
Molendinar Lecture: 
Let Glasgow Flourish: What makes a city tick? 

A Tale of Two Cities 

In 2012, her Majesty the Queen celebrated her Diamond Jubilee. In line 
with the usual practice these days, the Jubilee was used as an opportunity 
to proclaim a jubilee city in each of our four home nations.  In Scotland it 
was Perth; England got Chelmsford, and Northern Ireland was short-
changed when it was not given a new city, but Armagh was given a Lord 
Mayor.  In Wales, it was my own cathedral city of St Asaph.   

Glasgow and St Asaph of course are linked by historical and cultural ties: 
we were both founded by St Kentigern, who founded a monastery with 
you on the banks of the Clyde, on the Molendinar indeed, and with us on 
the banks of the Clwyd.  We share a history and a Celtic identity, and I 
like to recall that, if I remember correctly, Strathclyde was a Welsh-
speaking kingdom.  I would even consider having a chat with the Lord 
Provost about becoming twinned cities, but with our noble population of 
3,355, we’re hardly likely to begin to compare. (2.3 million in greater 
Glasgow) 

In the flurry of publicity following the announcement that HM was going 
to grant us a civic charter, the media teams arrived in force, all asking us 
an identakit question:  What difference will being a city make?  We made 
the usual jokes about the rush hour, three tractors and a school bus; about 
the possibility of skyscraper developments, a new shopping mall perhaps 
in the high-street, to go with the current three shops, two hairdressers and 
a bank (which closed two months ago).  We have the Bank House Gallery 
now, Glasgow by comparison only has the Kelvingrove, the MacGregor 
and the Gallery of Modern Art. 

However the event did get me thinking: what is it that makes city?  How 
would we know if St Asaph was being a successful city at all? 

Cities and Civilisation 

When I was growing up, the BBC were really churning out those sorts of 
definitive documentaries for which we still know them and love them.  
The two big documentaries of the 1970s, I remember, were the Ascent of 
Man by Jacob Bronowski and Civilisation by Kenneth Clark.  Both of 
these “great sweep” documentaries made a huge impression on me, but 
the clear lesson learned from both was that it was the advent of the city 



that really prompted human cultural, economic and political 
development.   

Almost everything we are today both Bronowski and Clark traced back to 
the first cities.   It was the city that allowed diversification in human 
labour, so that one person could concentrate on being a goldsmith, and 
another could concentrate on being a farmer.  It was the organisation of 
the city that allowed people to produce surpluses of crops, so that people 
could move away from subsistence farming to doing useful things like 
playing the violin, or organising a world religion. 

Indeed, as both Bronowski and Clark joyfully explained the very word 
civilisation and its associated word citizen, take their root from the Latin 
word, civis, meaning a city. In this view almost everything that looks 
good about modern life derives from the fact that we learned to live 
together in community, that we learned to become interdependent.  Alone, 
we were scarcely able to survive, but together in a city, human beings 
were able to weave a rich tapestry of cultural life.  Not only that, the 
advent of the city gave birth to trade, trade gave birth to commerce, 
commerce gave birth to wealth. 

It was quite a shock therefore to read more recently Sapiens by Yuval 
Noah Harari.  He advances quite a different view.  For Noah Harari, the 
advent of cities actually destroyed the quality of human life.  Herded 
together, subjected to overlords and demanding rulers and religions, for 
the average human, the quality of health went down, the quality of food 
went down, and gone with the pastoral idyll which was prehistory, to be 
replaced by the drudgery about which so many may complain today in 
The busy schedules of some of our modern cities. 

The Bible and the City 

In the Old Testament the concept of the city is regarded with some 
ambivalence.   Cities are places of temptation even of sin. Sodom and 
Gommorah are condemned for their luxurious existence and their lack of 
hospitality (and not, as is often narrated, for their being given over to the 
vice of homosexuality.)   

When God is asked to Make a choice between the sacrifices of the city 
dweller Cain, and the pastoral herdsman Abel, he chooses the wandering 
shepherd over the static agriculturalist, and co-incidentally sets in train 
the first murder in human history. 



