The Massachusetts Conference, United Church of Christ Debt Relief Task Force

Resolution for a Call to Jubilee

Adopted at the 200th Annual Meeting of the Massachusetts Conference (United Church of Christ) April 24-25, 1999

WHEREAS following the destruction by Hurricane Mitch in Central America there was much public discussion of the inability of Honduras and Nicaragua to pay for their own reconstruction due to the crushing payments they make each year on international loans;
 and

WHEREAS many there are many other poor countries around the world who have also found their economies crippled by debt payments that divert their national income from such things as health care, education, and housing, to servicing their international loans;
 and

WHEREAS a portion of the responsibility for acquiring the debt lies with Third World governments, often led by militaries, dictators, and a small wealthy elite, who, in the 1970s and 1980s, diverted the loans to their personal gain, and who have now died or retired from office in comfort;
 and

WHEREAS a portion of the responsibility for acquiring the debt also lies with our government and US banks and other First World governments and their banks, and with multi-national lending institutions, who pushed loans that were often ill conceived, and based on self interest or Cold War ideology, rather than the best interest of the Third World countries receiving them; and

WHEREAS as a result of the increasing size of the debts, today,

1.
poor countries spend from four to six times more on debt service than they spend on public education and health care, and

2.
on average, countries in sub Saharan Africa spend 20% of their Gross National Products on debt repayments, and

3.
by some estimates, for every $1 given in aid by wealthy countries, $4 is sent back by poor countries in debt repayments (Bolivia, for example, in 1998 paid $32 mil. more to international creditors than it received in new financial aid),
 and

4.
many poor countries have already paid back the equivalent of their original loans, but due to poverty, high interest rates, low export prices, etc., are now only able to make interest payments. They are not able to officially pay off the principle, and as a result the damage to the countries’ development falls mainly on the poor in those countries, who had no hand in either the giving or receiving of the original loans;


WHEREAS in the Hebrew scriptures (Exodus, Leviticus and Deuteronomy) there is a call for periodic “Sabbatical” and “Jubilee” years when the very poor would be released from their debts; and if they had sold themselves into slavery they would be freed, their confiscated property would be returned, and the land would be allowed to “rest.”
 and

WHEREAS in the writings of the prophet Isaiah, God calls for a “year of the Lord’s favor” in which the principles of the “Jubilee” would reign;
 and

WHEREAS in the Gospels Jesus speaks of the forgiveness of debts as a manifestation of our redemption and in the Gospel of Luke Jesus is portrayed as inaugurating his ministry with the proclamation that Isaiah’s prophesy of the age of Jubilee would be fulfilled in the hearing of his words;
 and

WHEREAS a growing number of religious denominations and faith-based organizations,
 including the 1985 UCC General Synod,
 and the 1997 Massachusetts Conference Annual Meeting,
 have passed resolutions calling for the cancellation of Third World debt, and increasingly in terms of the radical Biblical principle of “Jubilee”;

BE IT THEREFORE RESOLVED that the 200th Annual Meeting of the Massachusetts Conference of the United Church of Christ call upon the members and churches of the Massachusetts Conference to commit themselves to study and reflection on the theological and humanitarian implications of the growing international debt crisis and the Biblical teaching of Jubilee, through personal reading, group study, workshops, forums, and services of worship; and

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that our churches and members be encouraged to actively support the international “Jubilee 2000” movement, which calls upon governments, banks, and lending institutions to write off these impossible-to-pay debts by the end of the year 2000, by such things as writing letters to Congress, the President, and the president of the World Bank, and by signing the Jubilee 2000 petition which is circulating the world, and by joining with other organizations such as Bread for the World, Jubilee 2000/USA, and Kairos/USA, and Oxfam/America
 which are actively working to influence governments, banks, and lending institutions to cancel Third World debts, and by writing our Congressional Representatives in support of the “Debt Relief for Poverty Reduction Act of 1999 (HR 1095); and

BE IT FURTHER RESOLVED that this 200th Annual Meeting of the Massachusetts Conference of the United Church of Christ request that the Minister and President of the Massachusetts Conference write to the president of the World Bank and the Director of the International Monetary Fund, enclosing a copy of this resolution, and requesting relief from international debt of the poor nations, by the end of the year 2000.

Notes and Supporting Documentation

Even before the Hurricane, Nicaragua’s total debt was $6 bil. with a Gross National Product of only $1 bil. and unemployment of over sixty percent. Honduras’ debt was $4.2 bil. with a Gross National Product of $1.6 bil. and unemployment of fifty-two percent. (Country Economic Data, U.S. Agency for International Development, Washington D.C. [1996].) In 1997 the US gave Honduras $20 mil. in foreign aid. That year Honduras paid back to First World banks and governments $20 mil. in just twenty-one days. The UK Charity Comic Relief raised £26 million in 1997. Africa paid this back in debt service in just over a day. Each person in the Third World owes about £250 to the West - much more than a year’s wage for many. Even with extensions, renegotiations, “roll-overs,” the “Brady Plan,” the “Baker Plan,” “Debt-For-Equity Swaps” and the more recent “HIPC” plan, there is finally no way that these poor countries will ever, on their own resources, be able to pay back their debts, even during “good” times.

