CANADIAN ECUMENICAL JUBILEE IN

September 28, 1998,
n trumpet fanfares

sounded from
St. John's to Vancouver. Across
Canada, a call went out for a new
beginning in our world as the
Canadian Ecumenical Jubilee
Initiative (CEJI) was officially
launched.

The Initiative is a joint effort of
over 30 Canadian Churches and
ecumenical organizations aimed
at putting the spirit of the biblical
Jubilee into practice today. Over
three years, the project is focus-
ing on the themes: Release from
Bondage, Redistribution of Wealth,
and Renewal of the Earth.

This past year, the Initiative
has emphasized the first theme,
Release from Bondage. In the bibli-
cal Jubilee (see Leviticus 25), this
was reflected in the call for slaves
to be freed and debts cancelled.

In today’s world, hundreds of
millions of people work in terri-

By Mark Hathaway

ble conditions virtually equiva-
lent to slavery. CEJI has therefore
encouraged people to become
involved in actions aimed at
improving conditions for exploit-
ed workers.

Jubilee 2000 campaign

The main focus of action,
though, has been the global
Jubilee 2000 debt campaign seek-
ing the cancellation of the debts
of the world’s 50 poorest nations.
The petition campaign calls on
lenders to totally write off these
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debts and to take steps to prevent
such burdens of debt from build-
ing up again in the future.

In particular, it calls for an end

to inhumane austerity measures
(often called “Structural Adjust-
ment Programs”) that have
impoverished billions of people
the world over.

Across Canada, church groups
and a variety of other organiza-
tions worked hard to gather
signatures for the Jubilee 2000
Petition. As they did so, they
often held events to educate
people about the issues involved.
Participants discovered that
much of the debt owed by the
world’s poorest nations has little
real legitimacy (in technical lan-
guage, they are “odious debts”).
In many cases, money was bor-
rowed by corrupt or dictatorial
regimes. Little was used for pro-
jects that actually benefited the
poor, and much was actually
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Dianne M.arleau, Minister for International Cooperation, receives a symbolic petition
from Jubilee 2000 debt campaign activists.

Facing page: Catholic high school students on Parliament Hill, Ottawa.
Debt total is CDN$340 billion. (Photo credit: Sara Stratton/Canadian Ecumenical Jubilee Initiative)
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Sara Stratton/Canadian Ecumenical Jubfiee Inifiative

“The political community... exists for the
common good: This is its full justification

and meaning and the source of its specific

and basic right to exist.” (Vatican Il, Gaudium et Spes)

used in ways that hurt the major- as a beginning. The 50 nations be necessary to find ways to
ity of the nations’ people. Should targeted in the campaign may be reduce the debts of these nations
South Africans, for example, be those in most desperate need of to zero over time.
forced to pay debts that were complete debt cancellation, but As Canadians learned about
incurred by the apartheid gov- many others face similar prob- the issues, the petition campaign
ernments that oppressed them? lems that require attention. It will ~ continued to grow. Many people

Participants also learned _ g, ity
about the role of hlgh Sara Stratton/Canadion Ecumenical Jubilee Inffiative

interest rates in creating
mountains of debt. In actual
fact, many of the debts owed
by the world’s poorest
nations have been paid
many times over; yet, the
burden of debt continues to
grow. To make matters
worse, lenders force poorer
nations to cut spending on
health, education, and other
key programs as a condition
for giving new loans (which
are largely used to simply
pay interest on the old). PR — L S — =
Finally, participants dis- p— e i : e
covered that the petition A “Jubilee South” demonstration on June 18, 1999, in Cologne, Germany, site of the
campaign itself must be seen G-7 summit meeting of the leaders of the world’s richest nations.
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Some of the Canadians at the “Chain Reaction” in Cologne,

Germany. June 19, 1999.

began to write to or meet with
their Members of Parliament to
push for change. By May 11,
when the petitions were present-
ed in Ottawa to the Canadian
government, over 616,000 signa-
tures had been gathered. By June,
the total came to more than
635,000, making it the most suc-
cessful church-based campaign,
and perhaps the most successful
petition campaign of any kind,
ever in Canada.

Call to World Leaders

In the week preceding the G-7
summit in Cologne, Germany,
“Global Chain Reaction” events
were held around the world to
call the leaders of the world's
richest nations to take action on
the debt issue. Events took place
from Australia to Finland, from
Zimbabwe to Japan, and from
Argentina to Sri Lanka. Here in
Canada, there were prayer vigils,
concerts, and educational events
held from coast to coast. Every-
where, it seems, the call to cancel
the debts of the poorest nations
rang out.

By the time the G-7 summit
began, over 17 million signatures
from around the world had been
gathered. Unfortunately, the
response from the world’s richest
nations was at best half-hearted.
While Canada took one of the
more progressive positions in the
summit, the final results still fall
far short of what is really
required (see box, page 7). The

global campaign, however, will
carry on—including important
opportunities to press for debt
cancellation at the upcoming
meetings of the World Bank and
International Monetary Fund in
the fall.

Looking Ahead

Over the next year, the Cana-
dian Ecumenical Jubilee Initiative
will continue to work on the debt
campaign. It is important to
maintain the momentum that has
been gathered and to find new
ways to focus our efforts. Given
the tremendous response that has
been called forth, there are good
reasons to hope for success.

At the same time, the Initiative
now moves into its second major
theme: Redistribution of Wealth.
In the Bible, Jubilee called for
land to be redistributed to its
ancestral owners so that all
would have the means to bring
forth the sustenance they
required from the land. At the
heart of this call is the acknowl-
edgement that the land belongs
to God. We do not really ‘own’
what we have in any absolute
sense. All is the fruit of God'’s
blessing.

Today, the call to redistribute
wealth may be more important
than ever. The gap between rich
and poor has probably never
been wider in human history.
Unless we can find better ways to
share and nurture the blessings
that God has bestowed on the
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JUBILEE PLEDGE & RESOURCES

v Pledge: A complete three-step
process is available to help churches
and local groups declare themselves
Jubilee communities.

v/ New Jubilee poster, Redistribution
of Wealth, and an educational guide.
v/ Theological resource.

Contact the Canadian Ecumenical
Jubilee Initiative, Box 772, Toronto, ON,
M4Y 2N6; Ph: 416-922-1592, Ext. 30;
Fax: 416-922-0957; or visit the Jubilee
website: www.web.net/~jubilee

Earth, the large majority of
humanity will remain without
the basic necessities for a digni-
fied life.

In some ways, this year’s
theme may be more personally
demanding. It is relatively easy
to sign a petition calling for debt
cancellation (even though the
actual implications of the debt
campaign could be quite far-
reaching). Redistribution of
wealth, however, may call us to
let go of some of what we cur-
rently have. Here the heart of
Jubilee—conversion—is brought
clearly into focus.

Jubilee Pledge

CE]JI realized that it would be
difficult to find any one cam-
paign or action that could cap-
ture the breadth and depth of the
transformations needed. So, it
was decided that we would call
Christian communities to take a
“Jubilee Pledge” in which they
would personally commit them-
selves to specific actions at a
personal, local, and global level.
As well, the pledge contains a
challenge to the Canadian gov-
ernment to respect the commit-
ments it has already made to
reduce poverty and share wealth
more equitably.eo

Mark Hathaway, a member of the
Jubilee working group, is a writer
and educator who also designs and
coordinates websites. Ph: 416-694-
8601; Email: m@uisioncraft.org




