabled him to register at the University of Bath. His fears were beginning to be shed. He was beginning again to dream the ‘impossible’.








Dealing with criticism





There are two other areas I want to deal with. One is to do with what I have learnt from my educative relationship with John and, specifically, how I relate to God and how my learning was brought forward by that relationship. I aim to deal with these two areas together as I believe my own relationships with others always includes my relationship with God. As I did in chapter 2 concerning Valerie's' reluctance about conversing about her religious beliefs, I am now preparing to enter into an interior monologue, or intrapersonal dialogue about my explanation of the nature of my belief in my God. But, first, let me tell my reader about how a previous alternative draft of my explanation of my relationship with God was received by my critical friends.





At an action research validation meeting held on 12th May, 1999, Peter, Jack and ‘John’, as readers, articulated their difficulties with my representation of my God. Peter had written to me some time before the meeting and said that my draft chapter, “sounded like a one-sided conversation, or one side of a conversation with an absent/unheard psychotherapist.” At the meeting itself, Peter said that his view of the God of Verdi’s Dies Irae was of a “stern and uncompromising God” an unacceptable God who attempted to coerce people into ‘good behaviour’ with the threat of eternal punishment.





Jack, referring to my relationships with others, said of me that “I had never imposed my views on them”; in the quality of my relationships with others I had, he said, “avoided the use of the word ‘God’”, though he knew, he said, “how important his God is to him.” Yet, unaccountably, I had imposed my views on the reader in this particular draft of my chapter. John referred to his preference for minimising the use of “God-language.” The reaction of everybody to the chapter wasn’t, however, similar. On reading my thesis, including this particular chapter, in March 1999, Joanna, a university lecturer, said of my thesis, that it was:   





an exhilarating and simultaneously draining experience .... Wonderful, exhilarating, distressing, demanding and deeply moving. What a powerful writer you are! The honesty and integrity of the writing and the rigour of the search makes terms of validity and reliability pale into insignificance. 





She added that: "I was very nervous, being atheist, when first asked to read the Ph.D. But I needn't have been." She emphasised that my inclusion of my God "was .... not significant." What was significant, she felt, was:”your integrity in searching for your meaning; that was a moving and expressive experience in a piece of writing.” 





Nevertheless, I knew I had to address what Jack called my “adherence to hierarchical forms” of language when trying to represent my relationship with God to my readers. I had to address also what Peter called “the most appropriate ear for the reader to bring to the text.”  So in attempting to answer Peter’s question I am now inviting my reader to listen with an ear attuned to the notion of “difference,” difference for them and difference for me.  





In what I have written about my relationship with my God below, I feel I have been trying to exercise or incite the reader’s imagination (O’Donoghue, 1998: 56); specifically, the ability to imagine being different, in questions of the kind, 





What must it be to be different, to have a life different from my own? What is it to be myself and not someone else? Can I imagine being someone else? Is my imagining valid or merely a form of self-deception?





I feel that I have constructed from my past experiences, and my very recent experiences and practice, an authentic voice that speaks to my reader about a topic about which the reader may not be familiar, or about which they may have objections or, some reservations at least. But I have done more than that. I feel I have finally been able to construct an explanation of my God-belief which, while empathising with my critical friends has, paradoxically, also the potentiality to evoke the reader’s empathy for me. Because of the sincerity and integrity with which I have written it, based on my experiences and practice, I hope the reader will be able to lay aside whatever reservations they may have about me, while retaining the right to preserve legitimate reservations about the topic of God-belief which I have been discussing.  








My own relationships with others includes my relationship with God





Regarding the link between my relationship with God and with John, I want to say that John showed me at least one way in which I could honour and respect him and also get in touch with my own ‘inwardness’. This happened often when he came to see me at the college. On these occasions he used ask me to delay our conversation for some minutes while he went to a chapel to, ‘quieten’ himself, as he used to put it and to get in touch with himself inwardly and with the God he so strongly believed in. These were moments in which I began to understand more deeply the meaning of "lifting up my mind and heart to God," which is the meaning of prayer for Christians. For me it became part of the preparation that always enriched our subsequent conversations. And now I want to respond to John’s prompting in order to say what my ‘living’ relationship with God is like. But just before I do so, I also want to say that though I needed to respond to John, this enquiry, like all my other enquiries in this thesis, are really about me. They are about how I practise the values that I say I hold - love and freedom, authenticity and integrity - and to what extent I practise them. I have found it difficult to say this because I have to hold myself accountable to others through publicly admitting that all my enquiries are about me; that they are about what I believe, think, intuit, feel and the values I practise. However, the starkness of my aloneness is lessened for me by knowing that my personal ‘I’ isn’t alone. For me, I am accompanied by a personal God whom I am gradually getting to know with new eyes and in new ways.





