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the chains of debt
The Jubilee USA Network is an alliance of over 80 different groups, both secular and religious, working for
debt cancellation and fairer global finance for impoverished countries around the world. Well known Jewish
groups such as American Jewish World Service and the Religious Action Center of Reform Judaism (RAC)
have joined with Jubilee to fight global poverty through debt cancellation. The Jubilee Congregations program is an opportunity for faith communities to play a vital role in this work.
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Crushing Debts Contribute to Global Poverty
•

For every dollar Africa receives in aid, it spends
$2.30 repaying its debts.
• The United Nations estimates that the lives of 19,000
children could be saved every day if the money
impoverished countries currently spend on debt
repayment were redirected to clean water, nutrition
and basic healthcare services.
• Much of the debt resulted from loans made to
dictatorships and corrupt leaders who wasted or
–Leviticus 25:10
stole the money. Even after the dictators are gone,
future generations are forced to pay the price.
• The debt crisis originated in the global economic recession of the 1970s in which interest rates
skyrocketed and commodity prices dropped. So countries remain deeply indebted although most
of the principle has been repaid. Between 1970 and 2002 Africa received $540 billion in loans, and
paid back $550 billion, but still owes $295 billion.
• In cases where debt relief has been provided, countries have used the savings to supplement
health and education budgets, resulting in millions of kids returning to school, more vaccinations,
stronger resources to fight the AIDS epidemic and increased access to health care.

“...proclaim liberty
throughout the land
to all its inhabitants; it
shall be a jubilee for
you.”

The Torah Teaches us to Fight Poverty and Drop Debt!
• “At the end of every seven years you must cancel
debts. This is how it is to be done: Every creditor
shall cancel the loan he has made to his fellow
Israelite. He shall not require payment from his
fellow Israelite or brother, because the Lord’s
time for canceling debts has been proclaimed.”
(Deuteronomy 15:1 – 2)
• “Consecrate the fiftieth year and proclaim liberty
throughout the land to all its inhabitants. It shall be
a jubilee for you; each one of you is to return to his
family property and each to his own clan.”
(Leviticus 25:10)
• “If one of your countrymen becomes poor and is
unable to support himself among you, help him as
you would an alien or a temporary resident, so he
can continue to live among you. Do not take interest
of any kind from him, but fear your God, so that your
countryman may continue to live among you. You
must not lend him money at interest or sell him food
at a profit.” (Leviticus 25:35-37)
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“In the Jubilee Year as quoted in
Leviticus, those enslaved because of
debts are freed, lands lost because of
debt are returned, and community torn
by inequality is restored.
Today international debt has become
a new form of slavery. Debt slavery
means poor people working harder and
harder in a vain effort to keep up with
the interest payments on debts owed
to rich countries including the US and
international financial institutions such
as the International Monetary Fund (IMF)
and the World Bank. The Jubilee USA
Network brings together people to turn
this reality around by active solidarity
with partners worldwide, targeted
and timely “advocacy strategies and
educational outreach. Please join us in
working for Jubilee justice.
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Become a Jubilee Congregation
Jubilee Congregations join with people across the
religious and political spectrum to work for debt
cancellation and a more just system of global finance
and to stop unsustainable debt from crushing poor
nations. Becoming a Jubilee Congregation is a way
for you and your congregation to engage in Tikkun
Olam, healing the world by creating more just economic
relationships among peoples and nations. Jubilee
Congregations commit to:
1. Pray for economic justice and an end to the
economic bondage of debt. Jubilee provides
resources to help interested congregations organize
a Jubilee worship service once a year as well as
worship, study and other resources that can be used
throughout the year.
2. Designate a contact person to be a liaison
between your synagogue and Jubilee USA.
3. Contact decision makers and elected officials
about issues related to debt and global
economic justice. Jubilee USA provides guidance
and resources through a monthly action suggestion
that often involves letter writing & calls to key
decision makers. Most Jubilee Congregations take
action as a congregation at least once a year.
4. Help to sustain the Jubilee Congregations
program by making a financial contribution as
a congregation (for example through a special
collection once a year or an annual donation of $1
per member).

“Debt is tearing down schools,
clinics and hospitals and the
effects are no less devastating
than war.” –Dr. Adabayo Adedeji, African
Center for Development Strategy
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Jews in the World – Why be a
Jubilee Congregation
Havurah Shalom in Portland, OR is a
member of the Jubilee USA Network,
an organization dedicated to debt
relief for countries whose people suffer
unbelievable degradation, whose futures
have been ransomed. Relative to much
of Jewish history and compared to more
than half of the world’s population, we
are affluent, but this can shield us from
the real needs of others. It obscures
the truth about the symbiotic nature of
people amassing goods at the expense
of others. As Jews, we know that we
stand ready to rescue captives. As
Jews, we also know that we are called
upon to relieve those in debt.
Why should we care? We have our
own problems? We must care because
we, in the developed countries are
complicit in keeping these people’s lives
in disrepair. We should care because
the current economic crisis will cause
53 million more people to be affected by
global poverty.
It has often been the case that
Jewish congregations focus their
Tikun Olam energy internally to
support the Jewish community. This is
understandable – Jews often must put
energy into supporting the continuation
of all that it means to be Jewish.
However, we as Jews must also reach
out to right the suffering and injustices in
larger world. This is why we are a Jubilee
Congregation.
Bob Brown
Portland Oregon
July 2009
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“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 Council of Churches service.