But biblical attitudes towards the city change, and by the end of the New 
Testament, the city is actually the image of how God wishes to dwell with 
his people.  The definitive moment it appears, was when God himself 
chose to become a city dweller and allowed King Solomon to build him a 
temple.  Once it was allowed that God should dwell in the midst of 
humanity and have his own upmarket residence in the city of Jerusalem, 
Jerusalem itself became a type of the perfect civilisation and the perfect 
community. 

I personally love the book of Revelation:  I love its jarring symbols and 
its mysterious visions, but the plainest and the most obvious vision comes 
right at the end of the book in Chapter 21 when God comes to dwell with 
the whole of redeemed humanity, and the heavenly Jerusalem descends to 
the earth.   This Jerusalem has open gates.  Everyone is welcome.  It is an 
abode of light which needs no sun or moon.  It is a city in which 
nourishment and security are available to all.  There are no need for gates 
for security, while the fruit trees in the city bear fruit continually, in every 
month and not just at harvest.  Finally, in a glorious phrase,  “the leaves 
of its trees are for the healing of the nations.” (Rev 22.2) 

So I think it’s possible to say that the city is in Christian religious 
thinking a perfect structure, a model of how humanity might fulfil its 
potential, in which we are called to live together in peace co-operation 
and interdependence. 

Glasgow: the New Jerusalem? 

I believe that this vision was something that the city fathers who guided 
Glasgow to prosperity down through the centuries would have been 
acquainted with, and by which they were probably informed. So there’s a 
sense in which I think Glasgow itself may be seen as a sort of Scottish 
Jerusalem (and I better be careful what I say because I would still like the 
occasional invitation to Edinburgh). 

The title of this lecture has most obviously picked upon the most well-
known phrase in Glaswegian history, its motto that Glasgow should 
flourish; and I don’t think I’ll be teaching this audience new tricks when I 
remind you that it’s a shortened version of longer couplet: 

"Lord, let Glasgow flourish through the preaching of thy word and 
praising thy name." 



When those words were cast into the Tron bell in the 17th Century, the 
recognition was that the prosperity of the city depended on the proper 
proclamation of God’s Word, and by the whole community being called 
into the faithful worship of the one and true God.  Glasgow was indeed 
called to become Jerusalem. 

It’s no wonder that in this modern secular age, the motto appears to have 
been truncated, and I suspect that outwith the sort of folk who make up 
tonight’s audience, the second half of the motto may even be viewed with 
a bit of suspicion, and perhaps a desire to sweep it away under the carpet. 

What makes for a City? 

Let me return to my own sweet city, St Asaph.  When we received our 
royal charter in 2012, there was already a sense in which people were 
saying "Why do we need to seek city status, don’t have it already?". I 
don’t know whether Scotland is any clearer on this subject than Wales, 
and the goodly members of the Medieval Glasgow Trust will know, but in 
Wales there’s a sort of misunderstanding of what a city is about. We don’t 
expect them to be big, we have the smallest city in the United Kingdom 
in St Davids, but there's a sort of feeling that if you’ve got a cathedral, 
then that’s enough.  When we got our charter, we didn’t need to change 
the signs, the council had been quietly annexing the title for years on the 
basis of our cathedral. 

It’s quite spurious of course.  In England and Wales, you can only be a 
city if you have a Royal Charter.  Even so, monarchs have been known to 
take a tick box attitude - all three Diamond Jubilee cities had cathedrals, 
for example - and more recently tradition seems to dictate that three 
elements have been seen as laying the foundations of a city.  I’d like to 
suggest to you in my lecture tonight that it is the flourishing of these three 
elements that will make a city tick, that will allow it to incarnate the 
vision of Bronowski and Clark rather than Harari. 

Three attributes: at least I say three: in fact it’s going to be two and a half, 
and a big act of cowardice, and we will get to the cowardly all too soon.  
The three attributes that have been advanced as essential to the 
flourishing of city are the Cathedral, the University and the Marketplace. 
This is where Glasgow probably knocks St Asaph into a cocked hat.  We 
have one cathedral, Glasgow has four.  We have two primary schools and 
a Welsh language secondary school, you have at least four universities, 
one conservatoire and the world-famous School of Art.  I won’t begin to 
put St Asaph United Football Club into the comparison game.  St Asaph 



does at least have a weekly sheep and cattle market, and you have to let 
me know afterwards if Glasgow can match that considerable 
achievement. 