In enunciating my values and trying to actualise them in my practice I am trying to help others to change and improve something in their individual practices. In so doing I believe I am also improving and changing myself. I am searching for my ‘self’ and for my ‘identity’ or perhaps I am creating them on a continuous basis. Like Merton (Morea, 1997:63-92), I believe that my search for, or creation of, my self and of my identity is inseparable from my search for God. In finding other people I also find my self and my God. In finding God I also find other people - and my self. Humanistic psychologists, like Maslow and Rogers, agree with Merton (ibid) that human beings are never satisfied. They are in a state of dissatisfaction because they have not yet become self-actualised. For them, self-actualisation is found in the natural order of biology and society. For Merton as for me, I do not find my self-actualisation in the natural order exclusively. I fully discover it only in the God I believe in. 





In my relationships with others I endeavour to enable them to improve or change something and hope that in the process, they will discover a greater sense of their self and identity. I discover some of mine by the same means but believe I discover it most significantly in God. In searching for my self then, I am also searching for God. As with Merton (ibid), I believe that in attempting to find my self in God I have to experience the void within me. That sounds rather unpleasant but really it means to me, an unfulfilled longing which nothing in the world will satisfy. And death is there to remind me of the world’s incapacity to fulfil it. I have to abandon any idea that my void will be satisfied with anything in my immediate experience. So I have to search for God and for my self in God. Only that will fill the void within me. Even though I am very much at home with others I believe that I will only find my permanent home with God.





The void not only signals that I have unfulfilled longings, it also means that I live with the awareness of my death, of guilt, of pain and of the fragility of my human life. I live with anxiety, with a sense of alienation, of a freedom of which I am sometimes afraid. I accept that if I didn’t believe in and have a relationship with my God, my life would be diminished, perhaps even be meaningless. My spiritual mentor, Thomas Merton (chapter 6) started from that perspective of human experience. The ‘void’ that the existentialists and Merton talk about is, for me, somewhat akin to the ‘between’ of Buber. It offers me a space within which I can continually recreate myself as I participate in friendship with God and others. The void signals not only that I have unfulfilled longings that nothing but God can fill, it also acts as a space within which I can move towards fulfilling these longings to some extent with God and others.    





I need to ask myself, though, if I am using my belief in God as my mechanism for avoiding or evading the difficulties of life, for avoiding my experience of the void, for example? Or at least, for lessening its intensity? One way or the other I am not sure I can steer clear of this void. I believe it resides, even if only very temporarily, for example, in my occasional feeling of depression. Experiencing the void is, I believe, an unavoidable part of my journey towards knowing God. Apart from depression, I believe it also appears at other times in my relationship with others. For example, when I took risks with John in terms of challenging him, once to the possible point of rupture of relationship, there were a few hours when I experienced this void. I was temporarily unconnected waiting for John to decide if he could believe in and trust me! The intensity of the void was lifted when he made his decision that, yes, he could trust me! Regarding my belief that his fears were draining away he had said: "You are right. That’s what I now believe, too." 





Another question I have sometimes asked myself - and rejected - is this: does my educative relationship with John, for example, help me to fulfil myself, to become self-actualised? I do not think it is helpful for me to think of it this way. I don’t want anybody, John included, to be the means to my self-actualisation. If relationships were the path to my self-actualisation, couldn’t I with equanimity walk out on them when I became convinced that they were not fulfilling me or helping my self-actualisation? Perhaps the best form of self-actualisation for me is one where I try to avoid being too self-regarding. Maybe what I need is self-emptying. What do I mean by that? For me it means that I practise attempting to detach myself from myself when I enter into dialogue with others. It is a form of self-control that I attempt to practise so that I may be more 'present' to others in dialogue. I believe that it is in my effort to be 'present' in the minute-to-minute flow of dialogue with others that I will achieve the self-actualisation I am seeking. 





