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            Foreword

         

         Mummies Republic

         Mummies Republic is a community group made up of women and their primary school aged children with little or no wider social network. We are a project of the South London Mission (https://southlondonmission.wordpress.com/who-we-are/) and our purpose is to engage with the vulnerable in the community through the provision of services which provide opportunity and support during crisis.

         Most of our households are working on low incomes, dependent on foodbanks, experiencing homelessness, overcrowding, domestic abuse, food poverty and anxiety.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Welfare reform in the shape of Universal Credit has negatively compounded the lived experience of low-income single parent families pushing some into poverty. On Tuesday 21st May 2019, two years into the roll out, the community arranged for the difficulties of engaging with Universal Credit, and its impact, to be relayed via a theatrical production in the Palace of Westminster. This was followed by a discussion, 8giving the women the opportunity to tell of their lived truth to the policymakers.

         The hope was that policymakers could move towards making amendments to the Universal Credit system in ways which reflected the needs of those who receive the current benefit. Sadly, the play did not have the desired effect as Brexit put all other parliamentary business on the backburner. The struggle to be heard continues.

         
             

         

         Winnie Baffoe

         London

         March 2020
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         a nod to the people without whom this book would not have been written.

         This book was inspired by the community who work, meet and worship in the Bermondsey Central Hall Methodist Church (BCH), in particular Winnie Baffoe and the women of Mummies Republic. I am indebted to this group of women who gave their time and their stories; letting me into their lives, enabling this book to be written.

         Life in Britain today has seen an increase in those using foodbanks alongside families falling into rent arrears and facing eviction. Add to this an increase in people being diagnosed with mental health issues, people identifying as being lonely and isolated and the country can appear broken.

         The Church also looks to be in crisis as numbers attending continue to fall and those identifying as atheist/agnostic continue to rise. Austerity measures and the implementation of the government’s welfare reform system, Universal Credit, has seen, not only less public money being available to run necessary social services but some of the most vulnerable experiencing a drop in their weekly income. There has been an increase in individuals reporting feelings of stress as they attempt to navigate their way through the new benefit system. For those still on the old systems, as they witness friends and family experiencing life on Universal Credit, their fear of what is to come, when this welfare reform program is finally rolled out across the country, is palpable.

         The gaps in social provision, through austerity and the government’s new welfare reform program are increasingly, 10being undertaken by local Church organisations. Where there is a need to be met more Church groups appear to be reaching out into their communities. However, it cannot be ignored that, for many, the Church has become an historic institution, one that can appear to hold no relevance in their lives. Religious belief and practice have declined dramatically over the past fifty years. However, if the Church was to become an agent for social wellbeing could it regain its relevance within Britain? Could this a way for the Church to remove itself from special measures? This book explores these questions by looking at the lived religious lives of a group of single mums in South London.

         I wish to thank Peter Brierley, of Brierley Consultancy, for meeting with me, giving his time and providing data surrounding the decline of Church attendance in twenty-first-century Britain. Evidence on the usage of foodbanks has been obtained through The Trussell Trust using the research they carried out in collaboration with the University of Oxford and King’s College, London. Information was also gathered from The Joseph Rowntree Foundation and Gingerbread.

         Cross-party politicians, at both local and national level, have also been helpful in gaining a perspective on how Universal Credit was shaped and implemented. Those approached kindly gave their time to answer my questions and their permission for their answers to be used.

         This book has been written to give those most affected by this latest welfare reform a voice, to let them be heard throughout Westminster and beyond. It could not have been written without the stories of those experiencing life on Universal Credit, these include the testimonies of the women of Mummies Republic as well as others from throughout the UK. Including the voices of others show that problems with this welfare reform program are not London-centric.
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            Introduction

         

         the who, why, what, where and when

         This book has come to fruition thanks to my involvement with Mummies Republic and my PhD research into the role of the Church as an agent for social wellbeing. I am using ‘Church’ to encompass all Christian Churches in Britain today, applying Jessica Rose’s definition:

         
            Christian Churches – Western and Eastern – who profess the Trinity and the incarnation, regard themselves as the Body of Christ, and celebrate the Eucharist. (Rose, 2009, p.2)

         

         From the beginning of this project my aim was to employ an ethnographic methodology; using interviews and observation as means of data collection. I wanted to take a conversation driven approach to this research. As a social researcher I am studying the lived experiences of the participants, therefore, it was important that I establish a relationship with each of them. These relationships are based on trust and transparency. To do so I had to build a rapport with the women, gain their confidence and, importantly, take time. The data has been collected over a period of eighteen months, although my relationship with Mummies Republic spans many years.

