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Next Steps towards a Comprehensive Jubilee

An Invitation to Churches and Ecumenical Groups in Western Europe (2000)

Millions of Christians and thousands of churches around the world have been involved in the Jubilee 2000 campaign in order to achieve a substantial debt cancellation for the poorest countries by the end of the year 2000. This awakening in our churches and congregations must not wither away after the year 2000. The basic demands of the international Jubilee movement have not been met. Such small beginnings as have been made – for 22 countries only - under the HIPC initiative for debt-relief are very far from providing a fresh start for the heavily indebted countries of the South in the new millennium.

Further issues, raised mainly by social movements of the South, have to be placed on a deepened and broadened Jubilee-agenda: 

· the question of the illegitimacy of Third-World-debts (including issues like loose and corrupt lending practices and the financing of despotic regimes) and consequently the demand for reparations by the North in favour of the South; the issue of unfair terms of trade (including the closure of the markets of the North for many products of the South) and their contribution to the debt trap;

· the lack of direct access of the poor to the sources of wealth, land and capital;

· the Structural Adjustment Programmes imposed by IMF and World Bank on behalf of the interest of the North;

· the effects of the financial markets on the economies of all regions;

· the ecological destruction caused by the growth economy, driven by profit maximisation.

In view of the increasing suffering of the poor in all parts of the globalised world, Christians cannot but hear Jesus – indeed the entire Biblical tradition - calling us not to give up at this point, rather to deepen and broaden our efforts beyond the technical issue of debt and debt cancellation to that of bringing “good news to the poor” and of thus restoring rightful relationships between people as well as between people and the earth. In this perspective the overriding issue to be dealt with is the impact of the international financial speculation and dominance on the economies and societies of South and North, East and West.

This is exactly what the churches and initiatives in the Jubilee South movement are asking of us in the North. This is what the World Council of Churches (WCC) and the World Alliance of Reformed Churches (WARC) have proposed in their general assemblies asking their member churches to work for alternatives to neoliberal globalisation in order to overcome the structural violence embedded in the present world economic and financial order and to engage in “a committed process of progressive recognition, education and confession (processus confessionis) regarding economic injustice and ecological destruction”. Also the Lutheran World Federation (LWF) has created a programme called “Engaging Economic Globalisation as a Communion”.

All these initiatives represent the new form of the conciliar process of mutual commitment for justice, peace and the integrity of creation. Different ecclesial traditions express this commitment in the context of extreme challenges to the being of the church in relating to different biblical paradigms. What the churches of the Reformation call status confessionis prepared by a processus confessionis Baptists call “living up to God’s covenant”, Orthodox churches “serving God in the liturgy after the liturgy of the eucharist” the communion of which we cannot participate in for our own salvation without sharing the goods of life with our sisters and brothers (1 Cor 11). Also Pope John Paul II, at the end of the Jubilee Year 2000, said that poor Lazarus should have an equal share at the table of the rich. Liberation theology says that the church can only be church as a prophetic church and a “church of the poor”. The historical Peace Churches call the same “radical discipleship”, which means we cannot take part in the gifts of the Messiah without following Jesus on the way.

Jubilee remains both the nature of the path we seek to tread as well as the ultimate goal we hope to be granted. It can function as our leading and open perspective, as the horizon of our way ahead. By gearing ourselves to this sort of goal for our pilgrimage of the next few years, we may find ways of breaking open the closed, self-centred ideology of global capital, that is hell-bent on forcing the whole world, by its top-down methods, into the model of the few acquiring ever more money and power while the many are increasingly deprived in both regards.

1. The Jubilee Vision

For Jubilee in the Bible is not just freedom from debt. It means comprehensive freedom from poverty, exploitation, oppression and violence by giving full and equal access to and ownership of land (and today capital as means of production) to all families. “And you shall hallow the fiftieth year and you shall proclaim liberty throughout the land to all its inhabitants. It shall be a jubilee for you” (Lev 25:10). Jesus, referring to another Jubilee-text, Is 61, describes his (and therefore his followers’) mission: “…to bring good news to the poor...to proclaim release to the (debt-)captives …to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favour” (Luke 4:18-19). This coincides with Jesus’ vision of God’s Kingdom in which the leading perspective is not the profit of the fittest as in neoliberal globalisation but the rescue and empowerment of the weakest.

According to Lev 25 and other texts the Jubilee vision includes:

· Sabbath for the earth 

· Periodical restitution of land (means of production)

· Periodical release of (debt-)slaves, indeed the prohibition of ever making slaves at all

· Just prices

· Prohibition of lending at interest.

This means that the Bible points to the root causes and gives divine demands to avoid ecological destruction, impoverishment and debt in the first place. Yet since injustices do happen, the Bible also gives rules and regulations so that equality and right relationships can be restored periodically – not only once in every generation. For many aspects of healing and restitution are applied every seventh year (sabbath year; cf. e.g. Deut 15) or every third year (Deut 14), indeed every week (sabbath, Lev 23,3).

