Sermon Helps for Jubilee

The Biblical Jubilee

Early Israel prevented the accumulation of wealth in that everything was shared and ultimately "owned" by God. However, between the 10th and 8th centuries BCE (BC), another economic model was introduced, whereby distribution was not equal, and God's ownership not respected. Some Israelites were forced into debt in order to keep from starving, and, because of high interest rates, slavery resulted. This situation can be paralleled to the astronomical rises in interest rates on international loans in the early 1980s. Countries today have been forced to use state industries and national forests to pay off their loans, distribution of resources is not equal and God's ownership again is not respected. International debt has become a contemporary form of slavery.

Prophets in the Hebrew Testament urged a return to the original, egalitarian, communal creation of God - "the way it was." Similarly, the Jubilee 2000 movement seeks to cancel poor countries' debts, using the beginning of a new millennium as the time to set things right, to restore life to suffering peoples and to revive a sense of hope for all. People all over the world have taken up the call for a modern jubilee.

In biblical times if one fell into debt their go'el, or next-of-kin, had the first option of buying back the person's property, land or freedom to protect the person, family and property. Yahweh was considered the final Go'el for Israel, the next-of-kin who redeemed the oppressed from slavery and returned their stolen land. In Christian theology, Christ paid the price for the debt that we ourselves could not pay. Christ is the one who releases us and redeems us.

Jubilee is an outgrowth of the original Sabbath practices. Sabbath (seventh day) was when God rested and humans were to do likewise. Sabbath Year (seventh year) entwined the themes of creation and liberation to proclaim the release of slaves, let the land rest, and cancel outstanding debts. The Jubilee Year (seventh Sabbath Year) widened the circle of liberation/release to become a vision, an ideal so great that each generation would see a complete renewal and be given a clean start. In this vein, every lifetime is to see a restoration and a new beginning. Economic relationships are never to be allowed to make life hopeless. Even if the Jubilee never happened in reality, the biblical imperative is clear.

The International Debt Crisis

The total sum of debts owed by the continent Africa amounts to $333 billion.  Africa, a continent suffering under a massive AIDS pandemic that takes the lives of over 6,000 people every day sends $10 billion in debt service to the International Monetary Fund, the World Bank, and other wealthy creditors.
Some will argue that countries were lent money, and they have to pay it. However, we have bankruptcy laws in the US to handle extreme situations; reasonably, families are not asked to carry burdens that were incurred by former spouses or family members. However, there is no mechanism by which a country can declare bankruptcy. And when we're talking about $333 billion dollars, countries get trapped in a snowball effect that gets them further and further into debt — debt that gets paid with human lives.

Indeed, in terms of the international debt crisis, we are not talking just about dollars; we are talking about people. In the words of Julius Nyerere, the former president of Tanzania, "Must we starve our children to pay our debts?"

Applying the Biblical Jubilee to the Debt Crisis

The Bible carries messages of salvation, redemption, deliverance and liberation. In these terms, debt which hinders the very life of a nation ceases to be merely a financial concern for a few and becomes a spiritual condition for all of us, a condition that requires our action to set it right.

In the Biblical concepts of forgiveness and jubilee, balance was the key in God's creation -- the seventh day was to be a day of rest; the land was to be given a respite in order to protect it from overproduction, overconsumption and exploitation. The land belongs to God and ultimately all of God's people are to benefit from it. Productivity was not to be used for the short-term gain of those who happened to hold the title. Every seventh year was to be a reminder that human ownership had to acknowledge the prior claim of God. Jubilee, we are told, is the will of God -- God's vision of the way the world is meant to work.

Jesus used the words of jubilee and declared that his purpose was to bring about the jubilee year. Jubilee is what the life and ministry of Jesus was about. Christ brought the good news that life does not have to be trapped by sin or circumstance. Life can be made new and can be redeemed now. Part of the good news is that now, in our time, life in all its can start anew. Proclaiming the acceptable year of the Lord can be translated as proclaiming the year of jubilee.

What would it mean for believers worldwide to act on behalf of our sisters and brothers who suffer under international debt? What is the cost of not acting?

A Few Quotes

“God speed the year of jubilee, the wide world o'er!

When from their galling chains set free,

Th' oppressed shall vilely bend the knee

And wear the yoke of tyranny, like brutes, no more -

That year will come, and Freedom's reign

To man his plundered rights again, restore.”
William Lloyd Garrison, 19th century abolitionist

Christians will have to raise their voices on behalf of the poor of all the world. The Jubilee is an appropriate time to give thought to reducing substantially, or canceling, the debt which seriously threatens many nations with hunger and starvation. 

Pope John Paul II on the Jubilee Year/2000

“Every child in Africa is born with a financial burden which a lifetime's work cannot repay. The debt is a new form of slavery as vicious as the slave trade.” 

All-Africa Conference of Churches
“I've called for a long time for the cancellation of the crippling debt which we have had to bear for so long... this is the new moral crusade: to have the debt cancelled, following the Biblical principle of Jubilee. Basically this principle says that everything belongs to God; all debts must be cancelled in the Jubilee year to give debtors a chance to make a new beginning.” 
Archbishop Desmond Tutu