Having described and explained my relationship with God perhaps too technically and theoretically, I want to say what it feels like to me as I enjoy both solitude and relationships with others. My God is like an old shoe. Yes, an old shoe. His fit with me and mine with him feels comfortable. Mind you, it isn’t as if He won’t occasionally do what I did to John - challenge. And challenge mightily! There have been times over the past few years when I was dying to say: "Hump off, you’re getting above your station!" Why did I feel that way? That was when He belonged to a Church! Over the past few years, however, all my lifelong concepts of Him began to disappear one after the other. One was fear, fear of him. That disappeared. I tested it. I had closely associated the God I believed in with my Church, the Catholic Church. I decided over the past few years that He had a right to a life dissociated from the ‘club’ - from the Church! I mentally removed Him from the ‘club’. The minute I did it I felt He became more chummy, more relaxed, more Himself. All His previous outdated duties and obligations lifted from Him. We could now talk man to man with no holds barred! I felt He was more free to exercise His responsibility of an ‘I-Thou’ relationship towards me individually. The previous Church ‘rules’ bounding it had disappeared for Him and for me. That was very welcome! Of course, He could return to His church now that the shackles had been lifted. He could return in freedom. So could I.  





Apart from fear I had some worries about how I was going to keep in contact with my God - the problem of communication. Up to this I had been used to saying ‘prayers’, principally what is called the ‘Divine Office’. It was mostly made up of the psalms from the Old Testament with some readings from the New. I dropped it with some little trepidation. After all I was a member too of the ‘club’. Wouldn’t I feel some tremor of fear at dropping ‘obligations’? Fear of God? No, I didn’t. That’s not to say that I wouldn’t again take it up in the future because of the desire of a community to which I might belong. But for now, I won’t. I want to continue on a journey that seeks to make everything new, to see things with new eyes. Doing things differently and then maybe I’ll see things differently. 





However, one problem with dropping traditional ‘prayers’ is that I need a new way to communicate, don’t I? Then I realised that I often forget people, even those I have known and liked for many years, those who are my close friends. Does that mean carelessness, neglect? I don’t think so. All it means is that I am human and therefore limited. I haven’t got the gift of keeping an almost infinite number of ideas and people in mind simultaneously. The most I can do is remember some of them from time to time. That’s the best I can do. When I remember them I ring, write or e-mail. But what of God? Did He, and does He, get the same treatment? He does. With the exception that I don’t normally write, ring or e mail Him. No, I remember Him mentally. And what are some of the things that help to remind me of Him? There was John’s desire before meeting me that he have some ‘quiet’ time where he either sat in chapel silent in thought and word or "raised his mind and heart to God." That was a reminder to me of God’s availability to me, but also of mine to him. Music does it too - frequently. But I also lay aside some time most days to be silent in His presence. 





And I don’t forget either that I am in communication with my God when I am attempting to live out my living belief in Him with others in relationship.








Pushing a little against different points of view





Let me now explain what dialectics means to me and how I feel it helps me in my relationship with my God. I like McNiff’s (1988:41) view of dialectics. For her, and for me too, it consists of question and answer and the logic of questions and answers is called dialectical logic. But what really enthuses me about it is that in dialectics I put the focus on change which helps me, not to change anything out of all recognition, but to push a little against different points of view, including my own. Putting the emphasis on dialectics then enables me to bring about a metamorphosis, a change of form, in my thinking, while still remaining the same person. I like that. 





