Following is Noemi’s sermon from the May 15 service on her visit to Hopedale.

“Economic Empowerment One Village at a Time”
Rev. Noémi Szeredai 
Dear Friends,

I am bringing greetings from Csekefalva, Transylvania.

Today I will talk a little bit about a certain project that the Women Alliance in Csekefalva has started last year with a great joy. A project in which women are working to process the fruits from their gardens, and turn them into canned goods and dried fruits to sell. The whole idea, initiated by a non-governmental organization called CIVITAS, supports the village women to process locally grown fruits, and give them the possibility to use an open kitchen and try to make a market for locally grown, home made fruit products.  They made this all possible by organizing a Fair called the Fruit Festival” to create the missing marketplace. But it all started a long time before this.

I remember one moment that happened the very first day, when we came to Csekefalva, 13 years ago. We were invited to have lunch at the president’s house with the Unitarian District dean.  And the president’s wife was serving the dinner but she was not sitting with us. She was not eating at all at the table. I was stunned and I asked her to sit down. After that I realized this was not an unusual habit in the village. But it was for me, a young woman growing up in a big city who had the determination and courage of going into the seminary. I graduated in the 3rd year that women were allowed to graduate from the Unitarian Seminary. I am grateful to my congregation because they accepted me (right away?) at first; they respected me and let me be part of their lives, although I was the very opposite of what they thought a minister is like. 

So the condition of women was and in some cases is still a problem. But thank God, the situation has evolved and is a lot better. Now women generally have more space, still work a lot, a lot more than the men, because some have jobs plus at home they have the household, small animals near the house (like the chickens, or maybe ducks and rabbits) and also the vegetable garden is their responsibility.

In recent years everything has changed very much – but not all of the change is good. Because of the slow change from communism to capitalism and to globalization, good things were happening but not just that. We have started to lose many of our hard working, agricultural possibilities, due to economic changes. For example, we have a rare fruit tree in the garden, it is a wild berry called a “dogberry”, it has a big seed with a small pulp around it. It is sour. I did not know the dogberry before I moved in Csekefalva, but I always canned a few jars of it since then. It was a lot of work, sometimes I said I won’t do it again, but when the fruit was ripe I always canned it. It was not worth it to the people in the village, they said, we canned it in the past, but it is a lot of work and it needs a lot of sugar, so we do not can it any more. I always gave it as a present to friends from Hungary, or from nearby. But only last year I realized fully what it’s worth is, when at the Fruit Festival I sold all my jars of dogberry.  Even a few years ago I was talking with Ann Gary, about the possibility of doing a canning business, this is something women do and could make money from it and but we agreed at the time that since everyone is canning we cannot make a  business from that. 

BUT- I found out that not everyone is canning any more. With the supermarkets, now there is even one right near Csekefalva, and in the cities, people are tending to buy the things, buy food, - because they think that they might be more delicious… because they look different and attractive. You know this very well because you all went through this.  But now people are coming to ask the question” Is the food in the supermarket really better and cheaper than our own local products?”

What I have experienced at first is that, I and other women thought this is what we just normally do, this there is no worth or value in it. Women were interested in this certain project of canning from the fruits we have in the garden and yard for our own use and then sell at the festival the surplus. But when we put it into action, lots of them changed their minds for different reasons. To do something new, you need the approval and support of your family, you need some of their effort, you need money, and you need time for this, and you cannot think it is shameful to sell your product at a fair. At the “Fruit festival” we found out that it is worth it, and that the city people start to think locally and start to appreciate the handmade things.  This gave an extraordinary force and self confidence to those who were there and gave emboldened others to get involved. This is something we know how to do it, we do it well and we can earn money for our work. This is not an individual business. Individual businesses are hard to start and to maintain. This is something like a part time job for kitchen money, or wardrobe money...Pocket money! Whatever you call it.

We need encouragement, assistance, opportunity, seed money. We are taking part in an existing program run by a non-governmental organization, called Civitas, who started an open kitchen plus advertises this kind of fruit processing in our area. They gave an extraordinary opportunity for village women to gain self empowerment. It takes a lot of factors to have something happen in the right time and in good circumstances. 

“Not give a fish but teach them how to fish.” The First time I heard it was from an American. But this is the hardest idea. We need to think of a nuance in this. It is not so easy to teach. The people are working and working hard, only the work has a less value. This project is like after knowing how to fish, showing you were the fish are.

For us this project helps improve women and family life, gives self confidence and a sense of community.
