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Where we live, Spring means sheep. Herds flow like cloud formations on the green hillsides.
Older sheep move placidly, heads down, munching grass as they go. Tottering lambs explore
fields under the eyes of reclining ewes.

Jesus often speaks of people as ‘sheep’ and ‘flocks’. For his listeners, for whom sheep would
likewise have been a familiar presence, this might have provoked mixed responses. They would
have known how vital sheep were to their society and how attractive they can look. But they
also would have known how frankly daft sheep can be: their tendency to wander in the wrong
direction, to get lost, and fall into holes. And they would have been keenly aware of sheep’s
vulnerability: walk by a field of lambs, and each watchful ewe will clamber to her feet, placing
herself between you and her offspring. It’s a very moving portrayal of a mother’s protective
instincts — but not much good against the teeth of a wolf or the ravages of a determined thief.

Sheep’s best form of self-defence is to move together as a herd: one or two or three on their
own are easy prey; a milling group of hooves is far more of a deterrent. Their best defence of all,
however, is a good shepherd, someone who will care for them, love them, and protect them
with his life.

In this morning’s lessons (in the Revised Common Lectionary) we hear again and again that
Jesus is a shepherd, and that those who follow him are His sheep. They recognise his voice, and
he in turn provides for their needs. Itis full provision — for material and spiritual requirements.
He leads them to green pastures and still waters, prepares a table for them, guides them in right
paths for his name's sake and, ultimately, having brought them to springs of the water of life,
gives them eternal life, [so that] they will never perish.

This outpouring of love and blessings is astoundingly generous. And on every continent and
island of the earth, vast numbers of people are turning to Christ.

Here, we pray that we may be of their number. Alongside brothers and sisters in Africa, Asia,
Australia and the Pacific, the rest of Europe, North America, Central America and the
Caribbean, South America ... even Antarctica, we read the Scriptures, pray and reflect, trying to
be attentive to God’s voice. We are connected to these brothers and sisters as members of the
same flock.

We are connected in other ways, too — through the media, sports and music and art, and the
goods and services we provide to each other. We in UK churches are huge beneficiaries of other
people’s work: brothers and sisters around the world grow the cocoa for our chocolate eggs,
the tea for the church teas that mark our summers, and the coffee for our coffee mornings. They
sew or knit much of the clothing we wear on a Sunday; their labour provides flowers with which
we may supplement our native blooms in a wedding bouquet, and they mine the gold and
jewels for our wedding rings.

Because the good shepherd loves each of his sheep, one of his commandments is that we also
love each other. Our love is meant to be like his: the kind of love that puts each other’s needs
first and serves. If | see that something I’m doing hurts a brother and sister, | need to stop it. If |
can change what | do so that it helps them, | should.



And that’s not just true where Christian brothers and sisters are concerned. In the Parable of
the Good Samaritan, Jesus extends the call to love your neighbour as yourself beyond the flock,
to everyone we encounter who needs a neighbour ... including the people who make the
products we use daily.

That’s why | first became interested in Fair Trade. | read about practices on some conventional
banana plantations in Latin America, where owners were paying workers poorly, breaking up
attempts to organise for better conditions, and exposing workers to hazardous chemicals. They
would spray pesticides from airplanes while the workers were in the fields. Imagine living where
poison rains from the sky, and you cannot escape: it is terrifying. The plantation owners would
even use small children as labourers to clean out the inside of pesticide tanks ... because the
children were small enough to fit inside. People were mired in poverty, suffering
disproportionately from cancer, infertility, asthma and neurological damage, while owners
made a profit. It was clearly wrong —and | couldn’t both say that | loved my neighbour and not
try to find something that was fairer for them.

| found that Fair Trade provides that alternative. Fairtrade banana standards, set by Fairtrade
International in a process which includes producers themselves, offer farmers a guaranteed
minimum price designed to cover sustainable production costs. The standards mandate an
additional premium based on volumes sold that enables community development. They ban
the most hazardous chemicals and have strict rules about how any chemicals are stored and
used. They protect the environment and also people’s right to organise. They prohibit child
labour.

