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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 
Our Year Two report tells the story of how churches in three areas of Manchester have reacted to the change and regeneration happening around them. It tells the stories of the challenges they’ve faced, the way they’ve changed in response to their changing situations, and their hopes and fears for the future. This report allows the voices and experiences of church members and leaders in these areas to be heard, as well as drawing conclusions from the evidence presented by our partners about the unique way the churches are contributing to their communities. 

Background Information
Our Year One report, Mapping the Boundaries, laid out evidence about the background to this research, for example, the physical changes brought about by regeneration in our selected areas of Manchester. It also recounted first hand stories from people involved in regeneration at all levels about their experiences. This report, Telling the Stories, has moved beyond general mapping to focus on the questions that emerged during Year One about how the churches are contributing to social capital in urban areas undergoing regeneration. During the course of our Year Two research we’ve worked with nine varied churches and church-based projects, using church visits, semi-structured interviews and discussion panels, in order to find out and examine the distinctive contribution of churches to their communities.

The idea of social capital, and the churches’ expression of this, is an important aspect of this report. ‘Social capital’ refers to the sets of relationships people have with each other (be that through family, friends, clubs, churches etc) and the ways they use these sets of relationships to do  things for each other and the wider community. Often, when people know each other, or choose to get to know each other in a group situation, the  ‘I’ becomes ‘We’ and values such as trust, cooperation and information sharing are developed. This has benefits for those involved in the network of people, and also often for the wider community. Some examples of social capital may be neighbours keeping an eye on each other’s houses, or a group of parents of disabled children getting together to support each other. Another way of looking at social capital is through seeing it as a gift – what is given to individuals and the community through the links between groups of people. 

A term which is linked to social capital, and is also used in this report is civil society. This refers to groups of people trying to make things happen for the good of their community. So, for example, a person would be involved in civil society if s/he was meeting with people to campaign for better school crossings. Being involved in local politics, local economic schemes or neighbourhood watch projects are all other examples of participating in civil society. 

‘Religious Capital’
This report suggests that churches are offering a distinctive gift to their communities through their own brand of social capital. This gift, referred to in the report as religious capital, offers the same benefits to individuals and the wider community as the more general social capital, but the underlying beliefs and motivations are distinctively ‘church’ based. The report suggests that
these distinctive church understandings of social capital (in respect of current debates) have created new expressions, or ways of being involved in, civil society. Religious capital is the churches’ gift to the community based on Christian beliefs which are expressed in a number of ways. 

This report has identified three main ways that these underlying beliefs and values in religious capital are expressed by the churches – language, ways of working (methodology), and theology. Taken together, these three elements create a picture of what the churches are doing, why they are doing it, their frustrations and the obstacles they face, and the hope they see for the future of their communities and churches. 

What follows is a brief summary of each of the chapters in the report, followed by the eight main findings about religious capital which have been uncovered by our research. 

Chapter 1 – Communities in Context 

This chapter examines the social and historical contexts of our three research areas, and allows those we’ve interviewed to tell the story of their communities in their own words.  Our narrators describe the past situation of the areas is described first in vivid, often first hand experiences which paint a picture of the local history. Many we interviewed then referred to a point at which their areas began to ‘go downhill’, and  describe the painful process of  watching as things started to deteriorate and go wrong around them. These descriptive passages follow under the heading of ‘The Spiral of Decline’ quoting the precise words used by many of our interviewees. Each section closes with a short note about the different communities’ attitude to the future of their area, and again allows the voices of those we interviewed to come through and outline their fears and hopes as they look forward.

Chapter 2 – Emerging Values and Attitudes 

This chapter outlines the values and attitudes that lie behind religious capital and, along with language, methodology and theology, make up part of its diverse contribution to the community. Thirteen key attitudes which emerged from the discussion panel conversations are outlined, for example, being a good neighbour and acknowledging the importance of transforming people’s behaviour as well as their physical surroundings.  Foundational values which churches felt were very significant include:
· Seeking forgiveness

· Promoting intimacy

· Valuing the individual 

· Caring for those in need 

· Expecting transformation

· Promoting empowerment

Seeking justice and equality
This chapter concludes that a central value underlying religious capital is the desire for genuine participation and working together with other organisations. However, due to a lack of ‘connection’ and understanding between churches and other partner organisations, the opportunities for meaningful communication are greatly decreased. The blockage in communication is not so much that values and attitudes are not shared between different groups, but that there is no language to translate these shared beliefs to each other.


