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Mixed blessings 

Politicians are keen to make more use of faith-based organisations.  Do our experts agree that these groups be publicly-funded to deliver services?  

The Rev Steve Chalke - Founder of Faithworks, a Christian social action network 

Faith groups already play a huge role in public service delivery across the UK.  They are proactive providers in nearly every local community - running homeless hostels, alcohol recovery programmes, youth mentoring schemes - responding effectively to the needs of those around them.  This nationwide service is not delivered just for the benefit of believers, as a recent Faithworks/Government Office for London survey found.  It showed that 78% of Christian groups provide services primarily for clients who are not members of their own faith group.  It is because, not in spite of, their faith that faith groups serve their local communities unconditionally.  To ask them to leave their faith at the door when they engage in public service delivery is to ask them to remove the engine for their work - the reason for their involvement.  Public services in Britain would undoubtedly suffer without the commitment and active faith of these groups.  The question, therefore, should be whether Britain can afford for faith groups not to play a role.

Martin Blakebrough - Baptist minister and executive director, church-based Kaleidoscope Project for people with drugs problems   

It is worrying that politicians are getting into bed with Faithworks which is primarily about spreading the gospel through its social work and does not have an open approach. There is no place for the public funding of any organisation that propagates their religious views and restricts posts to members of the same religion. Kaleidoscope's mission is to help anyone who is marginalised. Our founding values are Christian, but we employ anyone who is sympathetic to those values. It is important that the treatment delivered by an organisation providing drugs rehabilitation, for example, is not warped by a theological perspective. 

Ihtisham Hibatullah - Muslim Association of Britain 

There are crucial areas where the government is building partnerships with faith groups and ethnic communities where it can have a very positive effect in improving services. If you are looking to the moral standards of the faith communities, then looking after elders is one of the areas where there is work to be done in improving their care in partnership with the government. Faith groups are involved in nursing homes for the elderly, but they are mainly private sector. When you get faith groups involved they have much closer access to the community. They are also already involved in separate faith schools where they are helping to raise both moral and education standards.

Rabbi Julia Neuberger - Liberal Democrat peer 

If they are involved in providing for people of the same faith it's not a problem. I'm on the board of Jewish Care which provides a high quality of care for their own with funding from local government. Faith groups may develop ideas within their own communities that could be rolled out more widely by statutory agencies. Most hospices are Christian-based foundations - many Jews are happy to go to St Joseph's run by nuns. In my career, as a pastoral rabbi, in the NHS and at the King's Fund thinktank, I've been struck by how many people doing some of the toughest jobs are motivated by faith. I don't feel it's appropriate, however, for government to be talking to faith-based organisations to provide public services per se. There is a danger of proselytising, as extreme faith groups have a tendency to push a view. 

Richard Best - Director, Joseph Rowntree Foundation 

Faith-based organisations feel hard done by - people feel suspicious of them - but then again some are very inward looking. If they are not inclusive, you must be mindful when doling out public funds to regenerate poor neighbourhoods that they don't disadvantage people not of their faith. Yet sometimes the only person in a community who is educated, articulate, and able to bridge the gap between the community and the corridors of power is the religious leader so it is necessary to engage with them if you want to successfully regenerate an area. 

Geoff Mulgan - Director, Young Foundation 

Faith groups undoubtedly have a great deal more to contribute to public services - in energy, commitment and reach. But there need to be very clear limits - limits on how access to services is organised and limits to prevent any risk of public funds being used to convey religious messages. Their contribution is likely to be greatest in urban areas where plenty of service providers can coexist in fields like housing, drugs treatment or residential care. It risks being most problematic, if they become the main provider in any one area, since the UK is a very secular society.

Interviews by Alison Benjamin – Wednesday November 30, 2005

Questions: Knowledge and Interpretation

1. Why is the article called ‘Mixed Blessings’ (what is the problem identified in this article?)

2. Why does Martin Blakebrough think it is worrying that the government is ‘getting into bed with Faithworks’?

3. Do the leaders of the different groups mentioned here agree on what faith groups can do?  Why do you think that?
4. What, in your opinion is the role of religious organisations?
5. Should the government rely on the services offered by faith groups?

6. Which of the opinions expressed above would you agree with most?  Why?

7. Which of the opinions expressed above would you agree with least?  Why?

Evaluation 

Write a short essay (about 600 words) to show the role of faith groups in the community. State whether, in your opinion, this role should run side by side with social services or if it should be left entirely to the government.[image: image1][image: image2][image: image3][image: image4][image: image5][image: image6]
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