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It is a great honour to be invited by the Vice-Chancellor to give this sermon.

It also feels like something of a homecoming. It was 69 years ago this month that a group of people met in the Old Library here. That group became the Oxford Committee for Famine Relief (eventually Oxfam). They lobbied the UK Government to allow food ships to cross the navel blockade to get food into famine ridden and Nazi occupied Greece. I am always a bit amused when people ask me when Oxfam started campaigning, and I am able to reply ‘1942’.

My sermon is about compassion, solidarity and fairness and it was of course in a spirit of compassion that the group met in the Old Library.

Oxfam believes that all people have an innate sense of compassion, and also a need to be part of a bigger whole. Concern about others is a necessary part of being human. It makes people feel better. We want to turn the ‘dial up’ on these values and reduce down a bit another side of us, the desire for status, money and influence.

Most people come to Oxfam through compassion. We have seen that again this summer with the East Africa food crisis. When people heard the stories of women and children walking for days to escape from Somalia and of children dying on route or on arrival, as usual they gave generously. We see no compassion fatigue. We need to remember too that it is not just us in wealthy nations who have that compassion, it is global. The people who travelled across Somalia supported each other and again many people in the host communities as they crossed the border gave these people something, of the very little they had themselves.

Oxfam supporters take a journey with us, onwards from that wonderful compassion into a wider understanding of poverty and solidarity with poor people. That journey is rather like Oxfam’s own journey. In the 1960’s Oxfam talked about teaching a man to fish (Confucius got there first), feeding him for a lifetime. People relate to that thinking about moving on to stop suffering happening and working with people to help them get themselves out of poverty. Of course we then get into politics with a small ‘p’ and poverty is about power. If you ask poor people what they say about themselves, the most common statement is that they have no control over their lives.

One woman, a major donor to Oxfam visited one of our programmes.  She came back and said to me ‘You don’t do what you say you do’. Of course I was mortified and my heart sank. But she explained ‘we think you drill wells or provide seeds, and you do do that, but what you really do is to help people take control of their own lives’.

When people are concerned about aid dependency I wonder if they realise what it is like to be aid dependent. It would be terrifying, imagine being dependent on food aid and not knowing whether it would arrive and whether you would be able to feed your children. In some circumstances for example refugees who have lived in a camp for years, you do find some aid dependency. Almost everyone I meet though want to get out of poverty and gain control of their lives.

This summer as well as visiting the Dolo Ado Somalian refugee camp in Ethiopia, I also visited some of our long term development programme in Ethiopian. I visited a very poor community in the Great Rift valley area. There the women had got together to set up their own saving and loan scheme so they could invest in things to improve their lives and income. We had helped them with materials for a grain store where I sat and our local partner had done lots of education work with them – not just on business issues but the many things affecting life in their communities. The women had done reasonably well. They are now saving up for a combine harvester which they can rent out to others.  They in their compassion have set up a separate part of their funds for the most vulnerable in the community.

Perhaps what was most surprising was that when I asked what difference it had made to them, they said “we have stopped female genital mutilation in the community and the men have agreed (and they nodded in agreement) that they should not have more than one wife or partner”.  When asked how they had achieved this, the women said “we could see that HIV/AIDS was a growing problem.  (I suspect because they were quite close to a major trunk road) and we persuaded the men that having only one partner was the way to stop the spread of AIDS”.  

I see so many people especially women around the world who, with a bit of money in their pockets, and the confidence of having worked together as women, have become enormously powerful.

Another example was in my first ever overseas Oxfam visit to St Juan de Luriguancho, an absolutely barren hillside slum on the outskirts of Lima.  Many of the women there went into the city daily to do petty trading. They set up community kitchens to feed the children while they were away.  The women became so empowered that when the local Mayor was accused of corruption but would not stand down from office (as he was required to do) they sat outside the Town Hall until he resigned.  

So we can stand alongside people but the biggest challenge is that the rules of the world are unfair to poor people.  For years in our ‘Make Trade Fair’ campaign we that subsidies argued for food in the north were distorting markets by the dumping of food into the poorest countries at below cost prices. The farmers simply could not compete.  We didn’t succeed in getting a Fair Trade deal but I think we did succeed in stopping one that was worse for poor people.  
It is a interesting point that we had considerable success with aid and debt relief as part of the Make Poverty History coalition.  But when it came to trade this was much harder perhaps becuase it required some real changes and also facing up to vested interests.
The situation now is getting even more difficult for poor people.  Climate change is dramatically affecting their lives through the increase in extreme whether events, day to day it is also affecting the seasons so they don’t know when to plan or when the rains will come.  This is one aspect of the era of resource security we are entering, when land, water and energy will also become scarce, yet we will need a 70% increase in food production to feed our 9 billion population by 2050.  In June we launched our Grow campaign using food security as the way to look at how resource security will hit poor people.  We have reached our planetary boundaries.  Yes, new technologies may help but we have very little time left to make the changes we need, and we know that as usual poor people will get hurt first and hardest.  
This bring me to my final challenge to all of us as individuals: are we brave enough to make sense of the choices that this will require if we are to be fair?  And in this University have we got academics and students who are prepared to investigate, analyse and challenge our systems.  

If this sounds depressing, don’t be.  I feel optimistic because I see daily the courage and resilience of poor people, the commitment of staff and partners and the inspiration of supporters who want to make a difference.  It is possible!