Chapter 3 – Language 

In this chapter, some of the difficulties and frustrations the churches feel about language and communication are examined. The rhetoric and jargon of regeneration is discussed, along with evidence that this language is alienating to people at all levels and on all ‘sides’ of regeneration debates. In order to back this claim up, evidence that former Home Secretary David Blunkett himself called for a ‘new jargon on democracy’ is presented, alongside detailed examination of the transcripts of our interviews with church leaders/members. The origins of the current language of regeneration are discussed, and the possibility and desirability of a new language is examined. The cross-over and mutual borrowing from Christian and regeneration language are discussed next, followed by a section looking at the churches use of ‘heroic’ and ‘tragic’ stories, whereby the church struggles and suffers in order to gain an ultimate prize. This is examined alongside Christian beliefs about salvation and the resurrection of Christ.

Chapter 4 – Exploring the Experience 

This chapter examines in more detail some of the frustrations and hurts expressed by the churches. It is acknowledged that the overall tone of the interviews and discussion panels was realistic – the people we spoke to held optimistic and pessimistic views, but these were fairly well balanced. However, much of the negative experience mentioned by our interviewees was only hinted at and alluded to, possibly in order to present a positive front for this report. We felt it was important to carefully look at these experiences in order to identify problems faced by those creating religious capital. Negative experiences included the lack of real change for communities experiencing regeneration, the lack of community power within the regeneration process and a sense within the churches of being rejected or ignored by the communities they are trying to serve. The observation is also made about the different gender’s  responses to obstacles – men typically presenting a sense of motivating battle and fight, whilst the women appeared to see it more as an exhausting struggle. 

Chapter 5 – Emerging Methodologies 

This chapter examines the different practical ways that churches are responding to the changing context and needs around them. This gives an insight into how the church is physically giving to the community through religious capital. These methodologies are examined in a number of ways. For example, through process descriptors – i.e. short passages of linked words from the interviews which describe the processes of change as seen from the churches’ perspective. Another way of looking at methodologies is through specific case studies – for example, the ‘risk-taking community’ model, in which members of a church, working with the encouragement of the local police and Council, engage with young men involved in gangs or other forms of violent street crime. The ‘risk’ this methodology carries emerges not only in  physical danger, but also the possibility of risk to one’s  individual and church identity and integrity when working in partnership with secular agencies. 
Chapter 6 – Theology
This chapter examines the theology which informs the churches’ expression of religious capital, as well as being held alongside values, language and methodologies to form part of religious capital itself. Several major theological themes which emerged from our interviews and discussions are examined, including empathy and judgment, powerlessness as power and hospitality. The way in which these theological themes are displayed through the churches physical outworking of religious capital is also discussed. 


Chapter 7 – Conclusions 

This chapter draws together the above themes and findings, and offers eight important observations about religious capital, which:
1) is committed to changing individuals on a personal, spiritual level, as well as improving their physical environments. 

2) puts considerable emphasis on the importance of personal stories, especially in relation to how personal ‘regeneration’ occurs.

3) is concerned with creating processes at the deepest level in individuals and organisations, which would include the dimensions of saying sorry and forgiveness.

4) aims to create proper processes of church and community engagement that allow those directly affected by regeneration to have a say in the decisions that are taken.

5) is committed to the belief that God is at work within the processes of regeneration and the building of civil society.

6) is prepared to challenge accepted norms and assumptions and is more interested in a critical consensus rather than an uncritical one. This can include economic, theoretical political and cultural analyses.

7) is prepared to accept the validity of conflicting emotions being expressed within regeneration and civil society: for example, anger, frustration, cynicism, weariness and fragility. In theological language, this could be called the importance of recognising the importance of suffering.

8) pushes the boundaries of traditional social capital by introducing the values of self-emptying, forgiveness, transformation, risk-taking and openness to learning. 
We offer the concept of empowering social capital as a distinctive contribution to this debate.
A Request
We hope that the findings of this report will not be the end of the discussion. We ask that you join us in the next stage of the debate about religious capital by offering your response to this report as we enter into our Year Three research. There are three questions which we are particularly interested in exploring further as we enter the final year of this research:

1. What is religious capital (i.e. can the eight strands of religious capital outlined above be further developed?)

2. In the light of these understandings of religious capital, what does it mean practically and theoretically to ‘be church’?

3. How could the concept of religious capital shape future social policy debates about the nature and role of faith-based communities and values of civil society?
Please let us know your thoughts on these issues. Your insight and reactions are valuable to us. Be in touch.
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