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To think about where we are going next we need first to consider where we have come from, and the context we are in now. 

So where have we come from – in terms of religious faith based social action as an integral part of religion in the public sphere?
It seems to me that there are three strands that twist loosely together. 
· Religious faith itself, 
· the ideas that shape social action 
· and public policy. 
Each main strand is itself made up of many different strands. If we imagine each main strand as having a particular colour, and being made up of different hues of that colour, then at any one time different shades and colours will be visible on the outside, but the whole is still made up of all its parts.
So firstly faith itself – the imperative of faith to be engaged in society, to perform acts of charity, philanthropy, service - different words in different religions. All the major faiths are about the relationship between the individual and the spiritual dimension of being human and also about the relationship between people in communities and society. All the major faiths carry an imperative to act well in the world and to care for, and serve others. This was demonstrated in the social action area prepared by the Faith Based Regeneration Network for the launch of Inter Faith Week last year and in many of the events that took place in that week.
Secondly – the influence of practice and thinking about the relationships in community and society that are around in the ‘wider world’ – though we should note here that the shaping of these is an arena in which religion has been very active. The main ones are:
1. The work of Paulo Freire originating in Brazil with its concept of liberation as a result of conscientisation, a profound educative experience that liberates both oppressed and oppressors.

2. Community Development practice emerging from the process of de-colonisation, particularly from the shift from British Empire to Commonwealth.

3. Community Organising developing from the work of Saul Alinsky in the US, a highly political process.
4. The analysis that emerged from the 1960s and 70s Community Development Projects in the UK, that no matter how good the processes are that you set up in deprived areas – the impact will be limited because the root cause of the deprivation does not lie in those communities, it has systemic causes in wider society – an analysis that was so threatening to the then Labour administration that they acted quickly to shut the CDPs down. But its an analysis that we might do well to remember in the current economic situation.

5. Finally – the ideas of communitarianism associated with Ertizioni, of rights balanced by responsibilities, that had such an influence in New Labour under Blair.

The third strand – public policy 
The aspects I’m thinking of are related to three needs that Government has:
firstly the need to regenerate deprived urban and rural areas, provide good quality services at a low cost to the tax payer - leading to such policies as New Deal for Communities and Neighbourhood Renewal
secondly the need to ensure security – including, but not exclusively, Preventing Violent Extremism
and thirdly the need to have a society that is governable – which includes the Cohesion policies
Governments have for some time realised that religious faith communities have a potential to help them deliver in these areas, and also a potential to hinder the performance of government functions in these areas. This has led to an engagement with faith communities per se, for example in the Inner Cities Religious Council and the Faith Communities Consultative Council, and building the capacity of faith communities to engage in the public sphere – the Faith Communities Capacity Building Fund and Faiths in Action Fund as well as with faith groups as constituent parts of other sectors, for example the Voluntary and Community Sector (VCS). 

There have been some important positive results from the work to engage faith communities with government, these include the publication of Faith and Community in 2002, guidance for local government on working with faith communities, the acknowledgement that faith based organisations can be part of the strategy to build neighbourhoods, eg their inclusion in many LSPs, and a less measurable, but non-the-less observable and powerful effect – that faith communities and faith based organisations, on the whole, now feel much more positive about their role and relationships in local communities. 

Not so positive has been the way in which the Preventing Violent Extremism initiative has played out in many communities. But I note that this is on the agenda elsewhere today.
Some aspects of the developing relationship between government and faith communities have been instrumentalist, that is based on a view of faith communities as repositories of resources, that can be used for the delivery of government policy. 
So, where are we now?

The language of instrumentalism has certainly changed. What we were hearing latterly from the previous government was much more about active citizens working together and with other types of organisations to form civil society, and provide a whole range of ‘goods’ that society needs. The  language of empowerment too was increasingly being used by government .We are of course now in a very different economic and political situation to any we have been in before – and this is pretty much bound to result in new social and civil forms.  
The current administration is using the language of co-production of the Big Society. They are open about the fact that they don’t know precisely what this means and haven’t got a blueprint for it. Some have poured scorn on this – but I think it’s an opportunity to get in at the beginning and help shape an idea that will probably have a big influence in all our lives and particularly at community level.
What of the three stands? What changes will influence the way they develop and intertwine over the next few years?