For example, in Ethiopia, where over 100,000 children die annually from easily preventable diseases, debt payments are four times more than public spending on health care. In Tanzania, where 40% of people die before the age of 35, debt payments are six times more than spending on health care. In Africa as a whole, where one out of every two children don’t go to school, governments transfer four times more to northern creditors in debt payments than they spend on the health and education of their citizens. (“Making Debt Relief Work: A Test of Political Will,” Executive Summary, Oxfam America, April [1998].) In 1972 the Bolivian government spent 6.3 percent of it’s national budget on health care for its citizens, by 1986, when it had firmly “restructured” its economy according to International Monetary Fund guidelines in order to pay back its huge national debt, it had shrunk its expenditures for health down to 1.4 percent. (World Bank records, cited in “Bolivia’s External Debt: in Need of a new bottom Line,” Tim Penner, Third World Debt: Global/Local Links, Interfaith Action for Economic Justice, [1989].)

A “short list” of dictators who enriched themselves from international loans (and from other sources) at their country’s expense, could include Jean-Claude (“Baby Doc”) Duvalier of Haiti, the Somozas of Nicaragua, Ferdinand Marcos of the Philippines, General T.N.I. Suharto of Indonesia, General Augusto Pinochet of Chile, Idi Amin of Uganda, and Colonel Mobutu of (the former) Zaire.

“The Facts on Debt,” Jubilee 2000/UK information sheet (1998), and Poor Country Debt Relief: False Dawn Or New Hope For Poverty Reduction? Oxfam International position paper (1998).

In 1995 the poorest countries were due to pay the International Monetary Fund $1 billion more than they were due to receive from it. The Third World in general pays three times more in debt payments than it receives in aid. Poor countries in Africa increased their exports by 50% in the 1980s, and cut imports by 20%, yet still got less income because of falling prices. African governments annually pay more than $13 bil. to their Northern creditors, more than double what they spend on health and primary education combined ( Pillaged Lives: Third World Debt and Global Institutions, The Social Justice Committee of Montreal, [1997]).

Lev. 25:10-13 “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: you shall return, every one of you, to your property and every one of you to your family. 11 That fiftieth year shall be a jubilee for you: you shall not sow, or reap the aftergrowth, or harvest the unpruned vines. 12 For it is a jubilee; it shall be holy to you: you shall eat only what the field itself produces. 13 In this year of jubilee you shall return, every one of you, to your property.” Deuteronomy 15:1-18 “Every seventh year you shall grant a remission of debts….12 If a member of your community, whether a Hebrew man or a Hebrew woman, is sold to you and works for you six years, in the seventh year you shall set that person free….15 Remember that you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the Lord your God redeemed you; for this reason I lay this command upon you today. See also, Exodus 21:2-6, 23:10-13, Jeremiah 34:8-22, Ezekiel 46:17, Nehemiah 5:1-13; and Numbers 36:4.

Isaiah 61:1-3a “The spirit of the Lord God is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me; he has sent me to bring good news to the oppressed, to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and release to the prisoners; 2 to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor, and the day of vengeance of our God; to comfort all who mourn; 3 to provide for those who mourn in Zion—to give them a garland instead of ashes, the oil of gladness instead of mourning, the mantle of praise instead of a faint spirit.”

Luke 4:17-19, 21 “the scroll of the prophet Isaiah was given to him [Jesus]. He unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was written: ‘The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, 19 to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor.’…21 Then he began to say to them, ‘Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your hearing.’” See also Luke 16:1-8a, 7:40-43; Matthew 6:12.

Including, but not limited to: All Africa Conference of Churches, “Final Communique,” 7th General Assembly, AACC (October 1997); Catholic Church, John Paul II, “As the Third Millennium Draws Near” (November 14, 1994), Latin American Catholic Bishops, Santo Domingo Conference, 1992; Episcopal Church, “Prepare for Jubilee Year 2000”, Episcopal Church, General Convention 1994, reaffirmed. 1997; Evangelical Lutheran Church in America; Minneapolis Area Synod, ELCA, “Economic and Social Justice: Campaign Jubilee 2000” [1996 Memorial]; The ELCA Churchwide Assembly (August 1997); Islamic Society of North America, Dr. Muzammil Siddiqi, President, ISNA (February 1998); Mennonites, Mennonite Central Committee, “Response to the International Debt Crisis” (1991); Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.), “The Third World Debt Dilemma,” 201st General Assembly” (1989); “Hope for a Global Future: Toward Just and Sustainable Human Development”, 208th General Assembly (1996)

The resolution reads, in part, “…Be it resolved, the Sixteenth General Synod of the United Church of Christ, mindful of God’s special love and concern for the poor and Jesus’ injunction of that which is done for the least of these, my brothers and sisters is done for me (Mt. 25:40):

