Core Cities Theology Network

This short paper outlines the reasons for and scope of a Core Cities Theology Network (CCTN). It proposes a two year pilot project (2005 and 2006) that will both bring the network into being and we hope enable other, similar pieces of work to be initiated in other parts of England. The proposal has been formulated by urban theology practitioners in Liverpool, Manchester, Newcastle upon Tyne and Sheffield, four of the 8 core cities defined by the English Core Cities Group (see http://www.corecities.com for further information). 
Purpose 

The CCTN will create an environment of solidarity and support for those engaged in urban mission and public policy so that more effective ways of being the church in the core cities context might be enabled.

Aims

The CCTN has two aims which will be central both to the initial two year process and, we hope, to the ongoing network:
1. To reflect theologically on the experience of being the church in different English Core Cities, each of which is experiencing huge changes in physical space, political and culturally identity and in social and economic arenas. 

2. To share good practice with regard to mission and identity of the church in new contexts of urban plurality and restructuring.  

Outcomes of the Pilot Scheme
At the end of the two years the process will have achieved three key outcomes in the areas of knowledge and skills:
1. Come to a considered sense of the concept of a core cities theology network from a theological perspective.
2. Reflected on the nature of emerging church in the core city context and related the conclusions to the similarities and differences between contexts.

3. Shared good practice with regard to engaged communities in the core city context amongst participants. 
Through achieving these three main outcomes, we will also have made contribution to the following outcomes:  

4. Developed a greater understanding of the implications of the secular core cities agenda for cities and their regions, including having reflected upon the ‘core city’ concept itself. 

5. Explored how social spaces in globalising core cities might be created where participants are free to share their experience of increasing urban diversity. 

6. Reflected on our own processes of working within the plural social spaces that this scheme will create.

7. Developed local theology networks within each of the four Core Cities, principally by enabling an increase in confidence to critique a particular Core City’s agenda.   

Outputs of the Pilot Scheme 
The scheme will produce a number of outputs that may be used as resources for future development. At the end of the process we will have:

1. Written a report which will detail the learning gained during the regional meetings and the residential conference (including the learning about process). 

2. Have enabled both the creation of a theology network across four core cities and made proposals for ways for this to continue.
3. Have disseminated information on the process to other networks of Core Cites that might engage in a similar process.

Processes
A threefold process is planned, the first part of which is well underway:
1. A taster event in each Core City designed to introduce the idea of a Core City Theology Network and raise awareness of the issues affecting each Core City (political, social, cultural and theological). 

2. In each Core City during 2005 a day conference is to be held, drawing together a hub or network of individuals and representatives of key organisations to reflect on the nature of their own particular Core City. Stories, questions and themes will be identified which may be placed alongside those emerging from the other Core Cities. Observers from the other three cities would be present to ensure continuity and coherence between the meetings. 
3. During 2006 a residential weekend is to be held, drawing the four theological hubs together. A maximum of 25 persons from each Core City will gather. Drawing from the experience of the local day conferences, each city will share in detail their situation and context, and each participant will be involved in bringing their experiences of local, rooted initiatives in overlapping areas of city life. 

It is envisaged that nearly half the participants will be ‘not busy people’ and not obvious gatekeepers or activists, rather citizens who are experiencing everyday life in the city and perhaps who do not realise how much their activity impacts on their locality. The remaining participants will be local theological course attendees, pioneers, people from ‘centres of energy’, LSP representatives and members of faith communities.
The process of sharing through telling and recording stories will develop the ‘learning cycle’, involving key non-theological disciplines. In this way theology will be integral to issues of strategy and local action. Facilitation, including careful recording, will be important to ensure that the praxis model of reflection is followed. The emphasis will be on being experts to each other and therefore on mutual learning.
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