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Dear Readers,

The year 2000 will be a Jubilee Year. Many people
th ink o f th i s as the t rans i t i on to a new mi l l enn ium:

grounds for an exhilarating celebration. It should not
be taken for granted - especially if one considers
the last decades of the outgoing millennium - that
the earth has survived so long. Or that we {or at least
some of us) are so well off. There are in fact good

grounds for thanksgiving and celebration. Many look
beyond this point as well. Full of confidence in the
Lord reigning over time and eternity and at the same
time full of concern for the fact that many fellow hu
man beings in our day have little reason to celebrate
- in spite of millennium change and Jubilee Year.

The Jubilee Year in the biblical sense of the term,
the Old Testament yobe/-year, has a deeper signifi
cance. In the yobel-year, original relationships of
ownership are restored. It Is a year in which solidar
ity with the poor and with people who have fallen
upon hard times overcomes all barriers of egocen
tric, ethnocentric and religiocentric behaviour; a year
in which the logic of the market and of money gives

way to the logic of mutual responsibility and of love.
This is truly a reason for celebration.

In his art icle The Year of Jubi lee and the Remission

of Debt - Elements of Reflection in View of the Bibli

cal Apostolate, Thomas Osborne undertakes an ex
amina t i on o f t he b i b l i ca l s t a temen ts on t he Jub i l ee

Year and raises the question of their relevancy for

today. It is astounding how pointed and precise are
the Bible's observations about things like unjust
market mechanisms, exploitation through usury, or
the question of debt and responsibility - even be

yond the material dimension of these phenomena.
And how challenging the questions that arise from
this discussion can be for our present situation.

The article Dept Remission - yes, but... underscores
the point that debt remission involves more than just
economic questions and questions of infrastructure.
What is at issue here is the whole fundamental ori

entation of societal as well as personal existence;
the question of values and their concrete applica
tion is raised. This leads also to reflection on the
roles and tasks of the Catholic Biblical Federation
with reference to the question of debt remission. The
results of relevant surveys circulated among mem
bers o f the Federat ion are a lso inc luded in th is re

f l e c t i o n .

Many members of the CBF have been dealing with
the theme of debt remission in their respective con
texts. An example would be the Centro de Estudios

y Relaciones Judeo-Cristianas (CERJUG) in Costa
Rica. Its small publication on the Jubilee Year, which
discusses the various aspects of liberation, will be
found under the rubric From the Federation. In the
final pages of this issue we have assembled a fairly
extensive, multi-lingual bibliography, complete with
references to interesting Internet links.

However complex world economic networks and fi
nance mechanisms may be, no less clear and sim

ple is the Bible's challenge: that human beings, with
their dignity, their rights, and their freedom should

occupy the centre of our concerns. Within the frame
work of our engagement in the biblical pastoral min

istry let us make our modest contribution to the proc
ess of translating this vision into reality. May all hu
man beings in the year 2000 find reason at least for

optimism, if not for celebration.

A lexander fV I . Schwei tzer

I
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The Year o f Jub i lee and the

R e m i s s i o n o f D e b t

Elements of ref lect ion in v iew of the bibl ical

apos to la te

THOMAS R OSBORNE

In this article the author studies the various passages in the Bible that
treat the theme of a periodical liberation of indebted or enslaved hu
man beings. The problem of indebtedness moved Israelite society dur

ing different periods of its history, and it came up with a variety of re
sponses, ranging from an appeal to family and ethnic solidarity to a
periodic remission of debts.

Biblical legislation sees through the dynamic of economic pressures
and shows an awareness of the human tendency to profit from the des

perate situation of others. In order to restrict this kind of abuse it pro
poses a kind of solidarity pact. Even if this response is not one that can
be directly transferred to today's situation, it nevertheless poses the
decisive questions.

The Bible reminds us that human dignity and the respect owed to it do
not depend on a person's economic situation or financial solvency,
and that lending money at interest rates to people in desperate situa
tions amounts to a form of exploitation. In light of these observations,
some provocative questions are put to the economic and value sys
tems of today.

At the time of Its Fifth PlenaryAssembly in 1996, the mem
b e r s o f t h e C a t h o l i c B i b l i c a l

Federation present at Hong Kong
committed themselves to "working
actively for the cancellation of inter
national debts by the year 2000, in
order to make it a real year of Jubi
lee, a lifting of burdens from the
oppressed"(Final Declarat ion, §
8.1.7).

This resolution followed the appeal
of Pope John Paul II in his Apostolic
L e t t e r T e r t i o m i l l e n n i o a d v e n i e n t e

(1994), in which the pontiff draws on
a s e r i e s o f b i b l i c a l t e x t s w h i c h d e

scribe the periodical liberation of
s l a v e s a n d t h e r e s t o r a t i o n t o t h e i r

l a n d o f I s r a e l i t e s w h o h a d l o s t t h e i r

property because of debt. According
to the Pope, "the purpose of the Ju
bilee Year was precisely to reestab
lish equality among all the children
of Israel, opening new possibilities to
families that had lost their goods and
even personal liberty". Its aim was to
reestablish "social justice" (§ 13). In
the tradition of the Church, the Jubi

lee Year is that "year of grace" of
which Isaiah speaks (chap. 61). It has
become above all a "year of forgive
ness of sins and of the penalties due
to sins, a year of reconciliation among

enemies, a year of multiple conver
s i o n s a n d o f s a c r a m e n t a l a n d e x t r a -

sacramental penance" (§ 14). A little
later in this same document, the Pope

emphasizes the importance of the
preferential option for the poor and
the excluded which should shape
Christian engagement:

4
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"Indeed, it has to be said that a com
mitment to justice and peace in a
world like ours, marked by so many
c o n f l i c t s a n d i n t o l e r a b l e s o c i a l a n d

economic inequalities, is a necessary
condition for the preparation and cel
ebration of the Jubilee. Thus, in the

spirit of the Book of Leviticus {25:8-
12), Christians will have to raise their
voice on behalf of all the poor of the
world, proposing the Jubilee as an
appropriate time to give thought,
among other things, to reducing sub
stantially, if not cancelling outright,
t h e i n t e r n a t i o n a l d e b t w h i c h s e r i o u s

ly threatens the future of many na
tions" (§ 51).

