Trascending Poverties

Since I became Archbishop of Glasgow, five years ago, I have been constantly aware of the enormous problems of poverty which blight the lives of so many in our city.

That poverty is not only material, but also poverty of relationships, of love, of education, of unemployment, of spirit, of values, of respect – in short a kind of spiritual or cultural poverty.

If the first step to overcoming a problem lies in recognizing it, then I think a major advance was made last month when experts from all areas of life gathered a the City Chambers to offer their insights into TRANSCENDING POVERTIES.
When I proposed this subject at the Meetings Committee of the Royal Society of Edinburgh I had no idea that by the time we came to consider it there would be so much evidence at hand to justify the interdisciplinary approach which I suggested.
We have had in recent months the publication of statistics which have indicated that in terms of health we have one of the poorest records in Europe, comparing unfavourably even with countries in the developing world.  

We are all too familiar with the announcement of new programmes to combat anti-social behaviour.  
We are also sadly all too aware of the degree in society of drug and alcohol addiction and dependency.  
The rate of teenage pregnancies despite all efforts of well-meant programmes does not appear to diminish while there are significant increases in incidents of sexually transmitted diseases, the most worrying which, of course, is Aids.  
The recent UNICEF Report which concluded that UK children have the lowest levels of well-being in the developed world, though they live in one of the richest countries on the planet. 

In contrast to the usual trends which show people living longer as health care and means have improved, in Glasgow mortality is increasing among the young – largely as a result of alcohol and drug related deaths, violence and suicide

Those who work in the pastoral field have known for some time that to address such poverties piecemeal and without recognising the underlying cultural and spiritual deficits is only going to be, at best, partly successful.

The breakdown in family life which any medical, social or pastoral worker in the more deprived areas of our city - but not only there –will know about, may either be thought of as a cause or a symptom of a malaise in society which no amount of restructuring of the physical environment (better housing, more facilities) will of itself solve.   I found it distressing to hear that less than half of Glasgow’s children now come home from school to their own mum and dad.  That is a truly shocking statistic which requires urgent attention. Indeed the lack of support for families, as I see it , through the passing of legislation which has undermined the unique roll of the nuclear family in society cannot but exacerbate the situation.
In the first section of our seminar we looked at the historical roots of today’s transcending poverties.  We saw the clustering of poverty in distinct areas of the city. Then we heard what the city authorities, educational departments, social work departments, the voluntarily and private sectors have been doing to address these issues.  
City Council leader Steven Purcell added a welcome tone of optimism, stressing the new initiatives which are having positive impacts on the lives of many of our citizens.

All of us need to hold on to what is being done in achieving, even in part, the goal of improving the mental, educational, cultural and spiritual health of our people while at the same time recognising that only a coordinated approach and a vibrant partnership between the statutory and voluntary sectors, with no level of poverty excluded from the equation, is ultimately going to be effective in ensuring the sort of society we all desire.

Where do we go from here?
That question is still to be fully answered, but I am determined that we should not lose the momentum generated at the conference.  

We need to work from the diagnoses we heard towards finding a cure for the problems created by the array of poverties we heard about … that will require political will on the part of our elected representatives.

It strikes me that such representatives are always keen to listen at election time.

I would encourage you to reflect in your own homes and parishes about the priorities you would identify for Glasgow, and make your views known over the next month or two in the run-up to the Holyrood and Council elections.

Democracy should not be about pandering to strident pressure groups, but rather implementing policies which will bring about the common good.  Politicians need to hear that from all of us, the voters, and now is the best of times to make our views known … over to you!
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