Judaism and Debt Relief
Excerpted from Debt Relief and Jubilee 2000, http://rac.org/advocacy/issues/issuejub/

Jewish tradition has always been aware of the importance of allowing poorer people access to loans.
Indeed, in Maimonides famous description of the eight levels of charity, the highest level is lending
money to, or going into partnership with, a poor person so that they can become self-supporting.
In biblical times, the laws of the sabbatical year and the jubilee were created. In the sabbatical
(seventh) year there was to be a remission of debts and in the jubilee (50th) year, land, which had been
sold to pay off debts, was to be returned to its original owners, and slaves were to be freed.
There may be academic debate about the degree to which the sabbatical year and jubilee were a
regular part of life in ancient times, but there is no doubting the principles that underpin them. That is,
people find themselves in debt for various reasons, often no fault of their own, and it is the duty of an
ethical society to ensure that these people are not permanent social outcasts.
The sage Hillel maintained a spirit of this tradition in Talmudic times, even as he radically altered
the law. He created the law of the prosbul to ensure that commercial credit would still be available
even just before a sabbatical year. The great academies of the time accepted that the poor needed
to have access to credit, but also that lenders were right to expect it to be paid back. But through all
this legislation, biblical and rabbinic, it is clear that one aspect of lending and borrowing money was
completely forbidden, the charging of excessive interest.
We must assume that the sages recognized how easy it was for interest to escalate and ruin people.
In modern times we know that reasonable rates of interest are essential to enable normal financial life
to continue. But punitive rates of interest that ruin families, businesses and countries, are completely
unacceptable.
The following texts demonstrate that the forgiveness of debt is not only important in human terms, but
a divine duty:
• “The spirit of God is upon me, because God has anointed me; The Eternal One has sent me to bring
glad tidings to the lowly, to heal the brokenhearted, To proclaim liberty to the captives and release
to prisoners, To announce a year of favor from the Eternal One.” (Isaiah 61)
• “At the end of every seven-year period you shall have a relaxation of debts, which shall be observed
as follows. Every creditor shall relax his claim on what he has loaned his neighbor; he must
not press his neighbor, his kinsman, because a relaxation in honor of the Holy One has been
proclaimed.” (Deuteronomy 15)
Please visit the Religious Action Center of Reformed Judaism for more information about their
involvement in Jubilee USA and the debt cancellation movement, including press releases and history
of support.
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A Call for a Sabbath Year to Repair a Broken World
By Jacob Feinspan, Director of Jews United for Justice and Co-Chair of Jubilee USA’s Coordinating Committee.
Reprinted with permission from Tikkun Magazine, May/June 2007.

Many of us, when we step back and consider our place in the world, feel tremendous dissonance.
Especially for those of us lucky enough to be born into privilege in the United States, our standard
of living has never been better. We live longer, are more highly educated, and have more economic
opportunities than ever before.
At the same time, the gulf between rich and
poor in our country continues to grow every year.
This gap is dwarfed by the gaping chasm between
our wealth and that of the people living in the
global South. Every day, 13 percent of the world’s
population goes hungry. One person in seven has
no access to clean water for drinking, cooking
or washing. All this while the average American,
earning $36,500 a year, is richer than 95 percent
of the world’s population.
The brokenness of the world is staggering.
With this degree of poverty and inequity,
none of us can be spiritually whole. Many of
us, particularly those I encounter in my work for American Jewish World Service, an international
development organization, are asking ourselves the same questions: Are we doing enough? What more
can we do to effect tikkun olam, to heal the world around us?
As individuals, there is much we can do—from volunteering with local organizations to making
tzedakah, or charity, a significant part of our lives. These actions, however, will only get us so far. The
global inequity we confront is staggering in scope—too big for any one of us to solve alone. In the face
of this struggle, against what Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. called “the ancient enemy, poverty,” what better
place to look for inspiration than our sacred texts?
In the Torah we find a vision of life in community that is liberating and just, governed by Sabbath
cycles—the Sabbath Day, the Sabbath Year, and the Jubilee Year. These cycles are a powerful reminder
of God’s intent that all creatures enjoy fullness of life and partake in the abundance of God’s world.
Just as Shabbat is a palace in time for weekly individual spiritual renewal, so too was the Sabbath Year
a time for communal renewal—to fortify the land and renew interpersonal relationships. In biblical times,
the Israelites were forbidden from planting or harvesting every seventh year in order to allow the land
to replenish itself. For the people living on the land, it was also a time of replenishment: every seventh
year debts were cancelled.
The Marshall Plan of its time, this seven-year cycle of debt cancellation was a structural mechanism
designed to address one of the biggest ethical challenges of all time—the cycle of intergenerational
poverty. By canceling debts every seven years, and returning lands to their ancestral owners every
fiftieth year—the Jubilee Year—the Torah instituted an economy where wealth was redistributed

