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I hope you won’t think me disrespectful, or disloyal, if I say 125 years is not a very 

long time. Besides, this term we held a memorial service for Nita Watts who was 

98 years old – one lifetime spanning most of St Hilda’s history. And I’ve been 

Chaplain for nearly a quarter of our history – a period which from my viewpoint has 

flown by. 

Yet, in that 125 years our society has been transformed: in 1900 the City of London 

was crowded with horse-drawn vehicles: by 1930 it was clogged with cars. Mass air 

transport and foreign holidays didn’t happen until the 1960’s: prior to that Oxford 

was a very British and mainly English university, not the international centre it is 

today; two world wars slowed its progress and emptied the colleges of students; St 

Hilda’s began in gaslight, and generally homes didn’t get electric light until 1930’s; 

technology has boomed through our brief history –  men landed on the moon in 

1969 – the computers that drove the Apollo missions were less powerful than the 

smartphone in your pocket. The University didn’t have science labs in any way 

comparable to now until the twentieth century: although the first purpose-built 

chemistry lab, The ‘Abbott’s Kitchen’, beside the Pitt Rivers, had been built in 

1860. 

As our college name suggests, Dorothea Beale founded St Hilda’s with religious - 

specifically Christian - vision. It was just about 20 years after the Universities tests 

Act of 1871, which allowed non-Anglicans to take up fellowships for the first time. 

Prior to that all dons were Anglicans and the very great majority Anglican priests. 

We all know that secularisation has changed that perspective, and I don’t lament 

that at all. Christianity isn’t the closed shop some people think it is: theologically, 

it has an open-ended, universal curiosity and commitment. Nevertheless, as 

Chaplain, it’s my job to ask what religion brings to the feast? At its best I think it’s 

a sense of awe and wonder at the miracle of life and being itself, asking that basic 

question, why we are here and what is life for. Therefore, religion is as interested 

in science, philosophy and poetry as any other perspective on life. 

Also, the Christian religion emphasises moral values, and gives ethical priority to 

the idea of (αγαπη) or self-giving love. Agape is the Greek word in that famous 

chapter 13 of Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians – ‘though I speak with the 

tongues of men and of angels and have not love (agape) I am become a sounding 

brass or tinkling cymbal. It is the clear sense that progress, prosperity and 

happiness depends on self-giving, mutual behaviour. The academic is often self-
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giving in the devotion she/he shows to her subject, research, and commitment to 

knowledge – partly motivated of course by the desire to get on, but also through 

irrepressible curiosity. How often we say that we are carried away in our work or 

lose ourselves in the act of trying to solve an equation, or find the key to a gene, 

or to decipher a text from an ancient fragment of stone or vellum. 

The philosophers, Iris Murdoch in ‘The Sovereignty of Good’ and Simone Weil in 

‘Waiting on God’, make a great deal of the idea of temporarily losing your ego or 

self in academic concentration: Simone Weil says that losing yourself in a 

mathematical problem is like a spiritual exercise. 

Of course, what we most celebrate Dorothea Beale for is her determination that 

women should have a university education as good as any man’s. In the twentieth 

century, many valued her college not only for that but because it provided 

academic jobs for women. In a ladylike way she fought to break the bonds of 

paternalism. She was a women’s libber – although she wouldn’t have called it that. 

And today we celebrate this emancipation. If we celebrate liberation, we must 

ask: freed for what? And we might answer, whether we are women or men, freed 

to be ourselves, free to have equal rights, but it’s not all about us - in this 

privileged bubble. I suggest we are also liberated for service. 

On Founder’s day we so often sing the hymn, ‘For all the saints’, some think it a 
cliché. Back in 1989 Mo Booth, who was reading English and was my first Chapel 
Assistant, a  direct descendant of William Booth, the Founder of the Salvation 
Army, wrote a Hilda’s verse for the hymn. 
 
O Lord of knowledge, light of human mind, 
May we like Hilda our true callings find, 
Like her in truth and love, to serve mankind. 
 
I know, I know: mankind is the tricky word! It raised a titter even then – with its 
image of having his dinner on the table when he gets home. Yet, for all that, it 
raised the idea of having a vocation to serve the common good; of Oxford 
providing its graduates with the skills and know-how to be leaders and servants of 
the nation and nations. This wasn’t simply a religious idea, it isn’t only priests who 
have a vocation, anyone can, and the very word minister, as in Minister of State, 
means servant. At the end of Jesus’ forty days in the wilderness, the Bible says: 
‘the angels ministered unto him’.   
 
At the end of this celebratory year we must look to the future. 
We are now a mixed body. A hive of intellectual endeavour. We proclaim our 
excellence and open access – all the usual clichés – but we must have an ethical 
agenda too: why are we here? What are we for? What are our true goals? No longer 
particularly to give an education to discriminated-against women, but to serve the 
community, the nation, the planet, to make it a place of justice and fairness 
where material prosperity is put into perspective, both in terms of taking an 
enough is enough attitude to wealth, but also in developing the technology needed 
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to provide enough water and food (and light) to people living in poverty and 
primitive conditions, while at the same time having an energy supply clean enough 
not to allow the planet to turn into a desert, a wild fire, or a flood plain. 
 
To fight nationalism, prejudice, exclusion, bigotry, demagoguery, and 
fundamentalisms of all kinds. When I was Vicar of this church, my critics would 
often say, ‘Of course, it’s all questions and no answers here, isn’t it?’ I certainly 
shied away from sugar-coated certainties, because I thought the opposite of faith 
is not doubt, but certainty. In the university questions are the essence of what we 
do, intellectually, because no question can be left unasked, and questions never 
cease. I see our future as one of service and facing up to questions however 
unpalatable they may be.     

 
The Revd Canon Brian Mountford, Chaplain and Supernumerary Fellow of St 
Hilda’s College 

  
 


