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The experience of being able to study on the campus of Christ Church College is enriching for 

mind, body & soul.  When you step foot through the Tom Gate into the largest quad of the 

Oxford colleges, with the cathedral spire in front of you and the outlines of the Great Hall to your 

right, you enter into another world.  The hustle and bustle of tourists, bicycles and double-

decker buses from St. Aldate’s Street fade into the distance, and you can almost imagine that 

you’ve stepped back in time into a world of intellectual ardor, theological inquiry, and 

impassioned discourse that seems to belong to a forgotten age.  (I commented to a friend that 

you can almost feel yourself gaining IQ points just from being near the stones of the buildings 

that have housed such great thinkers and debates of faith.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If you get a chance to take a walking tour of “old Oxford” or a tour of the Cathedral with Fr. 

Robin Gibbons, one of the tutors and GTF’s representative “across the pond,” don’t miss out.  

He is a treasure-trove of odd bits of knowledge that will make your experience of the city and 

the sanctuary more enjoyable.  (Plus Robin is just plain good fun!) 
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The Courses and Students 

 

If the charms of living and learning in this revered setting were not compelling enough, the 

courses are first-rate.  Each year, the tutors develop content for seminars that revolve around a 

central chosen theme.  The courses that I have taken were structured to include a mix of 

teaching methods – usually a combo of lecture and class discussion, sometimes small group 

activities, or even class excursions.  The amount of work required for each course varies by 

tutor.  In general, there is an expectation that you have done required reading in advance of the 

course so that you can participate thoughtfully in the classroom conversations.  Some 

instructors ask you to do additional reading, write reflection papers, or do some specific 

“homework” between classes.  In the eight courses that I’ve taken, only two had expectations for 

additional work to be done while you are in Oxford, and I found those assignments to be 

manageable. 

 

In my experience, the students represent diverse theological and cultural traditions, and the 

programme fosters rich, respectful dialogue.  In the classroom, I have encountered bishops, 

priests, deacons and pastors from Anglican, Episcopal, Methodist, Lutheran, Roman Catholic, 

and Eastern Orthodox denominations, along with non-clerical students like myself, including 

Buddhist psychotherapists, Hindu theology students, and engaged laity from all across the 

spectrum of faith.  The conversations in class, at tea, and while dining are typically lively and an 

education unto themselves.  I have been quite grateful for the network of colleagues that has 

formed from my two summers in Oxford. 

 

Class size is typically relatively small – 10 – 

25 people per course in my experience.  

The classrooms are usually set up with 

tables in U-shape or with a large central 

conference table that can accommodate all 

the students and the tutor.  Some tutors use 

AV material on PowerPoint.  They are often 

willing to give you a copy of the PowerPoint 

presentation if you provide a memory stick 

and make the transfer.  Other tutors may 

use DropBox to send the presentations out 

to class members after the course is 

concluded.  Some students record the 

presentations (with the tutor’s permission).  

Christ Church College provides A4 size 

notepads and pens for students to use for 

note-taking. 
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Worship Opportunities 

 

The OUDCE coordinators provide a packet of local places of worship, but many of the Summer 

Theology Programme students attend services at the Cathedral.  Typically Morning Prayer and 

Holy Communion are offered daily, with a Catholic mass celebrated by Fr. Robin Gibbons on 

Wednesday mornings.  At 6pm weekdays, you can participate in “said” or “sung” evensong, or 

(on Thursday) a Sung Eucharist. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This ritual of daily opportunities for prayer and worship provide a shape for the weeks of study 

that culminates in an ecumenical worship experience on Friday after the last class of the week.  

Students and faculty are invited to bring prayers, readings, and other worship expressions that 

reflect the content of the week’s classes, as well as the variety of worship traditions represented 

among the participants.  I found the closing services to be very touching – ways to both bless 

and solemnize the rich week of learning that we have just mutually enjoyed. 

 

Social Life in Oxford 

 

With the exception of one night per week when a lecture is offered as part of the programme, 

evenings and weekends are free time to explore Oxford’s fine eateries, concerts, plays, 

museums, bookstores, and historical landmarks.  It’s hard to know where to begin, so you might 

choose to get a ticket for one of the sightseeing buses that offer a guided tour and on-off service 

throughout the city.  It’s a good way to get a “feel” for what you might want to visit later by foot.   