And so with God. I’d like to be in mystical communication with Him, to have ecstatic moments of union with Him. At one time I thought that I could only achieve that in solitude, eyeball to eyeball with Him. Now I’m satisfied (and in this dialectics helps me) to occasionally have that person-to-person contact with God, but to realise I can also occasionally have it in joyous community with others. I believe I had it with John in that memorable moment when, having challenged him about my perception of his students’ lack of curiosity, he some time later responded with knowing that his fears, if not altogether gone, were nevertheless draining away. I believe that it was in that concrete moment that I not only met a new John, a metamorphosed John, but also a metamorphosed God. I had met a God who is as involved in the world as I am and who delights in it. In meeting John at a level of total respect, albeit involving strong challenge, I believe I met a God I recognised more clearly. I believe with Buber that: "Every Thou is a glimpse through to the eternal Thou" (Bacik, 1992:220). 





I know I never meet God directly but I can and do meet Him in the "apparently empty spaces between persons" (Bacik, 1992:233). I met him that day in the space between John and me, in the void of anxious waiting before John’s answer. Buber describes this meeting in the spaces as ‘The extended lines of relations’ which ‘meet in the eternal Thou’ (ibid). And so each time I talked to John I created what Buber called the ‘between’, which is a sphere in the interaction between us which is common to both of us, which transcends what properly belongs to each of us. 





I accept Buber’s idea that I didn’t fully find the genuine personal meaning of John’s life within him, nor within both of us as a community, but only in Buber’s ‘inter human’, which is what bound both of us together and made communication between us possible. But that word ‘inter human’ is loaded, is hugely complex. It includes initial attraction between us; responsibility of one for the other; trust or lack of it, and so on. According to Buber, too, it is in this ‘between’ that my and John’s spiritual life is located. It is not what happens within me as an individual or within John as an individual that is crucial but what happens in the ‘inter human’ or the ‘between’. And so I don’t think of individuals, including myself, existing as super people with no need ever for recourse to one another. I need always to address others, friends and enemies, and perhaps enemies most of all. From understanding my enemies I will most understand and improve myself as a person. But why do I like Buber’s emphasis on the ‘between’, on the ‘inter human’? For me it seems to create the space that respects the uniqueness of the other. There is always the danger that I only see the other as an extension of myself. If I think I see God in the other there is the danger that I may actually be seeing sameness, that is, myself. However, by thinking of the ‘between’, and of the space between the other and myself, it may offer the other a necessary distance from me and vice versa. Then a choice can more easily be made about establishing or not establishing relationship. I believe I learnt the necessity of that kind of freedom from my experience with Valerie in the previous chapter (chapter 2).  





I believe as a human being, however, that I really only come to full existence in relationship. Without John then, there wouldn’t be a fully formed I. I could have kept myself at a ‘professional distance’ from John but instead I reached out to him in genuineness. He reciprocated. In doing so, we established genuine mutuality. Our part of what Buber calls the ‘life of dialogue’ enabled us I believe to eventually participate with one another and John with his students, with passion and also with reverence. I believe we were able to do so because of the ‘divine sparks’ engendered by our meeting in the ‘between’ where God was also a partner with us. 





Regarding my love of God, I know it is not merely about my enjoyment of a moment of private ecstasy, such as I sometimes have when enjoying a piece of music or enjoying a ‘peak’ experience, such as with John. No, my love is based on "the responsibility of an I for a Thou" (Bacik, 1992:233), my taking of responsibility in my relationship with God and with John. I do not mistake my feelings of warmth towards my God and towards John for the full reality. No, my love is also my personal responsibility to every ‘You’ (meaning other persons) I meet as well as to my ‘Thou’ (meaning my God); it needs to endure the test of time, difficulty and challenge. It involves my understanding, perhaps for the first time, of "what it means to be a human being" (Bacik, 1992: 233). 





 


I tell John 





I shared what I had written in this paper with John in late April, 1998, to which he replied, saying, 





Apart from my existential 'misgivings,' Ben, this is some of the best writing I have read by you regarding clarity of thought, flow of language, and articulated meanings .... It took a long time (seven days!) to net that compliment from this 'deep sea'; I hope it was worth waiting for!! .... the representation is definitely yours Ben, even with its possibility of causing me pain in opening a wound that is healing regarding fear and in the authoring of John by somebody (no matter how caring!) other than (me)! And you are caring towards others and towards me! 





