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Thank you for inviting me.  I’m delighted to be here.
 
The last Religion Media Centre event I spoke at was on 2 July.  A lot’s happened since then, much of it in the days immediately after I contributed to that event – though I won’t claim causality!
 
After two further days, I had a long wait into Friday morning to hear that I had been re-elected as MP for East Ham for the ninth time.  And 411 other Labour MPs were elected too, producing the second largest majority ever for a Labour Government.
 
The new Prime Minister summed it up the next day: “our country voted, decisively, for change.  For national renewal.”  I want to speak today about this mission of national renewal, and the contribution of religious faith.
 
National renewal
 
The backdrop to the election is well known.  
Real wages last year were the same as in the financial crisis.  If wages had grown at the same rate as between 1970 and 2007, the average worker would now be £10,700 per year better off.
 
We have a full blown housing crisis.  My borough, Newham, has a social housing waiting list of 38,000.  Nationally, 89,000 households are in temporary accommodation.  The last government promised to eradicate street homelessness, after it fell to its lowest level ever in 2010.  Now, far from having been eradicated, it’s much higher.  
 
NHS waiting lists have grown by over 75% since 2010 – now 7.6 million.  Last month, 128,000 people waited over 4 hours to be seen at A&E.  In 2010, there was no month in which that number of people reached double, let alone triple, digits.
 
The cost of all this is not just a series of individual failures.  Peoples’ wages haven’t increased in over a decade, so they don’t feel valued.  A struggle to access healthcare means people feel the government doesn’t care.  Polluted rivers and dirty streets degrade peoples’ self-respect.  It feels as if Britain is broken – that nothing works properly any more.
 
National renewal must also be more than just material improvement.  Our manifesto set out five missions: to kickstart economic growth; to make Britain a clean energy superpower; to take back our streets; to make the NHS fit for the future; to break down barriers to opportunity.
 
Delivering those missions would deliver tangible improvement.  But we also need to change the way we think about our country and our selves – to rebuild hope for the future.  And I want to argue this evening, contrary to the views of some, that religion and faith groups have much to contribute. 
 
Contribution of faith comunities

Surveys like the 2012 Demos Faithful Citizens report show that people who are religiously affiliated are more hopeful, feel a greater sense of belonging in their community, and have higher levels of trust in people and institutions, including in hard times. 
 
The benefits of their hope is not confined to themselves.  Across a decade of austerity, the pandemic, the cost-of-living crisis, faith groups have often held their local communities together. Faith-based charities grew faster than any other part of the charity sector from 2006 to 2016.  Faith-based volunteering rose 60% from 2010 to 2014.
 
Just after lockdown began in 2020, on Good Friday, I was sitting at home going through some unread emails.  There were two emails from constituents saying: “I don’t have enough food for the Easter bank holiday weekend.  What should I do?”  And I didn’t know how to answer them.  I have become very used to referring people to foodbanks but I didn’t know which – if any – would be open that weekend.
 
Looking further back through my emails I found one from the Mayor of Newham, Rokhsana Fiaz.  Her email said: if you find people without enough food over the weekend, send an email to the Vicar of Ascension Church in the Royal Docks before 10 in the morning, and he will arrange for a food parcel to be delivered before 6 that evening.
 
Twenty-five years earlier, I was the Leader of Newham Council, doing the job that the elected Mayor now does.  At that time, we were polite to the churches, but we never worked with them, as partners, in the way that the current Mayor was indicating.  Her suggestion sounded a bit implausible to me.  But I didn’t have any better ideas, so I thought I had better give hers a try.  Both my constituents received their food parcels later that Good Friday.
 
In the last Parliament, I chaired the All Party Parliamentary Group on Faith and Society.  We commissioned Goldsmith’s University of London to research local authority cooperation with faith groups during the pandemic.  They sent a questionnaire to every Council in the UK.  Nearly half the Councils replied.  Their replies made it clear that what I saw in Newham was happening across the country.
 
