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‘Telling the Stories :

 How churches are contributing to social capital’
Issues and Questions from Year Two of The William Temple Foundation’s 

current research project: academic version 
Overview
Year Two has primarily been engaged with the values, language, methodology (i.e. practical responses) and theology that have been expressed and reflected upon by churches, grassroots communities and other agencies engaged in civil renewal and regeneration in Manchester. In technical language, this research makes use of inductive, interpretive, constructivist and participative methods.
In other words we have allowed theories and patterns to emerge from the research data by listening to the ‘constructions’ our research partners have used to understand their experiences and neighbourhoods. We have identified points of consensus, as well as honest difference, in order to create debate about possibilities of change and transformation.  We have assumed that those with whom we have engaged have been active participants in the research process - a collaborative exercise which will continue in Year Three. 

Because of our research methods, this report offers interesting and bold propositions which we hope can be refined through further conversations and questioning.
However, some definite ideas are also offered which clarify existing theories and understandings of church-based contributions to regeneration and civil society. These are: 

· The wide range of contributions and the methods of engagement of nine diverse churches/church-based projects in three small neighbourhoods of Manchester. The report explores some of the values and motivations that lie behind these contributions. 

· A further understanding as to what is meant by the term religious capital. A literature review of this term suggests that this is as yet an undeveloped concept. The working definition of religious capital offered by this research is ‘Religious capital is the combined total of a church’s or faith group’s contribution to civil society comprising of the interplay between its values, language, methods of engagement and theology.’ 

· An exploration of language in regeneration and civil society – in particular the ways regeneration language and civil society discourse appear to disempower all those who use it. We have examined the way in which current regeneration rhetoric inhibits people from expressing real and more meaningful language that manages to connect with people from different sectors. Such is the disempowerment potential of this language that former Home Secretary David Blunkett recently called for a ‘new jargon of democracy’.

Religious capital – beyond a functionalist understanding

As we have seen from our literature survey, traditional definitions of civil society, social capital and faith communities employed by central and local government in the past have tended to reinforce a ‘functionalist’ and ‘conservative’ understanding of community and social cohesion. (Furby and Macey, 2005)  
When you combine (as we are suggesting) the language, values, methodology and theology of faith communities such as the churches encountered in this research you find that existing understandings of social capital are ‘thickened’ in a variety of ways. 
The following list represents what we see as the distinctive dimensions of religious capital (in relation to current civil renewal discussion) once one has amalgamated these four elements into a single dynamic product. From this list we see that religious capital energises people to flow into the spaces being created by civil society in ways that do not necessarily express themselves as power, but also as simply ‘being present’. As such, religious capital is concerned to open up the following areas of transformative practice:
1) Change people’s personal values and the circumstances of personal fulfilment as much as  providing material improvement. It explicitly holds together the need for ‘regeneration’ to occur at both micro(individual) as well as macro (community/neighbourhood/city) level
2) Value personal narrative, especially in relation to how personal ‘regeneration’ occurs (i.e. redemption or new life in the midst of experiences of suffering or despair)  

3) Create due process at the deepest level of regeneration and civil society to include the dimensions of saying sorry (repentance) and forgiveness. Transformation at this level in traditional Christian theological language is called ‘metanoia’.
4) Create proper processes of engagement that allow those directly affected by regeneration to have a say in the decisions that are taken concerning their personal circumstances rather than a ‘tick-box’ approach

5) Hold the explicit or implicit belief that a divine agency is also at work within the processes of regeneration and the building of civil society

6) Challenge and critique prevailing norms and assumptions in pursuit of a critical consensus rather than an uncritical one. This critique can include both economic and theoretical analyses as well as political and cultural ones (e.g. the colonialisation critique)

7) Accept the validity of conflicting emotions being expressed within regeneration and civil society forums; for example, anger, frustration, cynicism and often a profound sense of weariness and fragility born out of struggle (see Chapter 3). In traditional theological language, this could be called the importance of recognising the importance of suffering
8)  Practise  self-emptying (self-kenosis) which embodies  values of forgiveness, transformation, risk-taking and openness to learning. Religious capital appears willing to push the boundaries of social capital, expressed in concepts such as ‘bridging’ and ‘linking’.  Morisy’s category of ‘brave’ capital (see Chapter 5) describes the risky and often vulnerable forms of social capital that we have observed. However, there are confident, assertive, critique-based and empowerment dimensions to the contribution of churches to regeneration debates. A term such as ‘empowering’ social capital might be an appropriate addition to the civil society/regeneration canon. If one adds ‘empowering’  to Morisy’s concept of ‘brave’, then perhaps one is moving towards a distinctive contribution that can be termed ‘religious capital.’

