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Basic Information

	Title
	What is the “Big Society” and how could Churches respond?

	Contact Name and Details
	Rachel Lampard, Team Leader, the Joint Public Issues Team

lampardr@methodistchurch.org.uk 

	Status of Paper
	Final Report

	Resolution/s


	10./1  The Conference adopts the report and 

a. encourages Churches to continue to speak prophetically about what it means to live in community, and to highlight the impact of public spending cuts;

b. encourages the Joint Public Issues Team to continue its work on concerns about poverty and inequality;

c. directs that Local Churches should feel able to apply for grants to enable them to carry out community development or social care work where appropriate; 

d. directs that work to look at how our resources are deployed through the Church is incorporated into existing and planned work programmes to ensure that our churches are not ‘differently served’ because of their own resources.




Summary of Content

	Subject and Aims


	This paper outlines what the Big Society is about, offers some critiques of it, and then suggests ways in which the Methodist Church, locally and nationally, internally and externally, might respond.

	Main Points


	· Outline of what the Big Society is understood to be about

· Main critiques of the Big Society

· How Churches/Christians have responded to the Big Society

· What opportunities there are for Churches to be actors in the Big Society

· Challenges from the Big Society to our Church 

	Background Context and Relevant Documents (with function)


	The introduction of government plans for the Big Society has resulted in conversations across the Churches and the wider voluntary sector about the implications for us and wider society.  This paper proposes a response to those questions and conversations.

This report also relates to the report “Of Equal Value: Poverty and Inequality in the UK” which can be found elsewhere in the Conference Agenda


	Impact
	Affirmation of Methodist engagement with public policy

	Risk
	Low.  There is some risk that the Methodist Church may be perceived as ’supporting’ the political agenda associated with the Big Society.  Failing to speak out risks failing to resource people in the churches as they try to engage with the issues


What is the Big Society and how could Churches respond?

1.0 Aim of this paper

1.1
The concept of the Big Society emerged before the Conservative Party’s General Election campaign, and has been central to the Coalition Government’s rhetoric and programmes.   Some in our churches see it as a genuine opportunity for the Church, whilst others believe it will impact heavily on the most vulnerable in society and threaten what the Church is able to do.

1.2
This paper outlines what the Big Society might be about, offers some critiques of it, and then suggests ways in which the Methodist Church, locally and nationally, internally and externally, might respond.

2.0
What is the Big Society?
2.1
Before the advent of the Big Society, if you had asked people what the Conservative Party view of society was, most would have pointed to Margaret Thatcher’s statement that there was “no such thing as society”.  The creation of the Big Society has at least, for the Conservative Party, helped to move the general debate beyond what many perceived as those toxic associations.  

2.2
Yet the Big Society does not represent a break with the Conservative past.  Despite the familiarity of Margaret Thatcher’s quote on society, few people go on to quote the rest of her sentence: “there is no such thing as society. There are individual men and women, and there are families”.  The classic conservative view reflects that of the eighteenth century statesman, Edmund Burke, that it is the rich diversity of “small platoons” that lie between the individual and the state, which “provide the loving, personal and holistic care that the state cannot match”
. This is central to the concept of the Big Society.  The Big Society has been summed up by its supporters as “Government getting out of the way”, allowing citizens to do what comes naturally, acting in a mutually responsible way towards their fellows.  It is ideologically driven in as far as it sees the “dead hand of the state” encouraging dependency and preventing social entrepreneurship and the building of community.  It is not a funding stream, although there will be some funding to encourage new initiatives, and access to bid for different forms of (reduced) statutory funding will be opened up to voluntary and private organisation
2.3
Interestingly a number of Christian thinkers are credited with the helping to develop the concept of the Big Society for the twenty first century Conservative Party.   Philip Blond, a former theologian who runs the ResPublica think tank and is an exponent of ‘Red Toryism’, has promoted civic conservatism.  Iain Duncan Smith MP set up the Centre for Social Justice, and together with the former director, currently his special adviser, Philippa Stroud developed a Conservative narrative which facilitates the Big Society.  Lord Nat Wei, David Cameron’s Big Society adviser, set up the Big Society Network.
2.4
The Government has identified three main strands of what will make up the Big Society: social action, public service reform, and community empowerment, and these will work in three areas: a philanthropic or personal level, a social or community level, and finally a state level.  
2.5
There will be five main components which dovetail with the Government’s ’localism‘agenda:

1. Give communities more powers – planning, bid to run local services, community organisers

2. Encourage people to take an active role in their communities – volunteering, charitable giving, National Citizen Service

3. Transfer power from central to local government – devolution of power and finance, decisions on housing and planning to local authorities

4. Support co-ops, mutuals, charities and social enterprises – social enterprises etc to have greater role in running public services, employee-owned co-operatives, dormant bank accounts into the Big Society Bank to fund neighbourhood groups

5. Publish government data – government held datasets published, crime stats published.
2.6
The Government has promoted the concept of the Big Society rhetorically, and is putting in place a number of programmes to support it.  The Government has awarded the charity Locality the contract to train 500 senior community organisers who will be paid £20,000 for their first year and a further 4,500 voluntary part time community organisers over the lifetime of this parliament to act as catalysts for social action in their communities.  The Big Society Bank will provide money (funded by dormant bank accounts) to social enterprises, charities and voluntary organisations.  The National Citizen Service (NCS) scheme will offer 16 year olds summer-time residential and home-based activities such as outdoor challenges and local community projects.  The Big Society Network
 is not government-funded, but is a network of practitioners which exists to spread good news about local big society initiatives.  
2.7 
Despite these centrally organised programmes, the Prime Minister has emphasised that the Big Society is “bottom up, not top down”, and so how the Big Society works in your local area will depend very much on local variables and local leadership.
3.0
Critiques of the Big Society
3.1
 It is fair to say that the Big Society has not had an easy ride.  A ComRes poll for the Independent found that a third of the population did not know what the Big Society was, with half thinking it was a “gimmick” and two-fifths thinking it was a cover for public spending cuts.
  So what are the critiques around the Big Society?
a. Defining the Big Society is like nailing jelly to a wall.  Conservative candidates in the General Election reported that the concept did not go down well on the doorstep because people did not understand what it was.  It remains a contested term. Critics disagree whether this is because it has been badly communicated, or it is a vacuous concept.  Is it a ’brand‘ bringing together unrelated policies?  Is it an article of faith, or a matter of expediency? Is it about cutting expenditure or releasing local potential? And is it about neighbourliness or volunteering?  Neighbourliness is a ’soft‘ quality, a mindset, which prompts each of us to view our neighbours in a way which helps relieve individual need and grows trust in our communities.  Volunteering also needs a mindset of generosity, but then requires a more systematic approach and infrastructure to support it.  Is the Big Society about soft values of neighbourliness or a new way of organising our social provision through volunteering?  David Cameron has argued that it is not a vague concept, rather that it is “a revolt against the top-down, statist approach of recent years”
, but the public confusion about the purpose as well as the practicalities of the Big Society make it harder to grasp, resulting in a ’re-launch‘of the project in February 2011. 
b. At a time when the need will be greatest, and budgets will be cut, we will need to find more people willing to give time to community activity.  The proposal to move towards a greater emphasis on volunteering and mutuality is taking place during a time of unprecedented cuts.  This is problematic for a number of reasons: firstly, voluntary organisations will face not just cuts in statutory funding (around £5 billion or 40% of statutory grants), but also a real decline in investment income and a likely decline in voluntary income.  Secondly, volunteering, if it is to be done well, is not free.  Volunteers need management, training, expenses – in short they need the kind of infrastructure which will be first to be cut.  Even volunteer-based charities which currently survive without government funding can be reliant on the support of capacity building organisations, for example the National Council of Voluntary Organisations (NCVO), which currently receive central funding.  Thirdly, increasing economic pressures can be seen as centrifugal; they drive people apart and break down rather than build up the bonds within society.  A person who is at risk of losing their job or their home, or is already unemployed, finds that their time and energy is largely consumed by survival and the search for a new job or greater stability for them and their family.  Whilst it is true that volunteering may be a motivating experience for someone experiencing unemployment, without structures of support (financial, practical and emotional) it is hard for them to prioritise volunteering.  
