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Welcome to this ‘Virtual Speech Day’. I hope that you have had 

a chance to watch my video address to you here. This 

document contains my full Speech Day address. 

Stuart McPherson

Head Master

Normally, as you know, Speech Day takes place in three parts. The first is an event in

the Abbey Church. The Head Boy and Head Girl start us off with their addresses, and

the Chair of Governors follows with his. Then I deliver a reflection on the year and

introduce our guest speaker, who then addresses us. After that, the new prefect team is

announced and academic prizes are awarded. After a short break, we return to the

Abbey Church for Mass with the monastic community, where we offer thanks to God

for another school year. The Abbot gives the homily. Then we spend the rest of the

afternoon enjoying picnics and exhibitions and - if we’re lucky, as we have been for at

least five years running - all of that happens in gentle, late-May sunshine.

The only part of the above that is in place this year is the gentle sunshine. The azaleas

on the front drive are dazzling and possibly disappointed that they won’t have so many

admirers this year. The cricket pitch is the best it’s looked for seasons, and to look

around you, to hear the abundance of bird life around the estate, to watch the large

old fox that’s taken to lolling (in the sense of lazing about, not laughing out loud) about

in the middle of the golf course in the middle of the day - safe in the knowledge that

there are few people about - you could be forgiven for thinking that all is well with the

world.

As part of the general reordering of things, this year we are offering a Virtual Speech

Day. All the speeches have been brought together here in one place so that - although

the Abbey Church is closed, and our guest speaker, Alexander McLean, has been

unable to attend; and although we have all had enough of being in LOCKDOWN, and

are looking forward impatiently to things getting back to normal - we are still able to

create something of a space in which to celebrate the School together as we approach

the end of another school year.

https://youtu.be/yPAtUuJ5l94


Our guest speaker, Alexander McLean, has been a friend of Worth for some years now and

frequently comes to spend time on retreat in the Abbey. He is the founder of the African Prisons

Project, which has recently been renamed Justice Defenders.

Like so many young people, Alexander embarked on gap year travels after leaving school. But,

unlike most, he spent his time volunteering as a helper in a Ugandan prison. There, Alexander was

so shocked by the conditions that he encountered that he committed his life to changing the plight

of prisoners for the better. After reading law at Nottingham University, he trained as a barrister and

then magistrate, and continued to raise money to help provide better health facilities and legal

education for inmates in Ugandan and other African prisons. This includes helping prisoners to

undertake legal studies at University College London so that they can eventually pursue justice for

themselves and others who have suffered unjust or overly harsh imprisonment. Alexander is a

Senior TED Fellow and Ashoka Fellow.

You don’t get any sense when you meet Alexander on one of his regular visits to Worth that he is

even remotely interested in any of the accolades that have come his way, except insofar as they help

him to promote the cause of justice for the poor, the dispossessed, the falsely or harshly accused.

His vision for justice is as brave as it is ambitious, and doesn’t just include prisons in Africa: he told

me this week that a prison he had visited (one of over 130 worldwide) in Texas recently was by some

distance the most dehumanising he had ever seen. As Alexander says in his talk, community lies at

the heart of Justice Defenders’ work - it brings prisoners, prison guards, magistrates and paralegal

workers together in dialogue, and often through prayer led, from Brighton, by Fr Peter, a monk of

Worth and ex School Chaplain. From this work and prayer has come some extraordinary change in

people’s lives, whichever side of the discussion they might have been on.

The list of his awards and honours he has

received since graduating from university in

2007 is impressive:

• UK Charity Volunteer of the Year 2006

• UK Young Philanthropist of the Year 2007

• Overall Winner, Beacon Prize for Philanthropy

2007

• University of Nottingham Alumni of the Year

2007

• UK Graduate of the Year 2007

• Winner, Vodafone World of Difference Prize

2008

• Fellow of the Royal Society of Arts (2008)

In 2013 at the age of 22 he was named by Time

Magazine as one of the Top 30 under 30 -

millennials making the biggest difference in the

world - and has been included on The Power

List, featuring Britain's most influential people of

African and African-Caribbean heritage.

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=daSjKuJ38Gc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=_sk5Z64A1eM&feature=youtu.be


As a school that aspires to community, service and humility as three of its core values, there is much to inspire us in

Alexander’s work and in the talk he has given us for this year’s Speech Day. In a normal year, the collection at Mass

would be to support our guest speaker’s charitable work, so if you feel able to support Justice Defenders you can offer

it here.