 

The OUDCE staff usually coordinate a “pub crawl” and a walking tour and other optional fun 

activities.  But if you don’t choose to do that, they also give you a well-curated list of restaurants 

and pubs and description of “what’s on” in Oxford for the weeks of the programme. Along with 

enjoying a pint in the oldest pub in Oxford (the Bear), I have taken in piano concerts at the 
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Holywell Music Room, special exhibitions at the Ashmolean Museum, punting on the Cherwell, 

a self-guided walking tour spots of interest related to C. S. Lewis, and many delightful hours in 

Blackwell’s book store.   

The used bookstore of theology books on St. Aldate’s (across from Head of the River inn) is a 

must.  (But a word of caution: If you are a book addict like me, this is a dangerous place. I had 

to buy an extra suitcase to get the books home.  If you aren’t in a hurry, the Post Office across 

the street from Christ Church College will get your books home by snail mail at “book rate” 

prices.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

If you don’t feel comfortable exploring on your own,  

there are usually groups of people ready to enjoy the  

city in the evenings.  Often people will gather at the  

fountain in the center of Tom Quad or at Tom Gate  

around 7pm and just join together for an adventure.   

If that isn’t happening, you can always become the ring 

leader and suggest it! 

 

Rigors of Oxford 

 

Oxford is a pedestrian-driven city.  If you are brave enough to engage the bus system, it is 

excellent – and the main way that locals get around.  But most of the time you will be walking to 

and from the city’s attractions and the College.  There is a slight incline in terrain from the river 

at the bottom of St. Aldate’s to High Street and beyond.  While the streets have ample 

crosswalks, pedestrian-only streets, and decent lighting, it’s an ancient city, and the pavement is 

often uneven.  Make sure you bring appropriate footwear, watch your step, and consider a 

walking stick if you have trouble with balance.  Also…there are steps everywhere!  With the 
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exception of the Great Hall, I don’t recall seeing a working lift in any other building in Christ 

Church College (or most other places in Oxford).  
 

IT Woes 

 

Apparently, the thick stone walls of Christ Church College are lovely for survival, but not the 

stuff that Wi-Fi developers dream of!  The guest Wi-Fi system is unsecured and “iffy” – don’t 

count on uninterrupted service.  You can only log onto one device with your Wi-Fi password at a  

time, so you cannot access Wi-Fi on your phone and laptop simultaneously, for example.   

The IT department is usually available to help resolve problems at least one day per week 

during tea-time.  But I 

would recommend that you 

anticipate limited ability to 

connect with the Internet.  

 

A Few Miscellaneous 

Things 

 

When I was planning my 

first trip for the OUDCE 

Summer Theology 

Programme in 2014, I had a 

lot of anxiety and many 

questions.  For example, I 

wasn’t sure if I should come 

early or where the best place  

to stay would be if I did.  For  

me, the answer is “yes.”  I find that I need almost 1 day to adjust for every hour of time change 

difference to really feel like I’m operating at normal energy levels.  You can contact Christ 

Church College to see if they have “bed & breakfast” accommodations available if you arrive a 

few days early – though you would likely have to change rooms when the programme begins.  

University Rooms is another option – they source bed & breakfast accommodations from among 

all the Colleges in the Oxford University system.  Here’s a link. 

   

I was also anxious about the “semi-formal dress” requirements for the opening and closing 

banquets in the Great Hall.  You will see a wide range of attire – from pretty dressy formalwear, 

to clothing that might be categorized as “business casual” and everything in between– so don’t 

feel like you have to invest in anything special (unless you want to, of course)!  There was no 

sense of judgment or awkwardness – everyone is accepted as they are for who they are.  

 

Though studying at Oxford had been a lifelong dream, as the date of my first trip was 

approaching I found myself getting worried about whether or not I would fit in.  I needn’t have 

worried.  Everyone was very approachable, interested, respectful and affirming.  The whole 

atmosphere is one of mutual joy in learning, and everyone’s contributions are welcomed and 
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valued.  I felt at home after a few minutes at the first opening reception, because the people – 

from the wait-staff to the tutors – were friendly, welcoming, and disarming. 

 

 

 

Encouragement 

 

You will be changed and enriched by the experience if you choose to attend one of the 

OUDCE’s Summer Theology Programmes.  And – if you are like me – you will find that once is 

NOT enough.  I can’t wait to be there again next year! 
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