As well as John's comments above, I have received other comments from him in the intervening year. For example, John wondered about some of my judgments. Fear did exist within him but maybe I had, as he said, "partly misunderstood it .... sometimes over-stressed it." "How do you know there aren't elements of projection regarding your understanding of John's fears?," he asked. "Maybe, I was," John said, "occasionally 'theorising' John into a weaker, less knowledgeable position than John, in fact, occupied." He, furthermore, asked me: "How does this relate to your central concern for love/care and freedom?"    





I acknowledge John’s pain as he felt a wound re-opening for him on reading my chapter. I too felt fear and pain within myself as I waited for John’s first reply (April, 1998), fearing for the second time the possibility of rupture in our relationship. I was unable to write, to read with attention, or even sleep properly. "How is what I have written going to affect John?" was my constant thought during those seven days.





Regarding John's later concerns, I may, of course, have 'misunderstood' his fears, may have 'over-stressed' them. John didn't, however, tell me in what particular way I had 'misunderstood' or 'over-stressed' his fears. What happened, I think, is that in concentrating on the issue of fear and my desire to help alleviate it, I didn't portray John's educational life in its totality. My portrayal of John's educational life is obviously partial. I couldn't do otherwise. I wasn't writing a biography of John's personal or professional life. Rather, I was trying to describe and explain my own educational development as I was in an educative relationship with John. My emphasis is on how I am improving what I am doing. For me, improving what I am doing includes responding to articulated needs within the other with whom I am in an educative relationship. John often articulated his fears to me and I responded with careful listening. That is what I believe I have done. Because John is naturally concerned about how he appears in my text, he wishes that his own interpretation of his own life and educational action should be the ones to be represented. I understand this concern of his. However, I also understand that he is writing his own thesis in which he will present his own portrayal of his educational development in the way that he feels best represents himself from his own point of view. 





I also have to ask myself, however, John's last, but one, question: Was I "occasionally 'theorising' John into a weaker, less knowledgeable position than John, in fact, occupied"? He also said that he felt that I "sometimes privilege Ben's position over John's." I accept John's perception of how he feels I portrayed him. That, however, is not my perception of my own actions. I wanted to offer a caring presence, a presence that was available to listen not only to what I was hearing, but to what I perceived may also have been going on inside John. But I also felt, professionally, that I needed to challenge him where I felt challenge was warranted. I wondered also, though, throughout my professional relationship with John if his capacity to tolerate uncertainty was large enough to see that there might be some 'truth' in what I had been trying to bring to his attention. And yet, I also understood John's reactions to the inevitable pain and discomfort my challenges caused him. Dadds (1993b: 298) refers to the type of vulnerability John experienced below:





Most normal human beings are driven by curiosity, by the need to develop new understandings of their world, by the search for new insights. yet this search, or quest, involves journeys into strange and unpredictable territory; territory in which we may be vulnerable and open to risk, pain, discomfort. We may certainly not feel 'safe'. This lack of safety can evoke a contradictory drive - the drive to protect ourselves from the exposure. If we do not feel safe, we are more likely to stay, or retreat, behind our defences, and, thus, hinder the potential for learning.      





Dadds (1990, in 1993b: 298) also feels there is a need to create learning climates which combine "psychological safety whilst also providing the necessary challenge that is essential for learning." Because of my training and practise as a counsellor I felt I could provide the requisite 'safety' for John, but could only take responsibility for my own participation and not for his (see my Introduction, p. 3). Obviously, I must have provided some measure of 'safety', because John continued ringing and writing to me even during the periods of my most acute challenges to him. The topics of our telephone conversations were very rarely to do with how he might improve something in his classroom, rather, they were to do with his articulation of his fears. I could have ignored them, but didn't. As I said earlier above: 





My experience is that people .... have ‘psychic’ needs .... And my question is, what can I do about it? Can I pass by on the other side? No .... I help in these areas because I believe I have a gift for doing so.      


 


In some way John must have acknowledged my openness to lend a willing ear to his articulation of his fears and, furthermore, he availed of it. I am openly acknowledging, too, that I believe I have a gift for listening with empathy and that John knew this was true. Was I projecting my own feelings on to him though, as John felt I was doing? According to Freud (in Bischof, 1970: 55), projection is to do with 





protecting one's own ego from feelings of guilt by casting them toward another individual and unwittingly blaming him for the very faults that one has himself. We project our anxiety-producing thoughts onto someone else, thereby not having to defend our own thoughts.   





