The Church as a Grass-roots Urban Institution -- towards reconciling conservative and radical approaches to urban mission
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Introduction

The radical image of urban mission

Urban mission in Britain has traditionally been a site for radical experiments in Christian mission.  In Victorian times this was typified by the slum ritualism of Stuart Headlam and the brash evangelicalism of William Booth, the founder of the Salvation Army.  Both these two radicals worked in the East End of London, traditionally the poorest quarter of the first global city. The radicalism has continued, much of it charted by Ken Leech, himself a successor to the Anglo-Catholic socialism of Stuart Headlam
.  Evangelical radicalism has also been kept alive in the East End, by groups such as Urban Expression pioneering new forms of Church planting in the area
.  To these have been brought very different new forms of radicalism especially by black Christian settlers in the neighbouring district of Hackney -- such as Matthew Ashimolowo’s Kingsway International Church
.  This radical East London tradition has been well-documented and naturally connects with the radical theology that has been developed elsewhere in Britain through institutions such as the Urban Theology Unit
 in Sheffield and networks such as the Evangelical Coalition for Urban Mission
.  It has also drawn inspiration from the USA with figures such as Jim Wallis and Ched Myers reinforcing the radical cutting-edge of British urban mission.  Connections with other parts of the world , inevitable in such a multicultural community, have, perhaps, been less significant although liberation theology and the struggles against apartheid have been inspirational.  

All these radical initiatives and connections have constructed a radical narrative of urban mission which I was drawn to in the early 1980s through people like Jim Punton speaking at the Christian Arts Festival Greenbelt.  Young Christians are drawn to live and work in urban areas, especially through volunteering programmes like Time for God, many subsequently move on to leafier climes but a significant minority stay and become important leaders and activists.  The urban has become the arena for their search for a more radical form of Christianity.  But this is not the whole story for they often encounter local churches which are far from radical and in many ways are deeply conservative.

The conservative reality

London is a dynamic and changing city.  It has always been a port and its basic driving force has ever been the need to make money, whether that be Roman merchants haggling on the new Thames wharfs or financiers watching computer screens in Threadneedle Street.  The driving change brought about by capitalism has perhaps been most obviously seen in recent years in the rapidly growing tower blocks around Canary Wharf on the Isle of Dogs in London's East End.  But change is everywhere apparent.  Gentrification spruces up terraces in obscure parts of Hackney.  Kosovan is heard on the streets of London as refugees arrive and seek to build a new lives for themselves.  Churches are transformed into mosques and temples as new religions make their presence felt.

In the intense rebuilding which characterised London in the post-war decades it was often churches (along with the pubs!) which alone remained of the old London.  People became attached to their churches as a sign of the eternal and unchanging in an environment which was experiencing relentless and constant change.  Given this situation it is not surprising that the majority of London's churches have become essentially conservative institutions.  This has expressed itself in many ways, some of the more significant have been:

A resistance to new immigrants.  A majority of the new Caribbean immigrants to London in the 1950s had a strong Church background but many churches resisted their integration into existing congregations.  This encouraged the growth of the pentecostal churches which had been brought over from the Caribbean.  By the 1990s the traditional denominations had learnt to be more welcoming to a new wave of African settlement but a strong independent black majority Church was by now firmly established.

A tendency to be inward looking.  Many churches found the changing London a threatening place and didn't understand why people no longer came to Church and did not appreciate their traditional liturgies.  A desire to hold on to the past and existing institutions was a bulwark against complex change.

New churches were also conservative.  The new black majority churches were also bulwarks against change.  Strict moral codes and an all-encompassing church life were designed to protect their young people against the lure of the big city.  Churches became a space where older and different values could be upheld and an alternative vision of life proclaimed.

This space which conservative churches have created has often been crucial for individuals looking for a way to survive and it should not be easily rejected, even if aspects of it such as its racism and liturgical inflexibility need challenging.  It also needs emphasising how resilient these churches are -- they can often be tiny congregations in huge buildings relying on a small handful of committed members but still they managed to survive.  This is particularly notable in the context of the rapid turnover of tenants associations and community groups which typically characterises urban life in London, not to mention the fleeting waves of government initiatives!

The complex Church

Churches have, therefore, become uneasy alliances between essentially conservative institutions that are looking to hold onto a tried and tested formula and a more radical and dynamic group -- often of incomers or younger people -- who see inner London as an ideal site for experiments in radical Christianity.  The key is to find some way of bringing together the strengths of these two forces -- the resilience of the established institutions with the dynamism of youthful innovation.  But before exploring a key development which has emerged in response to this need a few more comments about the nature of church life in London need to be made.