         Unheard Voices and Lived Religion

         Mummies Republic is a group of mothers living in low income households, experiencing poverty and isolation who come together to give and gain support in a religious setting. They 12encompass a group in which very little in-depth knowledge has been acquired, with regard to lived religion. The term lived religion is described as the ways in which people practice religion in their everyday lives (Hunt 2005; Crawford-Sullivan 2011). This may or may not include worship in a religious setting and can be formal or informal. Crawford-Sullivan questions why this group, mothers living in poverty, and their lived religious lives are unrepresented when it comes to sociological enquiry. As she points out, this requires investigation not least because:

         
            Such women’s lives are difficult and challenging: juggling searches for housing and decent jobs, struggling to care for children, surviving on welfare or working at low-wage service jobs that often lack dignity and benefits, coping with family disruption and perhaps facing physical or mental health problems or addictions. It seems likely that many poor mothers might involve faith in their daily activities and find purpose or meaning through religious faith. (Crawford-Sullivan 2011, p.5)

         

         Research has been carried out in areas such as: single families living in poverty; women and religion; isolation experienced by nuclear families; as well as research into poverty within Black and Minority Ethnic (BAME) groups. As primary research is lacking for this specific cohort of women it is important to examine how this demographic experience life with regard to religious belief and practice; as well as how they have been impacted by the latest welfare reform. The experiences of these women will be examined through an intersectional lens. Although not all who attend the group identify as having a religious faith, the Wednesday meetings have a religious element to them.

         I have known Winnie Baffoe and Mummies Republic since its creation in 2012. I came to the group as a volunteer teacher from the now defunct charity Kids Co. I was at that time working with young mothers teaching parenting skills 13and required a safe space that could accommodate the mothers, their babies and infants. BCH1 kindly offered the use of their hall and it was here, on Wednesdays, that we met. The seeds were sown for what was to become Mummies Republic. I must add at this point that Winnie is solely responsible for nurturing this group and making it flourish, I can take no credit for this wonderful transformation. The ethos of this group that makes it, in my opinion, inspirational is that it is for mummies by mummies. This group is taking back an element of control over their lives and the lives of their children by asking for help and, when they are able to, giving help and support back to others. Winnie wrote of one incident when a group member offered assistance to one mother when she was in financial difficulty:

         
            As one mum held our latest victim of Universal Credit, she said ‘I have £10 in my purse, can I give that to you?’ These are families that often only hold £10–20 for their electric meters. (Winnie 2019)

         

         This was a woman prepared to give money that she could little afford to lose to someone who was in more immediate need. Martela and colleagues point out that ‘Research on life aspirations and goals has indeed shown that striving to give to others is beneficial for wellbeing’ (Martela et al. 2016, p.751). The impact of giving help to others on mental health wellbeing and the links to lived religion forms part of this research.

         Abigail Brooks proposes that researchers ‘need to begin with women’s lives, as they themselves experience them’ (Brooks 2011, p.4). It is through everyday occurrences that women cultivate knowledge, gain skills and make choices. Yet how much choice do these women have over their lives and the lives of their children? For this group of women employment choices are scant. The majority have little or no formal qualifications. Add to this the problems many have over childcare and their 14choices are limited. Yet, within this group, the majority of the women work part-time. Winnie spoke to me of the strong work ethic the mothers hold. Crawford-Sullivan writes of the work ethic of single American mothers as having its roots in the Protestant work ethic. She proposes that ‘Poor mothers believe hard and honest work pleases God, even if the jobs are bad’ (Crawford-Sullivan 2011, p.71). I discussed this theory with the mothers during a Bible study session. 

         The Churches

         In 2012 the London City Mission2 commissioned a census into London congregational attendance. They sought to gain an overview into the shape of Church congregational numbers in London. Was it all doom and gloom? Are we, as a nation, witnessing the terminal decline of the Church? The census was carried out by Brierley Consultancy on the 14th October 2012. Data revealed that around 9% of Londoners were at church on that specific day. These figures were encouraging as they showed, since the previous census in 2005, an increase in numbers. This increase was not only in the numbers of those in attendance but also an increase in new Churches being established and patronised. However, as Brierley points out ‘the London Church scene is complicated’ (Brierley 2013, p.3). What Brierley discovered in London does not equate with the rest of Britain. A survey has shown a decrease of 7% in British Church affiliation in the five years from 2012–2017 (Brierley 2017). Age, denomination, location and the cultural identity of those attending worship requires careful comparison and evaluation with Church data from Britain as a whole. By doing so, the discrepancy between London and the rest of the country can be clarified. I examine such discrepancies in Chapter One.