Numerous Christian groups have ral
lied to this appeal. Under the rubric
of Jubilee 2000, a vast international

campaign of sensitization and collec
tion of signatures has been organized
in view of the meeting of the G-8
countries which took place in Co

logne on 19 June, 1999.^ Caritas In-
te rna t i ona l i s has se t i n mo t i on an e f

f o r t o f s e n s i t i z a t i o n u n d e r t h e r u b r i c

"Putting Life before Debf.^ Numerous
Bishops' Conferences, Justice and
P e a c e C o m m i s s i o n s a n d e c u m e n i c a l

chu rch agenc ies have d ra f t ed

thought-provoking documents on
this question. In the wake of these
discussions, several countries have
already obtained a reduction, or even
an outright cancellation of their inter
national debt, in particular a number
of countries that have recently been
struck by natural catastrophes.

The participants in the meeting of

Hong Kong more than once raised
the question: "What can we do in the
face of such a complex situation? We
k n o w h o w t o r e a d t h e B i b l e a n d t o

do biblical animation, but the ques
t i o n s o f i n t e r n a t i o n a l f i n a n c e a n d t h e

management of loans are so complex
that we would be going beyond our
area of competency by involving our
selves in this discussion." It is true, in
fact, that the questions are not easy
and there is no single, universal re
sponse. Nevertheless, if we believe
that the Bible has a word to say on
b e h a l f o f t h e l i v e s o f m e n a n d w o m

en of our time, we do not have the

right to hide behind pious words. We
are called on to open our ears and
o u r h e a r t s b o t h t o t h e b i b l i c a l t e x t s

a n d t o o u r b r o t h e r s a n d s i s t e r s w h o

are victims of a debt that is impossi
ble to bear.

T h i s a r t i c l e w o u l d l i k e f i r s t o f a l l t o

pass In review the principal biblical
texts that treat the periodical libera
tion of persons who are in debt or in

slavery. It will then go on to make a
few comments on the relevancy of
these texts for the issue of the remis

sion of debt. Since it is not possible
to da te these tex ts o r the law co l lec

tions of which they form a part with

certainty, nor to demonstrate conclu
sively the literary relationships be
tween them, we will remain cautious

as far as concerns elaborating a the

ory of the progressive development
of this legislation. We simply note that
the problem of indebted individuals
was one which preoccupied Israelite

society and its legislators at different
periods and in diverse situations, and
that they came up with a variety of
s o l u t i o n s .

T h e C o v e n a n t C o d e

The Covenant Code (Ex 20:22-23:19)
drew on the model of the rhythm of a
six day work week and a seventh day
of rest (23:12) when it decreed the
l i b e r a t i o n o f H e b r e w s l a v e s a f t e r s i x

years, if they so desired (21:2-11) and
when it legislated a fallow year for the
land in the seventh (23:10-11). These
directives have essentially a social

purpose: the seventh day of rest al
lows beasts of burden, servants and

emigrants alike to catch their breath;
the fallow year allows the soil to re
cover Its strength and the poor to pro
c u r e n o u r i s h m e n t f r o m t h e u n c u l t i v a t

ed produce of the soil; the emanci

pation of slaves imposes a certain
limit on the exploitation of Hebrew
b r o t h e r s .

Despite the positive accents of this
legislation, a reader of the late 20th
century remains unsatisfied regard
ing the acceptance of the practice

and the institution of slavery, limited
to six years for compatriots, unlimit
ed with respect to emigrants; the de

cidedly less favourable treatment of
women-servants compared to that of

men-servants; the rights of the mas
ter over the family of the slave. Ulti
mately, it boils down to a certain lim
itation placed on the exploitation of
human persons. But viewed from the

present day perspective, this remains
an insufficient compromise. Let us
note, however, that this first beginning
of sensitivity to the situation of exploit
ed persons is based on a common

experience of precariousness: "You
must not oppress the stranger; you
know how a stranger feels, for you
lived as strangers in the land of
Egypt" (Ex 23:9).

T h e D e u t e r o n o m i c C o d e

I n t h e m i d d l e o f t h e b o o k o f D e u t e r

onomy, the Deuteronomic Code con
stitutes a collection of laws designed
to cover the whole of human, reli

gious and political relationships with
in Israelite society. This collection

probably dates to the middle of the
seventh century before Christ. More
so than the Covenant Code, it is pro

foundly marked by an explicitly theo
logical motivation. On the question
that concerns us, Dt 15 lays out the
ordinances regarding the remission
of debts (15:1-11) and the emanci

pation of Hebrew slaves (15:12-18)
at the end of seven years.

A two-fold relationship underlies
these texts: the relationship among

brothers, members of a single peo
ple, on the one hand, and the rela
tionship between this people and
their God on the other. The legisla
tion considers two levels of precari
o u s n e s s .

If a person has been forced to go into
debt to his brother in order to pro
vide for his needs, the possibility of

lending him money, if necessary on
security - and not against interest -
is legitimated, but the validity of the

security is limited to seven years. At
the end of seven years the debts will
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be remitted, Xhesh^mittah in Hebrew.
On the other hand, people are urged
to do everything within their power
to insure that there be no poor in the

country, or, to put it another way,
among brothers. The progression
towards poverty must be broken in
time. The way the text unfoids is sig
n i f i c a n t :

'There will be no poor among you" (15:4).

"If there are any poor among you ..."
(15:7).

"Of course, there will never cease to be

poor people in the land" (15:11).

Social reality then seems ultimately
to carry the day over moral procla
mations. But brotherly solidarity re
mains a requirement: "Always be

open-handed with your brother, and
with anyone In your country who is
in need and poor" (15:11). This soli

darity is grounded in God who was
the first to fill his people with his bless

ing.