The Church as an urban institution
The Christian roots of the city

London is a deeply Christian city.  At least it is, in a way.  It is historically Christian, not so much because of its ancient Christian heritage symbolised in St Paul's Cathedral and Westminster Abbey but because at its time of its greatest growth -- the 19th-century -- a vigorous Christian presence embedded itself in the in warp and weft of the city.  Churches were built to serve the new suburbs and missions reached out into the poor and marginal districts.  The traditional view has been that this intense missionary activity in Victorian London failed to Christianise the new city in any meaningful way
.  Recent revaluations such as that by Callum Brown 
 have argued that this perception is created by taking too seriously the propaganda of Victorian churchman such as Thomas Chalmers who emphasised the godlessness of the new city in order to spur Christians to increased missionary endeavour.  The truth is that the vigour of the Christian mission to the city was highly significant in creating an urban Christian culture even if it was not successful in Christianising the urban working class in a way in which church leaders were happy with!

Increasing secularisation and marginalisation

Nonetheless, especially since the Sixties (so Brown argues), the Christian culture of Britain has declined and the Church has been increasingly marginalised.  Nonetheless it remains embedded in the city, particularly through the myriad of buildings which serve every neighbourhood of the city.  Effective urban mission has been deeply rooted in these buildings, despite the argument of some radicals that buildings are a hindrance to true Christianity.  The example of the Ichthus fellowship
 in south London however demonstrates the importance of buildings.  For a time in the 1980s Ichthus appeared to be the most successful and dynamic exponents of urban mission in London.  Part of the new movement of charismatic churches they planted many new congregations throughout south London in both urban and suburban areas.  By the Nineties, however, many of the urban congregations began to burnout and they were forced to focus their urban efforts around the few buildings that they had managed to acquire.  Buildings provided a resilience which no amount of youthful dynamism could replace

The growth of African Christianity

Ichthus's need to pull in its horns should not be seen as a failure.  They have succeeded in reinvigorating a number of churches in urban areas apart from establishing continuing existing congregations.  They have also been a radical influence within the conservative house churches -- particularly in promoting women's ministry and social action.  But the Nineties has seen the growth of an even more important force for change in London's churches -- the remarkable growth of African Christianity
.  Every section of the Church has been affected by this phenomenon bringing new patterns of worship, fresh spiritualities and a new entrepreneurialism into the Church.  We are still probably too close to the phenomenon to understand what its impact will be.  The greatest danger is, perhaps, that racism will prevent the wider Church from truly embracing the African revival and that it will remain an urban ghetto.  What is noticeable about African Christian leaders is their realism -- they know that they need to establish institutions whether that be in the form of new mega churches such as Kingsway International Christian Church or the leaders who have chosen to work through the established denominations.

In the still vigorous arena of London urban mission there is a complicated synergy between established conservative institutions and a variety of radical new expressions of Christianity that find in London a natural home.  How can we better understand this synergy and find ways of nurturing it?  I would suggest that the concept of Grassroots Urban Institutions provides a useful tool.

The Grass-roots Urban Institution

Rooted in the urban

The most important thing about grassroots urban institutions is that they should be rooted in the urban.  The grassroots urban institution emerges out of the flux of demanding urban communities intimately responding to that flux and expressing something of its nature.  It is possible for urban institutions to lose their urban roots -- in fact it is quite common and that is one of the dangers of taking the risk of institutional development rather than remaining in the flux of individual initiative and passing projects.  Remaining rooted in the urban world, however, keeps the institution alive and able to go on changing.

Conservative

Urban institutions are basically conservative.  Given that urban mission tends to attract people with an interest in the radical it is not surprising that there is a resistance to the development of urban institutions.  But a well rooted urban institution is conservative in a particular way.  It resists superficial change in order to promote deep change.  It maintains old ways of doing things because they are tried and tested and in so doing can be a testing ground for new innovations.  It keeps the memory of the past so that the past can be a resource for the change of future.  Where everything is changing the urban institution maintains continuity -- this is its great gift to the city.

