Faith and food: making the connections

[image: image1.jpg]



A one day conference at Wesley Memorial Church, New Inn Hall Street, Oxford, OX1 2DH and at St Michael at the North Gate Church, Cornmarket Street, Oxford, OX1 3EY

28th February 2009

Report of the conference
Mike Rayner and Liz Dowler 

On behalf of the Organising Committee:
 Liz Baker, Liz Dowler, Glyn Evans, Margot Hodson, Martin Hodson, Ans Laver, Hugh Lee, Tony Phelan, Mike Rayner and Maranda St John Nicolle
March 2009

1.  This report sets out the objectives of the one-day conference, the final programme, the near-final accounts and a brief account of experience running up to and on the day.  It also includes a synthesis of immediate reactions to and further thoughts about the day, drawn from e-mailed and verbal feedback from participants.

2.  The background to the conference was a network of friends in Oxford and close by who work on food/public health/rural community/climate change and environmental issues, all of whom are practising Christians from different denominations.  A common desire to explore the wider dimensions of justice in the food system, and to promote reflection and greater understanding of the part individuals and groups can play in relation to food issues led to the plan to hold a day’s conference to explore and celebrate the place of food in our lives.

3. The day’s structure was modelled on a previous conference for Christians on the issue of climate change, with authoritative speakers representing different aspects of food and faith and hour-long workshops covering different topics to enable engagement in creative, factual and worship dimensions.  One strong commitment was to enable ecumenical worship together at the end of the day, to draw all together in repentance, sharing, celebration and commissioning.  
Over time, four speakers were located, including Fr Edilberto Sena, a Roman Catholic priest and environmental campaigner in Amazonia, Brazil
 for whose travel additional funding was sought, and a London/Oxford series of meetings and seminar presentations planned.  The other three speakers were: Colin Tudge, a well known author on food issues, Tm Gorringe, St Luke's Professor of Theology at the University of Exeter and also an author on food issues from a Christian perspective and Jan Simmonds, Head of the North and East of England Team for Chirsitian Aid and one of the founders of Traidcraft.
Eventually eight workshop leaders were also located; all agreed to run their workshops twice (morning and afternoon) so that participants had as wide a choice as possible. The workshops included producer perspectives (two), environment (one), trading/fair trade (one), poverty and justice (one), creativity (poetry and bread making) (one) and worship (two).  Critically, a local caterer was recruited to provide a delicious lunch for all at a reasonable price, using as far as possible relatively local, fairly traded and sustainable ingredients so that all could eat together
.  Finally, the outline of an agape worship was produced, with the intention that one set of ‘worship’ themed workshops would prepare material to share.
4.   A brochure setting out the aims and outline of the conference programme was widely circulated electronically and physically and a website (www.faithandfood.org) was created.   The brochure and website were advertised through the Organising Committee’s diverse networks.  A poster was produced for putting on notice-boards.  The brochure, website used an image: the Wedding at Cana by He Qi.   Permission was given for the use of this image by the artist.
5.  Funding from grant making trusts was sought to cover speakers’ travel expenses, the costs of creating the website and some other costs.  St Michael at the North Gate provided their venue free of charge and Wesley Memorial Church provided their venue at half their usual rate.

The registration fee was set to cover basic expenses including lunch, tea and coffee, budgeting for 100 participants, at £10/£7.50 (concessions).  The brochure acted as a booking form; potential participants could also book online, sending the fee by cheque to Mike Rayner or paying on the day.  
6.  The brodhure and website stressed the inclusive intention of the event: anyone was welcomed, whether of Christian or other faith or none.
The aims of the conference as promoted in the brochure and website were:
· to make connections between our food and our faith
· to explore the ethics of how food is produced, marketed and consumed
· to look at new food problems such as:
· the rising price of food and increasing costs of producing it
· increasing levels of obesity even in developing countries
· to reflect on the place of food in our worship
· to challenge us to think more widely and deeply about food
In addition, the brochure and website set out some questions to set people thinking and indicate themes for the day:
· where does our food come from?