I may have been projecting my own fears on to John in that I possess fears, often irrational ones. I am aware of them, have never pretended  that this isn't the case. I live with them. I hope that one day - indeed every day - they will become less strong, less real for me. Yet, I also believe that I am able to live with them. They are useful, too, in that they help me to empathise with others. Was I trying to throw my fears on to John? I can't answer that authoritatively. I can say, however, that I clearly heard John articulating his fears on many occasions. I felt his fears interiorly because of my own indwelling with my own fears. And because I have felt committed for a long time to helping to alleviate stress in others, no matter how minuscule, I do so. As I said above, I also believe that "I have a gift for doing so." And because I am able to do so, I must do so. That is my moral imperative. 





In chapter 2 I referred to Collins's (1992: 154) emphasis on fellow feeling which is not unlike Freud's 'projection', but is also more than that. My own experiences can often be similar in some way to those of the person I am with in an educative situation. With Marion in chapter 2, it was to do with "voicelessness." I had experienced that in my youth, so had she. It helped me to feel a strong empathy with her desire to ensure that her pupils, in turn, would never be voiceless. Belatedly, I recognised that I needed to heed Zoe's voice too (in chapter 2). Similarly with John, because I knew he possessed fears - he told me about them - I became determined to help him to alleviate them. I possessed fears, too, and, therefore, had a fellow feeling with him. 





Lomax (1998: 33), referring to her reading of this chapter, feels that I am willing, “to ‘sacrifice’ (my) relations with John for John’s own good.” Below is how Lomax puts it: 





It strikes me that Ben’s relation with John and his willingness to sacrifice for him, is completely opposite to a relation that threatens to appropriate, colonise or alienate. Yet, fear of ‘being colonised’, for me, is the other side of the coin to ‘being connected’. I am uncomfortable with the idea of ‘connection’. Ben leads me to question this view. He found that his fear of being unconnected was not realised when it happened, because he found a spiritual strength in acting out his values - a connection with God.      





I’d like to think that I am willing to sacrifice for another, but I'm not sure that I'd be able “to ‘sacrifice’ my relation with John for John’s own good.” I wasn't consciously aware at the time that I might even have been doing that. Though I was aware of the possibility of rupture in the relationship, almost simultaneously, I was aware that it was unlikely to happen. My intuition told me that the bond of my friendship with John was too great for it to be easily sundered. Nevertheless, I accept that there was no certainty that it wouldn’t happen. And certainly I never had an intention “to appropriate, colonise or alienate.”  My main intention was to exercise what Powell (1989: 60) calls: “kindness, encouragement and challenge.”  By kindness, I mean: "I am for you, I am on your side." When John was sure that I was on his side, so the speak, then I was able to encourage him to believe in himself. I was able to challenge him to put his goodness and giftedness to work even more than he had done. If loving is an art, as Fromm says it is (1957), I tried artfully to know when it was time for 'being on his side', when encouragement was needed, and when John was ready to be challenged. 





There was also the wounded wonder element that Collins (ibid) speaks about. The 'wonder' part of this phrase requires me to go beyond appearances in order to recognise with approval John's unique value as a person. Rather than experiencing this empirically, I know it interiorly. That is my knowing in this case. I had a heart-felt sense of wonder in the presence of John. That was sufficient motivation for me to want to help him in some way. It constituted how I construed the meaning of questions of the kind, "How do I improve what I am doing?" For me, it constituted the care I felt obligated to show John.





But I am still left with a thought, or is it a question about my relationship with John? Perhaps I should have challenged him earlier about the fears he articulated with me? Perhaps I could have done so gradually over a period of time so that the impact wouldn't have been so great? Perhaps reserving for too long a challenge that actually shocked John wasn't a good idea? However, what I did at the time was what I thought was most appropriate for him. I was aware there could have been fallout but because we were going to have a leisurely meal around the time of one of the challenges I felt there would be plenty of time to deal with any fallout that might happen. 