         
15The Church as an Agent for Social Wellbeing

         The fact that the Church is in decline is not disputed. The reasons behind this decline and ways in which to halt and rebuild continue to be debated. In 2014 Anselm Min posed this question to eight prominent theologians: ‘What is the most compelling theological issue today?’ (Min, 2014, p.ix). He was furnished with eight different answers. The answers given were published as a series of essays, two of which are of significance to this book. The first is Min’s own answer which relates to Christian identity within an increasingly secular society. The second is by Robert Schreiter and his proposal that it is the ways in which the Churches relate to present day societies that will help rebuild relevance. Min and Schreiter both suggest that by the Church reaching out and taking on a more prominent social role it can begin to rebuild its relevance within twenty-first-century society. For Min this means that the Church becomes the agent rather than the agenda in present day societies (Min 2014). Schreiter focuses on poverty and those most in need. He looks at the ways in which those in Church authority must come together to give assistance (Schreiter 2014). Both Min and Schreiter write from the position of American Catholics but I am proposing that their views can be transferred to all Christian denominations in Western societies. Kayleigh Garthwaite’s 2016 research into foodbank use in Britain looks at the high prevalence for foodbanks to be situated in and run from church buildings by those with a practicing faith. She notes that:

         
            The 42000 volunteers who staff Trussell Trust foodbanks every week are predominately practicing Christians who see their voluntary work as part of discipleship and duty in terms of the Gospel of Mark, chapter 25; 35–37’ (Garthwaite 2016, p.29)

         

         However, it is imperative that those running such services do so from a position they can sustain both financially and 16with adequate manpower. They must also be careful not to forget members inside the congregation who may also be in need. There is a risk they can feel alienated and resentful of this philanthropy (Rose 2009).

         The Methodist Church has long been associated with holding a social conscience. John Wesley was known to make charitable visits to prisoners and the destitute. He held a conviction that education was the route out of poverty. As such, early Methodists were involved with the foundation of schools for the poor (Tabraham 1995). The importance of education goes back not just to the times of Wesley but to the genesis of the Reformation. Education was a particular preoccupation of John Knox as he believed the road to true Protestantism was to be found in literacy and an ability to read and understand the Bible. For the mothers of Mummies Republic, their children’s education is of the utmost importance. One aspect of the Wednesday meetings is an hour, set aside, to help the children with homework and to listen to them read or to sit and read to them.

         Many organisations make use of the BCH building. Lunch clubs for the elderly, youth groups, an advice centre, a foodbank and affordable accommodation all operate out of this Methodist Hall. This is a Church which reaches out into its community, to the religious and non-religious of Bermondsey, south London. The Church may appear to be losing significance within British society; however, many people turn to religion when they experience times of crisis (Rose 2009; Crawford-Sullivan 2011). As Crawford-Sullivan points out, ‘religion often comes to play a more prominent role in people’s lives during times of stress. (Crawford-Sullivan 2011, p.5). In this regard, many Church groups have become increasingly aware of those needing assistance. Many, as mentioned, run foodbanks and offer a safe space for people to talk.

         Nathaniel Moody, a Pioneer Baptist minister, living and working in Kent, has established a Church in a major new housing development. He is involved in Church planting and 17his form of preaching places an emphasis on mental health wellbeing, especially issues surrounding social isolation and addiction. The new housing estate has been created to house the London overspill and is planned to accommodate around 14,000 houses by 2035. It is situated on the HS1 railway line with fast links from Kent into London. One problem surrounding such large developments is that they lack a community history. Few people know each other before moving into the development and many are young families with one or both parents working in London. The developers are keen to foster a community spirit and have built a community centre in which Nathaniel holds his Sunday worship. He emphasised to me that the majority of those who attend worship not only have no Church affiliation but have no family history of Church attendance. This Baptist minister is offering more than just Sunday worship, he is presenting lived religion to a new community of individuals:

         
            Nobody wanted these houses to be built near them, nobody wants these incomers. We provide a welcome pack for every new household; we make them feel wanted. It’s about developing and promoting community. At our worship we have no Christian charges, we do not use Christian idioms. We offer fitness classes, walking groups, book groups and gardening groups. (Nathaniel Moody, 2019)

         

         What is being offered is different from what is on offer in traditional Church worship. For this new Church offering something diverse is having the desired effect of attracting new people. This correlates with Hunt’s view that, ‘contemporary Christians, in line with non-Christian consumers tend to choose to construct religious identity in an ongoing, dynamic way, from the different offerings now available’ (Hunt 2005, p.109).