The second level of precariousness
is reached when an individual, whose
situation has become so fragile that
borrowing on security is no longer
sufficient, is forced to sell himself in
order to survive. The author of the text

does not pause to comment on the
reasons for this slavery "chosen" by
a person who has fallen into a situa
t i o n o f i n e x t r i c a b l e d i s t r e s s . H e o n c e

again invokes generosity, motivated
by the awareness that the "master"
h a d h i m s e l f b e e n l i b e r a t e d f r o m s l a v

ery by his God, but also by a correct
estimation of the work supplied by the
slave. The relationship "master-slave"

People
thing

must do every-
within their power

in order to break the

progression towards
poverty in time

i s n o t d e s t i n e d t o b e c o m e d e f i n i t i v e :

in principle, it is limited in time, thanks
to the release from slavery that takes
place in the seventh year.

T h e r e l e a s e o f s l a v e s u n d e r

King Zedekiah

Lovely as these social and theologi
cal options might be, they are at the
s a m e t i m e d i f f i c u l t t o r e a l i z e i n c o n

crete life, as is attested by the narra
t i v e o f t h e r e l e a s e o f H e b r e w s l a v e s

under King Zedekiah (Jr 34:8-22). At
the time of the siege of the city of
Jerusalem by Nebuchadnezzar, in

588-587, Zedekiah gave the order to
free all the Hebrew slaves, doubtless
in order to allow them to participate
actively in the defense of Jerusalem.
But as soon as the siege of the city
was lifted, the people reniged on their
commitment and re-appropriated
t h e i r f o r m e r s l a v e s .

Jeremiah takes the position that the

people's failure to respect their com
m i t m e n t s v i s - a - v i s t h e i r f e l l o w c o u n

trymen and their return to exploiting
them as slaves is something like a

profanation of God's name leading to
disastrous consequences for the
whole of the society. This is a con
stant experience in human society:
t h e b r e a k o f t h e s o c i a l c o n t r a c t

among persons compromises the
chances of a people's survival. The
voice of the prophet points to the way
in which this behaviour impinges on
the relationship with God: the God of
Israe l is a God who does not to lera te

exploitation among brothers. For Jer
emiah, the return of the Babylonians

and the des t ruc t i on o f Je rusa

lem and of the Temple in 587
are a direct consequence of
t h i s b r e e c h o f c o m m i t m e n t .

T h e J u b i l e e Y e a r I n

t h e f r a m e w o r k o f t h e

priestly legislation

In the present state of the Pen
tateuch, the legislation on the
year of Jubilee in Leviticus 25
is as it were the crowning

point of a vast legislative col-

I

lection which originated within a
priestly current, toward the end of the
Babylonian exile. The great complex
begins in Ex 24:15 and continues all
the way to Lv 26. it speaks, in order,
of the dwelling place of God, or the
tent of meeting, of the ritual of sacri
fices and of the priesthood In view of

obtaining the remission of sins, of the
rules for maintaining the purity of the
people and of the tent of meeting, it
provides precise measures forthe pu
rification of persons and of objects
and it fixes the rite for the day of the
great annual pardon. Finally, it spec
ifies the behaviours required for the
people to participate in the divine ho
liness as well as the sanctions to be

applied in the case of non-compli
a n c e w i t h d i r e c t i v e s .

A Calendar based on the Sabbath

Throughout these texts, but above all
in Lv 23 and 25, the legislator devel

ops a calendar based on the seventh
day and the Sabbath. The underly
ing structure of this calendar is as fol
l o w s :

- the seventh day - the weekly Sab

bath (Ex 31:12-17; 35:1-3; Lv23:3)
- a cycle of seven days - feasts that

last seven days: the Feast of Unleav
ened Bread, with a Sabbath at the

beginning and at the end of the week,
in the spring (Lv 23:6-8), the Feast of
Booths, with a Sabbath at the begin
ning and at the end of the week, in
the autumn (Lv 23:33-36)
- a cycle of seven weeks - a feast at

the end of a period of weeks (seven

groups of seven days): First Sheaf (Lv
23:15-21)
- a cycle of seven years - a sabbati

cal year (Lv 25:2-7)
- a cycle of seven periods of seven

years - the Jubilee year, after seven
groups of seven years, 49 years (Lv
25:8) or 50 years (Lv 25:10,11).

This "septenary" rhythm of time is of
extreme importance for the priestly
current which developed it at the time
of the exile of a part of the Jewish

people to Babylon in the 6th century
before our era. It amounts to a theo-



logical reading of history and a co
herent religious system aimed at

helping the Jewish people to under
s t a n d t h e i r s i t u a t i o n o f e x i l e a n d t o

preserve their religious identity and
t h e i r e t h n i c c o h e s i o n i n t h e f a c e o f

the political power and the religious
lure of Babylon. Every people that has
been subjected to foreign rule knows
how important it is to affirm one's

identity through particular Institutions,
persons and objects. It is in this con
t e x t t h a t w e a r e t o u n d e r s t a n d t h e

new significance attached to this an
c ien t i ns t i t u t i on wh ich i s t he seven th -

day rest, which was called "shabbat"
already before the exile. For the
priestly circles, the Sabbath consti
tutes the master key, not simply of the
structure of time, but of the entire the

ological reading of the people's his
tory. Taking a closer look at the texts
relative to Sabbath in the priestly his

tory and legislation, we can make the
following observations:

- The activity of God the Creator sup

plies the basic model: six days of
work, a day of rest.
- This day of rest places a limit on the

productivity drive of humankind and
const i tu tes a t the same t ime a means

o f l i b e r a t i o n f o r i n d i v i d u a l s . H u m a n

existence does not have its only rai-
son d ' e t r e i n wo rk .
- This day of rest is "consecrated": it

r e l e a s e s h u m a n l i f e f r o m a n e x c l u

sively productive framework so as to
allow It to attain a more complete

participation in the holiness of God.
- The practice of the Sabbath Is a dis

tinctive sign, a mark of distinction of
a people with respect to other peo
ples. In this respect it constitutes one
of the signs of the covenant, togeth
er w i th the a rk in the heavens o f the

flood narrative (Gn 9) and circumci
sion in the story of Abraham (Gn 17).