Creating and maintaining space

The conservative urban institution holds and maintains the space in which new initiatives can develop.  Very often this is an actual physical space -- a hall, an office, a playground where people can gather and organise.  This space can be protected by the urban institution -- a low rent charged, basics such as maintenance looked after and the possibility to make mistakes protected.  The urban institution by its very solidity and conservatism is rarely well-placed to do something truly innovative but one that is open and rooted is ideally placed to give other people a chance.  The true grassroots urban institution does not feel threatened by the new, it may be a bit paternalistic and it may not really understand what is going on but it has seen many things come and go and is perfectly prepared to see new things come -- and if necessary let them go.

Holding stories 

The urban institution is able to hold stories of its community.  It has a long memory and keeps records of what went on in the past.  Without an institution at its centre a community tends to forget its past and lose touch with its own stories.  The institution is a place where the stories are told and kept as a resource for a community.  The institution will have its own story but that can often become rather bland after the exciting early years, but it is the stories told in and around the institution that can keep you in touch with the new and radical developments.  Without an institution it can be difficult to find out what's happening in a community as everyone is intent upon doing their new and radical thing rather than relating to other people.  A grassroots urban institution is a place for networking.

Long-lasting

An urban institution takes at least 20 years to develop.  It takes this long to develop credibility and a belief in itself that it will survive.  It takes this long to become boring and off the cutting edge!.  Urban institutions require a stability of funding, if they are always financially on the edge then they have to keep on being innovative and never develop the conservative traints that define them as institutions rather than just long established projects.

Community leadership 

An urban institution is most successful when it is owned by its community -- not necessarily physically owned and managed, but owned in people's imaginations.  The urban institution is then in a position to take on a roll of community leadership, especially when the community is under threat or is in some kind of crisis.  In fact, people will naturally turn to the institution and that perhaps is the best indicator that the urban project has indeed become an urban institution.  The urban institution may at times be resented, envied or seen as having sold out, but that is part of the process of becoming embedded in the community and concerned with something more fundamental than being at the cutting edge.

Value based

Urban institutions are not rational bureaucracies although they need to be well organised.  They are rooted in a set of coherent values which inspires and sustains them, it enables them to survive even when they aren't being successful or when they face the crises which are inevitable for any organisation rooted in the flux of the city.  As I researched urban institutions the importance of a strong value based became more obvious to me especially as I saw how many urban institutions had a religious basis.

Urban institutions become symbols for their community.  This is why it can be important for them to have a noticeable and prominent building -- one which is unavoidable and always reminding people of where they live.

Urban institutions survive in the complex city by developing strong protective resources and acquiring the ability to endure.  They are successful when they enable people to co-operate.  They resist the pressures of competition and become a space where people can meet and with speed and cunning respond to the opportunities that the city throws up.  I believe that without urban institutions there can be urban places but there can be no urban communities
.

The Church as a Grass-roots Urban Institution

A description of churches as grassroots urban institutions

I want to develop these ideas in a description of how church functions as a grassroots urban institution.  It is important to recognise that this is not a model of how church should be, or a description of how the church is.  Rather it is an attempt to describe a pattern that has emerged out of the complex and chaotic life of London as I have experienced it.  I will be drawing, especially, on a paper written in 1984 by John Shelby Spong then Bishop of Newark, New Jersey
.  Reading it after having developed my own ideas on grassroots urban institutions created many resonances for me.  The fact that it comes from a different context encourages me to believe that the pattern I have discerned is of more than just local significance, as has been the response as I have begun to share it with colleagues and friends.

The value base of urban churches

But the central rite of Christian worship is the sacrament of communion: people gather to be fed at the table of the Lord. Sunday after Sunday Christians break bread and drink wine together, symbolically proclaiming that the church is a community where food, heavenly and earthly, is available. A community that calls its Lord the bread of life creates a symbolic meal, the Eucharist, which quite naturally overflows into other feeding ministries, such as soup kitchens and food pantrys. Activities to feed the hungry grow out of our Eucharist; they can never replace it or be a substitute for it.

This kind of comment is commonplace in urban church circles -- even if Spong does phrase it in a particularly elegant way!  Most urban church practitioners find it necessary to place worship at the centre of their work, and this very often means communion.  It is perhaps instructive that there has been a tradition in Christian missions and projects to downplay or even exclude communion -- see the Salvation Army and London City Mission.  Some of the new or alternative churches also seem to be downplaying worship, I would expect that these will not last, although they have a useful role in the interim.  But why is worship so central?