c. Thirdly, the criticism is that the Big Society is being promoted, not just in the context of economic cuts, but as an indivisible ideological part of them.  The Government argues that it was advocating social responsibility before the era of public spending cuts.  Yet the biggest presentational threat to the programme of the Big Society is that people see it as a cover for cuts.  For many critics the Big Society is an integral part of an ideological move towards for a small state: the deficit must be reduced, and therefore the state must be pruned back to reduce dependency, and people must be allowed to grow.   To aid this, opponents argue, a private sector crisis has been recast as public sector profligacy, giving a justification for public spending cuts.
d. The not-for profit sector will be expected to do more, and step into the shoes of the state, but there will be no more money.  In some areas grassroots organisations will survive, even thrive – many voluntary organisations do not currently take any state money at all (though they are largely very small), and they will continue to live off what they can raise privately.  But in other fields the shrinking of the state, and consequent potential reduction in service provision, results in a deterioration of our communities – from the growing of weeds in public spaces and the failure to remove graffiti, to the disappearance of support services for problematic teenagers.  Grassroots organisations will continue to care, but cannot move in to fill the vacuum left by the state
.   The Government argues that they are in the process of opening up billions of pounds’ worth of government contracts so charities and social enterprises can compete for them for the first time.  Some voluntary organisations will be able to move into this area, but they will need to be of a certain size and capacity to do so, will be competing against the private sector as well, and may need to guard against a ‘race to the bottom’ where organisations underbid each other. In addition certain government policies militate against the growth of communities as envisioned by the Big Society: housing benefit changes, for example, threaten to increase social polarisation and instability; academies threaten to reduce community involvement in school policies.
e. As a result, some commentators have argued, we will not have a Big Society, but many differently served societies.  The Big Society may work well in affluent areas; poorer areas where people are more vulnerable are less likely to benefit.  There are clearly examples of deprived areas which have been able to turn themselves around – the Prime Minister cited Balsall Heath – but this is usually achieved where residents can be supported in their own development, not something which comes cheap.  Some community workers have argued that exhortations to seize the opportunities offered by the Big Society will be an irrelevance for the inner city and its churches.  Similarly the emphasis on community control, especially over issues such as planning and house-building, may result in more powerful and articulate communities, or sections of communities, gaining better outcomes than less powerful or organised ones.  Nimbyism may result in problems being displaced across borders, or objections to new housing developments may result in a failure to provide for the country’s needs and result in greater homelessness.  In many ways the state is an arbiter between different voices, and, albeit imperfectly, provides space for the less powerful to be heard.  We must not be a society which responds solely to noise rather than need.  A move towards community control may, ironically, weaken control for parts of our community.
4.0
The Church and the Big Society
4.1 
Many discussions of the Big Society begin with the observation that the churches have been ‘doing”’the Big Society for the past two thousand years.  Firstly this in terms of the practical activity of local churches in providing for their communities, through social projects, the provision of buildings, pastoral care and support, or the intangible ‘social capital”’(often defined as social ‘glue’ or the value of networks which give people identity)
.  Secondly it is in terms of churches’ vision of community, what theologian Luke Bretherton terms “citizen as vow keeper”, focusing on the priority of relationships and faithful, long-term commitment to others.  
4.2 
A cautionary note is needed here, however.  There may be a political danger in immediately claiming that churches ‘do’ the Big Society already, in that it does not give us the space to define and challenge the terms on which it is presented.  Secondly the term Big Society itself is, despite David Cameron’s best efforts, a slightly contaminated one which has been described as “a concept that remains in the eyes of most people simply a slogan, and an unclear and divisive one at that”
 inescapably associated with a particular government.  Caution should therefore be used in identifying ourselves with the terminology of Big Society, even whilst we examine the extent to which we engage with the concept itself.
4.3 
Given that sustained involvement in our local communities, is (or should be) nothing new to our churches, how should we respond to the opportunities and threats offered by the Big Society, both philosophically and practically?
4.4  
First of all, some Methodist context.

