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INTRODUCTION
I’m very glad to be here today, sharing in this spring conference with you; the German theologian Jurgen Moltmann identifies a tendency among Christians to concentrate on the text they preach rather than the context in which the gospel must be proclaimed, so it’s important to say at the outset that I speak from a Scottish experience and context, and there are some respects in which Scottish church life, Scottish civic society, and the relationship between the two are somewhat different from that in other parts of Britain. Nevertheless I also believe that there are enough common concerns and values to make the attempt worthwhile.

THE CHALLENGE OF A CHANGING CONTEXT

The theme for today, ‘Challenge and Integrity; the role of the churches in partnership’, is a fascinating and important one. After Moltmann, I’d like to begin, by saying a little about the context in which partnership takes place, because all of us operate within a wider social reality which shapes and is in turn shaped by the local reality. In a globalised world, the local and the national and the international are in constant intersection, and the point of intersection is often what we have come to refer to as ‘civic society’, the non-governmental, voluntary aspects of public life of which the church is considered to be a part.

Many of the assumptions that Christians in the 1950s could make about the nature of their communities no longer apply. We live in a western country in an era which is democratic,  multi-cultural, and in which people follow many different faiths and none. Christianity, the historic religion of Britain, as an institution has been throughout its history for the most part patriarchal, authoritarian, and has often sought to impose its own dominant culture on the places where it has evangelised. The tensions between these different ways of seeing the world are self-evident

The democratization brought about by such changes in the 20th century as the universal franchise, equal opportunities legislation with regard to ethnicity and gender, changes in family law, the opening up of continuing education to a much greater part of the population, and the explosion in information technology has also meant an altered relationship to authority, which has affected all our institutions; government, monarchy, law and order, education, and the church. This critique of power and authority is part of what has come to be known as post-modernism. 

Modernism took root in societies because of the belief that the power of reason, the truth of so-called value free science and the power of technology would break new ground in social well being and carry along in its momentum ethics, morality and culture – all remade according to the impetus of progress. As we realize now, material conditions improved in many respects, but the trade-offs with the cult of modernity and its uses of science have been enormous and damaging for huge parts of the world’s population and its natural habitat. So in almost every area of life, from gender roles to the nature of work to the role of religion, this is a time of radical transition and re-evaluation. The focus of values is shifting now from the institutional to the relational. In a capitalist system, the criteria for evaluation are extrinsic, they are set by the market. The shift to having these also be the criteria for relationship is well underway.

It is as part of this process of re-evaluation that many churches have been rethinking their understanding and practice of service in a changed community context. So the first challenge I would identify is that of engaging with a radically changed social context.

THE CHALLENGE OF DIALOGUE

Historically, the involvement of the church in the community, both locally and globally, has been understood as happening in two distinct forms; in pastoral engagement and in missionary outreach. 

Pastoral care as a way of the church being involved in the community, both in local neighbourhoods and in civic society generally, is well-established, accepted and broadly speaking, well received by the society. The other historical form of community involvement is missionary outreach. However, understandings of how this is to be done have changed considerably since the heyday of what used to be known as overseas and home mission. 

The Irish missionary theologian Donal Dorr identifies a ‘sending-out’ theory of mission as dominant between 1850-1960. Its consequence was to be a kind of ‘gathering-in’, whereby all the world, both globally and locally, was to be drawn into Christian commitment and fellowship, so fulfilling the mission of the church to transform the secular world into a Christian world. Though this ‘Crusader’ model applied particularly to foreign mission, many of the same attitudes applied in church activity in Britain, particularly in regard to poor people. But these attitudes are simply not acceptable, and they’re certainly not effective, for partnerships in civic society. Today, alternative and more appropriate models are evolving for a changed world:

· A world where we also look for and find the Spirit at work outside the present boundaries of the church

· A world where there is a genuine pluralism and where we respect, appreciate and learn from the religious beliefs of others

· A world where the Christian message is no longer identified with Western civilisation, and vice versa, and where we see many ways in which non-Christian cultures may be far closer than our own to the Christian vision and values

· A world where we have an integrated concept of human liberation and development, replacing the sharp dualisms of body and spirit, of this life and the next life, of church and world, of nature and grace.

