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Fair Trade – A Commitment to Ethical Consumerism as People of Faith

Description of Context

This learning unit is prepared with my internship congregation in Everett, WA, in mind.  It is a congregation that has about 130 people in worship on a given Sunday.  The congregation is celebrating its centennial this year.  Its membership is quickly aging; I estimate that two/thirds of the active members are over 65 years of age.  There are approximately 20 children in the Sunday School, ranging from preschool to tenth grade, though average attendance is about 10.  The congregation has Norwegian and farming roots, with the vast majority of the congregation having moved to Everett in the 1940s and 1950s from the Dakotas, Minnesota, and Iowa.  The congregation has consistently directed giving to local and global mission and humanitarian endeavors, but has little to no direct interaction with its urban context or these social ministry partners.

Goals of Learning Unit

Goals of the Topic

To explore fair trade:
· How it fits into the worldview and practice of a community of faith

· How it grows out of our understanding of God and God’s purposes for 
Creation

· How it reflects and furthers the existing benevolence commitments of the 
congregation

· How we can participate in fair trade as a church community and as 
individuals

· How it emphasizes sustainable development and ethical treatment of farmers and the land they till

Educational Goals

To use the topic of fair trade as the starting point for theological reflection, increased global and cross-cultural awareness, social justice engagement, and intergenerational learning in a particular congregation.  

Brief Description of Learning Unit

We will delve into the topic of fair trade over the four-week season of Advent.  This season of the church year corresponds with the most intense season of consumerism in our culture as it prepares for Christmas.  This learning unit will draw upon the tradition of gift-giving and seek to reframe it theologically and practically.  We will explore how fair trade grows out of a theological commitment to not exploit people or the environment.  The four Sundays of Advent offer a natural time frame for this learning unit.  The theme of gift-giving and fair trade will be given expression in a variety of ways, including the following:  adult forums, Sunday school, children’s sermons, preaching, coffee hour, bulletin inserts and the monthly newsletter.

Theme Development

Monthly Newsletter:  In the December newsletter, the feature article will be on the topic of gift-giving and fair trade.  A human interest story from Lutheran World Relief is the basis of this article and introduces the topic of fair trade—then links it to the larger theme of gift-giving that is central to the Christian story and finds its fullest expression in Christ.

Gift Giving:  Catalogues from Serrv International and Ten Thousand Villages are made available in the narthex and in the church office.  The December newsletter and Sunday bulletins make an announcement of this and encourage people to consider buying Christmas gifts that make a difference.

Bulletin Inserts:  Inserts will highlight a different fair trade human interest story each week; information can be gathered from Lutheran World Relief and Ten Thousand Villages.

Adult Forums:  Forums would highlight different components of Fair Trade:  One week will be a video and discussion on the work of the Lutheran World Relief Coffee Project and the further work of LWR in fair trade endeavors; One week will feature a guest speaker from the Seattle-area Ten Thousand Villages store (corresponding with sale of handicrafts and an information booth during coffee hour); One week will feature a guest speaker from the congregation or the area who can speak to the matters of fair trade locally (key example:  the poor wages of Hispanic migrant workers who work the farms in the Skagit Valley, just north of Everett); One week will explore the themes of economics, social justice, and sustainability in Scripture and their implications for the community of faith.  The ultimate goal of each adult forum is to raise the question of how our economic and consumer decisions grow out of or conflict with the faith we profess.

Sunday School:  The Sunday school hour during Advent will have a global theme explicitly and will emphasize fair trade implicitly.  Each Sunday school family will be given a Children’s Advent Devotional—“Manger in the Mountains” (written by James Nestingen, published by Augsburg Fortress, based on an LWR trip to Peru)—and asked to commit to daily family devotions during Advent.  The devotions in that book will be elaborated upon during the Sunday school hour.  Instruments, music, and art projects will further develop the global theme.  The work with the Equal Exchange Coffee Project during the Coffee Hour will be the responsibility of the Sunday School—and with it learning and telling the story of fair trade.  We will facilitate ways for the older members of the congregation to learn from these students during the coffee hour.

Children’s Sermons:  This will be a venue to speak simply about giving gifts, about how God’s children celebrate Christmas in different parts of the world, and what God’s gift to us in Jesus means for our lives.  A human interest story (such as the artisan stories through the handicraft projects) will be the basis of one children’s sermon.  Another children’s sermon will use nativity scenes from all over the world to show the global reality of our Christian faith.  Another children’s sermon will feature an excerpt from the “Manger in the Mountains” devotional.

Coffee Hour:  Features Equal Exchange coffee.  The Sunday School will sell Equal Exchange coffee, tea, cocoa, and chocolate bars.  They will also display relevant LWR materials and information about the positive impact fair trade makes on the lives of farmers and artisans.  The older Sunday School students will put together a very brief (2-3 minutes) ‘temple talk’ on Equal Exchange and will invite the congregation and guests to the coffee hour.  On one of the Sundays of Advent, a representative from Ten Thousand Villages in Seattle will sell fair trade handicrafts during the coffee hour (and will speak in Adult Forum, as well).

Special Activity:  Every year, on the afternoon of the fourth Sunday in Advent, congregational members gather to go Christmas caroling for homebound members of the congregation.  This year, the Sunday School hour of that day will be used to make chocolate chip cookies (with Equal Exchange Chocolate) to package up and bring to the homebound members of the congregation.  Some of the elderly members of the congregation will be specifically recruited to help with the cookie baking and card making for this event. 

Some Initial Resources

· www.lwr.org/fairtrade -- This website includes information, ideas, and materials from Lutheran World Relief on the topic of fair trade.  It highlights resources related to the Handicraft Project and Equal Exchange Project, including catalogue information, human interest stories, bulletin inserts, and a sample newsletter article.  

· www.lwr.org – More general information on the broader work of LWR in humanitarian and economic justice endeavors around the world.  Important for familiarizing congregations with this mission of the ELCA.

· www.serrv.org – Here you will find catalogue information plus human interest stories related to fair trade (click on “Artisans and Farmers”).

· www.tenthousandvillages.com – Ten Thousand Villages is a ministry of the Mennonite Central Committee that is committed to fair trade and economic justice.  The website includes further information about fair trade, stories about the artisans that create the handicrafts, and stories about the far-reaching economic, social, and environmental benefits of fair trade.  The website explains the commitment to sustainable development and the ethical producing and marketing of products.

· www.ifat.org – The website of the International Fair Trade Association (the global association of fair trade organizations), which explains its purpose and commitments.