Margaret Harris's interesting book Organising God's Work is constantly tussling with the religious dimension of church life as she seeks to see the church from a organisational point-of-view.  She recognises that religion makes congregations different from voluntary associations but perhaps does not address sufficiently the strength gained from a religious point of view.  This strength is rooted in worship: the recognition of a higher power, of a revealed authority, of hope beyond death and struggle.  Worship is what enables congregations to survive and continue once they have hit the down cycle.  When a project reaches the end of its useful life it closes down, the church on the other hand simply goes to sleep for a while -- hibernating until the new spring arrives and it can draw on the reserves laid down in years of plenty to again become active in its community.  During this hibernation it is the regular practice of worship that keeps the church open.  Worship keeps churches going when everything else seems pointless.  Of course worship is still important even when things are going well and projects and initiatives are multiplying, but its role is seen more clearly in times of struggle and difficulty.

Conservatism, patience and continuity

The Christian church must stay in the city not because it can solve all the problems that city life raises, though it dare not ignore those problems. We must stay in the city not because we can bring about all of the political, economic and social changes needed, though we must never cease to labor toward those goals. But our primary vocation in the city is simply to be the church, a community of self-conscious Christians. The church is a presence, an outpost of the Kingdom of God, a light in the darkness which the darkness can never extinguish or overwhelm. Our vocation is to be ourselves. 

Spong here emphasises the church as presence and it is perhaps the dimension of the church which is most central to the church as a grassroots urban institution.  Being present for a long time in one place has any number of unpredictable outcomes.  The church becomes part of the identity of the place, particularly if it has a noticeable building (rather than something which looks like a factory!).  But presence on its own can simply be witness to a moribund church which is turned in on itself and is slowly dissolving.  Presence only becomes meaningful when it is connected with some kind of action, however small.  A piece of youth work, a toddler group, the use of church buildings by tenants association all begin to make silent and hidden links with the community.  When these are connected to a person(s) who is identified as coming from the church then the presence becomes real rather than ideal.

Churches are essentially conservative institutions.  They remain when all else disappears.  When the terraces are pulled down and a high-rise estate emerges out of the urban landscape the church remains as a Victorian island in the new and strange environment.  Or as Chris Idle described Limehouse Parish Church in 1988

By any standards our church building is remarkable.  Architectural historian Sir John Summerson, who likes it, calls it 'a shocker" '.  It held 2500 for one historical wedding, and morning and evening congregations of 1000; but that was during the 1860s and Seventies, halfway through its life to date.  For the rest of the time, many pews have been dusted, polished, and empty.  Had it been a Victorian barn instead of a Georgian treasure, it would have been abandoned long ago.  Any rector here, like his Spitalfields counterpart, is in danger of being 'seduced by the building'.  In spite of its shape, size, temperature, and cost; in spite of the inevitable restoration appeal; in spite of gutters and pipes, boilers and birds, reports and committees -- one gets to love it.  Its main road (A13) position attracts strangers every week, and bears witness to the Christians who live here, and the faith we cling to and dare to proclaim.

Many urban churches are animated by this desire to maintain the tradition and cling to the faith.  This can make them conservative and inward looking but it does maintain the presence and create space for new things to happen.  What we often need is patience.  Too many churches have regretted giving up prime town centre positions in order to get rid of large and unwieldy buildings only to find that their small churches start to grow and they don't now have enough space!  By holding on to buildings and urban space churches retain it as potential community space for the benefit of all, rather than it being used to enrich the pockets of developers or the megalomania of local authorities.  There is the ever present danger of slipping into a moribund culture which cannot be renewed but even moribund churches retain hope if they hold onto the buildings.  The death of a moribund congregation has often led to new life in the old premises.

Enabling and making space for the new

In the city, where finding adequate and safe housing is a constant concern, it is as a house -- a house of God -- that the church makes its witness. It needs to be present as all of the things that housing means to people: a sanctuary, a shelter, a haven, a refuge, a protected womb, an ark to carry us through the storm. Although the church has neither the power nor the resources to solve urban housing problems, it can be a welcoming home to the homeless, a house to those who have been burned out, a haven to those who are cold. It can be the house of last appeal when other housing structures fail, the house of God to those who seek an adequate home