· A world where patriarchal values and models of thought and action are being questioned and where we are called to give the feminine its full value.

· A world where the missionary can no longer be a ‘lone ranger’ but has to work co-operatively, as part of a team

For this model, the starting point has to be dialogue.  Dorr says: ‘By starting with the notion that dialogue is integral to mission, we take account of the fact that the Spirit is at work in the people being evangelized as well as the evangelizers and we acknowledge a two-way exchange of gifts. Furthermore, the notion of dialogue conveys the impression that mission is not just a matter of doing things for people. It is first of all a matter of being with people, of listening and sharing with them. 
The 1991 Vatican document, Dialogue and Proclamation, distinguishes four kinds of dialogue:

· The dialogue of life, ie, the sharing of joys, sorrows and concerns

· The dialogue of action, ie, collaboration in furthering human development and liberation

· The dialogue of theological exchange

· The dialogue of religious experience, ie, the sharing of spiritual riches such as ways of praying

And as these new understandings have revolutionized global mission strategies they have also begun to impact the life of local churches in relation to their own communities. So the second challenge I would identify is that of dialogue.

How churches engage in dialogue may vary considerably according to how they understand themselves in relation to their community. I think it’s possible to identify at least three consistent entry points, each of which has its own rationale, its own strengths and its own weaknesses:

· There are churches which understand themselves as working for the community. Their rationale is one of service; their strength often lies in a strong sense of vocation, commitment and disinterested care; their weakness, and it is, in my view a potentially very considerable one, is the danger of paternalism.

· There are churches which understand themselves as working with the community. Their rationale is one of partnership; their strength often lies in their commitment to empowerment and sharing; their weakness comes around issues of control and ownership and the extent to which partnerships remain unequal in terms of management of resources of money, plant and personnel. 

· There are churches which understand themselves as working as the community. They understand and want to solve the problems of their community because they are their own problems. Their rationale is one of struggle and hope; their strength is a huge solidarity, both in the way they are perceived by others in their community (they are not outsiders) but also by virtue of the simple fact that they have nowhere else to go; though they could, in theory, disengage from the church, they cannot disengage from the community. Their weakness may be in the possibility of losing their vision; since such churches in my experience are almost always  unfashionable and underresourced and face huge practical problems. In such a context, sheer exhaustion is always a factor.

Of course, there are considerable areas of overlap between these three categories, particularly the first two, and within any congregation it is possible to find all three understandings represented. In fact, some of the greatest challenges in dialogue and partnership are between such differing perspectives within churches.

To move beyond the safe confines of the church and engage in partnership and dialogue means people having to expose their faith, their hopes and their failures out in the open, sometimes having to take a public stand on issues of civic concern or injustice. Privatised faith makes no impact, offers no challenge to mainstream secular culture, because it does not exercise discernment or any kind of prophetic vision in it. Therefore, partnership with integrity means engaging with the challenge of moving:

· from private faith to public discipleship
· from personal comfort to shared vulnerability

· from self-sufficency to interdependence

I think there is also a very exciting challenge for churches to be enablers or facilitators of dialogue. In a fragmented society, the church needs to acknowledge its position as a fragment but at the same time, to recognize a role in bringing the various fragments together, not for open conflict or conversion, but for conversation. Their historic role, their visibility in local communities, and very often, the fact that they can offer public space, makes this a real possibility.

In Scotland in the last ten years, there has been a considerable growth in the number of church-based community projects and partnerships. The commitment to dialogue, however, can be seen most strongly in areas of joint action which have developed over the years on justice and peace issues, such as housing, support for asylum seekers and in what might broadly be termed women’s initiatives, on such concerns as domestic abuse. 

THE CHALLENGE OF GOOD PRACTICE

In seeking to bring the values of Jesus into the community (and of course, it is important to remember that they will also be there already, and sometimes in the people and groups we least expect), good practice is a crucial principle and an ongoing challenge. Values are communicated not just in what we do but in how we do it, therefore consistency of means and ends is a message in itself, the message of integrity. We take care of what we value; good practice is a form of taking care.