Over two-thirds of councils said they had partnered more with faith groups since the pandemic began.  More than 90% had a “very” or “mostly” positive experience working with them.  88% of councils found that faith groups added value – to “some” or a “great” extent - through their longstanding local presence; 79% because they provided a pool of volunteers; and 79%, again, because they could reach “hard to reach” groups.
 
One of the Council officers told the researcher “My personal admiration for faith groups has gone through the roof, just in terms of their commitment there.  We as a local authority didn’t know what we were getting into.  And they have got involved with smiles on their faces and they have done it professionally.”
 
It turned out in the pandemic, when we were all at rock bottom, that it was, uniquely, the faith groups which had both the motivation and the resources to step up to help.  And we became dependent on them in completely new ways.
 
Keir Starmer declared a “Faith Week” in the General Election campaign.  He wrote a letter to faith leaders to mark it: “I am regularly reminded”, he wrote, “of the many ways that faith contributes to the rich diversity of the United Kingdom”, and he committed to “strong partnerships with faith communities.”
 
The temptation for Governments is either to instrumentalise Faith groups – valuing only the volunteers and charities that government gets out of them – or to ignore or shun them.
 
14 years ago, David Cameron spoke often about the “Big Society” to “unleash community engagement.”    Not very much happened, but what did happen relied largely, as it turned out, on the voluntary efforts of faith groups.  In 2015, 81% of Anglican churches were involved in foodbank provision.
 
But ministers who welcomed and praised that responded aggressively to any criticism from Bishops of government policies.  
 
In their 2019 book “The Narrow Corridor”, the economists Daron Acemoglu and Jason Robinson argued that nations need to travel a narrow corridor in the relationship between state and society.  An overpowerful state with a weak society veers to despotism and decline.  A strong society with an emaciated state veers to anarchy and collapse. What is needed is for a strong state and a strong society to coexist, cooperate and challenge each other. 
 
Keir Starmer’s letter to faith leaders showed that intent.  “Given the opportunity to serve”, he wrote, “a mission-led Labour government would ensure strong partnerships with faith communities, harnessing your energy and creativity to renew our country.”  Strong partnerships: state and society working together to take the country along that narrow corridor.
 
One way the letter pointed to was promoting “local Faith Covenants… between Local Authorities and faith groups in communities.”  This is an idea developed by the All Party Parliamentary Group on Faith and Society, which I chaired from 2012 until the election.  Our faith covenant – published on the Group’s website – was published in 2014, and first adopted by Birmingham City Council in December of that year.
 
Councils have often been nervous about working with faith groups.  They have worried that, if – like other voluntary organisations – they commission faith groups to deliver services, then one of two things would go wrong.  Either the faith group would use the funds to try and convert people, instead of delivering the service; or the service would be biased in favour of the members of that group, at the expense of others.
 
Working with faith groups just seemed too difficult, and complicated.  If you work with this group here, won’t you offend that different group over there?  Far simpler to give them all a wide berth and find somebody less complicated to work with.  But the truth is that, if that happens, communities miss out.  The pandemic showed the huge potential of faith groups as partners.  Their absence leaves a huge void.  No other network or group can fill it.
 
The idea of the Faith Covenant was to create ground rules for local authorities and faith groups to work together, tackling some of the common concerns both sides have about each other.  It says, for example, that if the local authority offers a training opportunity to voluntary sector organisations in their area, then the same opportunity will be offered to faith groups.  And that faith groups wanting to work with the local Council will commit to best practice on equal opportunities.
 
32 local authorities have adopted our faith covenant.  The organisation Faith Action, which provides the Secretariat for the All Party Parliamentary Group, runs a Faith Covenant Forum where Councillors, council officers and faith group leaders from areas where the Covenant has been adopted meet to exchange ideas and compare notes on progress.
 
The Faith Covenant reassures faith groups that their Council wants to listen to them and work with them without subsuming them.  It reassures Councils that faith groups in their area who sign up are committed to provide high-quality services. 
 