Spong's focus on the Church as the house of God reminds us of the importance of providing space.  This is, perhaps, the key activity of grassroots urban institutions.  The church which provides space for its community is likely to be well rooted in its community.  Sometimes, of course, this can be nothing more than a financial transaction whereby the church is kept afloat by rents from the karate club and the drop-in centre.  This is not what I mean by providing space, or what Spong means by being the house of God.  These more theological actions require hospitality whereby the church provides a genuine welcome.  Not only is physical space provided but the work going on in the space is blessed, encouraged and enabled.  The example of this which remains most vividly in my mind and which I have previously mentioned is a church of which I was a member, welcoming two women from the neighbouring estate who wanted to set up a tenants association.  This seems, somehow, more significant than the much more major endeavour of providing beds for hundreds of Kurdish refugees with which I was involved in 1990.  Perhaps this is because it was more than just the response to a crisis but rather a response to a long-standing issue in the community and because it felt surprising that people from an estate should approach the church in this way.  Perhaps it was this event which sowed the idea of a grassroots urban institution in my mind.

Clusters of ethnic people migrating or fleeing from other parts of the world also come to the city, bringing with them their unique languages and cultural values -- all of which affect the city’s customs and tastes. The fastest growing Episcopal congregation in northern New Jersey is Korean. I confirmed 42 adults there on my last visitation. In this relatively small geographical area, the diocese of Newark, the Holy Eucharist is celebrated each Sunday in English, Spanish, French, Korean, Japanese and Malayalam

This hosting of ethnic congregations has become increasingly recognised as significant within the traditional English denominations and indicates that churches do not merely provide space for others but also nurture space and growth within themselves.  Thus they are midwives and mothers.  Margaret Harris indicates how congregations are good places for initiating projects in response to grassroots needs.  They provide an opportunity for people to respond in a way that they feel comfortable with and which gives them autonomy.  The problems come when the project grows and starts to become more formalised and attracts outside funding -- leading to the initiators losing some of their autonomy.  Will the project grow and separate from the church?  Or will it remain a branch of the main trunk?

Assuming community leadership

Spong does not talk about churches assuming a role of community leadership.  Maybe he is rightly concerned about the paternalistic history of churches assuming they have a right to be leaders in urban communities and it is certainly true that churches should not believe they are divinely appointed to be leaders in their community.  They can only assume leadership when they have earned the right so to do and then take it on as an act of service for people who, at least implicitly, have asked them to take on the role.  It is perhaps easier for churches that have really emerged out of the community to take on community leadership.  This would appear to be happening in Haringey Peace Alliance
 where faith leaders, especially from the black majority churches, have taken on the issue of gun crime and provided one of the few credible community responses.  They are perhaps, in some small way, following in the footsteps of Martin Luther King and Desmond Tutu in taking on leadership when there was no one else to do it.  Spong's Episcopal background and liberal doubt perhaps blinds him to the more assertive role that churches can take in urban communities.  It is of course a role with great dangers but nonetheless sometimes there is a time to step forward and take the risk of being a leader.

The church as a symbol

The symbolic presence of the city church is necessary to the cause of Christ -- and, since necessary, worthy of the support and the investment of time, talent and treasure of all the people of God. We are the church of the incarnate Lord who so loved the world that he was born into our human life, his presence turning a common stable into a majestic shrine. His life transformed a cross of execution into a symbol of resurrection. Because we serve this Lord, the Christian church is a symbolic presence that can turn the despair of the city into hope, the ugliness of the city into beauty, the destructive power of the city into redemption and the fearful fire of the city into cleansing truth. In the church the homeless do find shelter, those of diverse backgrounds do discover community and the hungry do gather around the altar to be fed with the bread and the wine of the Eucharist.

Grassroots urban institutions can, at their most profound, become symbols for their community.  Churches with their towering architecture often acquire this status, although its impact can be double edged.  The Anglican Church on the Winstanley estate in Battersea where I lived burned down some years previously, leaving only the spire remaining.  It remain as a lone Victorian symbol, dwarfed by Sporle Court a tower block named after a local councillor who had pushed through the redevelopment of Battersea -- and lined his pockets in the process!  One day a brick fell from the spire and it was immediately wreathed in scaffolding.  Much debate and discussion with the local council and English Heritage followed but eventually the tower was pulled down as money for its restoration could not be found.  The loss of a symbol, however, produced an unpredictable response in Private Eye -- of all places
.  The church was lambasted for wanting to remove the symbolic spire with unseemly haste -- when in fact the church was doing everything it could including spending £20,000 on scaffolding to save the spire.  You never quite know what impact symbols are going to have -- or how becoming a symbolic presence is going to curtail your freedom of action for as John Van Eenwyk
 says "symbols connect us with something beyond everyday awareness... The exact nature of this something, however, is a matter of dispute".  Symbols destabilise us because their exact meaning is not easy to pin down -- they launch us into a chaotic world where things are not clear-cut but nonetheless have meanings which resonate deeply within us (Van Eenwyk p 68-86).  

