Five years ago, the Bishop asked me to represent him at meetings between CEOs of public agencies – health board, police, environment, equalities, housing, and Heads of Council service areas considering how partnership work for the City could be planned and implemented. I soon realised that I couldn’t represent the views and plans of my own, or any other faith community. Existing ecumenical and inter-faith organisations are unfit for collaboration or consultation in the high level professional activities of Local Government and Public service agencies. They face each other, rather than facing civil society together. Faith groups have social vision, but fall short of helping to shape the vision, values and direction taken by a City in development. 

Are they not asked, or don’t they offer? Or both? Must it always be like this? Cardiff can appear religionless. What would anyone from Rome or Barcelona make of Cardiff’s  self presentation? Major social and cultural assets rooted in its faith communities, past and present play no part in representing the City. And yet, as many citizens have an active affiliation to a faith community as those involved in sports.

How then to ensure members and officers are better informed about what faith groups  contribute to the welfare of the City? This research project is deliberately local, focused on Cardiff Borough, its unique religious diversity, living faith culture and heritage. 

The University Regeneration Institute and the City’s own Market research team were commissioned by the research steering group to investigate contributions made by faith groups to the welfare of the city, and perceptions of their public role. 

The findings show the variety of social welfare, educational and community building activities undertaken by the city’s 220 odd faith communities – their volunteers and trained professionals rooted in every part of the Borough. If all their activities ceased, the City would be at a loss to fill gaps they didn’t know they had, and to solve problems others just quietly dealt with. Public perception of faith groups contribution is complex, more good will than antipathy, but mainly non-committal, as if people are willing to be convinced, but wait for evidence. The report explains new buzzwords ‘social capital’ and ‘spiritual capital’ introducing the concept of rich social contributions, only partly measurable. Statistics provide an abstract picture of reality. Stories serve us better.

What faith groups contribute is not well understood, or else taken for granted. Apart from the survey findings, there are 13 brief case studies showing  the range of activities faith groups contribute to the life of the city. Schooling, first aid training, bereavement services, represent larger corporate enterprises around which an unmeasured volume of voluntary activity coheres almost un-regarded. Worshipping communities are described – some long standing, others relatively new. All are noteworthy, typical in their social enterprise. The role of one Mosque is outlined, also one Hindu centre. Eight churches tell different stories about how their life and work has developed in response to changing times. Two describe, in the jargon, ‘church plants’ – centres developed in new housing areas by people of different traditional backgrounds wanting to build new community for all, on faith-derived principles. Two describe established church centres with new identity and purpose, uniting congregations of historic denominations under one roof. We  consider churches on the tourist heritage trail, churches of post-war immigration, a church earning its keep as a weekday rehearsal venue. Each contributes to the common good in different ways.

Creative and critical ideas, social vision carried by faith communities offer a resource which could be more beneficial to the City in this time of change, and could also be a source of sustenance as recession looms. We conclude that all faith groups, indigenous ones included, need to be drawn into the project of shaping the vision of this Proud Capital, so that it is also a Spiritual Capital. It’s a challenge for them, for the L.A. and other public bodies. Inclusion, diversity, equalities – more buzzwords – represent current political concerns about social fragmentation. This concern needs to engage faith groups which see this at ground level. The City, we believe, would do well to employ someone to reconnect faith groups with its core life. Someone to listen to the stories and take note. 

Secularity doesn’t mean disregard for religion but giving it proper value in citizenship. It may be problematic to achieve, but it will be equally beneficial if it helps us think more richly about ‘the common good’ for which we strive. We hope this report demonstrates the great contribution faith groups make, and we offer it for discussion, desiring that faith groups be better understood and employed for the benefit of this City. 

