One of the first services I attended in Manchester Cathedral was in remembrance of the many young people gunned to death in the city in the previous few years. Etched vividly in my memory are the plain-clothes police discreetly armed in the aisles, the rival families together in grief and prayer, and pictures of the murdered youngsters placed like icons beside the altar.
Five years on, my friend and colleague Bishop Doye Agama (Apostolic Congress of Great Britain), and I led worship last week at a big event organised by the church group City Links. It drew together denominations, agencies, community leaders, politicians and the police for one main purpose: to pray for a reduction in violent crime. 

Behind such high profile occasions continue the quiet and significant ministries of Church of England clergy who selflessly live among communities where there is violent crime, serving the people, and seeking to address the underlying causes.
 Sensational headlines about guns and knives can lead to a greater level of fear than reality merits. The issue is about crime not culture. The number of people involved in actual violence is relatively small.  Most young people who carry weapons carry them for defence rather than aggressive intent. But some are enticed by the glamour conveyed by gang-leaders of a violent life that can bring big jewels and fast cars. It is a heady mix that can quickly become addictive, especially among the disempowered.  

Beyond the glamour, the gangs promote a system of hierarchy, justice and punishment that often intimidates the community. A shop down the road where I live was selling T-shirts showing a hoodie pointing a gun, and the words “snitch at your own risk”. Tellingly, of nearly 60 gun murders since 1999 in Manchester, only 29 have been solved.
Clergy and laity working on the ground in these communities understandably get fed up with top-level meetings that purport to solve the problems. At a meeting of grassroots clergy and volunteers I convened, former gang-member turned Street Pastor, Tony Winter, said: “Many people find it hard to trust anyone they consider part of the establishment – and they consider the police and the church to be part of that.”
But trust of the church is not impossible. Members of Manchester’s gangs, their families and friends (some of them churchgoers) do turn to Anglican clergy (not least for baptisms and funerals) – suggesting the picture is far more complex than some concede.
At the big prayer meeting the other evening, it was clearly important for the various groups represented that Bishop Doye and I were there: black and white, Pentecostal and Anglican, together affirming what is being amazingly achieved on the ground, and encouraging increased working together.
It is important to avoid stereotypes; but the recent Black Community Churches against Crime Event in Manchester did address strong evidence about the violent crime problem among some of the Afro-Caribbean Community - which must be far removed from the vision held by those Jamaicans who arrived on the “Empire Windrush” fifty years ago this weekend (22 June). The meeting pledged to motivate parents, church and community to counter negative peer-pressure, emphasise the family, do more to enhance young people’s self-esteem, and to work alongside everyone else in the field.
There are plenty of allies in Manchester, of all faiths and none. Carisma, founded by people personally affected by gun-crime, who realised that changing things means getting involved, is highly influential and aims to steer young people away from a life of crime. It also organises a Manchester Peace Week, recently given further support by an Anglican congregation whose members witnessed a shooting outside their church. Mothers Against Violence (founded by a mother whose son was shot dead) has gained enormous respect – an important word in the context – among people of all ages and at all levels. The church-based Street Pastors have been hugely effective – not least in forming Community Partnerships that, according to the Police, have led to a decrease in Greater Manchester’s gun and knife crime this year. The Message Trust aims to guide young people from drugs and crime and reinvigorate the Church. At its heart are currently nine Eden projects working with local churches on tough estates; and through its music it reaches vast numbers of youngsters. 
Through all this, and much more, churches and church-based agencies, quite apart from their acknowledged contribution to crime reduction, are bound to have positive influences on some young people’s aims and ambitions. These are influences that help to counter society’s current priorities of greed, individualism, celebrity, and violence. There is some evidence too of more parents turning to church, seeking clearer Christian values and guidance for their children, to give them better hope for the future.
There are no quick fixes. Gesture solutions achieve little. Meanwhile the church, amidst gang warfare, guns and knives, gets on with its pastoral ministry - fearless and loving in supporting the vulnerable (victim or perpetrator); its prophetic ministry - speaking out against poverty and poor education (violent crime occurs especially in areas of high Multiple Deprivation); and, especially, its ministry of prayer.