The great collection of priestly legis
lat ive texts culminates wi th Lv 26: the

e x h o r t a t i o n t o o b s e r v e t h e S a b b a t h s

and to respect the sanctuary (26:2),
a series of blessings in the case of
t h e o b s e r v a n c e o f t h e L o r d ' s c o m

mandments (26:3-13) and a series of
cu rses i n the case o f non -obse rvance
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of these ordinances (26:14-39), and

finally, a text which leaves room for
the possibility of conversion (26:40-

45). It is interesting to note that the
failure to respect the Sabbath is cit
e d a s o n e o f t h e e s s e n t i a l r e a s o n s

for the dispersion of the people far
from their country. This exile will ena
b l e t h e l a n d t o f u l f i l t h e S a b b a t h s i t

was unable to keep because of the

people:

" T h e n t h e l a n d w i l l o b s e r v e I t s s a b b a t h s

indeed, lying desolate there, while you
are in the land of your enemies. Then in
d e e d t h e l a n d w i l l r e s t a n d o b s e r v e i t s

sabbaths. And as it lies desolate, it will

rest, as it never did on your sabbaths
when you lived in it" (Lv 26:34-35).

"Abandoned by them, the land will keep
its sabbaths, as it lies desolate when they
are gone. But they must atone for their

sin, for they have spurned my customs
and abhorred my laws" (Lv 26:43).

It is perhaps not without interest to
r e m a r k t h a t t h e e x i l e d i d i n f a c t l a s t

for about 50 years, from the time of
the destruction of the temple in 587
till the return of the Jews in the years
that followed the capture of Babylon

by Cyrus, in 539. Would not the priest
ly author be seeing the hand of God
in the phenomenon of the exile, as
well as in its duration? Is it not per

haps the case that he is converting
this tragic incident into a model of
divine punishment and liberation, to
be erected into a religious Institution
thereafter? The possibility is at least

worthy of consideration.

T h e S a b b a t i c a l Y e a r

The first section of Lv 25 (w. 2-7) is
devoted to the sabbatical year, in the

proper sense of the term. At the time
of the people's entry into the land, this
land will observe a year of repose:
more precisely, the land will not be
cultivated nor will the fields or grape
v ines be ha rves ted . To a l l ow the so i l

to rest periodically, to practice a fal
low year, was a common practice in

agricultural societies that were not
familiar with the use of strong fertiliz
ers. It was generally accomplished
through rotation, often in cycles of

more or less three years, for a part of
the cultivable land. The regulation of
Lv 25 required however a complete

year when the entire land Is at rest.

The food shortages created by this

system are enormous, as one can
imagine. They are attested in 1 M
6 : 4 8 - 5 4 w h i c h r e c o u n t s t h e c i r c u m

stance of a siege that was life-threat

ening because it happened to occur
in this seventh year, and the Israel
ites brought back to Judaea from the
midst of the pagan world had con
sumed the last reserves in the city.
Lv 25:20-22 offers a theological re

sponse to food problems: the bless
ing of God will enable the sixth year
to produce in sufficient abundance to
sustain life till the harvest of the eighth

year. This is reminiscent of the dou
ble portion of manna on the sixth day
which made it possible to get over
t h e h u r d l e o f t h e S a b b a t h . B u t c a n

what applies to a day also apply to a
whole year? This would require the

competence in food management of
someone like Joseph in Egypt, a

management that can rely on the
solidarity of all the members of an
entire people and on a divinely sup

ported productivity.

In this whole context, confidence in

the divine blessing goes hand in hand
with confidence in the productivity of
the land and in human solidarity, to

gether with a just management of
food resou rces . These l as t i ssues a re

not a l luded to in the text of Lv 25 on

the sabbatical year. In any case, one
f i n d s n o f u r t h e r t r a c e o f t h e e m a n c i

pation of slaves in the seventh year,
as was the case in the legislation of
the Covenant Code and of the Deu-

teronomic Code. In the priestly legis
lation, one must await the ordinanc
es for the year of Jubilee to see this

problem become the object of dis
c u s s i o n .

T h e J u b i l e e Y e a r

1. The legislation on the Jubilee Year
in the proper sense of the term is
found in Lv 25:8-19, 23-55. After the

general proclamation of the Jubilee
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(8-13) there is a whole series of con
crete stipulations that concern not

simply the lib
e r a t i o n o f t h e

49th/50th year,
b u t a l s o t h e

right and the
duty of ransom
of property in
t h e s t r i c t s e n s e

and o f i nd iv idu

a l s w h o s e r e a l -

i z a t i o n d o e s

n o t a w a i t t h e

elapse of 50
years to be val
id (14-19. 23-

55). Let us look
more closely at the general procla
mat ion . Th is i s how the tex t reads in

a fairly literal translation:

"And you will count for yourself seven
Sabbaths of years,
seven times seven years.
And the days of seven Sabbaths of years
will be for you forty nine years.
And you will have the trumpet sounded
everywhere in the seventh month, on the
tenth day of the month;
on the Day of Atonement sound the trum

pet throughout your land.
And you will consecrate the year of the
fiftieth year,
and you will proclaim a liberation (an

emancipation) in the land for all its inhab
i t a n t s .

This will be for you a Jubilee!
And you will return, each to his family
property;
and each to his tribe, you will return.
The year of the fiftieth year will be for you
a J u b i l e e !

You will not sow,

and you will not reap what grows of itself,
and you will not harvest the untended
v i n e s .

For this Jubilee will be holy for you!
You will eat only what is taken directly
from the fields.

In this year of Jubilee everyone is to re
turn to his own property" (25:8-13).