This year academic prizes are going to be awarded via separate, department-based events; alas, we will have to hold

the applause until next year. Nevertheless, I want to pay tribute to all the pupils, but especially this year to those in

years 11 and 13, whose endeavour had impressed us even before the Crisis came along, and has continued to as we’ve

transitioned to Worth Online. My colleagues and I felt desperately sad for you when the public examinations were

cancelled. Although we know that there’s more to education than the exams you sit and the grades you earn, of course

we also know after such a long period of dedication, resolve and hard work, focussing on doing your best and being

proud of your efforts, that the sudden change was deeply disappointing, hard to accept and not at all fair. On behalf of

all of us who have taught and supported you at school, I want to pay tribute to the resilience you have shown and to

the way you have worked to finish the course. I wish I could address all the unknowns about the future for you, but it’s

true, isn’t it, that our futures are full of unknowns, and - as the prayer Alexander shared with us in his speech reminds

us - they belong to God: let’s try not to weigh the ‘fragile bridge’ of the present down with too many regrets about the

past or anxieties about the future. Were this a normal speech day, I would ask everyone to give all the leavers a round

of applause as a way of sending you off with our love and hope for the future - perhaps you might try and imagine

that applause for a moment; even virtually the feeling is heartfelt.

https://www.gofundme.com/f/covid19-compassionate-release-of-prisoners
https://www.gofundme.com/f/covid19-compassionate-release-of-prisoners


I’m sure you will want to join me in thanking all those who have cared for and looked after you at school this year - your matrons, especially,

and all the people who prepare food, keep the School and its grounds well maintained, look after you when you’re unwell, clean your

classrooms, work in the laundry or run the School Office. Again, normally, here we would stand and express our gratitude through a round of

applause. And to those who are leaving the teaching staff at the end of this term [hearty applause in recognition of all they have given Worth

over their time in the school]. I am sure I’m not the only one who owes Simon Fisher, who leaves us to take up the role of head master at Dover

College, a debt of gratitude. Simon’s dextrous and imaginative management of the academic side of the School over the last five years has

been transformative for Worth. He has brought vision, energy, patience, wit and inspiration to his work as a senior leader here and will be

greatly missed, and we wish him, Abi, Daisy and Bertie every success and happiness in their new work.

Caroline Brown, whose association with the monastic community goes back many years and who - with her husband, Nathan - has been a

community builder, an excellent teacher of Religious Studies and a friend to all over her years of service. Duncan Pring, whose first incarnation

at Worth was as a parent, but latterly (again over many years), has been as house master, teacher, head of careers and one of the steadiest

professionals with whom I have had the pleasure to work. I am very grateful for the work Ben Gray has done to shape our social outreach

programme and develop the School’s relationship with other schools - in particular, the City Academy, Whitehawk, whose children have enjoyed

coming to Worth for Forest School experiences over the last three years. Ben’s community, Wellspring, in Brighton has been working with Frs

Rod and Peter of Worth Abbey to build a new Benedictine outreach in Brighton and at Sussex University which has been very exciting. We wish

Jo Hopper, Kerrie-Anne Langendoen, Qihua Li, Gemma McCabe, Kristin Rogers, and Joe and Julia Phoenix, all the very best, too, as they leave

Worth to pursue new adventures.



I would also like to offer a personal note of thanks to the Senior Prefects - Sophie Ritchie (Head Girl), Toby Halffter (Head Boy), Isabell Veith

(Deputy Head Girl) and Anthony Jones (Deputy Head Boy) for all the good humour and wise counsel they have offered me over the course of

the year, and to all the prefects who have represented the School so well and set such good examples of leadership for those prefects coming

up behind them to follow.

Over the last two months, the various School media accounts have shown the Worth community at its best - we have seen so many examples

of current and ex pupils and members of the teaching and support staff serving the community and offering kindness and compassion to

others. It has been very moving to see people living out this value of service, which we understand to be central to who we are as human

beings, and it has set anew in my mind the call for this school, with all it has to offer all those who learn and teach here, to be a school that

serves the community: that must continue to be a real part of the experience of being at Worth.

As I come to the end of this address, I want to say how conscious I am of what a difficult period this has been for so many in the Worth

community. Lockdown has brought very serious challenges for people - and, in many cases, their livelihoods and their lives - and the disruption

to education and the pervasive effects of uncertainty have been added, weighty burdens. I have been remembering all of this in prayer. And I

know that the whole community continues to pray for the repose of the soul of Edward Conley and for the consolation of his family, and also

for Dom Bede Hill, whose death earlier this month saddened the whole community. May he rest in peace.



I’m going to leave you with a short extract from an interview that Will Desmond recently conducted with an old boy of Worth, Austen Ivereigh,

who has written two biographies of Pope Francis: The Great Reformer: Francis and the Making of a Radical Pope (2014) and Wounded

Shepherd: Pope Francis and His Struggle to Convert the Catholic Church (2019). In this excerpt, Austen reads part of the transcript of an

interview he recently held with Pope Francis, in which the Pope reflects on how the Covid-19 crisis has called society to a conversion: a

conversion to a different way of seeing, to a renewed sense of service, to a more just and humane society. What makes this excerpt special is

that Austen has allowed us to use the private recording of the Pope saying these words to him directly in Spanish, which Austen translates for

the video. I hope you find this an inspirational piece to reflect on.

Before then, it only remains for me to wish you a happy summer holiday - we are looking forward very much to welcoming all those who are

not leavers back to Worth in September, and to seeing Year 13 at their Leavers’ Mass and Ball as soon as we are able to make that happen.



A Look Back
2019/20

Please take a moment 

to watch this brief 

review of the year

https://youtu.be/onGFCcxzfUk
https://youtu.be/onGFCcxzfUk



