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This paper is framed by the idea of blurred encounters – in particular the encounters between faith groups and other partners in the Third Sector, Government and local authorities. I then move on to talk about the issue of different levels of miscommunication between faith and non-faith based sectors, based on research carried out in Manchester 2002-5. I will offer a strategy for addressing the problematic of miscommunication through a common language based on capitals before concluding with some brief remarks about what do we mean by religious literacy and whether we need to find other bridging concepts or metaphors apart from capital?
Blurred Encounters – good or bad?

If relationships are blurred between two individuals or institutions then it can feel good if it suggests an apparent consensus about we what do together– we may also enjoy being accepted as part of a constituency that perhaps in the past we felt excluded from. The downside to blurred encounters is that you can lose your sense of who you are - your essential identity or ethos. And if that happens, the initial euphoria and excitement about being part of a larger consensus can turn to cynicism and frustration because you suddenly realise that your identity – those values and visions that mark out your unique selling point - is actually important to you. You feel you might be selling out if you allow the boundaries of this new relationship to be too blurred. Your frustration might even turn to anger if you find that while there is talk about blurred encounters and the sharing of resources and power the actual reality of how power and resources are shared has not fundamentally changed. You discover that your identity – your unique selling point - is more of a means to an end for others to use in the pursuit of wider political goals that are not of your choice or making. And internalised anger usually turns to ‘burn out’ or depression – because the one thing that motivated you – your visions, values and ideas - have been rendered inoperable by the fog of the blurred encounter. You may feel you have lost your moral bearing and energising ethos. At worst you may feel slightly conned – even exploited. 
That I suggest, is how some faith groups can feel about the invitation to become co-creators of civil society, joint-providers of social enterprise and social capital. We certainly found it expressed in our research by some of the churches we worked alongside in urban regenerated parts of Manchester. As the French philosopher Jacques Derrida pointed out - when talking about the art of hospitality – whenever we risk an encounter with another outside our normal experience, there are risks involved. We can either eat well – in other words enjoy a rich feast of new experiences and learnings and develop our existing understanding of the world, or we can be eaten – in other words we find our essential identity consumed within the encounter until nothing of value with which we entered into the relationship is left. I think at the moment some faith groups (and maybe not just faith groups) are asking within this context of multi-level governance and post-bureaucratic localism;  are we eating well or are we being eaten?
Blurred Encounters and regeneration 

In our WTF research, we encountered some of the pain and confusion that can be caused by these blurred encounters, which revolved around the concept of regeneration. Back in 1999, Rob Furbey wrote an interesting article about the word. He traced some of its origins, from Stoic philosophy Christian Gnosticism, Hindu theology through to the nineteenth century liberal socialist tradition of Ruskin and Tolstoy and on to New Age and post-modern religions connotations in which psychological pathways to self-development are emphasised. He concluded that the concept of ‘regeneration’ offered an infinitely inclusive canopy under which all may shelter and agree. 

This infinitely useful yet opaque word certainly caused some confusion within the church groups that we worked with in Manchester. They were drawn towards its semi-mystic connotations with the hope that they would be allowed to interpret regeneration in a dynamically spiritual as well as utilitarian way. Yet the framework of discourse wasn’t established to allow them to express this. Many churches and other faith groups have striven hard to reframe their work in the technocratic targets-based language that the regeneration industry requires and created the formalised accountability structures that perhaps over-professionalize their more informal ways of doing things. The prize at one level is funding but the collateral costs can be high. I think that some churches have seen government funding as a way of propping themselves up. However, already weakened though a lack of human and financial capital they take on tasks they cannot own as a whole and as Andrew Orton (forthcoming) has pointed out, many church-based projects suffer premature burnout or else lose their former support base by being seen to adopt an overtly liberal or secular agenda. 
In other words, deploying the language of regeneration has been primarily about one way traffic. Church and other faith groups have striven to adapt to secular understandings of regeneration i.e. housing led regeneration, public service provision, health, crime and education targets etc. However, a strong perception emerged from our Manchester research that churches’ understandings of regeneration were not so welcome. They felt that their language and values had been ‘hijacked’  by other partners for the sake of ticking the right boxes - a way of monitoring and evaluation which ignore the deeper changes to institutional culture that are required for real regeneration to occur. They also felt that government rhetoric on engaging faith communities and local government implementation of this rhetoric remains largely tokenistic in the sense that faith communities are still absent from the ‘tables of power’.
Different conceptual frameworks – Transcendent vs. immanent