In being proactive rather than reactive in partnership the following factors are important in shaping a good, effective, trust-building process:

· Identifying needs (including being honest about one’s own, personally and collectively)

· The widest possible consultation on concerns, hopes and desired outcomes

· Defining aims and objectives for the work

· Clear guidelines for group processes and decision-making (constitutions, standing orders, or equivalent)

· Identifying where help is needed. This may involve employing consultants with specialised skills, undertaking training of different kinds, drawing in skilled individuals on a voluntary basis, speaking to other groups with similar aims and objectives

· Devising structures for transparency and accountability in implementation; financial, ethical, legal, etc

· Taking cognisance of statutory safeguards and requirements on, eg, child protection, health and safety, environment, insurance, employment, equal opportunities

· Ongoing programme of review, evaluation, monitoring and spiritual reflection

The breakout sessions today address many of these issues of good practice.

Facing difficulties

With the best will in the world, difficulties and tensions do arise in  partnerships. These can include

· ‘Founder’ syndrome – the inability to move on when the originators of the partnership also move on – or their inability to let go!

· dealing with issues of loss and bereavement related to letting go of an older church identity

· managing conflict, in particular, those related to power-sharing. Where one partner is seen as having the power to enforce their wishes, partnership is then heavily dependent on the goodwill of the dominant partner, and anger, fear and unwilling compliance may begin to creep into the feelings and actions of the less powerful partner. But equalising power means one partner relinquishing power, and even if the potential gains in trust are great, letting go of advantage is never easy.

· the growth and ‘growing-up’ , or even the ‘growing-away’ of a relationship or shared task

Communication and respect for differing points of view can go some way to resolving tensions, but some of them must be lived with and struggled with. Sometimes, just staying with the struggle is actually how people learn to trust each other and build relationships. But there are important resources to draw on as communities of faith:

· the assurance that the Spirit of God is with people in their search and struggles, in solidarity with other committed people, for a model of life that respects people and shows care for the environment

· a legacy of fundamental values which make up the social teaching of the churches

· the resources of hope, inspiration, wisdom, energy, spirituality and theology of a significant number of people who are dedicated, committed and prepared to devote their lives to what may seem to be an impossible dream

What churches can offer

The participation of faith communities in partnerships is significant from the perspective of the wider community also, for the sake of its integrity:

· Faith communities have often been excluded, or excluded themselves from community initiatives; this is a redressing of the balance

· Faith is an important factor in the construction of identity and belonging

· Their participation in faith communities provides many people with a sense of solidarity and empowerment which can aid  community development 

· Belonging to a faith community can provide vital personal support networks

· Faith is often seen as a unifying factor; it can be a means of drawing people together round common issues

· Differences, including those associated with faith, are to be celebrated and valued.

· Faith communities often have resources (especially buildings) and a range of contacts which can assist partnerships to understand the needs and concerns of a particular area.

· Faith communities have the potential to reach a wider audience, as they often cut across cultural, class and ethnic divides

· Faith communities are potentially a powerful lobby for bringing about social justice

Finally, I want to remember that partnership is a two-way traffic, 

The rejoicing of a private and exclusive community fails to invite all to hope. That is not the gospel. Hope with all creation and rejoice with all creation! What a far-reaching horizon! This horizon is not a hallucination. For God, no one is stranger. We cannot love our neighbours unless we are open to being loved by our neighbours. We cannot extend hospitality to strangers unless we accept hospitality from strangers. The gospel upholds this two – way traffic. One – way traffic breeds self – righteousness. ‘…a woman came with an alabaster jar of very costly ointment of nard, and she broke open the jar and poured the ointment on his head.’ Deeply impressed by this hospitality – even as it caused a considerable commotion among onlookers – Jesus accepts and commends her. ‘Truly I tell you, wherever the good news is proclaimed in the whole world, what she has done will be told in remembrance of her.’ (Kosuke Koyama)

Notes for my closing address

The Magna Centre-a powerful symbol of regeneration; a reminder of the death of an industry, but also a reminder that death is not the last word. At the heart of the gospel is the same message. Do we have something to offer in partnership-yes, we have that story of new life to tell, in word and sign and action.