4.5 
The Priorities for the Methodist Church commit us to working “in partnership with others wherever possible”.  This is part of what it means to be a Methodist – we are a movement which engages, not one which withdraws.  Our history shows that we have not restricted ourselves to working in partnership with only those with whom we agree fully, but where we have sufficient common ground and common aims to enable us to work towards our other priorities, of which “Supporting community development and action for justice, especially among the most deprived and poor - in Britain and worldwide” is one.  Mutualism is part of Methodism’s intellectual heritage.  So our response to the invitation of the Big Society needs to take into account the fact that we are a movement of engagement.
4.6 
Politically entitlement and responsibility have often been set as polar opposites in debates over political policies.  It is something of a caricature to say that the left has argued for structural solutions which give entitlements around income and dignity, whilst the right has emphasised personal responsibility as a way of raising people out of difficult situations, but there are elements of truth in this.  The Methodist tradition is not so easily polar.  Methodists have long been involved in working for social justice, both through our practical action and our political engagement – the paper on poverty and inequality coming to the Methodist Conference is one in a long line of such expressions of concern.  But Methodists have also been deeply committed to recognising that people in poverty are not pathetic victims.  From Wesley’s recognition that the poor are people loved by God who are just as much in need of salvation, through the equipping of early Methodists with the tools for self and community improvement, to our ongoing emphasis on “’relationship’ through connexionalism, we recognise the role of the individual as an actor in their relationship with God, others and their community.  So our response to the Big Society requires us both to keep a focus on social justice whilst helping our society to envisage a world where relationships matter and the powerless are helped to take back some control of their lives.  
5.0 How have Churches responded to the Big Society?
5.1 
Over the past eight months a variety of Churches and Christians have attempted to reflect on the Big Society.  Many have offered elements of the critiques outlined above, others have tried to look at the concept through a more explicitly Christian lens.  What follows is illustrative rather than comprehensive.

5.2 
The President of the Conference, the Revd Alison Tomlin, warned in an interview for the Methodist Recorder
 that although Churches and faith communities had being “doing” the Big Society for a long time “we are not prepared to appear to be willing to fill a hole that may emerge because of the withdrawal of funds”.  She warned of a lack of capacity in churches for additional demands, and said that the “invitation” of the Big Society appeared to be accompanied by a requirement to provide additional resources.

5.3 
The Archbishop of Canterbury gave the Big Society “two and a half cheers”
.  More recently the Church of England has spoken positively of the potential for churches responding to the Big Society.  A paper to the General Synod in November 2010 argued that churches could use political narrative of Big Society to shift relationship between state, individuals and intermediary institutions in a way which “reflect a Christian understanding of society and reinforce the church’s place in a healthy social order”.  As well as recognising the fears that the Big Society represents an attempt to shift welfare provision from the state to voluntary groups, it argues that a focus on a Big Society could help a move away from an atomised society in which the state is the neutral arbiter, to one which promotes virtues of neighbourliness and fellowship, and dependence on others. 
 
5.4 
The Bishop of Coventry, as well as recognising the need to be prophetic about the kind of society we believe God wants for us and protect those who bear the heaviest burdens, has also emphasised the need for partnership.  He speaks of: “The incapacity of the state to provide for every need and to create a healthy society by itself”, and says: “it would be a denial of the authentic life of the Church if we failed to hear the call of those who are saying ‘Come and help us’”.

5.5
 The West Midlands Region Churches Forum has stated that the Churches need to develop a prophetic critique of the Big Society and the current economic climate, but also that they should recognise the opportunities for Christian mission afforded by the Government’s focus on local communities.  They believe that opportunities revolve round affirming and empowering local communities as a part of Churches’ mission.  The Churches Regional Commission in the North East has done a similar exercise and raised similar concerns about budget cuts, where the Big Society will succeed and localism, as well as emphasising the Churches’ call to be prophetic.
5.6 
Some church groups have welcomed the practical opportunities that they see the Big Society offering to churches. The Evangelical Alliance has launched a leaflet promoting its work entitled “Big Society: A Kingdom Opportunity”
.  On the other hand a group of activists, ministers and theologians called Common Wealth: Christians for Economic and Social Justice has launched an attack against the Big Society, dismissing it as a “big lie”.

