The Church at the Centre of the City.
Cardiff, 12-15 September 2005.

Conference Report.

This brief report tries to present some of the key impressions, gathered from the plenary sessions, reports from the groups (somewhat haphazard), the evaluation forms and general conversation. It can only be impressionistic as it was deliberately decided not to ask for systematic feed-back. The emphasis was on stimulating conversations between practitioners who could learn from each other. Cardiff was eager to learn and only sought to be a catalyst in a larger process. This was attempted around four sets of meeting points: the three keynote papers, followed by general groups to provide a broad background; the theme groups, designed to offer occasions for those with similar interests to look at a number of over-arching themes: the city, people in the city and the church; short papers, when stories could be told or ideas mooted; and visits in and around Cardiff to offer a context for comparison and contrast with other situations. This was the first time that any conference had addressed these issues in any systematic way. 
1. The conference dynamics.

Inevitably there will be strengths and weaknesses in such a gathering and different participants will find different aspects meeting their needs. It is gratifying, however, to record that (apart from the ageing accommodation) the conference was well and warmly received. The strong points were the food and the keynote speakers. The Organising Group will take on board the points raised. Here, however, it may be in place to respond (without, I hope, being defensive) to some of the criticisms that have wider implications.
(i) The Group was conscious that it contained no women but given its location and remit this would have been difficult to overcome. That needs to be monitored in any subsequent developments.

(ii) The balance of the conference could have explicitly given greater place to Biblical and theological material and a more deliberate attention to the range of theological traditions. It was hope that in working from experience to more theological and theoretical levels differing viewpoints would be given expression.

(iii) Again it would have been possible to allow more ‘free’ time. It was a pity that it was not possible to provide a late night drink apart from the kitchens on the stair cases. This was not helped by the need, because of the demand and extra numbers, to work on two sites. A smaller conference would have been in Aberdare Hall all the time. Given the dilemma, which was only recognised late in the day, it was expedient to work in a building where the School is housed as we had more control over the accommodation, even though it was a short distane away from base.
2. Your personal reflections.
If what people said was anything to go by, the vast majority were taking away something of real personal value. This could be summarised:

· making new contacts and developing one’s personal network;

· a fresh look at one’s personal situation with new insights and vision in the light of other’s stories;

· a sense of personal reaffirmation that one is not alone and without colleagues.

If this is so then at a very important level the conference has achieved its aim.

3, Issues that need to be taken up.
These represent some that may have been missing by default and others that need to be taken further as they were only touched on in a preliminary way. These can be placed under three headings.
(i) Engaging with the city.

Here the emphasis is on public policy and strategies: the powers of the planners; economic and commercial pressures; the reality of wealth and poverty. What happens if (when?) the bubble bursts? 

Does the Gospel have a vision of the city, apart from an eschatological one? What is the church for in the city? What stake has the church in the prosperity of the city? In what way has the church a place at the table in the power structures of the city? Mission aims and alliances and boundaries.
(ii) Mission strategy and practice.

What are the challenges for the churches as they work in, with and for the city?

· The night time economy, both the entrepreneur and customer.
· The new (normally well off) ‘gated’ residential population.

· The nature and management of inclusivity, especially with diverse cultural and economic groups.

· The place, responsibilities and models for the city centre congregation.

· Engagement with spiritualities drawing on other religious and humanistic traditions.

· Exploration of new shapes to Church in response to changing patterns of society.

(iii) Theological concerns.

· How do we draw on Scripture and tradition as resources for city centre ministry?

· A Christian spirituality for life in the centre of the city: in ministry, at work, as customer, in residence, in poverty.

· The theological foundations for a pluralistic society that needs to be inclusive as well as diverse.
3. Action.
The Organising Group promised to reflect on the following  points but cannot promise to take more than a few up. Some will be, we hope, taken up by others. Any follow-up undertaken by members of the Conference would be usefully communicated to the Organising Group.

(i) This report, participants’ list, booklist and keynote papers represent the first, promised, outcome. The speakers were not required to produce a polished text. The papers should therefore be taken as notes.

(ii) The book was part of the original academic project accepted by the School of Religious and Theological Studies and will emerge over the next two or three years.

