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I’m delighted to be back in Norwich tonight – thank you for inviting me.  

When I was growing up, there was a very widespread view that religious faith was on the way out.  It belonged to people’s private lives – and to the past.  There were a few old people who still believed, but it would only be a matter of time before the whole thing died out.  And faith was certainly not the kind of thing to talk about in public, or to influence Government.  

We were often told that you shouldn’t mix faith and politics.   In fact, it was dangerous to mix them, and if you tried to, pretty soon someone would start setting off bombs.  Just look at Belfast, or Beirut, or Bosnia.  People wanted to banish faith from political discourse.  At best irrelevant, more likely downright dangerous, and at all costs to be kept away from Government policy.  

Today it looks very different.  Today everybody can see that faith, far from dying out, defines the identity of many people in modern Britain.  For a growing number of people, it defines their place in society.  Commentators like Richard Dawkins may not like it, but that is the reality in modern Britain.  More and more people not only happy to associate themselves with faith, but for whom it is the key element in how they think about the world and society and what is happening around them.  

We had a tough fight in Parliament to win the battle for a question on faith in the 2001 census.  But we succeeded, and almost 80% of people identified with one of the faiths, 72% with the Christian faith.  10% didn’t answer the question and only 10% said they had no faith.  Those figures shocked many people.  I read an article in one magazine which claimed people must have misunderstood the question.  No they didn’t. They understood it perfectly well.  But its not just that people claim a nominal adherence to faith.  Increasingly, faith is the basis for people’s values and their actions.  And for me its one of the most heartening developments of our time.

And by the way, let’s hear no more of you shouldn’t mix faith and politics.  The truth is, faith is a great starting point for politics.  Because we need the values which faith uniquely builds up – honesty, integrity, commitment to justice, anger about poverty, belief in the family – those are precisely the values we need to renew our politics and to make politics work.  

And for me, as a Christian on the left of politics – who understands from the Bible that tackling poverty is the key priority of politics but as a member of a party whose relationship with faith has not always been straightforward – there has never been a time as hopeful as today: a Labour Leader who quotes the Bible in his speeches to the Party conference and who freely credits the churches for their progressive influence; Barack Obama winning for the Democrats on a personal platform whose starting point is clearly faith in Christ; Kevin Rudd, a Christian Socialist, elected earlier this year to lead Australia as Labor Prime Minister.  And by the way those three will be working together when the G20 Leaders meet in London on 2 April to plan a way out of the economic crisis.

In Government, we see work with faith communities as a key opportunity to advance goals that we share.  And in Government we want to support faith communities, through the lead Department on faith, the Department for Communities and Local Government, and through other departments too.  

Its striking how wide a range of government departments have active relationships with faith groups, either through the joint service provision or in policy conversations as government engages with civil society.  Its true increasingly with local government as with national.  Recent  Government initiatives will push these developments further.

A New Chapter

Over the last 10 years we have opened a new chapter in the relations between Government and faith groups.  It reflects long overdue recognition of the immense contribution of faith, and of faith based action, in every community in the UK.  

That is why the Prime Minister, when he took over in June last year, wanted to appoint a Labour Party Vice Chair with responsibility for faith groups, and I was delighted he gave me the job, and as an adviser to the Government on faith, alongside my work as a Minister and currently as Financial Secretary to the Treasury.  

And as a Government and Party we are increasingly wanting: 

· to listen to faith communities; 

· to seek your help in shaping policy; 

· to partner with you on shared goals and service provision; 

· but also to celebrate your presence, and say thank you for the work of believers in every community in the land.  

Faith will always be deeply personal, but we are seeing more and more that faith is the impulse and motivation for invaluable public activity – for community and social engagement – and for political service too.  

My colleague Hazel Blears, Secretary of State for Communities and Local Government, and her Parliamentary Under Secretary, Sadiq Khan, are especially busy on this front.  

In July their department, DCLG launched both the Communities In Control White Paper and Face to Face and Side by Side – a framework for dialogue and social action in a multi-faith society.  (You can find them on the department’s website: www.communities.gov.uk ).  They both show the seriousness with which Government is now engaging with faith communities.

Communities In Control argues that with the right support community groups – and with faith groups explicitly included – have a huge capacity for tackling local issues.  It sets out clear principles of empowerment: focusing on the citizen rather than the system; shifting influence and responsibility into the hands of communities; recognising the value of individual and collective action; reasserting the value of political activity, challenge and debate.  Principles of participation and service which chime with gospel values and church traditions.

The White Paper places duties on local authorities – to promote democracy, to involve communities, to respond to petitions – as well as new possibilities for local mayors and neighbourhood councils.  I hope churches will see civic engagement as a ministry to their local community.

There are also resources for community and faith groups: a £70 million Communitybuilders fund to support facilities from which local services are run – an opportunity for churches as they consider how their presence at the heart of their communities might be a force for good.

‘Face to Face and Side by Side’ is the second and more faith specific document from CLG.  Its title comes from the Chief Rabbi Jonathan Sacks who captures the fact that faith communities not only talk to each other - face to face; but work and serve – side by side, in shaping the communities in which they live.

It sets out Government’s intentions:

· to encourage a faith dialogue that builds understanding and celebrates common values like integrity in public life, care, compassion and respect;

· to increase the level of collaborative social action by faith groups to achieve positive change;

· to overcome barriers to young people and women to participate in dialogue and social action.

And there is funding for these new programmes:

· A £7.5million fund for local ‘Faith In Action’ and Regional Faith Forums;

· Support for an annual Inter Faith Week;

· Web-based and other resources to promote local faith-based social action

· New guidance for local authorities and a ‘charter for excellence in public service delivery by faith groups’.