“Of course, there are Christians and Christian organisations who see in the Big Society agenda a recognition of what they are already doing in their social activism, and an opportunity to take it further. However, we believe that the craving for relevance is overriding any more searching critique of what is on offer.”
6.0 Opportunities to be actors in the Big Society

6.1 
So what practical opportunities does the Big Society offer to churches?
6.2 
Many churches will continue doing what they have been doing in terms of engaging with and serving their communities.  If new needs emerge, perhaps because of spending cuts, they will often try to respond to help those in greatest need.  It is part of our self-understanding that we will stay where the need is, being there and doing what is required, regardless of political agenda.  Such churches will not necessarily identify what they are doing as being part of the Big Society; it will be part of their understanding of God’s mission for the Church.  Members of the Lincoln and Grimsby District recently looked at how the Church might respond to the Big Society and a number of their comments are reflected in this paper.  They also included a specific challenge to the manner in which churches carry out this mission in their communities:  the Big Society may invite churches to find new opportunities to serve communities, but churches must also claim the role of helping people to value their own lives so they can feel able to value and serve others.  Churches may ‘do’ the Big Society, but this will be because it is part of their bigger mission in the world.
6.3 
There may also be some new opportunities for churches.  Part of the Government’s plan behind the Big Society is to hand over some service provision from statutory authorities to mutuals, social enterprises and charities.  Some churches have seen this as representing a great opportunity for churches, both to bid for funding but also to increase their role in society.  A few words of caution: 
a. Firstly spending reduction will take precedence: there is unlikely to be any great filtering down of money.  There will be a few high profile cases where voluntary groups take over the provision of services, but there will be limited opportunities to bid for extra pots of money.  Local authorities are experiencing dramatic budget cuts
, they are unlikely to be able to be free with the remaining money they have which will be required for statutorily required provision.  Churches will need to guard against taking on services for unrealistically small sums of money.  High levels of enthusiasm will not replace the need for professional services in running Children’s Centres, for example.  
b. Secondly although the Government is attempting to modernise commissioning to make it more accessible to Civil Society Organisations (CSOs), the scale on which such commissioning will take place will probably mean that only large organisations will be able to consider moving into service provision.  This will not be an option for local churches, though there is a chance that some may be able to participate in larger consortia.  
c. Thirdly some churches have experienced difficulties in working with some local authorities, often as a result of a suspicion that churches use social work for undercover evangelism or because of a misunderstanding of the way in which churches see their mission.  In the past certain local councils have proved to be more resistant to faith-based organisations than they should be.  The previous Government attempted to introduce greater religious literacy throughout local and national government, and Secretary of State for Communities and Local Government, Eric Pickles MP, has said that religion should be “part of the solution, not a problem”.
  Yet there are clearly still examples where churches are misunderstood or treated with suspicion.  Will this change with the Big Society?  Churches will always need to articulate carefully the Christian basis from which they are working and be careful not to allow this to be lost for the sake of gaining influence or finance.
6.4 
There may also be some limited local opportunities for churches through the Big Society Bank.  The amount to be made available through the bank is uncertain: £60m is likely to come from dormant UK bank accounts with a further £200m
 from the four big UK banks as part of the Project Merlin deal on lending and bonuses.   The money will come through existing intermediaries and will be offered as commercial loans, not grants.  Nor will it replace the amount being lost to the voluntary sector through existing cuts.

6.5 
Churches Together in Britain and Ireland (CTBI) is proposing a project, currently called “The Good Society”, which will work in partnership with the Church Urban Fund and Church Action on Poverty.  Over two years the plan is to conduct participative research in ten communities across the UK into the impact of the cuts, what the Church is doing, and what the Good Society looks like.  The outcomes will include resources for the churches including hard data to help the churches frame policies in response to the Big Society, and a snapshot of what the churches are already doing.