What makes a City tick?  I believe that a good argument can be made that 
space must be found for Cathedral, University and Marketplace for the 
flourishing of a city and the prosperity of its citizens. 

The Cathedral 

A cathedral was the equivalent of a lottery jackpot for any conurbation in 
medieval society.  Again, I must defer to the Medieval Glasgow Trust for 
the academic proof, but if you’ve read “The Spire” by William Golding 
or “The Pillars of the Earth” by Ken Follett, you will have taken from 
these marvellously evocative novels something of the huge significance 
and ambitions that played out around mediaeval cathedrals. 

I think I first got a sense of what cathedral was about, when I cycled as a 
student from Cambridge To Ely.  There is one point just south of the city, 
where you come up over a ridge and you see the city of Ely laid before 
you to the north,  dominated by the cathedral building.   

To me it looked like nothing less than a nuclear-power station, and in 
fact, I do believe that it is the medieval equivalent of such a thing.  It was 
in the Cathedral that the spiritual power of the sacraments were (and are) 
generated; it is from the cathedral that the apostolic authority of the 
bishop spreads out to the sub-stations in the parish churches, so that the 
Cathedral becomes some sort of generator of spiritual power that sustains 
the whole of Christian society. 

For a city to have a Cathedral is for a city to have some sense of spiritual 
identity,  some sense of spiritual worth.  Now you’ve invited an Anglican 
bishop to give this lecture, and therefore I hope that you’re not going to 
be too put out, if I indulge myself a little.   

I’ve already referred to the motto of Glasgow, and its inclusion of the 
preaching of God’s Word and the praising of his Name.  As a Christian, I 
believe of course that to find Jesus Christ is to find the gift of eternal life.  
For me, the absolute commitment of God to the world is found in the 
incarnation of God in Christ, and in his atoning death and resurrection.  
This is the narrative of a God whose love for the world is passionate, and 
who longs to see humanity flourish and reconciled with himself.  One of 
my favourite verses in scripture is where Christ speaks to us and says: “I 



have come that you may have life, and life in all its abundance”. (John 
10.10).   

With all that I've said about the new Jerusalem, you won't be surprised 
that I believe that it is the duty of the Christians in this city, with its four 
cathedrals, and numerous churches of all traditions: to bear witness to the 
self-giving love of God.  The holiness and loving service which is 
exhibited by the Christian family in this place should draw people to 
repentance and faith which brings them into a living relationship with the 
source of all life. 

Oh dear, I've suddenly gone into sermon mode, and I wonder how you 
react?  The Christians among you may be glowing - or groaning - while 
those of other faiths or none may be saying to yourselves that you didn't 
come here to be preached at.  I recognise that on an occasion like this, a 
lecture rather than a sermon, in a city where there is huge religious 
diversity, and even passionate secularism, that it is not sufficient to assert 
that a city will flourish by the adherence to one faith.   

However, there is method in my madness, because I also believe that a 
city is a place where all citizens should be free and safe to bear witness to 
the truths that they've discovered in their own lives.  That's the point: the 
city will flourish when every citizen feels safe to share what they truly 
believe. 

What I believe that the presence of the cathedral stands for in a modern 
city therefore, is not that it is the symbol of sectarianism, but a symbol for 
all and every citizen that there is an acknowledgement of the spiritual, an 
acceptance by the city that humanity will not flourish merely by material 
well-being. 

I don’t know how it is in Scotland, but I sense in my part of the country 
that there is a real and growing battle: secularism is picking a fight with 
religion.  It is encapsulated in the very real conflict that flares up from 
time to time – should prayers be said at council meetings?  Now I don’t 
wish to be diverted down that particular argument at the moment, but it 
seems to me that we will take a wrong turning if secularism succeeds in 
an attempt to banish religion from public space.  I know that this may 
open me to the Mandy Rice Davies charge: “You would say that wouldn’t 
you”, but let me reflect in what I hope is a reasonably objective way 
about faith’s place in modern society. 