2. Is the Jubilee Year the forty-ninth

year (25:8) or the f i f t ie th year
(25:10,11)? To calculate the Jubilee
Year would appear to be an easy mat
te r . Based on the idea o f the sabba t

ical year, defined as every seventh

year, one need only arrive at the sev

enth sabbatical year (7 periods of 7

years = 49 years) and add one year
(49 years + 1
y e a r - t h e
50 th yea r ) .
T h i s c a l c u l a

t i o n h o w e v e r

raises a very
concrete pro
b l e m . I f t h e

50th year is
a l s o a f a l l o w

year, as is im
plied by vers
es 11 and 12,

t h i s w o u l d

mean tha t t he

harves t o f the

48th year would have to suffice for
the 49th year, the 50th year and the
51 year, till the new harvest. How is it

possible to survive with a single har
v e s t f o r w h a t a m o u n t s t o a b o u t t w o

and half years?

In all probability, the legislation refers
to the calendar of the priestly tradi
tion in which the year begins in the

springtime with the month Aviv or
Nisan, probably under Babylonian
influence. 3 According to Lv 25:9, the

year of Jubilee is proclaimed in the
seventh month, the 10th day of the
month, on the great Day of Atone
ment. Would not then "the year of
Jubilee" or 'the 50th year" be a short
ened year, which would last only from
the great Day of Atonement until the
end of the current year? This hypoth
esis has the benefit of not unduly
aggravating the hardships regarding
food supplies of a Jubilee year asso
ciated with a sabbatical year, but It is
difficult to pronounce on it with certi
t u d e .

3. What is this great Day of Atone
ment which marks the beginning of
the year of Jubilee and of its "libera
tion" ? The yom hakippurim in Hebrew
or the "day of atonement' is described
in Lv 16 and Nb 29:7-11 and it is men

tioned in Lv 23:27-30; 25:9 and Ezk
45:18 that is in tex ts that date to the

t ime o f t he ex i l e . The tex t o f Ezek ie l

s e e m s t o b e t h e m o s t a n c i e n t : i t f i x

es the da te fo r the ce leb ra t ion in the

springtime, on the first day of the first
month. The other texts, ail of the

priestly tradition, situate it in the fail.
We are dealing with an annual cele
bration, a very solemn one, marked
by fasting and rest, and intended to
atone for the sins of the highpriest
and his family and of the people in

general, but also to purify the entire
sanctuary. These expiatory rites and
p u r i f i c a t i o n a r e a c c o m p l i s h e d
through a series of sacrifices and
sprinklings with blood around - and
inside of - the sanctuary, and also by
the sending away from the camp a
goat upon which the people's sins
have been laid. In these rites, the
blood plays a role of primary impor
tance as the seat of life. According to
Lv 17:11, "it is the blood that makes

atonement, for It is life." In sum, with
in the framework of its legislation re

garding ritual and moral purity, the
priestly tradition is concerned to raise
the level of consciousness regarding
t h e s i n f u l n e s s o f i n d i v i d u a l s a s w e l l

as of the people and to insure regu
lar release from sins. In this way it

hopes to prevent the divine sanction
a t t a c h e d t o t h e s e s i n s .

The beginning of the Jubilee is situ
ated in the framework of this general
absolution and of this generalized
purification. It proclaims a year of lib
eration (c/®ror), of return to the family

property and of rest for the land. The
beginning of the Jubilee is marked
by the sounding of the trumpet
{shophar), a musical Instrument em
ployed to proclaim certain religious
feasts and fasts, but also to sound
the alarm in situations of danger. The
Hebrew word which we translate "]u-
bilee"is jobel. It has nothing to do with
the Latin word jubilaeus, from the
verb jubilare: to rejoice. As Jos 6:4,
5, 6, 8,13 and Ex 19:13 attest, jobel
originally signifies the "horn" of a ram.
The call of the horn invites, not to

public exuberance, but to the aware
ness of oneself as a sinner, to the in-
teriorization of attitudes of repentance
and to the awareness of having been

forgiven and saved from the divine
wrath. By moving in the direction of

The God of Israel is

a God who does

not tolerate

exploitation among
brothers and sisters

8
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a liberation, the Jubilee seems how
ever to be pointing beyond the expi
ations of the great Day of Atonement.

4. Indeed, even before pronouncing
the word "Jubilee", Lev 25 announc
es that the 50th year will be holy and
that "a l iberat ion in the land for al l i ts

inhabitants" will be proclaimed. The
next lines of the text supply the fol

lowing clarifications:

"And you will return, each to his own prop

erty; and each to his tribe, you will return"

(Lev 25:10).

Here we are in the middle of the text

on the Jub i l ee ! Wha t i s the l i be ra t ion

tha t i s a l l uded t o he re? Wha t r e tu rn?

To what property? Return of whom:
of everyone or only of some individ
ua ls? To wha t t r i be?

T h e H e b r e w w o r d d ^ r o r t r a n s l a t e d

here "liberation, release", is not fre

quent in the First Testament. It reap
pears in Jr 34:8, 15and 17 (twice), in
a narrative regarding the emancipa
t i o n o f H e b r e w s l a v e s a t t h e t i m e o f

the siege of Jerusalem; in Ezk 46:17,
a t e x t w h i c h l i k e w i s e t r e a t s o f t h e

emancipation of slaves in the frame
work of the property rights of the

prince; and in Is 61:1 which speaks
of the liberation of prisoners. The text
of Ezekiel brings together a whole
s e r i e s o f t h e m e s t h a t a r e c o m m o n t o

L v 2 5 :

"The Lord God says this.
'If the prince presents his sons with part

of his hereditary portion,
the gift is to pass into the ownership of
his sons,

and become their hereditary property.
If. however, he presents part of his he
reditary portion to one of his servants, it
shall only belong to the man until the year
o f l i be ra t i on and t hen i t i s t o r eve r t t o t he

prince.