We do this, not just as Christians, but as citizens and above all as human beings who live in communities. Because we have this huge common ground, therefore we are involved in partnerships and alliances. Michael Taylor, former Director of Christian Aid, observed that of all the reasons why partnerships fail –lack of time, cultural differences, pressures of work, etc- the most important is that of inequality; of access, of resources, of knowledge, of power. In a society in which inequality is increasing, we need to be particularly sensitive to this challenge. Do we have something to offer in partnership-yes, we have that belief in the equality of all people in the sight of God.

The story of Christ’s cleansing of the temple challenges racism, but it also still powerfully challenges the dominance of the economic; the moneychangers exploited the poor and caught them in a trap of indebtedness – and the moneylenders still do that today! This challenges us, not just in our partnerships but in our own churches, to address issues of redistribution, of who controls the budgets-do we still want to do that, retain that power? We have to be prepared to be accountable for public money, and to question what constitutes private money in the sight of God. Do we have something to offer in partnership-yes, we have that belief in the intrinsic worth of people regardless of their utility, skills or market valuation.

Opportunities

In order to take up the challenge and opportunities of partnership, we need to work at:

Good faith – respecting and encouraging the skills and commitment of politicians, professional practitioners (the majority of those attending the Convention) and local people who have the most experiential knowledge and hence the most expertise (but where were the local people at the Convention?)

Good practice –goodwill and good intentions are not enough. We carry the baggage of much bad practice, but we can lay this down and gain real authority and credibility by our willingness to learn, respect others and give real time to partnership.

Good friendships –just being human together, and being ready to let go of our blueprints, agendas and need to control

In all of this, we will be aided by the qualities of imagination, humility and persistence!

David Rayner: 

The importance of commitment to values in politics and in public life as counter to events in recent local elections were stressed by David Rayner (Secretary of the Inner Cities Religious Council) in his speech delivered on behalf of Tony McAnulty, Minister for Inner Cities.

“And what a great setting - Rotherham's Magna Centre. The Centre is an outstanding example of what can be done to transform industrial heritage buildings. Magna has given the former steelworks a new lease of life, making a dynamic link between past, present and future. It has a vision.

The Churches Commission is also inspired by a vision. First of all to make sure that the regions churches are fully engaged in the new regional structures and initiatives. A deeper motivation must surely be the churches' long commitment to social justice. As William Temple, one of the last century's greatest Archbishops said: 'The church is the only organisation that exists for the benefit of those outside it.'

Role of faith based communities

And the key message for today must be that faith communities have a tremendous role to play in renewing our towns and cities. Three key statements of policy: Urban White Paper rejects '1 size fits all' policy in favour of place-based policy making in which local people play key role; National Strategy for Neighbourhood Renewal dealing with long term, persistent disadvantage; Sustainable Communities Plan housing strategy at the core of it

We want to make our towns and cities places where people will want to live: places where there's decent and affordable housing; where local services meet everyone's needs; where the streets, public spaces and parks are attractive and well looked after; most of all, where there's a sense of community, pride of place and a sense of belonging for everybody

And I strongly believe that faith communities have a vital role to play in building a sense of community and in releasing the talents and abilities of local people. That must be part of the 'foundation charter' of every faith community. Faith communities have a great deal to offer, such as:

· community buildings

· access to local networks

· the skills and knowledge of local, committed people
Releasing the potential of faith communities

The question is how to release this potential of faith communities to help urban regeneration. Last year the Inner Cities Religious Council began a series of pilots in New Deal areas for exploring how faith communities are getting involved. What's working and what isn't? What are the barriers and how are people dealing with them?

Working in partnership with faith communities at the neighbourhood level, the projects - based in Bradford, Wolverhampton and Tower Hamlets - will help to develop good practice which can be promoted more widely. The Bradford project is making really good progress. Local faith communities have been mapped and a local faith forum is being developed. A forthcoming highlight will be the Faith Festival to be organised in July as part of the Bradford Trident Summer Celebration.