Southampton City Council speaks of gaining, “a strong network of places of worship which play into our local systems.”  The Covenant allowed Leeds City Council “to reach faith communities and groups with which we have had a less strong relationship in the past.”  In Calderdale, Canon Hilary Barber, Vicar of Halifax Minster, reports that “[The Faith Covenant has facilitated] regular communication between the faith communities and the local authority [...], creating the space for shared vision and the sharing of resources.”
 
It allows the strengths of faith groups and local authorities to be combined.  Faith groups have enthusiastic and committed volunteers; access to disadvantaged, hard to reach groups which statutory organisations can never match; and unmatched credibility through their longstanding presence in each community.  Local authorities have a strategic view of the community, looking across ward or parish boundaries to help connect groups across their area, and have financial resources too.
 
Keir Starmer is right that adopting the Faith Covenant can be a key step to building the “strong partnerships” he envisages.  It celebrates and promotes faith groups, without trying to suppress their identity, treating them as integral, not instruments.
 
There are churches, mosques, synagogues, temples and gurdwaras across the UK.  A group of local residents is committed to each of them, but everyone is aware of them.  No other networks can match the presence of faith communities. 

As part of a nation, we bundle ourselves with millions of people we may never meet in places we may never go.  That “imagined community” that we think of ourselves as belonging to is made real, by shared history, institutions, arts and culture, but also through our own local community.  In forming how we think of our nation, we scale up from the people we do know in the places we do visit.  
 
How we feel about our nation and how we feel about our local community are related.  Each act of service goes beyond its immediate beneficiary: it has local, national, and theological significance.  Partnerships between faith groups and local authorities can help renew their local communities and, by doing so, rebuild their residents’ trust in our national community.
 
Isn’t faith a source of division?

This is all very cosy, but isn’t the harsh reality that, far from bringing people together, faith is a source of division?  Isn’t that what we see in conflicts all over the world?  Didn’t we get a taste of that in our own riots, earlier in the Summer?  In our increasingly multicultural society, aren’t faith groups sowing division between each other, and creating siloes from the secular mainstream.  

I understand those concerns, of course, but I think they reflect misunderstanding.  If you have a sense of belonging to a local faith community, and if that faith group is clearly seen as part of the wider community – and it is part of the job of people like me to make sure that that is the case – then you will feel that you belong to the wider community.  It seems to me that faith groups offer our best chance of providing large numbers of people with the opportunity to belong.
 
Having lots of different faith groups doesn’t make a community divided.  Having lots of different faith groups means lots of people have that chance to belong.  That builds cohesion.  

The threat to cohesion is not from people belonging to lots of different groups.  It is from lots of people not belonging to anything at all, outside their own immediate family.
 
In an article last year, Tariq Modood of the University of Bristol and founder of the Centre for Ethnicity and Citizenship, set out how: “Multiculturalism … can contribute to depolarising the current political polarism.”  He argued that, in sociology, it is usually assumed that multiculturalism requires a “thinning” of a nation’s culture to include minorities.  The counterreaction to such multiculturalism has been an aggressive assertion of national culture, to the exclusion of minorities.  But he argues that multiculturalism is strongest when it is “additive,” with all citizens able to be part of and contribute to the national culture without losing their own identity.
 
He argues that there is such a thing as Britishness, that all people can be part of it, and that they can add to Britishness by weaving it together with their own subculture.  And that rings true in what I see in the highly multi-cultural community in East London which I represent in Parliament.
 
Professor Modood refers to the recent coronation, as an example of resisting division, building cohesion, not by pushing faith to the margins but by bringing different faith groups together.  We shouldn’t flatten the differences or ignore the disagreements between faiths.  But, in practice, different faith groups often have more in common than secularism assumes.
 
I have a vested interest in this view.  My constituency is among the most diverse in the country.  I moved there on getting a job in London, straight from university, where all my spare time had been spent in the Christian Union.  I joined the Labour Party and quickly discovered – to my surprise – that my faith gave me a point of connection with other people of faith, including with people whose faith was different to mine.  

