THE EDEN NETWORK
BRIEF INTRODUCTION:
Anna Thompson Eden Network Administrator; my job involves providing the central administration and communications for the Network, working towards a cohesive and integrated Network and facilitating effective working at grass roots level. I also live in Openshaw, East Manchester.

· 9 projects, 7 managed by The Message Trust.
EDEN CORNERSTONES 
· Rooted in a local church Each team is partnered with or plant a local church, of various denominations.
· Focused on the toughest neighbourhoods; communities widely recognised as suffering from multiple deprivations, such as: high crime, poor health, low educational achievement, dilapidated environment, broken families and few opportunities for young people.
· A large team of people establish their homes in the heart of the community. Teams of volunteers who have moved in to some of the most deprived communities long term, in the main they have normal jobs but live open lives.
· The first priority is reaching youth to see their full potential unlocked. The teams, as part of the church work for the holistic benefit of the community with a primary focus on its young people.

THE PROBLEM:

This discussion is vital as our cities face considerable and newsworthy problems concerning the ability to meet the needs of young people, and specifically the needs of the most deprived young people.

ISSUES WE ENCOUNTER:

· Low Self Esteem

· Lack of positive role models

· Exclusion from the perceived ‘normative’ living standards.

· Low aspiration due to a sense of inevitability concerning the future – if freedom is the power to change then many of Manchester’s young people do not perceive themselves to be free. Their efforts to transform their lives often lead them into crime which inevitable increases their exclusion into adulthood.

Ultimately: the good city for Manchester’s deprived young people is one where they experience a sense of BELONGING, that it is their home and their space in which to flourish.

EDEN’S RESPONSE:
HEART FOR THE POOR

· Eden is motivated by a reading of the Gospels which identifies God’s concern for the poor and for justice to be really manifested in the world.

· Eden teams provide activities which open opportunities for marginalized young people such as the Food for Real alternative education programme which has been run in a Fitton Hill high school offering excluded young people catering training; and a new Network wide venture working with Young Enterprise called ‘Project Impossible’ a week long entrepreneurial scheme where teams of young people will set up businesses for themselves.
· By living alongside deprived communities Eden seeks to demonstrate God’s compassion and empathy towards them and to proclaim God’s desire to bless them, A member of the Harpurhey team Andy Smith has just released an album called ‘Breathe’ and inspired by Ezekiel 37, a prophetic statement of restoration for Manchester 
INCARNATION

· For Eden incarnation is a lifestyle, people join Eden from all walks of life with a sense of calling and devotion to the communities that they make their homes. 
· To be the hands and feet of Jesus in a community means that Eden homes are always open to their neighbours. Eden teams are committed long term to their community and they support whole families over the years. The team in Failsworth are about to celebrate 5 years of Eden and their perspective is that this is their home and their way of life with or without the label, they see themselves as a witness of God’s love to the community and a provocation to the church.
· Theologically, Eden understands itself as ‘fleshing out the grace of God’.
INDIGENOUS EXPRESSIONS OF FAITH

· Christianity is often a suburban faith; Eden began in 1997 and was motivated by the low numbers of Christians living in deprived urban areas. There was a lack of Christian faith being held and practiced by the urban for the urban.

· Young people in particular have their own culture; these young people are often accused of being the problem in their communities. Eden sees each young person as having God-given potential and aims to help them achieve it and become the key to transforming their communities.

· By working through churches in the heart of the community Eden teams become a part of the community themselves and express the faith of that community. Church by and for the local community fosters self esteem, and counters the effects of exclusion. This Christmas eight young people in the Fitton Hill church wrote and performed the Nativity Fitton Hill style.

COLLAPSING SPATIAL BOUNDARIES

· Christianity is both intrinsically local and global, Eden is formed around an idea of a God who cannot be contained in his enormity and yet is concerned with the smallest detail of daily life.
· This concept of God provides a challenge to geographical and social exclusion; and in working out this challenge we take our young people across spatial and social boundaries. The Swinton team are planning a trip to Norway with 5 girls from Swinton Valley, none of whom have previously had passports; our teams also facilitate trips to city and nationwide Christian events, our Network-wide Breathe mentoring programme brings them into contact with other kids like them from across the city, what would have been suspicion becomes mutual encouragement.

· Whilst Eden is committed to the local it retains an equal commitment to Network, as a Network we facilitate shared learning and community between each project through training, reflecting and social events. 

· We also recognise our place within a context of international urban ministry and to make our contribution we are hosting the URBAN DECADE Conference in July to mark 10 years of Eden with reflection on our story and an opportunity for people interested or engaged in urban ministry to network and be equipped.

EDEN’S CHALLENGE:

To faith groups:

· Not to stand outside social problems but to jump in!

· To genuinely empathise with deprived communities rather than seeing themselves as a ‘saviour’.

· To ensure that what we bring is a faith in God for transformation and not simply a cultural and social solution dressed in religiosity.

To secular change agents:

· To value the potential of indigenous communities.

· To make efforts to communicate with young people in ways that they will understand and which empower them to respond.

· To create services which combat exclusion through geographical and social integration.

CONCLUSION:
· Eden is on a journey
· The principles above are held by each Eden church and team differently
· Eden has been praxis led by people who recognised a need and were quick to respond, a theological understanding of Eden has deepened over the years.
· We face theological challenges and human challenges of sustainability, the tension between project and life and the tension between micro and macrocosm theology. 
· However as one Eden team member reflected at our last weekend away; ‘There is a good fundamental expectation that Eden works!’ 
Crucially we understand God as wanting to transform communities through the love and grace demonstrated in Christ and we see ourselves as manifestations of God’s love. We are united in our conviction that Eden works!