Only his sons may retain his hereditary
portion.
The prince may not take any part of the
people's hereditary portion and thus rob
them of their rightful possessions; he
must provide the patrimony of his sons
out of his own property,
so that no member of my people is
robbed of his rightful possessions'" (Ezk

46:16-18).

This text speaks about rights in con
nection with the princely inheritance,

rights which differ according to the
quality of the person, whether he is
the son or the slave of the owner. The

son can regard the family land as his
own patrimony, while the slave must
return it to his master In the year of

emancipation. The section concludes
with a warning against the prince who
would be tempted to take for himself
the patrimony belonging to the mem
bers of the people. We encounter this
theme in the story of the vineyard of
Naboth (1 K 21) but also in a series
of prophetic oracles (Mi 2:1-3; Is 5:8-

9), texts which all bring out the ten
dency of kings and more generally
of the rich to appropriate the lands
and houses of the people. The differ
ences be tween Ezk 46 and Lv 25 a re

n o t t o b e u n d e r e s t i m a t e d . E z e k i e l i s

speaking to us of the recovery of land
by the prince at the time of the eman
cipation of the slave, while the author
of Leviticus is speaking rather of the

recovery of the land, indeed of the
country, by people who have been
r e l e a s e d . B u t t h e o b s e r v a t i o n c a n b e

made that in both cases the primary

perspective seems related to the
maintenance of the integrity of the

patrimonial or national land.

5 . W h o i s l i b e r a t e d ? A n d f r o m w h a t ?

According to Lv 25, all the individu
a l s w h o m t h e t e x t a d d r e s s e s a r e t a r

geted by the directive: "Every one of
you will return to his property!" In a
first moment, a casuistic type of clar
ification is not given: "If you have be
come a slave and have lost your pat

rimony..." No, the prescription is ad
dressed to all, and one must suppose
that they are all away from their fa
m i l i a l l a n d .

The Bible speaks on several occa
sions of the partitioning of the land
for the benef i t o f the t r ibes o f I s rae l :

in Nb 26:52-53; 27:1-11; 34-36; Jos
14-21; Ezk 48; and Ne 11. Although
the geographical delimitation of the
allotments does not correspond ex

actly in the different texts, the princi
ple is nevertheless clear: each tribe
finds itself allotted a plot of land in

the country of Canaan to settle on
and to serve as a source of subsist

ence... to the detriment, it should be
recalled, of the peoples who lived
there before. The author of Leviticus

seems to allude to this partitioning of
the land, i.e., to that described in
Numbers and Joshua (with their le-
vitical towns), rather than to that of
E z e k i e l . I n t h e s e t e x t s o n e e n c o u n

ters a number of terms, in part syn

onymous, to designate the parcel of
land assigned to a particular tribe.
These terms do not imply a relation

ship of "ownership" in the strict sense,
bu t r a the r t he connec t i on be tween an

object (land, slave, etc.) and the per
son or tr ibe who has the use of these

items, who can benefit from their use.

This object can be a place where one
has a right to live. The text of Leviti
cus specifies that the land belongs
to God and not to the people or to
individuals: one lives there as guests
and foreigners (Lv 25:23) and God
can, at any moment, "show his peo
ple the door". With regard to persons,
t h e H e b r e w s c a n n o t b e c o m e " s l a v e s "

or the property of other persons, be
cause they became slaves of the Lord
at the time of their liberation from slav

ery in Egypt (Lv 25:42-43, 46b, 55).
O n e c a n b e n e f i t f r o m t h e i r s e r v i c e s

only for a limited period of time. When
"ownership" or "heritage" is spoken of
in Lv 25, it is a question of an object

(a plot of land, or a human person)
which one can have at one's dispos
a l so as to i nsu re one 's own su rv i va l

and that of the family. One has the
use of such property or the labor of
such a person, but does not become
their "owner" in the str ict sense of the

t e r m .

It is interesting to note that the Sab
batical rest, weekly or other, regular

ly recalls this fact: to be sure one
benefits from the products of the soil
as from the divine blessing, but one
does not possess the land and one
has no right to (over-)exploit it. Yes,
there are definite limits to this exploi
tation of the soil, as there are to the

exploitation of persons. In other
words, one has been granted the

I
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privilege of access to the means of
subsistence - an access which ac

cording to Leviticus Is guaranteed by
God in the framework of respect for
the covenant: but this privilege is not
a right which one can invoke to de
prive a brother of the means of sub
sistence, to expropriate him in a de
finitive way or to reduce him to slav
ery for an unlimited period of time.

6. Would it not be possible to under
stand this text in the framework of the

r e t u r n f r o m E x i l e ? F r o m t h e t i m e o f

the destruction of the Temple in 587
until the capture of Babylon by Cyrus
in the year 539, the exile lasted 48

years. Could not the year 538-537 be
viewed, under this perspective, as a
sabbatical year and a year of Jubilee
i n t h e c o u r s e o f w h i c h a l l t h e e x i l e s

would be liberated from their captivi

ty and authorized to return to their
country, to their tribal lands? Without
wishing to enter too deeply into cab
alistic word-puns, one can neverthe
less ask whether there might not be
s o m e c o n n e c t i o n b e t w e e n t h e H e

brew rootssb' (seven), sbt (sabbath)
and shub (return). To borrow the
words of Lv 26, the abandoned land
was fulfilling the Sabbaths that had
n o t b e e n o b s e r v e d a t t h e s a m e t i m e

as the people were living out their

punishment in exile. It is only after this
period, according to the priestly view,
that the people can return home.

Although he does not employ the
same terminology, the anonymous

prophet of the end of the exile, the
one referred to in modern scholarship
as Second Isaiah, appeals to the
m o t i f s o f t h e f u l f i l m e n t o f t h e c h a s

tisement of the people and the prep
aration of a way of return to Jerusa
lem marking the end of the exile :

"Comfort, comfort my people, says your
G o d ,

speak to the heart of Jerusalem and pro
claim to her

t h a t h e r h a r d s e r v i c e h a s b e e n c o m

pleted,
that her punishment has been accom

plished,
tha t she has rece ived f rom the Lord 's

h a n d d o u b l e f o r a l l h e r s i n s .