         We live in increasingly nuclear groups where people can become isolated as fewer and fewer of us know our own neighbours and live further from our families. New mass 18housing estates are built to ease the housing crisis. Families move in as phases are completed, and a new ‘community’ is born with no sense of history or familiarity. Many of these have little in the way of local shops, pubs, GP surgeries or schools. This new Kent housing estate is a rarity in offering a place of worship. Churches have a role to play in the social, as well as the spiritual, wellbeing of their local communities and it seems that a church, or at the very least a space where people can come together is a necessity.

         The Mothers, Poverty and the Church

         Mummies Republic meets each Wednesday during term time.3 Winnie is the first to arrive and begins cooking a meal for all the mothers and their children. The food has been donated by local shops. At around 3pm the mothers and their children start to arrive. Everyone helps out, from laying the table to the making up of food parcels with the remaining food donations, and all the women take a food parcel home.4 Around 4pm everyone sits around the table; grace is said by one of the mothers and a hot meal is served. After the table has been cleared it is time for homework. The mothers will take a child, helping with homework or listening to the child read. Then 7pm heralds the beginning of Brigade. This is a children’s worship and activity session led by members of the BCH congregation.

         Research has shown that becoming a parent increases the importance of religion for many single women (Crawford-Sullivan 2011). Many of the mothers I met spoke of their children as being a gift from God. When working with the young mothers at Kids Co. they often spoke of having a new identity, as having a purpose and a family. This new role coupled 19with the belief of children being a gift offers one explanation as to why religion has increased importance for this cohort of women. Brigade is open to the wider community; many other children attend this session and it is always well attended. During Brigade, the mothers retire to the main church for Bible Study. This session is also open to the wider community of mothers but, at all the sessions I attended, no other mothers took part. This correlates with Crawford-Sullivan’s finding that, ‘Although mothers may view religion as unimportant in their own lives, they generally regard it as important in the life of their children’ (Crawford-Sullivan 2011, p.113). Only two of the mothers belong to the congregation of BCH, the others have varying degrees of religious affiliation, belief and practice. Bible Study is fluid, usually beginning with a Biblical reading, which is discussed, and ending with a prayer. The middle section is organic, determined by the needs of the women. 

         Poverty affects around 14.3 million people in Britain, with around 4.6 million of these being children (fullfact.org, September 27th, 2019). Poverty can be measured in different ways and does not necessarily equate to low income. I am defining poverty as when people are unable to afford and therefore provide the basics required for daily life such as food, housing and adequate clothing. Around a quarter of all families in Britain are headed by a single parent (Rabindrakumar 2018). Sumi Rabindrakumar’s report for the charity Gingerbread notes that:

         
            Single parents today are still largely women, with the typical single parent in their 30s. Single parent families are smaller than couple families with children – most have just one or two children. (Rabindrakumar 2018, p.2)

         

         The report also noted that single parents are more likely to come from a BAME background. The majority of the women of Mummies Republic meet all of the above criteria. 20

         Tina Beattie wrote that ‘there is still a tendency by those working in the field of religion and gender to elide their own religious contexts’ (Beattie 2005, p.65). Beattie’s proposition being that, when studying religious practices and beliefs, the researcher is asking participants for honesty and transparency and this must be a two-way street. I am of the opinion that trust can only be built on integrity and to ignore the researcher’s own views may lead to an imbalance of power within the researcher–participant relationship. Bearing in mind that this book is examining the role of a female organisation that operates within the confines of a Methodist church I have taken this view on board. My own religious identity is that of, and here I am appropriating Phillip Pullman’s phrase, a Christian Atheist.5 I enjoy church services from the sermons to the hymns and psalms. I enjoy the sense of community and belonging but have no personal faith.