It is important to realise the theological rationale for this unique ecological and social approach in the people of God. God says: “the land is mine” (Lev 25:23) and the people “are my servants” (v.42). This means that the key question is the question of property, of ownership. Historically, since the 8th century B.C. an economy built on private property was developed in Greece, spreading from there throughout the Ancient Near East. On this basis of more and more absolutised property the mechanisms of lending at interest, accumulation of money and land on the one hand, and debt, loss of land and slavery on the other, split the societies into rich and poor. 

Once these market mechanisms had created misery, oppression and destruction, to claim that God is the only owner of land and people is to challenge the entire economic/political system at its roots, as well as to care for a periodical return to the earlier and healthier state of things.

2. The mechanisms of economic injustice and ecological destruction today

Like the people of God in biblical times we also need to analyse the root causes of economic injustices today. In many parts of the world where agriculture still is the basic economic form of production the unjust distribution of land remains the key problem. At the global level, capital has more and more taken an uncontrollable lead. Moreover, since the seventies of the 20th century owners of capital have managed increasingly to free themselves from social, ecological and democratic regulations, to speculate with their money rather than to devote it to producing positively useful or necessary goods and services, to drive up interest rates and to avoid taxes which could help redistributing unequal income and providing services for the common good. At the global level there is no democratically elected government to deal with this dangerous situation of structural violence. Moreover the international institutions like IMF, World Bank, WTO are dominated by the rulers of the world, the industrialised rich countries under the hegemonic leadership of the USA. This deregulation of capital power in the interest of the rich has led to unprecedented levels of debt, poverty and social as well as ecological destruction. 

Are the churches in Western Europe ready to throw their weight alongside that of the suffering peoples and the damaged earth, in order to work for alternatives? 

· Are the churches ready to draw the conclusions from their biblical faith that God is the owner of the earth and the people and that, therefore, no human beings must claim absolute ownership in order to accumulate wealth at the cost of God’s creation? 

· Are the churches ready to challenge the unjust income patterns and the culture of consumerism, the motor of capitalism?

· Are the churches ready to critically face the powers of the present world system? 

· Are we as Christians and churches ready first of all to take a critical look at ourselves as economic actors? How are we dealing with our own income patterns, money and assets? 

· What are the spiritual and cultural roots of the present global economy and of the neoliberal ideologies directing it? Are we ready to be satisfied with “enough” rather than “all we can get”, with what one author has called “the richness of sufficiency”. 

· Are we ready to go the extra mile of struggling through the painful business of re-structuring our financial systems rather than simply adjusting our expectations to the habitual, economics-dominated style of contemporary big business?

3. Invitation to join the process for a just financial system, thus contributing to the ecumenical decade to overcome violence

A planning meeting in November 2000 organised by Kairos Europa in cooperation with the WCC, WARC and Pax Christi International prepared this invitation asking your church to join in taking the following next steps beyond the continuation of the debt-related campaigns. Of course, every church, congregation or ecumenical grouping may choose one main focus depending on the context and the resources available:

Next steps:

· Campaign for a currency exchange tax on all capital transactions (Tobin tax).

This proposal aims to curb speculation and to create a global social fund for the redistribution of wealth from the North to the South. Speculation is an instrument of avoiding the social obligation of capital assets. Taxing this unsocial money is not the answer to all questions, but a step on the way to make capital socially responsible. The governments of Canada and Finland have already decided to support this initiative. Civil society in many more countries is working for this goal.
· Campaign for the abolition of tax havens.

This proposal addresses the fact that less and less tax is paid on the profits of corporations and on monetary assets, which leads to two devastating effects: (1) more and more tax has to be paid by dependent labour and (2) the growing overindebtedness of public budgets is eating up between one third and one fourth of the tax income through the payment of interest as well as leading governments to save money at the cost of social, cultural and ecological public services.
· Each church may have different special entry points in the struggle for the social and ecological re-regulation of transnational capital.

There are various methods of tax dumping and evasion of capital. There are tendencies to erode the solidarity and security of the pension systems etc. 

· In regard to each of these steps the churches need to be aware of their own actions within the total economy.

Where, for example, do the churches invest their money? How would an ethical investment look like? 

Aspects to be reconsidered:
There are different aspects and dimensions to be observed in each step:

· Clarity: As a large part of the media is co-opted by capital power and as national political institutions feel more and more powerless concerning transnational capital many people feel disoriented and not well informed about what is really happening, what should be done and what their remaining democratic powers are. Here the churches being near to the people in all parts of the world and being organised from local to global level have a unique vocation. Rooted in their biblical tradition they can insist on speaking out about the true nature of what is happening everywhere, first of all among their own members. Jesus empowers his people to serve as light for the world (cf. Matth 5:14).