In Britain, we spent centuries in religious conflict and went through an 
Age of Enlightment battling ourselves into a position where freedom of 
thought, freedom of religion, and freedom of expression became part of 
the foundational rights of citizens in British Society.  Atheism only 
became socially acceptable in the course of the last century or so, and  
atheists have an axe to grind, not least because religion failed to live up to 
its own ideals and often exhibited an intolerance and a penchant for 
persecution which did it no credit.   

However, growing within our recently won liberalism, there is a new 
intolerance, a new movement which tries to de-legitimise the place of all 
non-PC conversation, and particularly of religion, in public discourse, as 
if it is especially prejudiced, or pedalling ancient impostures. 

Forget the old jibe “There’s nothing so intolerant as a liberal” for the 
moment.  I know that the great religions have not got a glorious history of 
standing up for freedom of expression and perhaps now we’re getting our 
comeuppance.  But I do think there is a point here which are reasonable 
citizens will need to bear in mind.   

If we really do believe in common flourishing, if you really do believe 
that a city flourishes as all of its individual members grow, then all 
citizens need to be empowered to be able to speak about those things 
which make for life in their experience.  That means of course that the 
people of no faith take their place alongside people of faith, but all need 
permission to be able to say “This is what I believe in”, “To this I have a 
passionate commitment”. 

There has been a creeping tendency in civic life recently to suggest that 
the only safe space is neutral space, and that to allow one view to express 
its opinion is to offend all others.  We can all remember the fiasco 
surrounding the City of Birmingham’s decision several years ago to move 
away from a Christmas celebration to a Winterval, or the current 
obsession in the United States with avoiding the designation of 
Christmas, and preferring instead to wish everyone a rather bland and 
content-free “happy holidays”.   

The reason cited often is that this is to avoid giving offence to people of 
other faiths, but let’s be honest, it is rarely people of other faiths who are 
offended.  It is said that some of the biggest supporters of the presence of 
the Church of England bishops in the House of Lords are actually the 
leaders of the minority religions, because they can recognise the 
importance of having a spiritual element in the governance of the country. 



I’m beginning to tread on sensitive territory here, and Glasgow has had 
its bad patches as well as its good, having faced up to its own examples 
of sectarianism, which always die hard, but whose requiem I suspect all 
of us who are gathered here this evening would be happy to sing.   

However, commitment to religion, and people’s proud affirmation of faith 
as part of their identity can never be crushed or sidelined.   

Rather, we must move beyond antagonism, towards mutual celebration.  
If here the citizen is safe to celebrate his Jainism, and here another safe to 
celebrate her Methodism; if we can accept the contribution of a 
compassionate secular humanism, and engage in public discourse and 
debate; if we can even be persuaded to celebrate each other’s faith and 
identity, then this is the true ground of flourishing.  To ignore religion or 
to push it out of the public space is not to diffuse tension, but to 
exacerbate it.   Faith remains a precious dimension of people’s identities:  
to ask them to repress it is to alienate, and to close down public 
discussion is to foster extremism and fundamentalism. 

Rather our watchwords here need to be “hospitality” and “generosity”.  
Not only are these fundamental Christian values, but they are also 
common to many religious systems. Nor do I think that any 
thoroughgoing atheist would want to deny them.  In order to flourish that 
city needs to be both hospitable and generous:  hospitable, so people of 
different faiths and backgrounds, nations and races may know that there 
is space for them, and that they can be true to their own selves:  generous, 
so that we do not judge others by a mean measure, even while we are 
allowing a greater indulgence to our own opinions.  Indeed, one key to 
being generous is if we are careful to find a way of celebrating what is 
true for us, which does not denigrate the faith of others.  If I may quote a 
Welsh poet, Dylan Thomas, whose character, the Revd Eli Jenkins prayed 
this prayer: 

And I know, God, that you will be the first, 
To see our best side not our worst. 

I still myself take inspiration from the words of Emma Lazarus 
transcribed upon the statue of liberty in New York: 

Give me your tired, your poor,  
Your huddled masses yearning to breathe free,  
The wretched refuse of your teeming shore.  