A voice proclaims: 'In the desert prepare
the way for the Lord:
make straight in the wilderness a high
way for our God.
Every valley shall be raised up, every
mountain and hill made low;
the rough ground shall become level, the
rugged places a plain.
Then the glory of the Lord will be re
vealed, and all mankind together will see
it. For the mouth of the Lord has spoken'"
(Is 40:1-5).
'The ransomed of the Lord will return.

They will enter Zion with singing;
everlasting joy will crown their heads" (Is
51:11).

This "great return" after 48 years of
exile from the country of the fathers
was to become, in the perspective of
the priestly author, a model of behav
iour for the handling of debts In Ju
d a e a .

Casuistic stipulations

The legislation on the year of jubilee
climaxes with a long series of stipu
l a t i o n s o f a c a s u i s t i c n a t u r e . W h a t

should one do in the following cas
e s ?

- when an Israelite has been obliged

to sell a part of his land to a compa
t r i o t

- i n t h e c a s e o f t h e s a l e o f h o u s e s

w i t h i n w a l l e d t o w n s a n d o u t s i d e o f

w a l l e d t o w n s
- In the case of the houses of Levites

- in the case o f Is rae l i tes who are in

precarious situations, such that they
have been forced to borrow money,
t o s e l l t h e m s e l v e s t o a n o t h e r I s r a e l

ite, to sell themselves to a foreigner.

We cannot discuss each of these stip
ulations in detail, but we will outline a
few general orientations.

The country or the land belongs to
God. Human "owners" have no rights
over it except to its use. In this per

spective, God places the land at the
disposition of the Israelites in order
t o i n s u r e t h e i r s u b s i s t e n c e . T h i s i s

why houses that are within fortified
towns have a distinct status, since a

house without a field is not of prima

ry necessity for human subsistence.

This legislation concerns itself with
the situation of precariousness of Is
raelites, but not of foreigners. The
relationship between brothers consti
tutes the basis of the responsibility
a n i n d i v i d u a l h a s t o w a r d h i s f e l l o w -

I s rae l i t e . I n t he f ramework o f t h i s re

lationship, there is no place for ex
ploitation or for the violent domina
t ion o f a b ro the r . The same does no t

hold true with respect to foreigners.
At the time of the composition of
these priestly laws, Israel does not
have a sense of solidarity with the
n a t i o n s . A n d t h i s i s a l l t h e m o r e s o

since the major concern of the priest
is to make known and respected the
distinction between the pure and the

impure, the sacred and the profane
(cf.Lv 10:10).

The legislators have established cer
tain protective measures in favor of
Israelites in a precarious situation
who have been forced to sell a part
or the whole of their landed property
o r r e a l - e s t a t e :

The price of the land should be fixed
in function of its use, that is to say
the number of harvests remaining till
the next Jubilee. This principle pro
tects both the seller and the buyer. In
this system of reckoning, there is on
both sides the recognition of the

eventuality of the restoration of the
land to its original "owner".

In the majority of cases, there exists
a right and even a duty of redeeming
the land or the house by a member
of the family of the person in difficul

ty. In the absence of redemption by
a member of the family, the person
in difficulty may himself proceed to
the redemption of the sold object if
he manages to assemble the neces

sary resources. These measures of
family solidarity have as their objec
tive to maintain the integrity of the

heritage, or patrimony, which is to
remain at the disposition of a partic
u la r t r ibe .

If the redemption of the land or the
house Is not effectuated either by a

family member or by the person him
self, then the person or the tribe will
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to them in exchange for their servic
es in the cult. It is in this context that

they have a right to the redemption
o f t h e i r h o u s

e s a n d t h a t

the pasture-
l a n d s a r e e x

empted from
s a l e .

When a person has lost
all his resources, we
are urged to lend him

money without requir
ing interest or profiteer
ing from his precarious
situation

T h e f u n c t i o n

of "buyer" or
" r e d e e m e r " ,
the go 'e l in
Hebrew, is of

p r imary im
por tance i n
t h i s t e x t . T h e

go'el is the in
dividual who,
in virtue of his

f a m i l y r e l a
tionship, is to avenge the murder of
a family member (cf. Nb 35:12, 19,
24, 25; Jos 20:3, 9; 2 S 14:11). He Is
t o i n t e r v e n e t o r e d e e m a n I s r a e l i t e

who, for economic reasons, has been
compelled to sell himself (Lv 25 pas
sim) or to redeem the land of an Isra
e l i t e w h o h a s h a d t o s e l l i t f o r r e a

sons of indebtedness (Lv 25 passim;
Jr 32:6-44; Ruth passim). Jeremiah
makes this type of intervention him
se l f to redeem the f ie ld o f h is cous in

H a n a m e l . T h e f i n a l s e c t i o n s o f t h e

book of Isaiah, dating from the end
of the exile or the beginning of the
post-exilic period, transpose this in
stitution of family solidarity into the
theological domain: God redeems his
people from exile in Babylon so that
they can return to Jerusalem (cf. Is
35:9-10; 48:20).

recove r t he i r l and on t he occas i on o f

t h e n e x t J u b i l e e . T h e J u b i l e e " r e

lease", then, constitutes a last resort.
I t d o e s n o t d i s

pense from the
o b l i g a t i o n o f
s h o r t t e r m o r

m i d - c o u r s e r e

demption.

When a person
who, having sold
h i s l a n d a n d

spent all his re-
s o u r c e s , i s
brought to the
point of having
to ask fo r ass is t

a n c e , w h e t h e r
the request is
made to a b ro th

er, or even to a

migrant or host, one is urged to lend
him money, without requiring interest
or profiteering from the precarious sit
uation of the person. This legislation
is made for the benefit of the person
in the precarious situation and not of
t h e i n d i v i d u a l w h o c o m e s t o h i s a i d .