The NDC projects are building on some of the foundations that ICRC has helped to establish such as the Local Government Association's 'Faith and Community'. 'Faith and Community' is a straightforward guide to getting the best out the relationship between faith communities, local authorities and other local players. It's also something of a 'watershed'. Although modest in its way, it's published by the LGA - not faith communities. It's the LGA saying to its members: 'It's a good thing to work in partnership with your local faith communities.' Today's event is about putting some of its key messages into practice.

Context of community involvement
Of course turning the recommendations of a guide like 'Faith & Community' is easier said than done! We all know the challenges. Things like getting more than the 'usual suspects' involved, finding 'community friendly' ways of working (capacity building works both ways: for professionals/public agencies, not just communities) and perhaps the most important, making sure that we really include all sections of our very diverse society.

Last month the Joseph Rowntree Foundation published its report 'Faith in urban regeneration?' the first systematic, national picture of how faith communities are getting engaged. A key finding was that mainstream Christian churches are usually most prominent among the faith communities involved in regeneration. It's not hard to see why. Their capacity to work at national or strategic level usually exceeds that of other faith communities. And this is usually reflected in its greater capacity to get involved at local level. Not always the case, but very common pattern.

But it's a picture that needs to change. We need greater equality - so that everybody can get involved. The Churches Commission has an important role to play in helping this to happen.

Last week I was in Sandwell in the West Midlands at a faith-based event. The West Midlands is to launch its Regional Faith Forum next month. The Forum began as an initiative of the Regional Assembly and has been taken forward through the West Midlands Local Government Association. So the West Midlands will have the first faith forum firmly embedded in the new regional governance structures. And just as important it means that faith communities are seen as an integral part of the regional voluntary and community sector. This is very much about being in the mainstream.

I understand that the Churches Commission is managing feasibility study on a Regional Faiths Forum funded by the Yorkshire and Humber Assembly. I want to stress that this should be right at the centre of your efforts. An acid test of the Churches Commission's effectiveness in the future will be its ability to promote greater inclusion and diversity. The churches must be seen to share their capacity with other faiths so that the inequalities we see in the Rowntree report are ironed out. The Assembly's publication on 'Religious Literacy', in which the Churches Commission was a key partner, is an excellent foundation for developing this crucial strand of work.

Who has to do what?

Central government has to get the policies right in order to encourage people to get involved in regeneration. And we have to see that others like the Regional Development Agencies and local authorities are putting their weight behind the policies. But unless local people are at the heart of it all - helping to shape the vision for the future of their own communities - we know from our experience of past regeneration that it won't work. We've often ended up with quick fixes.  But for the long term - for communities to be sustainable - community involvement and empowerment are critical. In short, the key partners in making regeneration happen are people and communities themselves.

Some local and regional developments

I know you've already got involved in some really good initiatives: your 'Angels and Advocates' report on church social action maps some of the outstanding local examples and in Bradford you are partners in the Active Faith Communities programme, which in addition to its local agenda, is creating an infrastructure for faith-based regeneration across West Yorkshire.

And in 'Faith Together in Leeds 11', the Region also has one of the best examples in the country of local service delivery by a multi-faith partnership of church and mosque. This project grew directly from a response to the needs of the local community. There are some real lessons here about growing by responding to the needs of others.

Conclusion

Everything I've been saying is about making sure faith communities are in the mainstream. And being in the mainstream means helping to bring about change at the local level. Networks for networks' sake, like meetings for meetings' sake, won't achieve anything. So your focus for this conference has to be on what will get faith communities stuck in at the neighbourhood level.

How can the resources and potential of faith communities be put to work in neighbourhoods to help bring about what we want to see everywhere - strong, cohesive communities where people choose to live because they offer a good quality of life. That's to say not places where they feel they have to live and just get by.

How can we collectively ensure, in our quest for regeneration, that no-one is left behind.

ENDS 