· Critique: The stronger power becomes the more it rejects criticism. The church is called to be prophetic, not to fear the “king”, the empire, the wealthy. Jesus paid with his life for his criticism of the powerful and of the temple as the economic and financial centre of his time (cf. Mark 11:15ff.). So have many martyrs up to this day. The churches in the North, unlike some churches in the South, need not fear martyrdom. Yes, they may lose some privileges if they face the powers side by side with the poor and marginalised. On the other hand they could tremendously strengthen the suffering majority of the people and contribute to the healing of the earth in today’s globalised world if they would be ready to face the powers critically. However, this criticism is only honest and credible, if the churches are ready for self-criticism regarding their life-style and behaviour (see Attachment 2, the Letter to the Churches in the North, written at the WARC/WCC conference in Bangkok, 1999).

· Alternatives: Churches and Christians are themselves economic and financial actors. If they work out alternatives for themselves and in cooperation with others, as Jesus and the early Christians did, they could be “salt of the earth” (Matth 5:13).

Methods:

· Study and research: several questions concerning the proposed steps may need further study and research. E.g. there has to be an evaluation of arguments and counter-arguments concerning the Tobin tax as well as criteria how to organise the revenue of the global social fund. The churches and congregations must be able to understand and to trust the feasibility of the proposal. A list of materials and studies has to be made available on the internet and in printed form.

· Education and communication: the churches are involved in educational work, they celebrate liturgies and use the mass media. In all these fields materials have to be developed and/or shared, trainers have to be trained.

· Action: Besides looking at their own economic and financial structures and actions in order to secure honesty and credibility churches and congregations can start approaching their own MPs and governments concerning the different steps, Tobin tax, tax havens etc. At the end of 2002 a common approach to the EU is foreseen (see below).

Strategies:

· Networking: It is very encouraging that in civil society around the world and also in West Europe many groups, NGOs and trade unions have started to address the questions of the global economy and particularly of the financial system. In attachment 3 we give a few examples asking all recipients of this invitation to help us complete this list by informing us about other initiatives and organisations. The churches and ecumenical groups in the different Western European countries can start to join hands with the respective partners in their context and help mobilising people and building broad alliances. Combined intervention of civil society can create new space for common good oriented politics to gain control of unaccountable financial power. 
· Sharing of information and materials: In order to save resources in the different churches Kairos Europa in cooperation with other partners will provide electronic and printed means in order to help sharing information and materials.
· Training of trainers: Every church can train their trainers. Kairos Europa is offering training workshops for trainers at a Western European level in autumn 2001 and again in early 2002.
(Here the calendar for forthcoming events followed)

4. Further into the New Century

For one thing, at any time a big crash of the financial system could happen, creating even more disaster than the one in 1929. But even in this case it is of vital importance to have developed as many viable alternatives as possible in order to avoid letting neo-fascists take the initiative or win control over our future.

In any case for the churches related to the WCC and WARC it is important to view this process in Western Europe in the perspective of the forthcoming general assemblies: for the WARC in 2004, for the WCC in 2005. The question will be, whether then the “processus confessionis” might have to lead to a “status confessionis”, a clear und unambiguous “no” of the churches to systemic economic injustice and ecological destruction and a clear “yes” to alternatives in the perspective of a comprehensive Jubilee. This will require extensive theological/economic work to be pursued meanwhile.
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Attachment 3

Civil society groups and NGOs working on global finance (examples to be completed)

· In 1998, the ATTAC movement emerged at the initiative of the monthly newspaper Le Monde Diplomatique. ATTAC (association for the taxation of financial transactions in favour of the citizens) has now spread to 26 countries all over the world, including most European countries (Austria, Belgium, Germany, Sweden, Spain, Switzerland etc.) www.attac.org.

· In Germany a Network for the Democratic Control of the Financial Markets has been started in January 2000 at the initiative of Kairos Europa in cooperation with WEED, Pax Christi and others. It involves more than 200 NGOs, social movements, unions, members of Parliament, scientists etc. www.attac-netzwerk.de

· In the UK there are various partners for cooperation as e.g. the New Economics Foundation, the strong movement of ethical investment, the Ethical Research and Investment Advisory Service (EIRIS), the Friends Provident group.

· In the Netherlands there are various initiatives involved in the Jubilee campaign and ATTAC

· In Switzerland Aktion Finanzplatz Schweiz and the Berne Declaration are well-known.

At a Western European level the following organisations have already offered their collaboration for this initiative: 

· Kairos Europa, Pax Christi International, the Focolare movement and ATTAC. There will also be negotiations with the Church and Society department of the Conference of European Churches (CEC) and with Justitia et Pax. 

At global level one of the most important partners is ECAG, the Ecumenical Coalition for Alternatives to Globalisation based in Geneva. Its members are: WARC, WCC, LWF (Lutheran World Federation), WSCF (World Student Christian Federation), World YWCA, World Alliance of YMCAs, Pax Romana, Frontier Internship in Mission.