First strand - Religious faith communities and the social action they engage in
Firstly – FBOs are becoming a little more savvy about their engagement with government. Some have now had experience of contracts and grants for the delivery of services. They have developed skills in negotiating and working in the territory between their own aims and objectives on the one hand, and those of the grant making body or commissioning body on the other, for example, the Nishkam Centre in Birmingham – a large Sikh organisation that runs a Gurdwara and a community organisation delivering services to local people.  The more they can share their experience with other FBOs the better.
Secondly – the faiths newer to Britain have had some time to develop their bonding social capital here and are swiftly developing bridging and linking social capital, their social action activities, social enterprises for example, the Gujarat Hindu Society in Preston, which grew from a small number of families meeting in each others’ houses in the 1960s, to an organisation running a thriving centre for the whole community and playing a role in local and regional civic life,
Second Strand - The ideas that shape interactions 

Community Organising seems set to become much more prominent – though on hearing those who seem keen to use it as a major tool in creating the Big Society I think I detect a degree of confusion. Community Organising is about organising already existing groups, such as tenants associations, school PTAs, unions, churches, mosques etc around pertinent local issues. It relies on a pre-existing vibrant community sector. The role that is being described in connection with the Big Society, is more of an animateur or community development role.

The other big ‘new idea’ is the Big Society, which seems to be about co-production by all the ‘stakeholders’ of a new form of civil society. It is a development from the ideas of the active citizen and empowerment, but it takes it much further and is much more radical.

Coming along with that are even more radical idea of new forms of social investment in communities, particularly in deprived communities, for example the social bond, and also the Big Society Bank, which is now a developing policy area for the Office for Civil Society.

Third strand - So what are the public policy areas likely to influence the way religion develops in the public sphere?

The economic crisis obviously looms very large. The concentration of the coalition administration on reducing the budget deficit and the associated cuts in public spending and tax rises, have many ramifications for religion in the public sphere.

There seems little doubt that the poorest in society will suffer the most. We may remember that in the last big economic downturn religious groups had two main responses; care and assistance for those in poverty, - and a vigorous and public advocacy on the behalf of the poorest, eg the C of E’s Faith in the City publication in 1985 and the establishment of Church Action on Poverty. These two approaches are not alternatives, but complementary and feed from each other. In the current situation both will be needed again. 
Another take on this is that, while we have heard much of the rhetoric associated with the ‘Big Society’ before – this time government really needs it to work. It has also put itself in a place where it will be very publicly accountable for making it work. 
But – and there is always one of these – the measures needed to implement the ‘Big Society’ ideas don’t come cheap. While it should, in the long term, develop into a sustainable, more cost effective way of delivering better quality public goods and services, and contribute to a new form of civil society, it won’t do so overnight. Capacity will have to be built, a new regime of contracting developed so that smaller, local organisations can get in on the act. There are models for this - but they will take time and resources to roll out. 
One danger is that the organisations that are already big will get bigger. Another, danger, for the community sector generally, that applies particularly to faith based organisations, is that they may rush into contracts and delivery of services without considering carefully enough the potential pitfalls, and also the impacts on their core principles and vision. This certainly happened during the last big push to get voluntary and community sector organisations delivering public services. FBOs need to be secure in their values and principles, while at the same time being flexible enough to work in partnership, in order to make real, positive differences in communities and neighbourhoods.
And finally – we need to think about the mechanisms for these three stands to inform each other and to intertwine in the most constructive manner for the good of public life. 
If I’m working in a small faith based organisation running activities or services, how do I know what ideas and examples of practice elsewhere might help me? How do I know what public policy is likely to affect me? And how do those who make such policy find out how to make it enhance what is happening at local level? 

It is the core purpose of the Faith Based Regeneration Network to operate in these areas. Along with other organisations, such as the Inter Faith Network for the UK, the Regional Forum of Faiths, each with its particular constituency and particular focus and interest, we help create the bridging and linking social capital needed for religions to play a constructive role in the public sphere.
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