This was a code | could love — one that sought right relationship between people, God and the
land. Itis not the only one. And it is not perfect. To give one example, Fairtrade has to be viable
within the open market — and in a market which is desperately unfair, that means that Fairtrade
prices can’t always keep up fully with the costs of sustainable production and a good livelihood.

But despite its flaws, I’ve seen Fair Trade work in countries around the world. In 2010, in
Dominica, even though price was a sore point with the banana farmers, the Fairtrade prices
had, nonetheless, stabilised an industry that was collapsing because of wider trade issues,
given farmers breathing space to work out their next steps, and enabled them to pay their works
decent wages. The premium had made the farmers important figures within rural communities,
as they built roads, provided employment, strengthened educational provision, and even
created a recycling facility. The environmental standards had helped them avoid dangerous
chemicals their conventionally farming neighbours were using and had educated them about
safety in —and alternatives to — chemical use.

It was the same in Ghana in 2023: while Fairtrade cocoa prices weren’t at the level of a living
wage, they were massively higher than the conventional prices. The pastor who was a leader in
a cooperative we visited explained how Fairtrade standards meant that all the children in the
cooperative stayed in school — and pointed proudly to the fact that with the money he had
earned when the cooperative sold on the Fairtrade market, he had been able to educate all his
daughters to be nurses. Fairtrade was also helping women to get land ownership and to
become leaders alongside men.

In Eswatini, at the World Fair Trade Organization (WFTO) member Eswatini Kitchen (see an
account of a more recent visit by True Origin), not only were workers in the factory that makes a
range of jams, chutneys and sauces paid fairly and given benefits, such as transport to work,
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but benefits rippled out through the wider community. People on low incomes in the area
surrounding the factory gained money by selling fruits and vegetables that they grew in their
gardens; disabled people who couldn’t leave home had wood brought to them so that they
could carve spoons for gift packages. Eswatini Kitchen also gave goods jobs to people who felt
they otherwise wouldn’t have stood much chance, such as Mildred, an older woman who was
running their honey department.

At Creative Handicrafts, a WFTO-certified clothing manufacturer in Mumbai, originally set up by
a Catholic nun, women not only got a fair wage for producing extraordinarily beautiful clothes,
but also learned how to deal with issues such as domestic violence and were supported in
growing their skills and opportunities.

Sometimes, on my route home from the train station, I’ve passed a field where the sheep’s
water trough is close to the roadside. You can see animals jostling for space.

We live in a world where, all too often, instead of listening to our loving shepherd, the largest
sheep push aside the smallest — whether that’s in our own country or globally. Moreover,
circling around the sheepfold, the wolves of climate change and conflict and abusive power
and potentially dangerous technologies threaten to devour us all.

It’s easy to feel powerless.

But we are many. When we gather together as a flock, caring for each other and ensuring a fairer
distribution of resources, we can offer each other protection against some of the world’s
threats.

And crucially, as we sing again and again during this Easter season, our shepherd has won the
victory over sin and death. And so, when he calls us into pathways of love and righteousness,
we can know that he will protect us, give us strength and provision, and help us to carry out that
call day by day, as we follow him. Fair Trade is only one part of this — but it is a good first step, a
way of connecting and showing practical love of neighbour that helps us to grow in unity and
faith, and inspires us to go further and deeper ... as a united Christian family ... in exploring
Christ’s call and Christ’s power.

“For this reason | bow my knees before the Father, from whom every family in heaven and on
earth takes its name. | pray that, according to the riches of his glory, he may grant that you may
be strengthened in your inner being with power through his Spirit, and that Christ may dwell in
your hearts through faith, as you are being rooted and grounded in love. | pray that you may have
the power to comprehend, with all the saints, what is the breadth and length and height and
depth, and to know the love of Christ that surpasses knowledge, so that you may be filled with
all the fullness of God.

Now to him who by the power at work within us is able to accomplish abundantly far more than
all we can ask orimagine, to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, for
ever and ever. Amen. “ (Ephesians 3: 14 to end, NRSV)
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