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Nature versus nurture. I'm sure you'e all familiar with this phrase. Three short words which
refer to whether our characteristics are shaped by innate biological factors like genetics
(nature) or by our upbringing and environment (nurture). While it is still often debated as to
which is more influential experts now recognize that both play a vital role in our
development.

From your own experience, I'm sure you'll agree that space and place deeply influence how
you think, feel, and develop. The environment in which we grow up—whether it's our city,
village, home, or school—affects who we are, particularly in our formative years.

This weekend we marked the fifth anniversary of the Covid pandemic. When lockdowns
shut down schools, the role of the spaces we learn in became more apparent. Suddenly,
pupils who were used to walking the corridors of schools together had to adapt to home-
based learning, navigating crucial moments alone. Challenging though that time was, it did
highlight how important so many things which we usually take for granted are - including
the spaces where we grow up.

Our reading today talked about Jesus being influenced by space and place. He withdrew into
the desert to reflect and learn about himself by being tested - either literally by the devil if
we take the Gospel writer at his word, or at least metaphorically. These 40 days are the
inspiration’ if you like for the 40 days of Lent, which began last Wednesday, and which will
take us up to Easter.

Removing oneself to a specific space for reflection is common in many religions and
cultures. When I've had time, I've recently been watching Yellowstone on Netflix, which tells
how American Cowboy and Native American cultures intersect in Montana. In one episode,
a cowboy undergoes an ancient Native American ritual—being left in the wilderness for four
days without food or water as part of what's known as a ‘vision quest.’

These are both extreme examples of ways that environment nurtures us. But all of us will be
able to identify a place that influences us positively. Last Monday, Mrs Rowley encouraged us
to immerse ourselves in nature to find refreshment and inspiration. Today, I want to talk
about how the environment here at Wells nurtures all of us.



Consider the privilege of living and studying in this particular School. The beautiful green
spaces, historic buildings, Vicars" Close - these are all powerful influences. But I want to
consider particularly our ability to access and spend time in the amazing space that is this
Cathedral - an ancient, beautiful and inspiring place which we are fortunate to call our
School Chapel and our family home.

I know many of you—both staff and pupil—question why we gather here in the Cathedral so
often. Why does the School feel it is important that we gather here when we do? Why do we
make time to meet here in ordinary times as well as for special occasions?

What's the point? - you may well ask. Couldn't we be making better use of this time by being
in lessons or tutor periods, in rehearsals or games sessions?

This morning, I want to tell you why I believe coming to this building is important and
nurturing. Why I believe our ability to access this amazing space with all its history,
symbolism, art and craftsmanship, and our ability to then fill it with words, music and silence
is vital for the nurture we offer here. Because I believe that whether you realise it or not, this
this building is nurturing you in a profoundly positive way, spiritually as well as culturally.

Why am I so sure of this?

Firstly, from personal experience. As a school pupil, I had the privilege of going to two
schools attached to abbey churches and I know I was profoundly nurtured by that
experience. Neither abbey was as large or as historic as this Cathedral, but both were
beautiful and inspiring, and I know my life was shaped by their influence.

Secondly, when I meet Old Wellensians, they always mention the Cathedral as being one of
the most influential aspects of their time here. Whether they left five or fifty five years ago,
they all share a deep appreciation for this space. One Old Wellensian who left in 2020 and
who I met at a reunion recently told me how, on dark, wet mornings on the Tube in London,
he is often reminded of his school day commute down Vicars’ Close - and how, although he
didn't realise it at the time, that experience was now helping sustain and encourage him in
his new working life beyond School.

And thirdly, because in a few short weeks, the Upper Sixth will leave the School, walking
down the Nave and out through the West Doors, symbolizing the end of their time at Wells
and the start of a new chapter in their lives. Some of you have already begun to tell me about
how emotional you are going to find that moment. But I firmly believe it is only such an
emotional moment for all of us because of the connection we share with this building by
experiencing it together so frequently. Through our regular rituals and services, we are being
encouraged, challenged, stilled and stirred here and growing attached to this space, so that it
is shaping all of us in ways we may not always notice.



Mrs Rowley spoke last week about seeds. At School, through everything we do, we are all
sowing seeds on a daily basis; sowing seeds in the soil that is every single one of us. Some of
those seeds will grow quickly; others will take longer. But every seed planted here will come
to flower at some point. One such seed was planted in you the first time you entered this
amazing Cathedral; and it is being watered and tendered every time you come back into this
space. It's influence is growing in you and forming you into the person you are becoming -
whether you realise that now, or come to realise it at some, as yet unidentified, point in the
future.

Winston Churchill once said, “We shape our buildings. Thereafter they shape us.” I
encourage all of you to remain open to how the space that is this Cathedral Church nurtures
you. Be open-minded and curious enough to allow this building, what it stands for and what
we do as a community in it, to inspire, challenge, fascinate and, above all, nurture you. Never
underestimate the power of place and space to transform your life.