6.6 
The Church Urban Fund has been awarded £5m by the Department of Community and Local Government for an initiative that will bring people of different faiths together, to collaborate on projects to improve their neighbourhood and get to know each other better.  The three year programme, called Near Neighbours, will offer small grants to communities for local inter faith projects.  The programme will use the Church of England parish system, though funding will be open to other Christians and people of other faiths and none.  Near Neighbours will start operating later in 2011 in locations in the M62 ‘mill towns’ corridor, Leicester, East London and Birmingham, drawing on the resources of local churches long established in all the neighbourhoods in these areas each of which is already served by a centre developed through the Church of England’s Presence and Engagement Programme.  The aim is explicitly “to increase the number and depth of human relationships particularly in multi religious neighbourhoods”.
  Some Methodists are involved in the existing CofE programme, and others may choose to support the initiative or indeed apply for funding.  However there has been criticism from some sources
 who argue that the Big Society can’t be delivered through a single big institution.  The affluent, large and established will do well out of the Big Society; the small, more impoverished, less hierarchical will do worse.  The Church of England should therefore, goes the argument, not muscle in to get the ‘faith groups’ cash’ on behalf of all other faith groups.  The CofE (and the Church Urban Fund) see themselves as a bridge; critics see them as gatekeepers.  It is a reminder that however we choose to engage with our communities we must enable others to be involved too, sometimes by stepping aside, as well as using our resources or influence where that is appropriate.
6.7 
The Church also has a role in speaking to the political environment in which the Big Society is being developed.  Some people fear that participating in activities associated with the Big Society will be a form of collusion, buying into a political agenda over which we have no control, and which may have profound consequences for the most vulnerable in our society.  They fear that by participating in Big Society programmes or bidding to run services, they will be co-opted in support of a political programme with which the Church should not be associated.  This may be a very real concern in some areas, particularly if the churches are expected to step in and take over youth services, social care or community provisions from which statutory funding has been withdrawn.  Caution should be exercised before churches ‘buy in to any such programmes.  However the Churches’ role is both one of being in partnership and being prophetic.  We should be able to maintain a voice, speaking truth to power, through campaigns such as Church Action on Poverty’s Close the Gap Campaign
, and through the Methodist, Baptist and URC Joint Public Issues Team, to influence public debate over the impact of social and economic policies on our society.  At the same time we need to be able to respond creatively to the needs of our community without compromising our priorities.  Methodism has a long tradition of such engagement and the lessons from such engagement need to continue to be applied in this new environment.

7.0 Challenges from the Big Society to our Church

7.1 
This discussion of the Big Society prompts us to reflect on how the Methodist Church engages with and serves the communities in which we are based.  Do we recognise any challenges to our own priorities, policies and practices?  This final section offers some suggestions for future reflection.
7.2 
One of the critiques about the Big Society outlined above raises concerns that, instead of one Big Society, we will see lots of “differently served” societies – or communities which experience different levels of service - where the wealth, capacity, time and energy within the local community determine how much people can benefit from the opportunities of the Big Society.  Is there a danger that, despite being a connexional Church, we end up with “differently served” churches?  Do differing amounts of connexional resources available to churches or differing amount of church resources available to local communities depend on the varying amounts of wealth, resources and need around the connexion?  And does this affect how we are able to maintain our common life and serve the communities around us?  These questions are clearly not confined to discussion of the Big Society, but give an opportunity to open up these conversations in our Church.

7.3 
What do we know about how our resources – our money, our people, our buildings – are used across the Connexion?  These are some of the questions which might be asked of our connexion:

a. The connexional programme for Mission Alongside the Poor includes a provision (SO 351) for grants to enable work alongside the poor and disadvantaged.  Few applications for such funding appear to be received through our connexional grants process for connexional work.  A brief survey of District Grants Officers suggests that only a handful have policies or criteria which specifically take into account deprivation of communities or churches/Circuits when making grants, though most would say this happens in practice, and no Districts have formal measures in place to determine whether their money is distributed to poorer communities or churches.
  Do we actively support poorer churches and poorer communities through the distribution of our not inconsiderable funds?  Do we encourage Circuits and churches to consider that community engagement is part of what it means to be a healthy Circuit?  Do our funding criteria allow us to fund the possibly less attractive work which struggles to find continuation funding?  
b. Our ministers – ordained and lay – are obviously one of our biggest investments.  Theologically we understand that we are called, as Wesley believed, to go not to those who need us, but to those who need us most.  Are our ministers in the places which need them most or in the places which historically have been able to support a larger establishment of ministers?  Under the new Ministry Deployment Figures agreed by the Conference in 2010, it will now be possible for Districts to judge where the need is greatest across their District, and it will be interesting to see whether this results in any changes to the deployment of ordained minsters.  There is also the question of how our ministers engage with their local communities.  There are already examples of this, such as workplace chaplains.  Many deacons are already highly engaged in communities (indeed one member of another Christian denomination suggested Methodists should unleash an army of deacons in order to help Methodists make sense of the Big Society).  The One Programme is a good example of connexionally funded community engagement, releasing participants to work for around ten hours a week in their local communities.  Should we understand more about how our ministerial resources are distributed around the connexion, whether they are where they are most needed, and how they are using their gifts?