To be fair to non-faith based partners, there is something institutionally intrinsic to faith groups that can make communication and understanding difficult. James Hopewell (1989) studied three congregations in America over a period of three years with the aim of listening to the stories that shaped their almost unconscious perception of who they are and their  role in the wider world. He identified four types of narratives in congregational life: romantic, comic, tragic, ironic. Romantic tales referred to an heroic sense of adventure and excitement and romantic mission. One example from our Manchester based research was from an Eden youth project where team members elect to live in the community for a minimum of five years
we would talk about a God whose love and compassion for people is worked out through people, that that mission of God, if you like, doing his missionary bit by coming from heaven to earth is replicated by Christians who will continue to live out that purpose and emulate, in as far as it is possible to emulate the life of Jesus, you know, showing compassion… putting himself into places, you know of, I suppose darkness, if you like.
(Baker and Skinner, 2005: 41)
Tragic tales portray in Hopewell’s terms ‘the decay of life and the necessary sacrifice of the self before resolution occurs’ (Hopewell, 1987: 60). The world is a harsher and more dangerous place and the heroic self must endure death in order to achieve resolution, a story clearly linked to the story of Christ’s crucifixion. Another example from our research of such story-telling is from a liberal Anglican parish church in Wythenshawe whose attempts to run a Learn Direct programme was constantly thwarted by burglaries and carjackings of computer equipment.
I mean we had all these burglaries last year… and in that I was very aware of the cross and how actually we were called to be faithful in spite of the painfulness of that and I suppose when the Learn Direct Centre which had been going so well was closed down by the carjacking in January that was a real sense of death and of loss and of brokenness… I think the PCC were very clear that actually if we chose to start the Learn Direct Centre up again, we were choosing to be burgled again. Reality is what that means…to take up our cross, but that that was what we as a Christian community were called to do. 




(Baker and Skinner, 2005: 41)
Comic narratives are those stories which produce a happy ending  brought by the realisation of an unknown truth- a revelation  (or gnosis) that dispels the crisis and the narrative moves from problem to solution. Ironic stories are those which challenge the heroic; 
“Miracles do not happen; patterns lose their design; life is unjust, not justified by transcendent forces. Trapped in such an ironic world, one shrugs one’s shoulders about reports of divine ultimacies and intimacies. Instead of experiencing such supernatural outcomes, one embraces one’s brothers and sisters in camaraderie.” (Hopewell, 1987: 61)

Within our Manchester research there was very little emerging that was ironic or comic,  perhaps connected to the fact that in comic and ironic tales it is the self which is in control – either resolving the situation  or rejecting the transcendent. In romance and tragedy by contrast , the self is either reliant on or fits into a world view which is controlled in some way by a greater force which they would call God. God is present in suffering and will redeem it in some way. God will lead people on a journey and is worthy of being trusted.
These extracts I think show where issues of religious literacy are embodied with greatest force. How does one reconcile forms of language which express such radically different world-views – one set of languages and values will always claim a higher, transcendent authority as the basis for action and setting benchmarks. The other looks to empirical evidence bases and humanly defined legal structures or market mechanisms to justify its approach. It operates within immanent terms of reference. 
Having identified some aspects of the problematic, what might be solution? One way forward, which my research has focussed on, might be to develop the prevalent theoretical construct of social capital with reference to the role and identity of faiths in civil society. 
The rise of Spiritual and Religious Capital
The pervasive growth of social capital theory has led to a resurgence in capital theory generally. Thus, within the ‘ecology’ of the social capital field, spiritual and religious capitals have emerged as subsets. For example, a literature review by  Iannaccone and Klick, 2003) for a $3 million Templeton Foundation research programme assumes spiritual capital to be ‘The effects of spiritual and religious practices, beliefs, networks and institutions that have a measurable impact on individuals, communities and societies’ (Metanexus, 2003). Pierre Bourdieu (1991) makes no reference to spiritual capital, but sees religious capital deployed to maintain the stability of the habitus – the domain of presuppositions held by religious people that are inculcated by transcendent symbols and hierarchies of production in the religious field – for example the role of priests as guardians of the sources of revelation which are mediated down to lay people. Thus religious capital keeps the religious field in good, working order.
In contrast, the William Temple Foundation defines spiritual and religious capital in the following ways based on three years close mapping and reflection on the experience of nine different church communities engaged in areas of rapid re-gentrification in Manchester.

We are aware of the distinction between these two terms, but also their close connection. 

· Religious capital is the practical contribution to local and national life made by faith groups. 
· Spiritual capital energises religious capital by providing a theological identity and worshipping tradition, but also a value system, moral vision and a basis of faith. Spiritual capital is often embedded locally within faith groups but also expressed in the lives of individuals. 
These definitions distinguish between what motivates faith-based communities’ engagement, and their practical actions. In other words, the why and what of church (in this case) contributions to their communities. 

The ‘what’ we have defined as religious capital – i.e. the concrete actions and resources that faith communities contribute. 

The ‘why’ we have defined as spiritual capital – i.e. the motivating basis of faith, belief and values that shapes the concrete actions of faith communities and individuals. 

These concepts were an acknowledged influence on the recent national briefing report entitled Faithful Cities: a call for celebration, vision and justice produced by the Commission on Urban Life and Faith (2006:3) and written 20 years after the Faith in the City Report. Its concept of faithful capital refers to the two ‘distinguishing’ elements brought to the public realm by faith groups – namely their language (concepts such as ‘love’, ‘hope’, ‘judgement’,’ forgiveness’, ‘remembrance’ and ‘hospitality’) and their practices (such as ‘local rootedness’, ‘acceptance of failure’, ‘genuine participation and working together’) (2006: 3). 

