LETTER TO THE CHURCHES IN WESTERN EUROPE 

ECONOMY IN THE SERVICE OF LIFE

JUNE 15-19, 2002, in Soesterberg (The Netherlands)

Dear sisters and brothers in Christ,

We write this letter from the ecumenical consultation on the Economy in the Service of Life that took place from June 15-19, 2002 in Soesterberg (The Netherlands), graciously hosted by the Dutch Council of Churches. More than 80 representatives from Western European churches, as well as guests from churches in Central and Eastern Europe, North America, Africa and Asia, from the Vatican and from ecumenical organisations, gathered under the auspices of the World Council of Churches (WCC), the World Alliance of Reformed Churches (WARC), the Lutheran World Federation (LWF)  and the Conference of European Churches (CEC). 

The process

The Soesterberg consultation  was part of an ongoing process of churches evaluating and responding to urgent challenges raised by economic globalisation, as it affects the lives of people and the rest of creation around the world. 

The WARC General Council in Debrecen 1997 called the churches to “ a committed process of progressive recognition, education and confession (processus confessionis) regarding economic injustice and ecological destruction”. The Assembly of the World Council of Churches in Harare later strongly endorsed this position, stating “that all churches around the world must begin to reflect on the meaning of the Christian confession in this time of increasing injustice and uninterrupted environmental destruction”. The Lutheran World Federation has begun a related process with a working paper, “Engaging Economic Globalisation as a Communion.” 

Three joint consultations took place in Bangkok in 1999 and in Budapest and in Fiji in 2001. 

In response to this ongoing process, we met in Soesterberg to analyse how economic globalisation and the role of money affects societies in Western Europe, and to develop the response of Western European churches to questions raised previously by churches in Central and Eastern Europe and in the South. Attached to this letter, you receive a report on the conference with more information on our deliberations concerning the global financial system and also copies of the letters to churches in the South and in Central and Eastern Europe. The three letters belong together.

Concerns raised

The consultation provided an opportunity to analyse the global financial system and the impact of the unregulated flow of huge amounts of capital on national economies. International financial transactions have registered an incredibly steep rise so much that nowadays only about 1% of currency movements are due to commercial activities. The financial crises in Asia, Russia, and most recently Argentina had and continue to have devastating consequences for peoples and their livelihoods, adding to the already unbearable debt burden in many countries. Other aspects of the accelerated process of economic globalisation and the changing context were also discussed. Financial markets and trade in commodities and services are more and more integrated, the free movement of people, however, is further restricted. Growing inequality leads at the same time to increasing numbers of migrants who are neglected the same rights as other citizens and find themselves and their families in very difficult circumstances and confronted with new expressions of racism.

We were also reminded that the wars in former Yugoslavia and especially the NATO bombing in the Kosovo war had a negative impact on the relationships between churches in Western and Central and Eastern Europe. We shared deep concerns about the militarisation of global politics, increasing military spending and the strong unilateralism of the government of the United States of America (USA) at the expense of the multi-lateral system of the United Nations. The new focus on security undermines the sense of shared vulnerability of human communities and of solidarity with those who lose out in the process of economic globalisation.

Life in its fullness for all people and the whole creation – Overcoming neo-liberal globalisation

We asked ourselves, how does the promise of the Gospel help us in the task of ethical discernment in the present context:

· The Gospel promises life in all its fullness for all people and the whole creation (John 10:10). This promise was incarnated in Jesus Christ. Nobody is excluded from God’s household of life. The Christian community reflects this vision, for the sake of the whole world. Guided by this vision, we strive for an economy in the service of life. Markets and money should enable the exchange of goods in order to satisfy human needs and contribute to the upbuilding of human community.

· Today, however, we see a growing domination of real life by private financial and corporate interests. Economic globalisation is guided by a logic which gives priority to accumulating capital, unbridled competition and the securing of profit in narrowing markets. Political and military power are used as instruments to secure safe access to resources and to protect investment and trade. This guiding logic is often identified as neo-liberalism. The neo-liberal economic doctrine unleashes the forces of economic globalisation in ways which do not recognise limits. This form of liberalisation has quickly resulted in profound political, social, cultural and even religious repercussions, which affect the lives of people all around the world through growing inequality, impoverishment, injustice and environmental destruction.

· Churches participating in the ecumenical process (for example at the WCC Harare Assembly) have affirmed that the ideology of neo-liberalism is incompatible with the vision of the oikoumene, of the unity of the Church and the whole inhabited earth. Extensive and growing injustice, exclusion and destruction are opposed to the sharing and solidarity associated with being the body of Christ. What is at stake is the quality of communion, the future of the common good of society and the credibility of the churches’ confession of and witness to God, who stands with and for the poor.

· For the sake of the integrity of their communion and witness, churches are called to confront the neo-liberal doctrine and practice and to follow God. From the consultations so far, there is growing agreement that running the global market according to an unquestioned neo-liberal doctrine becomes idolatrous, leading to exclusion, violence and death. This reality, but also the possibility of transformation and alternatives, unfolded as we shared stories of those suffering consequences of the implementation of neo-liberalism and listened to the letter and the messages from our Southern and Central and Eastern European sisters and brothers. 