Spong sees the church as a Christian symbol in the city.  This is certainly what we would hope the church could be like, and perhaps we do, at times, experience it in this way.  But it is unlikely that people outside the church and the wider community will view the church in quite this way.  Most often, perhaps, the symbolic impact of a church is barely reflected on by most people and provides an ill-defined sense of continuity in a changing and complex city.  What a church does will certainly impact the way it is viewed as a symbol -- a church surrounded by Mercedes on a Sunday morning will have a very different impact from one surrounded by homeless vagrants on weekday mornings.  But the church is not able to control what its impact will be -- or even ever really understand it in much detail.  In some ways keeping your head down and quietly going about your work is attractive -- the symbolic statements of Victorian churches which have now acquired grade 2 listing are examples of the problems with making a public impact!  The listing can make it easier to receive public money but cannot often be a burden, restricting development.

The church as a grassroots urban institution is therefore most powerful when it becomes a symbol for the community.  Yet at that very point it loses some of its autonomy -- it becomes owned by the community.  Does this mean that it can be less responsive to God?  An incarnational theology would argue that taking the risk of so embedding itself in its community is becoming like Christ in taking on the fullness of humanity and does not preclude a prophetic edge.  This resonates with Van Eenwyk's understanding of chaos as being caused by the oscillation between two forces -- in this case the community and Christian theology.  If we embrace the tension then we can move on to something new, if we resist it we will be smashed apart by entropic chaos.  Some perhaps, however, want to resist becoming a institution rooted in the community in this way and try to remain more like a mission -- on the edge of the community seeking to bring Christ into it.  There is a natural tendency for churches to become grassroots urban institutions but it is also possible to resist the movement whether that be by remaining a mission, becoming moribund or disconnecting from the neighbourhood.  The city tends to shape and pattern us in chaotically predictable ways but this can never completely overcome individual agency.

The development of a grassroots urban institution

My present church: Clapton Park URC in Hackney, East London
 gives a concrete example of what a grassroots urban institution might look like.  The church is 200 years old, founded by Pye Smith an important nonconformist theologian in the early 19th century.  In the 1870s it built a large church in the new suburb of Hackney called the Round Chapel which has been dubbed the nonconformist cathedral of North London.  In the 20th century the church underwent a steady decline, common to many inner-city churches until it became unable to sustain the huge thousand seater Round Chapel.  At this point it looked as if the church might cease to exist but eventually a scheme was developed where the church was taken over by Hackney Historic Buildings Trust and the church continued in the refurbished schoolrooms.  This sparked a rejuvenation in the fortunes of the church and it took a central role in the gentrification of the area.  It developed a number of social projects particularly a well-respected nursery and became a meeting place through the institution of a monthly community meal which particularly attracted sections of Hackney's alternative community
.  The morning service also revived becoming a modest but sustainable multicultural congregation and an alternative evening congregation was started which has attracted a group of young white professionals and artists.  The church has also be able to host space for a number of community projects.  Much of this was facilitated by the provision, through the national church, of a community worker with a ten-year brief to develop the community ministry of the church.  But it has also been crucial that the small number of long-established members have been willing to host and support the social projects and alternative initiatives both through their goodwill and financial backing.  

Clapton Park has been willing to provide space for new initiatives -- some have fallen by the wayside such as the local community shop, but that is only to be expected, others such as the evening congregation have begun to die only to be revitalised in a new form.  There are still many issues for the church to face, it is struggling to establish its financial sustainability and issues will be raised when the community worker comes to the end of his ten-year funding.  There are also questions to be raised about it symbiotic relationship with gentrification and whether this has hindered it engaging with the profound poverty which surrounds it -- especially in many public housing estates.  We can thus identify the following factors as instrumental in the development of Clapton Park URC as a grassroots urban institution:

· Its long history in the area -- it has been present since its urbanisation and before.