When a vacancy arose for MP for East Ham, Ahmed Din, the then Chair of the Alliance of Newham Muslim Associations, got in touch with me.  “We believe in God”, he said; “you believe in God.  We think you should go for this job.”  He is a big part of the reason why, thirty years later, I am still the MP.

The tendency in the past has been either to see faith communities as part of the jumble of cultures inhabiting these islands – best left alone – or treating faith groups, especially minority faith groups, as a threat to a secular national culture.  Both approaches assume that finding belonging in faith is contrary to finding belonging in Britain.
 
But they are wrong.  Diverse faith communities belong both to Britain and to Britishness – and, admittedly within narrower boundaries in the past, always have done.  Minority faith groups don’t dilute Britishness or threaten it, they add to it, deepen it, enrich it.  The belonging created by faith communities is not opposed to people’s sense of national belonging, but one of the most tangible ways that it is realised.  Embedding that view in Government is a form of national renewal itself, encouraging every faith community to find its place in our nation.

Faith groups and renewal
 
On 16 July, the Deputy Prime Minister wrote to the leaders of local authorities to promise a “devolution revolution.”  Our manifesto committed to widen devolution to more local authorities and deepen devolution settlements with the local authorities that already have them.  More, and more important decisions will be made closer to the communities they affect.  Policymaking will move nearer to where faith communities’ work has most directly built credibility and relationships.
 
The Mayor of Greater Manchester, Andy Burnham, committed to creating a faith and race equality panel in July 2019.  Consultation responses, however, encouraged him to separate the two.  The faith panel had its first meeting on 17 March 2021.  It includes representatives from inter-faith organisations and every major faith community.  Members engage on faith issues and contribute to the Mayor’s Action Networks on issues from the environment to child hunger, and digital inclusion to homelessness.
 
In his letter to faith leaders, Keir Starmer also promised to “engage faith-based organisations in the delivery of our five missions.”  We need to work out how best to do that.  A good start has been made by the Child Poverty Taskforce, chaired jointly by the Secretaries of State for Work and Pensions and for Education, where dialogue with faith groups and faith-based organisations is under way.
 
“Does Government do God?”, the report by Colin Bloom, faith engagement adviser to the previous Government, was published in April last year.  He highlighted low faith literacy across Government, claiming that: “civil servants and public servants were noted as often having a very poor or superficial knowledge of the basic beliefs that differentiate religions, relying on generalised assumptions of supposedly ‘orthodox’ versions of faith.”

Our economy’s openness and our nation’s diversity mean that failing to understand or respect others’ worldviews, besides being harmful to community cohesion, is a barrier to opportunity.
 
All the evidence suggests that it is disadvantaged pupils – those eligible for free school meals – who benefit most from well-taught Religious Studies.  Among the humanities at GCSE, Religious Studies has consistently the smallest gap in grades and participation between disadvantaged pupils and their peers.  
 
The Department for Education missed its recruitment target for secondary teachers of Religious Education in nine of the last ten years.  Only 44% of teachers who taught at least one lesson of Religious Studies last academic year held a qualification in the subject.  We need to do better, given the benefits to disadvantaged students and to community cohesion.
 
A majority of respondents to Colin Bloom’s review thought that Government did not understand faith.  Only 30% thought Government engages meaningfully with faith groups.
 
The last Government did land on a better approach during the pandemic.  It launched regular roundtables with faith leaders and communities, held weekly or fortnightly at the beginning of the pandemic.   Bloom writes of: “historic levels of engagement with faith leaders and faith communities.”  A Place of Worship Taskforce was set up too, helping navigate the impact of lockdowns on faith communities’ gatherings.
 
There was a real dialogue.  But the roundtables disappeared as Covid-19 eased.  Colin Bloom reports that, when he asked why, officials replied: “we have nothing to tell them.”  The old attitude re-asserted itself.
 