This ‘charter’ is intended to create a more level playing field for faith communities who have too often felt discriminated against in attempting to obtain contracts and funding to provide local services.

Hazel Blears in her foreword makes the point – and I quote: “When there are problems in a neighbourhood – whether it is drugs, crime, violence or pollution – faith communities are often the first on the scene, making a difference and remaining steadfast and committed where others might despair.  Their contribution should be valued and recognised.  If we fail to make the most of it, we all miss out.”  
These two new documents are big steps forward, offering great opportunities for churches and other faith groups to contribute in their local areas, and in shaping 21st century Britain.  Recognition that so many faith groups already pioneer great projects in their communities.

Reality on the Ground

A few months ago I visited a black majority church in Reading that has been worshipping for a few years in a former warehouse on an industrial estate – now an impressive church and conference centre.  It played host to our Reading inter-faith consultation organised by the local MP.  

The pastor showed me around afterwards – it wasn’t only a place of worship.  It was home to an after school club, and various youth groups, and it had a vision for a residential home for some of Reading’s most vulnerable 14-19 year olds.  And we are seeing more and more faith communities getting a vision to serve in that kind of way, and Government is now saying: “Let’s have more”.  

No local, regional or national official could look at these projects without being impressed.  But sometimes government has seemed to overlook the faith that motivates them.  To play down the faith component or require it to be hidden.  That would be entirely wrong.  As a community worker said in our meeting at Reading: "It is the oxygen I breathe in the work I do".  Take out the faith and you take out the work.  

Tomorrow, Leng and I are going to a Hope 2008 event in Walsall.  On an earlier visit there I met a project who told me their story.  They had secured the offer of funding from the Regional Development Authority for a new building.  Everything had been signed, the building work was under way, and then the key official from the agency said, "By the way, you will have to remove the word 'Christian' from your constitution".  

They said "Pardon?", and the official said "Yes, that is our policy.  We can’t let you have any of the money until you have removed the word Christian from your constitution."  The project trustees indicated that they were unwilling to comply with this demand, the talks dragged on, the building was taking shape and still no money had been handed over.  Eventually, after months of anxiety, a compromise was reached and everything was settled to everybody’s satisfaction.  And the word Christian stayed in the constitution.

And then, some months later, the project director contacted the Regional Development Agency about another project they had in mind.  He asked the same official if there would be a problem with the project’s faith basis.  "Ah, no", was the reply.  "This time, I think you might find it an advantage".  

Thinking is changing, recognising pragmatically the real contribution these projects are making.  

Culture Clash

Small, faith based and voluntary sector project leaders will eventually meet government – local, regional or national – and it will not always be a positive encounter.  An entrepreneurial spirit meets a bureaucratic one.  ‘Can do’, meets ‘must account for'.  

Of course, both cultures have their place.  Some say faith and bureaucracy can’t mix.  I believe they can and they must – even though it can be bruising and hard.  The prize is a precious one – in transformed lives of the people you serve, and transformed communities within which they live.  

This is a two way street.  On the one hand faith communities need to understand the language, processes and demands reasonably to be fulfilled as conditions for public funding.  On the other hand, local and national public servants and politicians need to understand the distinct language, ethos and practices of faith groups.  Like any good and successful relationship, patience, understanding and forgiveness will be needed in abundance on all sides.

Some argue that faith groups have a bias, and are incapable of providing non-discriminatory, equal and accountable services.  That is nonsense, as innumerable examples prove, and I welcome the Charter developed by Faithworks – explicitly now endorsed by the Department for Communities and Local Government – to help faith groups counter this view.  

Signatories agree to serve and respect all, regardless of gender, marital status, race, ethnic origin, religion, age, sexual orientation or physical and mental capability.  They acknowledge the freedom of people of all faiths or none to express their beliefs freely.

Faith can be no justification for prejudice, and neither can it provide any excuse for a lack of excellence in service provision.  Faith based organisations need to pursue excellence, professionalism and accountability – perhaps even more so given the scrutiny, and – from some quarters scepticism – they are likely to attract.  Faith based organisations providing publicly funded services should deliver them not only to a high standard – but to the highest standard.  And I hope that will be the norm.  

I have mentioned the sometimes strained relations in the past between my party – whose roots are firmly in Methodism – and faith.  Let me just finally read to you a point of view which I think we are going to hear much more of in the future.  

Neal Lawson of the left-leaning think tank Compass wrote a piece last year which I largely disagreed with.  It was a stinging attack on ministers like me.  But his key point I did agree with and is I think a key truth about modern Britain:

“They don't just talk,” he wrote.  “They do.  Religious communities are among the increasingly few places that bring people together as citizens rather than as consumers - fighting for a living wage and against poverty.  For me, as an atheist and a full-time politico, this is unsettling. … I am a secularist and believe in the disestablishment of church and state - in particular, I want to see the end of faith schools.  And, of course, religion has been the cause of terrible deeds - although none perhaps in recent years as abhorrent as those of atheists.  But in words and deeds, in the world I see around me, the positive role faith plays far outweighs the negatives.”

Conclusion

So I welcome this new chapter in the relationship between faith organisations and government.  This past year provides key examples of where progress is being made in national government but progress is also being made day in and day out on the streets and in council and community halls throughout the country.  

Those in faith groups active or thinking of becoming active in communities – and those who are part of the public service  - officials or councillors, we can all work together, and be successful together, in serving the common good.  

I know that’s happening already in Norwich and I look forward to hearing of further progress that all of you will be making in this city this in the time ahead.

Thank you.
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