Section 1. Recognizes the international debt crisis as a critically important concern that compounds economic injustice for many Third World nations…

Section 6. Requests the United Church Board for World Ministries to engage in advocacy…to encourage Congress to enact appropriate legislation that will ease the burden of the poor in debt-impacted countries. Such legislation could include…write[ing] off all or part of the debt owed to [the United States], particularly by the poorest developing countries…” “Resolution on the Global Debt Crisis” (1986)

The resolution reads, in part, “…requests the Minister and President of the Massachusetts Conference to write to the president of the World Bank and the Director of the International Monetary Fund enclosing a copy of this resolution and requesting relief and forgiveness from international debt of the poorest of the poor nations with adequate provisions that will assure the promotion of domestic agriculture, manufacturing and economic prosperity as well as foreign trade; and encourages local churches and members…to pursue a year of study, and reflection to seek Christian response to issues of globalization, world debt, and the increasing separation of the rich and poor.”

Worship resources could include, the “Call for Jubilee: a Lenten Journey” and “Economic Way of the Cross,” from the Religious Working Group on the World Bank and IMF; “On the Way: From Kairos to Jubilee” from Kairos/USA 5757 N. Sheridan Rd., #16A, Chicago, IL 60660, (773) 275-5410, Fax (773) 275-6359, e-mail JTElbert@aol.com.

Study resources could include, the Jubilee 2000/USA Education Packet, 222 East Capitol Street, NE; Washington DC 20003-1036; Phone: 202-783-3566; Fax: 202-546-4468, www.j2000usa.org; “Multilateral Debt: The Human Cost,” February 1996. “Poor Country Debt Relief: False Dawn or New Hope for Poverty Reduction,” Oxfam International, April 1997. www.oneworld.org/oxfam, or ordered from Oxfam International Advocacy Office, 1511 K Street, NW #1044, Washington, DC 20009, tel: 202-783-3331; fax: 202-783-8739.

Articles: “Jesus’ New Economy of Grace: The Biblical Vision of Sabbath Economics,” Myers, Ched, serialized in Sojourners, June, and July/August, 1998; “Forgive us our debts: the Third World’s financial crisis,” Griesgraber, Jo Marie, in The Christian Century, January 22, 1997; “Causes of the Debt Crisis,” Payer, Cheryl in Bade Onimode, ed., The IMF, the World Bank and the African Debt: The Social and Political Impact. London & Atlantic Highlands, NJ: Zed/Institute for African Alternatives, 1989.

Books: A Fate Worse than Debt: The World Financial Crisis and the Poor. George, Susan. New York: Grove Weidenfeld, 1990; The Debt Boomerang: How Third World debt Harms Us All, George, Susan. Washington DC: Institute For Policy Studies, 1992; Dark Victory: The United States and Global Poverty, Bello, Walden. San Francisco: Institute for Food & Development Policy/Food First Books, publication forthcoming, 1999; Debt and Crisis in Latin America: The Supply Side of the Story, Devlin, Robert. Princeton University Press, 1989; The Social History of Palestine in the Herodian Period, Fiensy, David A. New York : Edwin Mellon Press, 1991; Jesus, Liberation, and the Biblical Jubilee: Images for Ethics and Christology, Ringe, Sharon. Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985; Land Tenure and the biblical Jubilee: Uncovering Hebrew Ethics through the Sociology of Knowledge, Fager, Jeffrey A. Sheffield, England: Journal for the Study of the Old Testament Press, 1993; Sociology of the Biblical Jubilee, North, Robert. Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1954.

Other media: Banking on Life and Debt. Video, Maryknoll World Productions, 1995 (30 minutes); “Demythologizing Economics.” Video, Center of Concern, 1996, tel: 202-635-2757; fax: 202-832-9494; e-mail: coc@igc.apc.org.; “Pillaged Lives: Third World Debt and Global Institutions,” CD-ROM, by the Social Justice Committee of Montreal. 514-933-6797.

Bread For the World, 1100 Wayne Avenue, Suite 1000, Silver Spring, MD 20910, www.bread.org. (301) 608-2400,bread@bread.org; Jubilee 2000/USA, 222 East Capitol Street, NE; Washington DC 20003-1036; Phone: 202-783-3566; Fax: 202-546-4468, www.j2000usa.org, e-mail: coord@j2000usa.org; Kairos/USA, 5757 N. Sheridan Rd., #16A, Chicago, IL 60660, (773) 275-5410, Fax (773) 275-6359, e-mail JTElbert@aol.com.; Oxfam International Advocacy Office, 1511 K Street, NW #1044, Washington, DC 20009, tel: 202-783-3331; fax: 202-783-8739; Jubilee 2000/UK Coalition, PO Box 100 London SE1 7RT, Tel: +44 (0)171 401 9999 Fax: +44 (0)171 401 3999, E-mail: mail@jubilee2000uk.org