· who controls what we eat?
· why are food prices rising and farmers struggling? 
· why are so many people getting fatter when so many other people are hungry?
· how can we feed the world without destroying the planet?
· what should we, as Christians, think and do about food?
7.  The final conference programme is set out in Appendix A: the aim was to have speakers who were experts on food - both from a developed world (Tudge) and a developing world perspective (Simmonds and Sena) and also to have some well thought through theological input (Gorringe) but also to have wide participation of conference attendees through the workshops. 
8.  Tasks to manage the conference on the day were allocated to committee members, and a small group of family, friends and neighbours was recruited to help with registration, ushering, serving tea and coffee and managing the sound system.  These people were given free registration, as were all the committee and workshop leaders.  All speakers, workshop leaders, committee members and helpers were invited to an inexpensive local Chinese restaurant in the evening after the conference, where the hard work all had contributed was celebrated and meeting/conversations begun during the day were continued.

10.   There were 97 registered participants by the day preceding the conference but in the event 9 did not show up and 4 others came on the day.  The total number of attendees was 120 (including the chair, speakers, workshop leaders, committee members and helpers).  57 participants paid full fees (£10) and 34 paid the concessionary rate (£7.50), giving an income of £825.   £1982 was raised from three grant making trusts: St Michaels and All Saints Charities, the Open Theology Trust and the Well at Willen Charitable Trust.  The total cost of the conference was £2,550.  Further funds were raised from Friends of the Earth and  The Genetics Forum to pay for the travel expenses of Fr Edilberto Sena.
11.  The following observations, from committee member reflections, emailed comments and some anecdotal feedback, give an immediate flavour of the experience:  

· good atmosphere, respectful and committed

· enthusiastic participation – about 100 remained for final worship session

· powerful and authoritative speakers who set out key issues clearly and managing to pitch at appropriate level for very mixed/unknown audience
· engagement in workshops – again, very diverse interests and knowlegde which was shared and used

· some immediate follow-ups:

· churches planning to engage with fair trade or food banks more fully

· local Christian women’s group invitation to workshop leader to lead bread and poetry workshop with them

· potential local ‘green’ project with local community from church 
· local church acting as agent for Palestinian fairly traded olive oil

· speakers invited for further engagement – transition town discussions

· worship ideas and experience much appreciated and to be emulated
Appendix A.  Conference programme
9.30

Registration

9.50
Opening remarks from the Chair: Wendy Tyndale, freelance consultant and former Coordinator of the World Faiths Development Dialogue
10.00  
Feeding people is easy: Colin Tudge, biologist and author
10.35
Biblical reflections on our food and where it comes from: Tim Gorringe, St Luke's Professor of Theology at the University of Exeter

11.10
Coffee

11.30
Workshop Session 1 
12.30
Lunch

1.30 
Workshop Session 2

2.45
Food in the Global South: Jan Simmonds, Christian Aid
3.15
Amazonia feeds Europe and leaves her people poorer: what’s going on?:  Edilberto Sena, Roman Catholic priest and campaigner against the destruction of Amazonia 
4.00
Ecumenical worship.  Leader: Tony Phelan
4.30 
Conference ends


Workshop programme

Workshop sessions (11.30 - 12.30 and 1.30 - 2.30)
	No. 
	Leader(s)
	Topic

	1
	Warren Bardsley
	Oiling the wheels of justice: the importance of olives to the Palestinian economy

	2
	Liz Dowler 

+ Deirdre O’Connor
	Food poverty and food justice 



	3
	Christopher Jones

+ Glyn Evans
	Farming 

	4
	Joy Mead 
	Bread and poetry

	5
	Elizabeth Perry 
	Incorporating a global justice perspective into ordinary church services and our wider church life

	6
	Tony Phelan
	Food and worship

	7
	Maranda St John Nicolle 

+ John Madeley
	Fair trade, faith and food

	8
	Gill Westcott
	Food, climate change and justice


� see: Felicity Lawrence (2008) Eat Your Heart Out, Penguin Books, London, p 254


� Vaults and Garden Coffee Shop � HYPERLINK "http://www.university-church.ox.ac.uk/info/vaults.htm" ��www.university-church.ox.ac.uk/info/vaults.htm�
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