         I have also been aware that I do not share the same life experiences of the women I am writing about. I do not come from a BAME background, I am older woman with adult children, I may have experienced periods of financial hardship, but I have never lived in poverty and never experienced periods of crisis as a single mother. Having the prudence to recognise that I am writing this from an outsider perspective helped me navigate my ‘other’ position. My past experiences and knowledge also gave me the analytical tools which Chang proposes enables researchers to actively interpret their social surroundings (Chang 2008). A large part of my nursing involved listening to people; listening to what was said and to what was omitted. Learning and understanding when to talk and when to remain silent. I also had the backing of Winnie and the women to write this book and tell their lived religious lives. It was because of my outsider position that I wanted the 21women to co-author a chapter, it was paramount that they reinforced this research from the inside. 

         Welfare Reform

         2008 saw the world thrown into financial crisis. Although not as large as the Great Depression of the 1920s and 1930s it was, as Richard Baldwin proposes ‘sudden, severe and synchronised’ (Baldwin 2013, p.1). The results from this crisis were felt worldwide. In 2010 the new British coalition government, Conservative and Liberal Democrats, set out a program of austerity as a path towards financial stability for the country. From the outset references were made to ‘the blitz spirit’ and to the whole country ‘being in this together’ (Raynor 2016). A budget was set which looked at reducing public spending. Over a third of those reductions were welfare related. Austerity is not simply about budget cuts and limited spending. It is also about the effects these cuts have on those who are already in need: ‘austerity also has a cultural life, an emotional, affective and atmospheric life’ (Raynor 2016, p.27). I propose that, if the largest cuts from the austerity budget were being laid at the door of the welfare system, those who were in most in need were more in it than the rest of us.

         In October 2010 the then Secretary of State for Work and Pensions, The Right Honourable Iain Duncan Smith announced the government’s latest welfare reform program, Universal Credit. It was heralded by the government as innovative, simplifying the existing benefit systems by placing six legacy benefits and tax credits into one new allowance. It was also designed to encourage people back into work. The government view was that no longer would people be better off on benefits than in employment. The government also claimed that this reform would increase the amount of money allocated to housing, the disabled and those with children. Initial pilot schemes were set up in the North West of England in 2013 with more areas being added to the pilot program over the 22following two years. The rolling out schedule was designed to have everyone, old and new claimants, on Universal Credit by 2022.6 This date has been revised many times and, at time of writing, a new date of 2024 has been advised by the government.

         This latest welfare reform is not without its problems. The lived experiences of those who claim Universal Credit are poorly related to governmental promises. This new simple system proves difficult to navigate. Money is paid to claimants in arrears, just as those in employment are paid. Yet those in most need do not have surplus funds that would enable them to wait four or five weeks for their first payment. Bills still have to be paid and food placed on the table. To overcome this problem the government has set up a loan system, repayments are deducted from subsequent allowances over a period of several months. This leaves those in most need in debt from the very beginning. The money they are allocated each month does not take into account the loan repayments. This can, for some, be the start of a vicious downward spiral. From the outset, those who take the loan have to prioritise the spending of an already depleted purse of money. Food over rent, bus fares to school or work over the electricity bill? For those who begin their welfare journey in this way, the path out of debt can seem unending.

         For people working part-time or on low income, the amount paid to a claimant is calculated on the amount they earned during the preceding calendar month. There is one major problem with this set up. This was explained to me by one of the mothers, Martha.

         
            I get paid on the 20th of every month and my assessment dates for Universal Credit are from the 19th of one month to the 18th of the next. Now, if the 20th falls on a weekend then I get paid the Friday before. So, some months I get paid on the 18th. So, when they look at 23how much I got paid during that assessment period it looks like I’ve been earning double, so I don’t get any benefits. I don’t get double benefits next month though cause its back to normal and there is a cap on how much they give you. (Martha, 2019) 

         

         In 2019 four women took the Department of Work and Pensions (DWP) to court over this anomaly. The court found in favour of the women. The DWP were refused the right of appeal but were later, following a further petition, given the right to appeal. The next court date was set for May 2020. Until that date Universal Credit continued to operate as before. They released a Commons briefing which said:

         
            The Department for Work and Pensions advises Universal Credit claimants to be prepared for months when they will get an additional payment of wages and budget accordingly or, alternatively, ask their employer to change the date on which they are paid. (Macley et al 2020)7

         

         Three of the women, as did Martha, asked their employers to move the payment date to after the assessment period on the months where this anomaly occurred. All employers refused to do so. With the amount of money allocated monthly to each claimant being minimal, I am unsure as to how those affected can plan ahead.
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