Send these, the homeless, tempest-tossed to me,  
I lift my lamp beside the golden door! 

The cathedral stands in the city as a symbol of the value of the spiritual, 
that the city must be home to people of all faiths and of none, in which 
their beliefs will be respected, in which their passions will be graciously 
accommodated, in which they are called to live and to love in a spirit of 
generosity and understanding. 

The University 

So I come to the second of my elements for the flourishing of the city: the 
University. 

The number of years ago I listened to a lecture given by one of the then 
government’s leading advisors on education.  “Let us begin”, he began, 
“with the very basic foundations.   Why do we attempt educate our young 
people at all?”  There followed a series of reasons, which quite frankly 
left me incredulous.  The lecture offered four justifications for education. 
There was, he said, the economic argument, because an educated 
workforce is a more productive workforce.  There is the social argument,  
that an educated population was a more morally responsible population.  
The democratic argument: that an educated electorate was a more 
discerning electorate, and the environmental argument, because an 
educated society made wiser choices for the future. 

All of this, I suppose, is good as far as it goes,  but to me,  these weren’t 
the basics, and the argument has already started further in than I would 
have liked it to have begun.   

For me, the argument for education is quite simply that there are minds 
there to be educated.  I’ve already quoted to my favourite verse of 
scripture, John 10:10, “I came that you may have life and life in all its 
abundance”.  The basic dignity that can be conferred by one human being 
in recognising another, is to acknowledge there a soul, a mind, a 
personality, a consciousness - define the essence of self however you will 
- that deserves to flourish, not as a means to an end, but as an 
acknowledgement of their basic dignity as a human being.   

I love the fact that in the Zulu language, the basic greeting which is the 
Zulu equivalent of hello, is merely “Sawubona”, “We see you”, “We 
recognise you, we acknowledge you exist.”  No more than this: it is not 



about how a person can be used to fulfil ambitions or dreams, as friend or 
an ally, as an instrument or a patron, simply:  “You are real.” 

Unless we defend such a philosophy of education, then education 
becomes utilitarian; not an end in itself, but provided for what it can 
contribute to society.  That means inevitably a narrowing of the 
curriculum, a narrowing of knowledge, and thence to narrowing of what 
it is to be human.   

It is no coincidence that the words “university” and “universe” are 
derived from the same Latin word, and as the universe covers everything, 
so also the university is a place where all things may be studied, not for 
they achieve or what they produce,  but because learning itself is a means 
of human flourishing, and the university is for the city a symbol of its 
commitment to love knowledge for its own sake, and to be ready to 
explore the whole breath of human experience. 

Furthermore, the question of access to higher education is a huge 
question in our society today.  I am aware of the expense of maintaining a 
university, and the very real growing costs for research, development and 
teaching.  However I believe that a very real wrong turning was taken by 
the then Labour government in 1998 when they replaced student grants 
with student loans, and effectively began the process of restricting entry 
to higher education on "the ability to repay". 

In England, these costs are spiralling out of control.  Since a cap of £9K 
has been imposed, most universities in England and Wales now charge 
£9K in tuition fees.  In Wales, as in Scotland, strong steps have been 
taken, thanks to devolution, to mitigate the impact of such a policy.  The 
Scottish Parliament has taken a very different line, and even the Welsh 
Assembly, with its much more limited powers, has sought to restrict the 
impact on students by offering grants alongside loans. 

I have a very real fear that the university will become again the world of 
the elite, and not the world of potential for all, where all the world may 
study all of human knowledge for the benefit of all society, and the 
flourishing of the city. 

The Marketplace? 

Now finally, I must come to my act of cowardice.  The third of the trinity 
of elements to the make up of a city is traditionally the marketplace.  If a 
Royal Charter made a city, if the monarch then and now took cognizance 



of the existence of the Cathedral and the University, nonetheless central 
to the Royal Charter is that it often conferred the right to hold a market.   

It was the establishment of the governance of Glasgow by means of a 
Royal Charter and the establishment of the market that really opened the 
doors to the future flourishing of the city at the beginning of the 
seventeenth century. 