Ultimately, what most concerned me was this. How did John understand and accept himself? In his attempts to understand and accept himself did he ever accept challenges other than ones he imposed on himself? I wasn't sure he did. Certainly, he never answered my challenges in a way that I feel could have opened him up to being even more creative than he was. It wasn't that my challenges were, perhaps, the best ones I could have offered John. No, it's just that he never showed any inclination to answer them in a way that wasn't defensive. I now believe that he missed an opportunity by not being more open to challenge. By not being more open to challenge he may have missed the opportunity of understanding and accepting himself more. I accept Jersild's (1955: 3) view that:





The teacher's understanding and acceptance of himself is the most important requirement in any effort he makes to help the students to know themselves and to gain healthy attitudes of self-acceptance.        





And yet, I now end my explanation of my relationship with John knowing that there is a very fine balance to be drawn between my efforts at altruism in his regard and the question of my use of power. As I said earlier, I needed to exercise power as it provided the energy to enable me to help John. If I had been exercising in John's regard the "will to power" it would have been very destructive. Concerning my use of power I have to consider also the demarcation line between John's rights and my rights. He had a right to ignore my challenges and, in fact, that is what he did. My rights only extended to what I did - alerting him to the potential for his growth in the challenges I posed him. The rest was up to him. As I said of educative encounters in my Introduction (p. 3): "As I come to know others I take responsibility .... for my own participation but not for theirs."    








One of my claims to educational knowledge





In this chapter I have been addressing through my descriptions and explanations one of the distinct and original claims (See Abstract) I make to educational knowledge:





I show how my living engagement with my God is enabling me to author my life and is part of the interweaving of my values in my educative relationships with others.





The freedom born of my struggle to find a God of my own understanding wasn’t an easy one for me to achieve. It went through cycles of displaced anger which I discovered were really directed at my church and religious congregation who, in using propositional language to describe God and a liturgy that, for me, replaced Him, had masked the ‘real’ God from me, the God of relationship (chapter 6). 





My experience of ‘conflict’ (chapter 5) showed me a particular bureaucracy and hierarchy which, acting on behalf of my religious congregation, attempted to prescribe, predict, order and organise the ‘world’ without reference to me on whose behalf it was allegedly acting. In turning away from this vision of the world, I also turned away from the vision of an unfree, prisoner-God that I felt my religious congregation was holding out to me. I came to decide that I had a right to be free and so had God. I could now begin to slough off my fears about being independent. I could now accept that I was free to choose between alternatives. 





It is this new-found independence, this new-found freedom from fear, based on my new-found relationship with God, that is enabling me to author my life. It also forms part of the interweaving of my relationship with John. It is the source of my effort to influence him to become free of his own fears. Interwoven with this new-found radical call to personal freedom is a love, a care, towards others which I explained thus in section one, chapter 2:





My care is a legitimate anxiety I hold about ensuring that the person I am with in the educative relationship is as free from fears as is humanly possible. 





The feel of freedom, born of my struggle to find a God of my own understanding was similar to the feel of my struggle to understand my relationship with John. It was a relationship that wasn’t smooth, that was full of challenge, though enduring. It was a relationship that withstood John’s complaints that I misunderstood him, his complaints that I projected my fears on to him, that I ‘theorised’ him into a ‘weaker’ position than my own. John’s agonising about his relationship to me shows me that coming to possess freedom is difficult, is part of a process that grows only slowly and incrementally.  





But what most concerned me in my relationship with John was the extent to which I could convince him that he didn’t need to hold on to his fears, that he could come to a greater understanding and acceptance of himself, as I believe I had for myself. I theorised that if John had been more open to challenge external to himself, perhaps his self-understanding and self-acceptance would have been greater. But I can’t say that with certainty. And I have to acknowledge, too, that John is different to me; he has to make the final choice from among the available alternatives.  





What I can now say with certainty is what John himself said of me: “you are caring towards others and towards me!” And what I am able to say with certainty of John is that: “I am glad that I have had John’s help in learning about my educational development.” These two sentences distil for me my idea that the educative encounter itself is educational; it enables me to accept, affirm and confirm the other in what they are doing. I am accepted, affirmed and confirmed, in turn, as I am creating my own living educational theory as a form of improvisatory self-realisation.
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