Hungry for a Change
A candle burned quietly for the weekend of 16 -18th July throughout a conference on: ‘Our Daily Bread: Food security, people and planet’ at Swanwich in Derbyshire.

More than 400 people gathered for an intensive weekend of prayer, lectures, personal witnesses, workshops and discussions at the 32nd Justice and Peace Conference organized by the National Justice and Peace Network, Environment Working Group and the Lancaster Diocese Faith and Justice Commission.
The conference explored the food system and new initiatives to help individuals and groups reconnect to sustainable agriculture and food.  It also highlighted insights into ‘our daily bread’ offered by faith and worship.

There were activities for young people and children, a food planting ceremony, an art installation, daily liturgies, and more than one party on the last night in the sprawling conference centre.  Food for the event was largely vegetarian and sourced locally. 

At the opening session Dr Alastair McIntosh ,a Quaker writer and environmentalist ,warned that to day’s society has become spiritually blinded by the love of money.  “People have become richer, money has replaced relationships.  The understanding of where food has come from and whether exploitation took place along the way has been lost”, he said, calling for a return to ‘virtuous cycles’ and frugal but fulfilling sufficiency.
A damning assessment of the Christian response to the ecological crises came during the conference’s concluding plenary.  Dr McIntosh said that the Christian tradition suffered from a problem in its relationship with the environment because of a focus on God transcendent to the  neglect of God immanent.  He described this as heretical because it “violated incarnation”.  He suggested that this “spiritual blockage” made it difficult to see God present in nature and stressed a crucial difference between pantheism, God synonymous with the material universe, and panentheism, God present in and interpenetrating created nature.  He said panentheism was not heretical, using a quotation from Job to insist that “God’s concern is not just for mankind, but with the soul of every living thing.”  Dr McIntosh urged Catholic delegates to build on their strengths and in particular to “embrace the Blessed Virgin Mary: the symbol of transformation and the face of the feminine in God.  
Speaking after the conference, Mary Colwell, a Freelance TV and radio producer and consultant on religion and the environment, said that while the Church would “magnificently” defend a populated rainforest, in had no idea what to think about an area uninhabited by humans.  She said that there was a huge amount that the Church could do, observing that while it empowers people to be proactive for the poor, it had not yet applied that same power to the environment. 

Keynote speaker Vandana Shiva, feminist, political activist and director of the Research Foundation for Science, Technology and Natural Resource Policy in New Delhi, insisted that technology was the “wrong tool” for agriculture.  She rooted her criticism of genetically modified, or GM, crops in the wider context of India’s “green revolution”, and was sceptical about developments in seed technology and the widespread use of pesticides.  “Pesticides are killing 220,000 people every year.  They have converted agriculture into warfare against the land, against biodiversity, against farmers and against our bodies.  These crude tools are not superior because they are violent.  Violence is not superiority,” she said.
A food debate on the Saturday evening, chaired by John Vidal, the Guardian’s Environment Editor, addressed the subject: ‘Feeding the world: What are the roles for small-scale and industrial food production to achieve food security?’

Younger conference delegates, while concerned that there seemed to be a “missing age bracket” of attendees between 18 and 35, were enthusiastic about the conference’s ability to empower Catholics. Laura Atherton, 17, from Liverpool archdiocese, said that conferences like this could invigorate young, disillusioned Catholics who would be encouraged by seeing people motivated by their faith.  She added that the conference had inspired her, saying that “the Catholic Church can feel very stale unless you see people like this.  Faith has to lead to action, which leads to some kind of purpose.  If it doesn’t lead to something else, then what’s the point?”

        I was invited to offer one of the 20 workshops available to participants on the Saturday  afternoon ,each repeated twice. It was a disappointment  to  miss out on the   choice of  the other 19   but of course I had the privilege of being nourished and hopefully transformed by the rich fare  of the whole conference .Congratulations to all concerned with the planning of this event. Louisa Poole SSL  was a member of the planning group and prepared the prayer/reflection space during the conference.
