[image: image1.png]


Faith, Spirituality and Young People

A national conference exploring the impact of faith 
based youth work on young people’s personal and 
social development  

19 November 2009

Introduction
NCVYS organised a national conference on faith, spirituality and young people as part of the Interfaith week in November 2009.  The aim of the conference was to promote good interfaith relations by discussing key issues and share good practice in working with young people in faith-based and culturally sensitive ways. Seminars facilitated by Gateshead Youth Council (GYC), Three Faiths Forum, HPAN, Forward Thinking, Muslim Youth Skills, FaithAction and UKREN provided discussion opportunities and a reception by UKREN to launch their toolkit, “Young, Muslim and Citizen”.  

Main speakers 

Rachel Heilbron, National Programme Director for The Three Faiths gave an overview of The Forum’s work in education, youth leadership mentoring and facilitating dialogue. These activities continue to raise awareness and understanding of diverse faith groups and facilitate interactions between young people from Christian, Jewish and Muslim communities. Rachel gave some practical examples from their experience which underpin the main objective of The Three Faiths Forum; that faith can provide foundations for unity rather divisions in society, and their work to dispel misconceptions and prejudices that may lead to friction and violence. Whilst Rachel’s speech shared how religious spirituality plays an important role in enabling people of diverse faiths and none to find common ground for our shared humanity. Roger Orgill MBE, Trustee of the Wrekin Trust gave a talk on the deeper connections spirituality between ourselves and our natural environment and how this might give rise to harmony, truth and understanding. Roger expressed that it is important for youth work practitioners to develop confidence to raise spiritual awareness among different age groups. Exploring spirituality and spiritual development would enable young people to develop awareness of themselves and their identity. Young people whether of faith or no faith should be supported to explore their spiritual self in order to locate their sense of belonging to communities and the wider society. Roger’s talk provided a universal analysis that describes spirituality as the common glue that can bind all of humanity to work towards preserving the natural environment sustainably.

Mapping Strategic links in Localities: A case study by Gateshead Youth Council (GYC) 

This seminar was facilitated by GYC using a recently completed mapping project as a case study to share learning and discuss findings. The mapping exercise was carried out because GYC were noticing (young people) from some new and emerging communities that did not seem to be part of any mainstream networks and forums.  GYC places great emphasis on youth participation and they were at the heart of the delivery process. Young people were engaged and involved from the start to the end of the mapping exercise; and this enabled GYC took a fresh look at local governance structures, and how an understanding of these could empower young people from BME (Black and Minority Ethnic) communities and organisations working with them.  The mapping exercise has given a snapshot of the emerging diversity of BME communities in the Gateshead area and identified gaps in local knowledge and those that are connected to mainstream agencies in the voluntary and public sectors. The information gathered will enable GYC to plan and hopefully deliver services that meet identified needs. The project gave young people opportunities to develop skills in community research and gain confidence to be able to participate in local governance structures and networks. There were some interesting observations made in the discussions that followed the presentation such as; to raise awareness of NCVYS’s Factor in Faith principles and recommendations, to work towards integrating existing and emerging communities properly. There was a strong feeling that the social inclusion agenda should not just focus on integrating people from BME communities but also that white communities should be engaged and involved too in the development process. An example was given that young people from BME communities are often asked to talk about their identity, faith or culture, but the same is not asked of young people from white communities thereby discouraging them from exploring their identities.
The Pros and Cons of the Prevent Agenda by Forward Thinking and Muslim Youth Skills

The government’s Preventing Violent Extremism (PVE) initiative has been controversial since its launch in 2005. This seminar sought to explore the impact on young people from Muslim communities and the organisations working with them. Extensive debates about the prevent agenda as a policy and anecdotal evidence so far shows that some voluntary and community youth organisations regard this initiative with suspicion. The varying perspectives and perceptions about the prevent agenda and its goal to tackle and prevent violent extremism have met with scepticism. Feedback gathered by Forward Thinking and Muslim Youth Skills is that the prevent agenda has been very much a security-led initiative by a large section of Muslim young people and communities, rather than a social integration and community cohesion one.  It was felt that in spite of the government earmarking funds to deliver on PVE, the initiative had been flawed because it “demonised” young Muslims through projects targeting them, and not communities as a whole. This approach gave a message to young Muslims that the influences and environment they are exposed to has no bearing on their actions. Opportunities for dialogue have diminished because young people are fearful to talk about sensitive issues in case views are taken out of context and distorted, creating problems for their families and communities.  The group’s conclusion was that the government should review the objectives of PVE and work more closely with communities in identifying the causes of extremism. It was suggested that PVE could have worked well if there was already a well established and supported community cohesion policy or strategy in place before the PVE initiative was introduced. This would have given the partners a chance to discuss the project with their communities and therefore prevent the negative associations that has become pervasive within Muslim communities and wider society towards the preventing violent extremism initiative. 

UKREN (United Kingdom Race and Europe Network) Toolkit: Young, Muslim and Citizen 

UKREN’s seminar provided an opportunity for participants to learn about their toolkit for working particularly with young people from Muslim communities but also with young from diverse backgrounds. The toolkit has ideas, activities and resources to enable practitioners to explore the complexities of young peoples’ identities and bring about positive change in their lives. It is a practical toolkit that can be used flexibly to engage and work with young people including those of faith and of none.
The Role of faith-based and community organisations in the delivery of public services 

FaithAction facilitated a workshop that looked at the role that faith based organisations can play in the delivery of services through procurement and commissioning. There was a presentation on planning and developing strategies that take into consideration changes in the funding environment in order to enable organisations to become more sustainable. Some of the discussions that followed were about how charitable objectives and organisational values place restrictions on faith-based organisations to participate in the commissioning processes. However despite the move towards commissioning, there remain opportunities for grant-funded work. Faith based organisations therefore need to mobilise a combination of different funding sources for sustainable delivery of services to young people.[image: image2.png]B 3
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