So what does Spiritual and Religious capital look like?
In the light of the responses to our Manchester research, we constructed a list of key aspects of a spiritual capital approach to regeneration of poor communities which can be described as follows. Spiritual capital;  

1. Focuses on transforming people personally and spiritually, as well as improving their area physically.

2. Values personal stories, especially about how individual ‘regeneration’ occurs. 

3. Believes implicitly or explicitly that God is at work within regeneration and civil society. 

4. Accepts that there’s a lot of strong emotion felt and expressed when working for healthy communities – for example, anger, frustration, cynicism, weariness, fragility – and acknowledges the importance and significance of ‘feelings’. 

5. Introduces the values of self-emptying, forgiveness, transformation, risk-taking and openness to learning. 

6. Begins with the intention of accepting those who have been rejected elsewhere. 

7. Values people’s inner resources - seeing people as capable of creating their own solutions to their problems. Spiritual capital can also be described as a form of  liquid capital because it relates to intangibles such as ideas and visions and is not exclusively claimed by a specific religious tradition. 
Religious capital meanwhile reflects the pragmatic and functional outworkings of institutions and networks inspired by spiritual capital and so can be described as a more solid form of capital.

The link between spiritual/religious capital and social capital
I am aware that I am using terminology in quite a loose way, and that further work needs to be done in linking it in.

Social capital theory stresses the importance of relationships, networks and norms that can be used or invested by individuals and communities. According to now familiar formulations, bonding capital invested in tightly networked and homogenous groups allows you to ‘get by’, whereas bridging capital whereby you create new relationships and networks with people outside your usual group creates a form of capital that allows you to ‘get ahead’. Linking capital allows you to specifically span power differentials and, as such, is another form of ‘getting ahead’ capital. 
FBOs like all institutions and organisation can choose to invest their religious capital (buildings, volunteers etc) either for the good of their own community only (in which case it becomes a form of negative bonding capital) or for the benefit of the wider community. The risk to their investment is that on the one hand they increase their influence, acquire greater networks, and secure actual hard economic capital as well. On the other hand, the risk is also that they become disoriented and burnt out in having to meet the extra demands put upon them.

The spiritual capital (that is the drive provided by the theological beliefs, values and visions that energise their mission) as a similarly ambiguous form of capital. When it works well it undoubtedly has a multiplier effect on the existing religious capital. Two recent academic studies of faith based social enterprises in Manchester allude to the greater commitment, creativity, work ethic and originality compared to comparable projects that these enterprises exhibit in working within some of the toughest social and economic environments. However, the risk to exposing ones spiritual capital to the logic of partnerships with the Market or the State is that your spiritual capital can be changed and mutated under the pragmatic need to compromise and accommodate with other viewpoints and perspectives. To be sustainable, one’s spiritual capital requires a certain suppleness and flexibility – if it is too brittle it will snap with often painful consequences. 
I would like to conclude with three brief points.

First of all, I think there are two kinds of religious literacy. There is what I would call the ‘functionalist’ religious literacy – the ‘what to do at a civic function and how to get funding’ type of literacy (e.g. Working Together, 2004). This is okay,  but won’t actually lead to any cognitive or deep seated change. Or there is the religious literacy that is happy to engage with others at the level of values and visions and tries to understand what drives and motivates each other.  We all have values and visions  – we all have our spiritual capital even if we don’t define ourselves as religious or spiritual people (e.g. Sandercock, 2006). I would call this a ‘values driven’ religious literacy
Second, I am aware that the language of regeneration is slipping out of the political lexicon which may help clarify some of these blurred encounters. However I notice that notions of culture and cultural rebirth are possibly the new paradigm or framework by which we shape our political and civil society discourses. This is similarly an easy word to fall into uncritical collusion with - it is easier to see cultural regeneration in terms of elite and iconic urban space, rather than a cultural affirmation of those on the margins of our cities, already excluded by poverty. And will we dare to take the opportunity to ask the deeper questions about the cultural agenda and the possibility it offers to celebrate the deepest of human aspiration, creativity and yearning?
And finally, despite all I have suggested about the desirability of using capital as a way of facilitating conversations between faith-based and non-faith-based actors in civil society I am always open to searching for new metaphors and frameworks by which to discuss and the increasingly significant role of faiths in our public life. Andrew Davey has written a recent article questioning the use of the concept of faithful capital which is one the central motifs of the Faithful Cities report. He suggests that instead of faiths being ‘useful to government’ which talks of capital can imply, faiths should be modelling instead what he calls intuitive models of critical engagement. He suggests a category of ‘everyday faithfulness’ (rather than faithful capital) which can impact more on the public stage as prophetic faithfulness. This’ everyday and prophetic faithfulness’ is, if you like, a form of practical wisdom which can invigorate and inspire grassroots communities. He quotes Colombian philosopher-theologian Eduardo Mendieta thus, ‘Religion appears as a resource of images, concepts, traditions and practices that can allow individual and communities to deal with a world that is changing around them by the hour. In the new unsurveyability of our global society, religion appears as a compendium of intuitions that have not been extinguished by the so-called process of secularisation’ (Davey, 2007). 
You may have other alternative metaphors and concepts as well.

Dr Chris Baker

William Temple Foundation and University of Manchester.
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