c. Church buildings are often described as crucial to an area’s social capital: buildings that are at the disposal of the community, offering meeting places, stability and identity, as well as a worshipping heart.  Do we use our buildings in this way – and are we willing to pay to maintain them for community use?  How creative can we be about releasing our buildings for community use as is being done in some rural areas.  And do our rules on funding and ownership help or hinder?  

7.4 
The General Secretary has challenged us about these issues in Discipleship...and the people called Methodist:

 “We have yet to fully realise the kingdom opportunities arising from being able to prayerfully strategise about how the mission and ministry of Methodism shall be planned and shaped over an area, city or region.” 
How can we take the opportunity asked by the questions the Big Society concept is asking of our communities and voluntary organisations to examine whether the Methodist Church is living out its commitment to being a connexional Church, a movement of active disciples, living out our faith in an unfair world?  The Recommendations below propose that as a first step we examine ways in which we deploy our resources and face honestly whether we are reinforcing “differently served” communities in our own Church.
8.0 Conclusions

8.1 Methodists will have a range of responses to the concept of the Big Society, and will be experiencing its impact in a variety of ways depending on the communities in which they live.  It is right that the Church encourages people to engage with critiques of the Big Society, whilst guarding against cynicism.  It is right that we should speak truth to power, where appropriate criticising the context (ie cuts) in which the Big Society is taking place.  We should also be aware that any attempt to engage with the Big Society (or indeed continue to do the community engagement we already undertake) risks criticism of colluding with a potentially divisive political agenda.  However, there is also a strong argument that we should not as a consequence allow ourselves to be paralysed into inaction.  It is possible to remain critical, whilst seeking ways in which the Church can “be a good neighbour to people in need and challenge injustice”.  And whilst acting in and speaking to the world in which we live, we must look at our own practices, constantly examining how we can best do the work of God in the world.
9.0 Recommendations

1. That churches are encouraged to continue to speak prophetically about what it means to live in community, and to highlight the impact of public spending cuts.  The Joint Public Issues Team should continue its work on concerns about poverty and inequality.
2. Churches should feel able to apply for grants to enable them to carry out community development or social care work where appropriate.  Funding bodies sometimes attach conditions to the use of monies made available or premises used as part of a funded project.  Managing Trustees must ensure that the Standing Orders relating to the use of Methodist property are clearly set out in any funding application as the conditions imposed by a funding body cannot override the Standing Orders that determine how Methodist property may or may not be used.  Clarification on this point can be sought from Governance Support.
3. That work to look at how our resources are deployed through the Church is incorporated into existing and planned work programmes to ensure that our churches are not ‘differently served’ because of their own resources.
***RESOLUTIONS (Daily Record 7/15)
10/1
The Conference adopted the report and 

a. encourages churches to continue to speak prophetically about what it means to live in community, and to highlight the impact of public spending cuts;

b. encourages the Joint Public Issues Team to continue its work on concerns about poverty and inequality;

c. directs that Local Churches should feel able to apply for grants to enable them to carry out community development or social care work where appropriate; 
d. directs that work to look at how our resources are deployed through the Church is incorporated into existing and planned work programmes to ensure that our churches are not ‘differently served’ because of their own resources.
� Tim Montgomerie, ConservativeHome.com
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� �HYPERLINK "http://blogs.independent.co.uk/2011/02/12/big-society-cover-for-cuts-poll/"�http://blogs.independent.co.uk/2011/02/12/big-society-cover-for-cuts-poll/� (accessed 8 March 2011)


� �HYPERLINK "http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2011/feb/12/david-cameron-big-society-good"�http://www.guardian.co.uk/commentisfree/2011/feb/12/david-cameron-big-society-good� (accessed 8 March 2011)


� As an illustration, UK charitable giving by individuals in 2010 was about £10.6 billion (NCVO).  UK charitable expenditure (including government and charitable grants) on all aspects of charitable activity was approximately £50 billion (Charity Commission).  UK government expenditure on welfare alone was approximately £240 billion (HMT).