· The reordering of its building into a usable format

· The openness of existing long-established members to host new initiatives

· The provision of space in many different ways

· Its integration with particular themes and groups in the community i.e. the alternative community and gentrification

· Its continuing emphasis on worship and the articulation of Christian values

Another church that I know of was in a similar position to rebuild itself as a grass-roots urban institution but some key differences can be noted

· The national Church did not bring in any additional resources but rather the regional structures imposed unimaginative control of new initiatives

· The long established local leadership had doubts about the opening up of the church to community initiatives -- they allowed space to be used but did not embrace what was happening

· The building remained out of date and was not refurbished

This illustrates that grassroots urban institutions do not just happen they require the right mix at the grassroots but they also require important decisions to be made by forces outside the local situation.  Just as grassroots urban institutions can give space to local radical initiatives so national and regional structures can help or hinder the emergence of grassroots urban institutions.

Conclusion: nurturing grass-roots urban institutions

The grassroots urban institution therefore gives us a way of affirming two apparently contradictory impulses in urban mission: the desire to be radical and innovative and the tendency for urban churches to be conservative bulwarks in an ever-changing city.  The grassroots urban institution is conservative -- it seeks to hold onto what is good from the past, it is focused on self-preservation and continuity.  Nonetheless it does not seek to do this by extracting itself from its urban context rather it seeks to perpetuate itself thoroughly within this context, precisely because it understands that the city is an ever-changing flux which need spaces of continuity and stability -- places which provide the space for the new and innovative to happen.  It is not bedazzled by the new and innovative but neither is it afraid of them -- it knows that they need to happen but also that it is not necessary to immediately and completely embrace what they are saying and doing.  All that is needed is to provide them with the space to learn their own lessons and do their own thing.

To end I consider a few ways in which grassroots urban institutions can be nurtured.  Firstly by those who are responsible for the strategic promotion of mission.
· Seek to hold on to urban real estate.  It might feel like a frustrating heap of bricks at the moment but that space and the history it represents has the potential to be a space where exciting things happen.
· Take the long view.  Grassroots urban institutions do not emerge overnight they take years to develop and there will be times when it doesn't look as if they aren't going anywhere.  Avoid the demand for instant results at all costs.
· Recognise the role of transitional ministry.  A high profile ministry which is seen as being successful often depends on the struggles of a predecessor who has laid the foundations for the development of a grassroots urban institution
Established local leadership has a crucial role in facilitating the development of grassroots urban institutions, even when their capacity for direct mission seems limited

· Develop the skill of maintaining the traditional institution whilst being actively welcoming of new initiatives -- don't worry if you don't understand them!
· Develop your buildings as flexible spaces with worship at the heart -- home to a diverse range of activities and not dominated by one project which controls the space.
· Don't try and keep control of everything but encourage people to develop their own visions

Entrepreneurs and activists need grassroots urban institutions to provide the space for their new initiatives but they also have a role to play in supporting the institutions on which they depend

· Value the institutions which give you the opportunity and space to develop your initiatives

· Continue to support and resource the institutions in your community even when they may not seem as radical or progressive as you would like

· Don't worry when your project seems to becoming less radical and progressive -- maybe it's transmuting into a grassroots urban institution!
· Give new ideas the space which you wish you had been given when you were starting out.
 Appendix

The government has recently coined the term community anchor organisation which has much in common with the grassroots urban institution.  There are significant differences are government emphasis would seem to be on promoting change whereas the grassroots urban institution is more about providing space but the connections are important.  In some ways the grass-roots urban institution is a community anchor organisation that has matured and become fully embedded in its community and is not dependent on government support and its agenda!  The following is taken from their recent document Firm Foundations (http://www.homeoffice.gov.uk/docs3/ho_firm_foundations0812.pdf)

Community anchor organisations

Strong, sustainable community-based organisations can provide a crucial focus and support for community development and change in their neighbourhood or community. We are calling them ‘community anchor organisations’ because of the solid foundation they give to a wide variety of self-help and capacity building activities in local communities, and because of their roots within their communities. We need to target our efforts better to enable more organisations to develop into the role of community ‘anchor’, and to promote a common understanding of what distinguishes the many thousands of groups and organisations operating at community level from those which can be said to play an anchor role in the way described here. Community anchor organisations take many forms, but have at least four common features:


 they are controlled by local residents and/or representatives of local groups


 they address the needs of their area in a multi-purpose, holistic way


 they are committed to the involvement of all sections of their community, including marginalised groups


 they facilitate the development of the communities in their area.