(iii) Web-site. This was to be taken up within the Methodist networks, to explore whether there was an opportunity to have a base for a City Centre link. It was hoped that something can emerge fairly quickly, not least to facilitate the exchange news of future dates, events and stories. The dissemination of good practice should be a high priority.
(iv) Contact with other groups with similar and overlapping interests was strongly recommended. The Following were mentioned:

Urban Bulletin is published by the Evangelical Consortium for Urban Mission (ECUM), Bethnal Green Mission Church, 305 Cambridge Heath Road, London E2 9LH (xpressanny@aol.com) on behalf of a wide range of groups interested in the inner-city.

Jesus in the City conference meets in Bristol in 2007 (watch Urban Bulletin).

The Church Urban Fund carries a newsletter that gives news and funding opportunities.
The Churches’ Community Work Alliance links church-related community workers and disseminates news and funding opportunities. Contact Nils Chittenden, St. Chad’s College, Durham.

The Industrial Mission Association (IMA) has members working in the city centre (e.g. retail, civic and urban chaplaincies). They offer training. Contact ian.houghton@ukonline.co.uk 

Research centres often offer short courses, day events and other resources, and include:

William Temple Association (contact Chris Baker).

Manchester Centre for Public Theology contact Chris Baker)
Luther King House, Manchester.

Centre for Theology and Public Issues (CTPI), New College, Edinburgh.

The Ridley Hall Foundation, Cambridge.

(v) Other suggestions.

A network of those working in the city centre. This could be formal but loose. It would be readily facilitated by a web-site. Any further action in this area needs to widen its base beyond the mainstream churches. This was attempted for the conference but is not easy to do. It probably depends on local initiative.

Regional groups, which may mean only one urban centre as well as a wider region. These could facilitate shorter gatherings, perhaps around a current issue, called as necessary.
A second conference, at another centre, around different issues, in perhaps three to five years. But this requires a local group to volunteer as organising hosts.

Paul Ballard.

September 2005.

Evaluation Returns.
The Statistical Returns.
There were 30 forms returned, not all complete in every respect. My guess is that they represent the positive and negative ends and thus give us a reasonable picture.









1    2    3       4      5        average.

Accommodation




8     11   6     3      0        2.0

Food                                                                   0      0    3    13    15       4.5

Administration                                                    0      5    14   11   0       3.2

Meeting rooms                                                   0       2     14   13   0       3.4

Keynote papers                                                   0      0     2     17   10      4.3

Open Groups                                                      2      6     12    8      1        3.0
Theme groups                                                     0      7      12    10    1        3.2

Visits                                                                   4      10     5     7      2        2.8

Comments.

The comments were few and far between. Most of the open remarks have been reported on in the report.

My feeling is that these figures:



Represent a positive outcome. I reckon the average or above is good going as people tend to be negative in these circumstances.



The lowest represents gross dissatisfaction with the beds. This tallies with the conference the week before.



It would appear that we did not do enough preparation. The visits could have been more dynamic. The Bay was a walk-about and much appreciated, meeting various figures. Experts were appreciated. More could have been done to share preparation. The same with the theme groups. It would have helped to have had an expert in each from outside the ecclesial situation, especially for the first two.



It was remarked that one open group had no leader when |I thought all were covered.










5 October 2005.
The Church at the Centre of the City
I am sorry that it has taken a little longer to send out this mailing than anticipated. However, the aftermath was, as always, more protracted than hoped for and came at a very busy time both for myself and in the office. I hope, however, that you will find it useful. I apologise for any errors or omissions.
Please find enclosed:

· a general report;

· participants list;

· an article of mine from Expository Times May 2005.

· Donald Reeves’ paper;

· Chris  Baker’s paper;

· Geoff Cornell’s paper;

· An article from The Baptist Times, by Paul Beasley-Murray;

· Material from The Comfort Zone, Blackpool

The Cardiff Organising Group are most grateful for the expressions of thanks for the event. We believe that it was most worth while organising and feel that in may different ways it will have given impetus to an area of ministry that is not widely recognised but which still has also to be teased out in all its varieties. City centre ministry is both a variation on many common themes in ministry and something distinctive and important.

With every prayerful good wishes,

Yours sincerely,










Paul Ballard