We should learn from the pandemic.  The Prime Minister’s commitment to engaging faith communities in our missions must be through dialogue.  My colleague Lord Wajid Khan of Burnley is Faith Minister in the Ministry of Housing, Communities, and Local Government.  His experience working across diverse communities in Burnley, including after the 2001 race riots, augurs well.  Wajid has asked me to pass on to everyone this message:

“It is a huge honour for me to serve as the Faith Minister for our new Labour government.  Over the summer months we saw worrying divisions and polarisation in some of our communities.  In those places where disturbances and violent disorder took place, we also witnessed the power of faith.  We watched people from many different religious groups stand together to protect each other’s places of worship, care for the victims of violence and intimidation and bring our broken communities together.  As we move from those dark days to an altogether brighter future, faith communities will undoubtedly play a vital role in our mission-led Government and national renewal.  I look forward to working with faith leaders across the country to ensure that faith is at the heart of Government and government harnesses the power of faith. “

In 2021, we established a Labour Party network of 20 parliamentary faith champions.  These were MPs from each of the major faith groups in the UK, who agreed to be the point person for that faith community within the Labour party.  Keir Starmer committed in his letter to faith leaders to keeping the network, so that faith communities have a direct line into 10 Downing Street.
 
On our mission “to build an NHS fit for the future,” our manifesto said that means an NHS “able to prevent ill health in the first place… with a greater focus on the management of chronic, long-term conditions.”
 
Social prescribing, where people are connected to local activities and groups to improve their health and wellbeing, can play a very helpful part, helping alleviate social and emotional needs which can drive ill health.  The NHS Long Term Plan recognised the importance of social prescribing and committed to introducing link workers into primary care networks across the country.
 
Very often, faith communities run the activities and groups that social prescribers turn to.  Theos, the Church Works Commission, and the Good Faith Partnership are working on a research project about faith in social prescribing that will report in January.  Their preliminary findings show that over 6000 UK churches – 17% of the total number – currently run wellbeing initiatives with a Church Works Commission partner.  Over two million people have attended one of them so far this year.
 
Their qualitative findings echo the findings of the research commissioned by the APPG for Faith and Society in the pandemic.  Faith groups are known and trusted by their communities; they can reach hard to reach groups; their professionalism is sound.  Faith groups engaged in social prescribing don’t use it to proselytise, or expect their visitors to attend services, but users appreciate that pastoral and spiritual care can be requested.
 
In the pandemic, places of worship were vital to the vaccine rollout.  I saw how, at the Minhaj ul Quran in Forest Gate in my borough, people who were nervous about vaccination felt comfortable about being vaccinated in a faith space.  
 
Building an NHS fit for the future will be easier to do in partnership with faith communities.  It requires relationship building across the NHS: on the local level, where approaches like the Faith Covenant can help; regional level, with integrated care boards; and nationally, where faith communities should be included in consultations.
 
Faith groups also have a lot to contribute to the mission to take back our streets.  Faith communities across the country run youth groups and anti-knife crime projects that help keep many young people from violent crime.  We need more initiatives along those lines.
 
These are obvious partners for Government as we look to build a network of hubs in our Young Futures programme.  The trust that faith groups have in their communities make them well placed to divert people from anti-social and criminal behaviours.  
  
Faith groups offer unique theological and philosophical frameworks for economic and environmental policy.  We should welcome those different worldviews into policy discussions.
 
Government engagement with faith communities should be open ended because the new narrative about Britain that we want to create won’t end when we have fixed the foundations and achieved our missions.   We will always need collaboration and challenge between society and state.
 
But, once we achieve our missions, I hope, there will be less need for food banks, debt advice, and homeless outreaches.  Faith communities will no longer be exhausted filling in for an absent state.  Then, their energies can be spent more on bettering and beautifying their communities, than on averting catastrophe in them.  Our engagement with faith communities can then move on from national renewal to national flourishing.

Thank you.