� For Methodism’s involvement here see: O’Shea, A. Busfield R and Driver S. (2006) Making a difference? Social capital and the Methodist Church Report for the Methodist Church, London: Roehampton University Social Research Centre.


� http://www.prweek.com/news/1055053/Comms-expert-warns-charities-not-use-term-Big-Society/?DCMP=ILC-SEARCH


� Methodist Recorder, 13 January 2011, p1-2


� �HYPERLINK "http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/newstopics/religion/7907830/Dr-Rowan-Williams-Two-and-a-half-cheers-for-the-Big-Society.html"�http://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/newstopics/religion/7907830/Dr-Rowan-Williams-Two-and-a-half-cheers-for-the-Big-Society.html� (accessed 25 January 2011)


� �HYPERLINK "http://www.churchofengland.org/about-us/structure/general-synod/agendas-and-papers/november-2010-group-of-sessions.aspx"�http://www.churchofengland.org/about-us/structure/general-synod/agendas-and-papers/november-2010-group-of-sessions.aspx� (accessed 25 January 2011)


� �HYPERLINK "http://www.coventry.anglican.org/admin/boardscommittees/diocesansynod/opt/-/item/542"�http://www.coventry.anglican.org/admin/boardscommittees/diocesansynod/opt/-/item/542�   (accessed 6 January 2011)


� http://www.eauk.org/about/getinvolved/big-society-kingdom-opportunity.cfm


� http://www.ekklesia.co.uk/CommonWealthStatement


� According to the Institute of Fiscal Studies, the Department of Communities and Local Government will experience a reduction of 27% in its £30 billion grant budget over the next three years


� See �HYPERLINK "http://www.churchtimes.co.uk/content.asp?id=104962"�http://www.churchtimes.co.uk/content.asp?id=104962� (accessed 25 January 2011)


� It should be remembered that local authorities will have a £4 billion cut in their grant over the same year.


� �HYPERLINK "http://www.churchofengland.org/about-us/structure/general-synod/agendas-and-papers/november-2010-group-of-sessions.aspx"�http://www.churchofengland.org/about-us/structure/general-synod/agendas-and-papers/november-2010-group-of-sessions.aspx� (accessed 25 January 2011)


� Eg Dr Adam Dinham, Director of the Faiths and Civil Society Unit at Goldsmith’s College


� http://www.church-poverty.org.uk/


� District Grants Officers were asked briefly to indicate:


Whether their District has a policy regarding a focus on deprivation when distributing money?


If so is this about directing money towards poorer Methodist Churches or poorer communities


How they measured whether their District’s policy or focus on deprivation has been met?


Of the fifteen Districts which responded, the vast majority do not have a formal policy about responding to deprivation.  One District stated that one of their mission priorities was “work for the overcoming of critical poverty in the world” and so grant applications would be judged against that, among other priorities, and churches would be encouraged to develop such work.  AnotherDistrict said that the criteria included an understanding of the needs of the area, and the grants committee includes knowledge of the geography of deprivation in the District.  Another has as criteria the Our Calling priorities (which includes being a good neighbour to people in need and challenging injustice) and supporting inner city work to ensure the church’s presence in providing for the less well off.  A fourth District asks applicants to demonstrate if there are, for example, demographic, economic or social factors to be taken into account.  Most of the district officers said that in practice there was either a sympathy shown to applications aimed at tackling deprivation, or the practice of taking into account the financial circumstances of the church/Circuit meant that monies would be disproportionately directed to poorer churches and by implication, though not always in practice, towards poorer communities.  No District had formal measures in place, though one indicated that their grant committee actively review the list of grants every year to keep equity in mind.