The way ahead – Year Three
During the rest of 2005 (April to October) we would like to hold a series of conversations and seminars with our research partners from both Year One and Year Two to test out further the propositions emerging from this research. 

The three questions we think emerge sharply from this research are: 

· What is religious capital (i.e. can the eight proposed strands of religious capital identified above be further refined and developed?) 

· What does it mean practically and strategically to ‘be church’ in the light of these understandings of religious capital?

· How does the concept of religious capital influence social policy debates about the identity of faith-based communities, the nature of their contribution to regeneration and civil society and the values inherent in political governance.

Brief synopsis:
Introduction: ‘To understand better the precise role and contribution of churches and church-based projects in post-modern, post-industrialised communities to emerging understandings of regeneration and civil society.’ 

Chapter 1: places Church members and residents of our three communities describe in their own words the social and historical changes that have taken place within their churches and neighbourhoods over the past two or three generations. They also speculate as to what the future might hold for them.

Chapter 2:  values An exploration of values, principles and attitudes underpinning church-based contributions to regeneration and civil society. This exploration is conducted in interdisciplinary research panels. 

Chapter 3:  language Explores church-based rhetoric and language and the difficulties encountered by all sectors of regeneration in conveying real experience and meaning. Churches are using heroic and tragic language rather than comic or ironic (see Hopewell’s typology). Churches feel that their distinctive language has been hijacked by government in the wake of civil unrest in 2001 while at the same time ‘borrowing’ regeneration rhetoric from government. This ‘blurring of language’ is proving frustrating and contributing to mistrust and confusion.

Chapter 4 : experience of engagement Explores further some of the more difficult experiences of being engaged in regeneration and civil society from the churches perspective, and discovers a gender-based perspective of the experiences of struggle. 

Chapter 5 : types of engagement Describes some of the many emerging methodologies of engagement being deployed by different churches with different theological perspectives. Surprisingly wide areas of overlap are observed as well as distinctive contributions. Three typologies of engagement are offered. Church as learning community, Church as risk-taking community and Church as therapeutic community.

Chapter 6 : theology Explores some of the theological ‘constructs’ being used by the churches to describe the nature of their involvement with wider processes of regeneration and civil renewal. These have been categorised under the following clusters: 

· Hospitality (illustrated with case studies entitled The Feast, The Hub and The Dance)

· Talents/Gifts and Tending the Garden

· Micro-macro Change

· Prophetic Theology

· Empathy and Judgement
· Powerlessness as Power
Chapter 7 : ‘religious capital’’ Develops the idea of religious capital as the combined interplay between the language, values, methodology and theology offered by churches to the wider community. It is thus a shifting, dynamic and highly contextualised resource which sits uncomfortably with some aspects of civil society and regeneration discourse while clearly overlapping with others. Because of the difficulties discovered by this research in relation to language and rhetoric, even areas of overlapping consensus are hard to share and understand and high levels of frustration, anger and mistrust are expressed, as well as hopeful, creative and dynamic engagement. We offer the concept of empowering social capital as a distinctive contribution of religious capital. We also identify three points of connection (despite the obstacles highlighted above) between churches and the wider civil society which reflect both method and outlook. These are: 

· Hybridity
· Translation and bi-linguality
· Openness to a theology of learning
We believe that this report reflects some the richness and diversity of church-based engagement with the regeneration of local communities and that it contributes further understanding and reflection on key ideas concerning the role and identity of religious capital within post-modern urban communities and local governance.
Full text of this report available on our website www.wtf.org.uk.
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