Questions for consideration

In the ongoing process, we ask congregations and synods of our churches to consider the following questions regarding positions and practices by the churches themselves:

· What is the meaning of the unity of the Churches as the one body of Christ; of baptism, of eucharist and ministry in the context of economic globalisation? How do the Bible readings and liturgies during the church year speak to us in this context?

· Why are our churches addressing poverty but hesitate to address wealth?

· How do our churches deal with their own money, their pension funds, investments and real estate? Are banks, to which our churches are related, involved in tax evasion, in ethically unacceptable investment and speculation practices and other activities undermining the capacity of the state to strive for the common good?

· Is our observation correct that in many European ountries the state has increasingly surrendered to the concept of the free market, reducing its historic role as guardian of the common good and defender of the weak?

· As far as we as churches with our social and health services are involved in competitive markets, do we realise our potential to shape market conditions in the interest of the public good as well as in the interests of our churches? How do we respond to the increasing privatisation of public and social goods and services essential for life such as water, health care, education etc.?

· What kind of consumption and life-style do we practice and promote? How can we as churches and individual church members raise awareness of climate change and work for environmental protection, using, for example, energy more carefully in church buildings, housing, transport etc.?

· How do we engage in the public discourse on economic policies and with institutions promoting and implementing neo-liberal economic practices? How do we build alliances with social movements, which are calling on governments to strive for the common good and for restoration of a just and sustainable political and social framework for economic activities?

Concrete initiatives for common action

We are fully aware and appreciate that churches in our region and also the Conference of European Churches are already taking action. We especially affirm the document of the North-South Working Group of the Church and Society Commission (CEC) “European social market economy – an alternative model for globalisation?” and want to highlight the orientation on the important basic human values, mentioned in Chapter 5 of this document.

We are thankful for many existing concrete initiatives at national, regional and global level. We encourage our churches to consider how the following examples might further this work:

with regard to the debt issue
· for support of the churches to the recognition of the historical and presently accumulating social and ecological debt, which in fact are owed to people and countries of the South, i.e. with the Mission Covenant Church (Sweden), Jubilee South, Friends of the Earth, and Accion Ecologica (Ecuador);

· for the continuation of efforts for cancellation of bi- and multilateral debts of the poorest developing countries and the establishment of a debt arbitration mechanism to reduce substantially the debt burden of other developing countries; the repudiation of illegitimate and odious debt, i.e. in the strategy of Jubilee 2000 and Jubilee South;

with regard to the financial system
· for reforms of the international financial architecture that should ensure an adequate representation of all developing countries as well as civil society in the decision-making process, i.e. encounters with senior representatives of IMF and World Bank as initiative by the WCC; 

· for mechanisms to deter excessive, destabilising currency speculation (such as an effective currency transaction tax, Tobin Tax), i.e. the work of ATTAC
 and ecumenical groups and churches supporting it;

· for studying the possibility to treat and tax money like all other commodities, given the fact that currencies are no longer instruments in the service of the economy, but are themselves traded in the financial markets;

· for national and regional central banks to exercise more control over monetary policy and in relation to the markets; develop a multilateral approach to defining common standards to minimise opportunities for tax avoidance by both transnational corporations (TNCs) and investment funds; i.e. supporting the goals of the ongoing political processes in several countries and at the global level to close off-shore centers, control hedge-funds and micro-control of private banks;

· for a multilateral agreement that allows states to tax TNCs on a global unitary basis, with adequate mechanisms to allocate tax revenues internationally;

· for an international convention to facilitate the recovery and repatriation of funds illegally appropriated from national treasuries of developing countries;

· for an increase in official development aid and alternative funding for investments in public goods (health, education, sanitation, water) and basic social services, i.e. by staying engaged with the UN – Financing for Development – Follow-up Process by the ecumenical team of the WCC and by church related NGOs of the South and North (i.e. Social Watch Report, Montevideo);

with regard to business
· for legal frameworks guaranteeing corporate social and environmental accountability, i.e. as an initiative of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Canada;

· for strengthening church support to other ways of conducting business with higher social returns, the idea of ecological and social components of business, i.e. as realised in fair-trade, Oikocredit, the economy of communion of the Focolare movement, etc.

· to join the movement for Socially Responsible Investments, ethical investment and ethical/ecological funds, i.e. as in Dutch Green Funds;

· to promote the introduction of tax credits as an instrument to increase  investments in Green Funds and Social-Ethical Funds, i.e. the recent legislation enacted in the Netherlands.