“By living out the Torah’s
words, our ancestors
prevented the rich from
accumulating yet more
wealth at the expense of
the poor.”
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regularly. By living out the Torah’s words, our ancestors prevented the rich from accumulating yet
more wealth at the expense of the poor. If ever there was a time to look back to this biblical structure
for inspiration, it is now. Seven years after the beginning of the new millennium, we live in a world that
is seriously out of balance. Never before has the
gap between the rich and poor been as immense
as it is today. In 1999, three men—Bill Gates,
Paul Allen, and Warren Buffet—had a net worth
greater than the combined GDP of the forty-one
most impoverished nations and their 550 million
people. Every day, 30,000 children die of easily
preventable diseases due to malnutrition and lack
of adequate medical care. Around the world, more
than 70 million children do not go to elementary
school because their parents cannot afford fees,
books or uniforms.
In the face of this unimaginable inequity and
poverty, the biblical vision of Sabbath and Jubilee
provides reason for hope. In 2000, responding
to a debt crisis that crippled impoverished
countries’ abilities to direct funds towards health
and education, and inspired by the concepts of
the Sabbath Year and Jubilee Year, millions of
Jews, Christians, and Muslims worked together
in the Jubilee campaign to demand debt relief for
impoverished countries around the world. By speaking truth to power, we forced our elected leaders to
relieve the debts of many impoverished countries, specifically those on the continent of Africa.
Debt relief has worked. Spending on health, education, and social services in countries that have
received debt forgiveness has increased by 75 percent on average. Three billion dollars in debt relief
enabled Tanzania to increase funding for poverty reduction by 130 percent over the last six years. New
investments in education in that country enabled approximately 1.6 million children to return to school,
almost overnight. Debt relief enabled Mozambique to make strides in combating HIV/AIDS. By 2002, 24
testing and counseling offices opened; 50 offices will be operating by the end of this year.
Though we won victories in the Jubilee 2000 campaign, we have not yet ended the global debt
crisis. Twenty-one nations in Africa and Latin America have had their debts to the International
Monetary Fund, World Bank, and African Development Bank cancelled. But this is merely the
beginning of what is needed. Only one in ten people in the developing world will benefit from the
debt cancellation provided to date. For too many countries, demands of powerful creditors force a
downward spiral of deepening poverty by forcing these nations to prioritize debt payments over clean
water, adequate housing, AIDS prevention, basic health care, and schooling for their citizens. Moreover,

“For too many countries,
demands of powerful
creditors force a downward
spiral of deepening poverty
by forcing these nations to
prioritize debt payments
over clean water, adequate
housing, AIDS prevention,
basic health care, and
schooling for their citizens.”
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in many cases undemocratic and authoritarian regimes, such as the Duvaliers in Haiti, Charles Taylor in
Liberia, Mobutu Sese Seko in the Democratic Republic of Congo, and Suharto in Indonesia, incurred
the debts and used them to repress the very people who are now struggling to pay them back. At least
forty-five additional countries require debt cancellation to have any hope of reaching the Millennium
Development Goals, which are internationally agreed upon anti-poverty targets for 2015.
In 2007, seven years after the victories of Jubilee 2000, communities of faith are calling on world
leaders to observe a Sabbath Year by canceling the unjust debts of impoverished nations in
Africa, Latin America and Asia. Canceling these
debts will allow countries to invest more in the
lives of their citizens: more children will attend
school, more people will receive life-saving AIDS
medications, and more families will have access
to clean drinking water. This debt cancellation is
a critical component of the Network of Spiritual
Progressives’ prophetic Global Marshall Plan that
promotes security through generosity.
When our ancestors lived in the land of Israel,
with the memory of the slavery in Egypt still fresh in their collective conscience, could they have known
the impact they would have on us, their descendants, by living their lives through the rhythms of Shabbat, the Sabbath Year, and the Jubilee Year? Perhaps. God’s words to Moses were still fresh in their
ears, “For I the LORD your God am an impassioned God…showing kindness to the thousandth generation of those who love Me and keep My Commandments.” (Exodus 20:5-6)
Today, we have the opportunity to bring justice to generations of our own descendants by doing our
part to repair our broken world. Our ancestors’ actions inspired the worldwide Jubilee movement, and
the imperative to complete what was started in 2000 remains: to lift the excruciating burden of debt
that continues to siphon resources from impoverished countries that should be used for health care,
education, and clean water.
As Americans we enjoy much good fortune, and we understand that from those to whom much
has been given, much is also required. As citizens of a rich country whose government played a role
in the accumulation of these debts, we are uniquely placed to advocate for justice in solidarity with our
brothers and sisters living in extreme poverty. If we care about the future of the world community, we
must all do our part. We can start by calling on our elected officials in Washington, D.C. to pass the
Jubilee Act, bold and prophetic legislation that would provide debt cancellation to many more of the
countries that need it. This is not something we do for them. This is something we do for us—for all of us.