However, the liberalisation of trade, and the establishment of effective 
mechanisms to support trade did far more than establish the route to 
material wealth.  The medieval guilds and later incorporations were also  
companies, and the company is not essentially an economic invention, 
but a social one.  The company is the place of companionship, literally of 
breaking bread together.  It is possible to describe how the establishment 
of guilds or incorporations are not only for the mutual benefit of their 
members, but seen correctly as servants of society at large, offering 
apprenticeships, creating networks, establishing charities, promoting 
skills and standards and laying the foundations of prosperity. 

Now at this point in my lecture it would be great to apply the lessons of 
the marketplace to the modern world, to speak about how every citizen 
should have the opportunity to ply a trade, and contribute to wealth 
creation.  But I pause.  A bishop may try to be many things, but an 
economist is not something I will attempt to be.  You may give me a 
rough time about my concept of Cathedral and my understanding of a 
University, but at least I’ve led a life in the Church and in the world of 
education.  Wealth creation is another matter, and in a city where there is 
not only a Lord Provost, but a Lord Dean of the Guilds and a Deacon 
Convenor of the Trades House, I may be tempting fate indeed if I attempt 
to pressgang my poor A level Economics into the service of lecturing you 
on material prosperity.  For now, the best I'll attempt on the marketplace 
is to suggest that it might make a good subject for a future Molendinar 
Lecture. That is my act of cowardice. 

Let me end instead with a plea for the beautiful. 

For if the cathedral is a call to extend the bounds of our spiritual 
hospitality, and the University is a call to extend the education we offer, 
then I believe that a city also needs to assist our flourishing by extending 
our understanding of what it is to be human itself. 

Concern for the well-being of planet earth spawned one of the greatest 
new movements of the human race in the twentieth century:  the 



environmental movement, but there's an aspect of the environment which 
is often neglected and that is the human environment that we create for 
our citizens in their cities. 

It was Bishop Trevor Huddleston, I believe, who used to tell the story of a 
small child from an African village.  At the age of six, this child faced her 
first day at school, and, as it is in Africa, the walk to school was a walk of 
some five miles and that required an early start.  The story goes that as 
this small child set out at sunrise, she left her village for the first time, 
and climbed the ridge which marked its boundary.  As she reached the 
crest of the ridge, and the plains and the mountains beyond came into 
view, she could barely contain her excitement:  "Look, baba", she cried, 
"from here I can see the whole world." 

Today we live in a world of connectivity, where the events and tragedies 
in one far off nation are streamed immediately onto the screens of a 
populace on the other side of the globe. However, it is only engagement 
with the world that will build wider horizons for our citizens, and 
encourage the promotion of a wellbeing in which all can flourish.  It is 
the duty of a city to bring the best and the most beautiful to the doorstep 
of its citizens. 

The former Chief Rabbi, Lord Jonathan Sachs, has offered his definition 
of education thus: Education is the means by which one generation passes 
onto another what it believes to be important. 

Art galleries and public sculpture, orchestras and intellectual curiosity, 
public discourse - even public lectures.  These make up the environment 
of the city. 

To the spiritual life represented by the cathedral, and the intellectual life 
symbolised by the University, let me add the human environment we 
create in our cities to the trio of things which make a city tick. 

The Arts are another luxury that can fall easy victim as the first target in 
any age of austerity, but it is the bringing of the beautiful to the 
environment of a city, all that is best in human culture, in art, in theatre 
and in music that inspires, that sustains, and gives life. 

So here is my definition of what makes a city tick: Cathedral, University, 
Environment.  For a city to flourish I believe it must be a place which 
does not ignore the spiritual; in which the divine may be allowed to 
breathe and faith makes a contribution.  For a city to flourish it must 



cherish its citizens for who they are and not for what they may do.  
Education is a way of opening people young and old to the world, and the 
institutes of education must be a school of life.  A city must be a place 
where the limits of our imagination are stretched, where all the heritage 
of a thousand generations and all the glories of human achievement are 
made accessible.  A city must be a place where each citizen is given the 
opportunity to become a whole person: 

“For in that you do this for the least of one of these my brethren, you do it 
as to me", says the Lord. 