· for increased individual consumer responsibilities regarding goods, financial transactions, services, i.e. as documented in “Shopping for a better world”;

with regard to the European Union
· for supporting ecumenical offices monitoring European policies and European political institutions, i.e. through support for the initiatives by the Church and Society Commission of CEC, the Churches’ Commission on Migrants in Europe (CCME), WCC related European Development Agencies (APRODEV), and Eurodiakonia

· for strengthening policies for social cohesion and inclusion in Europe, both in the EU as well as in other European countries and engagement with the debate on globalisation e.g. with the document of the European Commission on ‘Responses to the Challenges of Globalisation’;

· for more welcoming and supportive policies concerning migrants, refugees and asylum seekers and against trafficking of women; 

· for monitoring EU development policies; the EU and its individual member states should clearly express their responsibility for the eradication of poverty worldwide through decisive action;

· for support of the many initiatives by movements and NGOs monitoring and criticising the EU position in international trade negotiations and the International Financial Institutions; 

· for fair, just and speedy negotiations on EU integration;

· for more public accountability of the European Investment Bank and the European Bank for Reconstruction and Development, especially regarding their role in Central and Eastern Europe;

with regard to international organisations and the UN system
· for public accountability in international institutions in general and a stronger supervisory role of governments for the common good;

· for more equitable access and more democratic participation in the World Trade Organisation (WTO), promotion of fair trade, priority to poverty eradication in the South, and protection of rights of individuals and communities, i.e. through the Third World Network (Malaysia) and the Ecumenical Advocacy Alliance;
· for a halt on the negotiations on the WTO General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS), pressing municipalities and governments even more to privatise basic public services (e.g. water, energy, health);
· for the compliance of governments and international institutions, especially IMF, World Bank and WTO with U.N. Human Rights instruments, including economic, social and cultural rights, as i.e. called for by LWF, WCC, Bread for the World, FIAN and EED;
· for refusal to go along with the justification of wars, militarisation of global politics, and increasing military spending in the name of “war against terrorism” instead of using the resources for abolishing the root causes of terrorism by social and economic justice and through better international co-operation in the multi-lateral UN system;
· for the restriction of the arms trade, as i.e. in the Small Arms Campaign
with regard to civil society
· for support by the churches for civil society groups and movements to be listened to and taken seriously by governments so that a real dialogue becomes possible, i.e. joining movements like ATTAC as just done by the Alliance of Reformed Churches in Germany

· for a multilayer approach by Churches engaging with the grassroots in lobbying, and networking at local, national, regional and international levels; , i.e. by strengthening co-operation with and between church related development agencies, mission boards, WCC, World Communions and their member churches and partners; 

· for the establishment of a truth forum, i.e. as suggested by the Argentinian Federation of Evangelical Churches,

These initiatives are concrete steps to reverse the tide and to overcome neo-liberal globalisation. They are examples of engagement and communication between economic, ethical and theological perspectives with often underlying antagonistic values, language and institutional rationalities. They often require high sensitivity to make constructive encounters possible. Churches may have a prominent role to play in developing communication between often alienated world views.

We encourage ourselves and each other

Concluding our letter to the leadership and members of our own churches, we want to reiterate what we also write to our sisters and brothers in the South and in Central and Eastern Europe. 

Participating in the ecumenical process, we want to encourage ourselves and each other:

· to join together in ecumenical processes to more seriously committing ourselves, from out of our faith convictions, to work more vigorously for justice in the economy and on the earth;

· to struggle together for all to enjoy life in all its fullness;

· to analyse the destructiveness of the current economic system and to speak out against the injustices of economic globalisation;

· to search for alternatives by providing financial and spiritual support, and to support already existing and newly emerging economic and social alternatives like Oikocredit, the economy of communion of the Focolare movement, and fair trade;

· to join hands with civil and social movements to further our common goals;

· to facilitate networking to promote solidarity between the churches in the South and the churches in Central and Eastern Europe;

· to call for fair, just and speedy negotiations on the EU integration and recognition of the justified claims of those who are not included in this process;

· to work for social inclusion of all who are affected by negative impacts of economic and social policies;

· to adopt self-restraint and simplicity in lifestyle, in resistance to the dominating cultural patterns of consumerism;

· to call for the establishment of a truth forum, as suggested by the Argentinian Federation of Evangelical Churches
, and subsequently

· to seek redress for injustices, such as illegitimate debts and unfair trade conditions.

In order jointly to walk towards an economy in the service of life we need to learn from each other and to remind each other of the one hope that unites us - that is Christ and his life-giving gospel. 

� WARC sponsored a consultation on Bible readings and liturgies during the church year in July 2001 in Basel. Kairos Europa prepared a publication with helpful material.


� Values of dignity, justice, freedom, peace, sustainability, responsibility, solidarity and subsidiarity





� ATTAC is the Association for the Taxation of financial Transactions for the Aid of Citizens. ATTAC was founded in France in 1998, and now has over 80,000 members worldwide. It is an international network of independent national and local groups in 33 countries. It promotes the idea of an international tax on currency speculation (the Tobin Tax) and campaigns to outlaw tax havens, replace pension funds with state pensions, cancel Third World debt, reform or abolish the World Trade Organisation (WTO) and, more generally, recapture the democratic space that has been lost to the financial world. 





� In Memory of an encounter: Final document on the Ecumenical Round Table on the situation in Argentina the participants suggest: „1.1.1.3. Promote the creation of permanent truth forum, with significant social, ecumenical and inter-religious participation, along with participation by human rights and justice organisations, from and with the churches of the North, with the goal of having an impact on the understanding that societies and governments have of the external debt issue and on the conditions that are imposed on our societies for their development.“


� cf. footnote 4