“We are uniquely placed
to advocate for justice in
solidarity with our brothers
and sisters living in extreme
poverty. ”
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Debt Relief Works!
The primary mission of Jubilee USA Network is to generate the political will for cancellation of crushing
international debts. Together with partners across the globe, Jubilee USA’s advocacy has led to
concrete commitments of debt cancellation in 1999 and again in 2005, which in turn has helped free up
resource for education, health, and social services.
Debt relief works. Debt relief now has a ten year track record of freeing up resources to fight
poverty. The impact of the latest round of debt cancellation, approved by the G-8 in 2005 and
implemented by the IMF and World Bank in 2006 means that 21 countries in Africa and Latin America
have seen full debt cancellation from these creditors in 2006. In nominal terms, this amounts to more
than $40 billion in debts cancelled.
In countries that have more access to their own resources through debt relief, poverty reduction initiatives have
doubled, according to a 2004 World Bank/IMF study.
Debt relief has benefited millions of people. Here are just
a few more examples of the impact debt relief has had:

Ghana
According to the IMF, Debt relief helped to
• Reduce Ghana’s poverty rate from 40 to 29%
between 1999 and 2006
• Increase enrollment in primary school to 91% of
students by 2006
The Social Enterprise Development Foundation of West
Africa (SEND), an independent Ghanaian NGO, reports
that with debt relief
• Schools which had previously operated under trees
were moved into new classrooms
• Classroom congestion was reduced
• the quality of teaching and learning was improved
SEND also found that debt relief funded a total of 836
projects from 2002-2005 in 43 resource-poor districts in
Ghana. These program led the development of
• 268 new classrooms
• 36 new clinics
• 10 new hospital wards
• 87 water boreholes

The Impact of Debt
Relief in Zambia
Kafue, Zambia: Peter Chibize wiped the
dust off a bench with a handkerchief and
waited, agonizing over how he would
convince the doctor to give him free
treatment for his chest pains, headache,
and bad cough. He had delayed his visit
to the Nangongwe clinic in Southern
Zambia because he could not pay
medical fees until excruciating pain
finally forced him to make the 12 mile
walk from his village.
“Next,” a nurse shouted from the
consultation room and the 67-year old
nervously rose. Soon he was beaming
when he was told that he did not have to
pay for his treatment. Zambia scrapped
health fees on Saturday, one of the first
benefits to flow from debt relief granted
to African countries last year by the G8
group of wealthy nations.
“It was like a dream to me,” Chibize
said. “Not to pay anything when you visit
a clinic is amazing.”
Reuters, April 13, 2006

“HIPC Funded Projects (2002-2005). What IMPACT? An
Assessment of the Impact of the First Generation (2002-2005)
HIPC Funded Projects in Ghana.” SEND Foundation, September 2007.P. 11, Annex Tables 2, 4,and 5, pg. 27-28
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Tanzania
•

•

In Tanzania, debt relief has helped
• Increase the number of children in primary schools by over 50%
• Build almost 2,500 new primary schools and recruit 28,000 additional teachers
If this rate of progress continues, Tanzania will attain universal primary education significantly
ahead of the 2015 target date set under the Millennium Development Goals

“UK Department for International Development Website”: http://www.dfid.gov.uk/fightingpoverty/debt2.asp

Nicaragua
•

Nicaragua used its savings to increase investment in health by $54.3 million and in education by
$121 million between 2007 and 2008
• The country also used funds towards supporting the construction of social housing, water and
sanitation and social programs aimed at children and families affected by natural disasters

Burundi
•

Burundi is using the extra $75 million HIPC relief has provided towards the abolition of primary
school fees and the building of 1,100 primary school classrooms

Sierra Leone
•

Sierra Leone is using $33 million freed by the MDRI in 2008 to fund an emergency electricity
generation program which will double electricity supplies

(Nicaragua, Burundi, and Sierra Leone) Statement by Secretary of State for International Development, House of
Lords, UK, May 21, 2008, at http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/ld200708/ldhansrd/text/80521-wms0001.
htm#80521-wms0001.htm_spnew0
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