Community anchor organisations might develop from a variety of different kinds of organisations. These might include development trusts or settlements, tenant management organisations or well-established residents associations, community associations or other neighbourhood level federations or networks, village halls, church or other faith-based organisations, schools or possibly organisations with a cultural or sports focus. New Deal for Communities partnerships may play this role, and the successor bodies to some Single Regeneration Budget programme boards. Some neighbourhood watch groups may also have expanded their role to operate in this way. On the other hand, many of these organisations may not include all the elements or have the capacity to play the role demanded of a community anchor organisation, without additional support and investment.

Community anchor organisations may have a range of specific purposes, which will be determined by the needs of their particular area:


 They may be involved in providing local services, such as managing a housing estate, running Surestart provision for under 5s, or offering advice.


 They may be directly involved in regeneration programmes, or have grown out of a regeneration programme, after the initial funding has finished.


 They may offer support both to active individuals and to smaller groups pursuing a more limited purpose, in the ways described in section 2: by providing a physical hub or meeting place, by being a source of small grants (generated from their own activities, or distributed on behalf of other funders), community development workers might be based there, and they may offer a venue for learning opportunities or a place to go for advice on what is available.


 In some cases a community anchor organisation may be structured so that it can represent the views of local people to public bodies. In others, its role may be to facilitate the creation of a local forum. In the 88 most deprived local authority areas, the Neightbourhood Renewal Unit’s Single Community Programme has specifically supported the development of neighbourhood-level organisations to feed into Local Neighbourhood Renewal Strategies.

Often there will only be one community anchor organisation in a neighbourhood or locality. However, occasionally the diversity of communities of interest may justify the development or existence of more than one, serving different communities or focusing on different target groups.

Where embryonic community anchor organisations exist, they are often fragile and dependent on short-term funding. This is why many will also seek to acquire or develop an asset base as a source of sustainable income, as well as a base for activities. This can be greatly helped by the transfer of assets from public or private bodies, on terms which take account of the social as well as the financial benefits to the organisation and the community. Managing an asset base, however (such as work spaces, a housing estate or a community centre), or running an enterprise, requires business skills and investment funding tailored to the needs of such organisations. There is an urgent need to expand the availability of investment finance and business development support that meets the specific needs of community anchor organisations wishing to develop their enterprise activities and build a stronger asset base.

In other areas, community anchor organisations may be at an early stage of development, or not exist at all. Community development support, perhaps linked to a process of local action-planning, can provide the foundations for the development of such an organisation.

Actions to bring about change


 Actively promote much more effective collaboration between national organisations which provide technical support to particular types of community anchor organisation, so that access to such support by local organisations is much more straightforward, streamlined and easily accessed.


 Encourage funders from the public, private and voluntary sectors to increase the availability of appropriate investment funding, often called ‘patient capital’, and related business development support, to enable community anchor organisations to become more sustainable by building up their enterprise base.


 As part of the Government’s wider commitment to promoting social enterprise, facilitate the appropriate transfer of assets to community anchor organisations, by raising awareness amongst local authorities, encouraging consistent application of the rules, reviewing the basis on which the purchase of assets is funded, and building management capacity in the sector.


 Publish case studies and highlight research evidence that demonstrates the importance of long-term investment in community development at neighbourhood level, to support the development of community anchor organisations. This is the role of the Active Citizenship Centre.


 Support and evaluate the rolling out of a programme of Guide Neighbourhoods, through which experienced residents in well-developed resident-led community anchor organisations can share their vision and experience with residents in less well-developed organisations and neighbourhoods.


 Develop a common understanding of the ways that community anchor organisations can work with local authorities and other public bodies as they devolve more responsibility to area and neighbourhood level, and a clearer acceptance of the resourcing needed to achieve this. 
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� It is currently fashionable to describe universities and other large institutions as 'urban institutions'.  While there seems to me some value in this idea it is very different from my description of grassroots urban institutions.  The key idea behind urban institutions seems to be the need to engage with the city in which the urban institutions placed, this is not an issue for grassroots urban institutions for they emerge out of the city.





Perhaps more relevant to my discussion is the term anchor institutions that is emerging from the government:





The targeting of efforts to build strong, sustainable community anchor organisations which can provide a crucial focus and support for community development and change in their neighbourhood or community, and for the building up of the community sector.
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� Hackney has a long history of attracting 'alternative' people: artists, anarchists and the like.  Thus its gentrification has a particular character which is more left-wing, more self doubting that areas such as Battersea which have been gentrified by the mainstream middle-class