Finally, the legislation envisages the
situation of a person who has been
so stripped that he must sell himself
either to his brother, or even to a for

eigner. In the case of sale to a com
patriot, no redemption is provided for,
since it is taken for granted that he or
she will not be treated as a slave, and
w i l l b e a b l e t o l e a v e t h e s i t u a t i o n o f

slavery at the time of the Jubilee.
When an Israelite Is sold to a foreign
er, the mechanism of redemption by
a family member comes into play or,
if necessary, the release of the per
son, together with his children, at the
time of the Jubilee. In any case, Isra
elites are bound to prevent the brutal
t r ea tmen t o f a s l ave .

Particular directives regulate the pre
carious case of Levites. They do not
have lands at their disposal for their

subsistence, but they have a home
in the towns set apart for them and
the surrounding "pastureland". Their
basic subsistence is guaranteed by
the part of the offerings which goes

The different stipulations of Lv 25 are

regularly associated with motives of
a theological type (see Lv 25:17-19,

38, 42-43, 55; 26:3-13). One could
s u m m a r i z e t h e m a s f o l l o w s :

a . The obse rvance o f t he l aws o f t he

Lord constitutes the guarantee of

prosperity and security in the land of
C a n a a n .

b. Exploiting one's fellow-countrymen
will never insure prosperity. On the

contrary, such behaviour shows a

lack of respect for the Lord, his laws
and his rights!

c . T h e L o r d l i b e r a t e d t h e c h i l d r e n o f

Israel from slavery in Egypt. By this

very fact he became their God and
they became his "servants". "I will be
your God and you will be my people"
(Lv 26:12). He does not tolerate the
idea of his people being reduced to

slavery either by the nations or by
members of his own people.

The Jubilee and its place
within the biblical legislation

At the conclusion of our summary
review of the legislative texts of the
Old Testament regarding a remission
of debt in general, we could draw up
an initial, even if somewhat provision
a l b a l a n c e s h e e t . T h i s b a l a n c e s h e e t

would have to be complemented, of

course, with the help of other Old
Testament texts (Is 61 and Ne 5, for

example) and of the New Testament
(the inaugural speech of Jesus at
Nazareth, in Lk 4).

W e h a v e o b s e r v e d t h a t a t d i f f e r e n t

t i m e s a n d i n v a r i o u s c i r c u m s t a n c e s

the problem of indebted persons and

possibly even of persons reduced to
the state of slavery sufficiently preoc

cupied Israelite society that it devot
ed a part of its legislation to the is
sue. In this context, it raised the ques
tion about the meaning of productiv

ity, of human beings as well as of the
land, and on the limits to be placed
on their exploitation.

T h e D e u t e r o n o m i c C o d e a n d t h e

priestly legislation provide concrete
and intermediary measures bringing
into play the resources of familial and
ethnic solidarity. If these do not pro
duce the effect of sufficient aid, the
codes propose a remission of debt
a n d t h e a b o l i t i o n f r o m v a r i o u s k i n d s

of slavery either at the end of seven

years or at the fiftieth year (the Jubi
lee year).

Tbese texts enable us to make a numt>er

of observations which remain fully rele
v a n t f o r o u r d i s c u s s i o n s a n d c o m m i t

ments at the end of th is mi l lennium.
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The precariousness of human exist
ence - past, present or future - plac
es all human beings, whether they
like It or not, In the same boat. "We
have all been slaves In Egypt or else
where" - "We are all In danger of be
coming victims to Indebtedness".
H o w a r e w e t o

conceive personal,

family and ethnic
relat ions among

persons who are
advantaged and
persons who are
d i s a d v a n t a g e d ?
The biblical legisla
t i o n m a k e s u s a t

t e n t i v e t o t h e t e n

dency of individu
als In a situation of

power to take advantage of persons
I n s i t u a t i o n s o f w e a k n e s s . T o l i m i t

abuses, these texts legislate on the
conditions of a kind of solidarity pact.

Igencles of productivity. Every seven
days, for a few weeks each year, eve
ry seven years, every 49th or 50th
year, the machine Is brought to a halt,
people and even plots of land are al
lowed to rest. The priestly legislation,

by establishing a "pedagogical" cal-

The remission of economic

debts forms part of the move
ment of forgiveness which God
grants his people

endar wh ich es tab l i shes a c r i t i ca l d is

tance, seems to have well perceived
t h e s t u b b o r n a n d d e t e r m i n e d n a t u r e

o f t h e " e c o n o m i c r e a s o n " .

Solidarity Is to be "Insured" through
a system of legislation and a higher
court of appeal {In the biblical texts
the king and/or the divinity) which Is
committed to protect those In dan

ger of becoming victims of their debts
and of a system of exploitation from
which they are Incapable of exiting

by themselves.

In a religious system, such as that on
which our biblical texts draw. It Is God
who grants liberty and land and it Is
h e w h o m a k e s t h e l a n d f r u i t f u l . T h e

situation of human persons Is not

exclusively the result of personal ef
fort or Ingenuity, but likewise of
"chance". In the view of some, or of

"grace", according to others, of which
those persons are the beneficiaries.

W h e n t h e r e a r e c o n s i d e r a b l e e c o

n o m i c a l d i f f e r e n c e s b e t w e e n h u m a n

beings, the Bible frequently reminds
us that the dignity of human persons
and the respect that is due them are
not determined by their economic
situation or their solubility.

The priestly legislation sets In place
a whole system of liberation. Its cal
endar makes It possible for us to take
our distances with respect to the ex-

Its system of sacrifices of atonement
enables the effects of personal or
national culpability to be contained,

through the remission of debts to
ward God. The "great day of atone
ment" Is an Important element in this

system. It is significant that the remis
s i o n o f e c o n o m i c d e b t s a n d t h e r e

turn to the land together form part of
the movement of forgiveness which
God grants his people. An extension
of this line of thought will be found in
the New Testament: the forgiveness
of God is to be extended into forgive
ness between brothers (cf. Mt 18:23-

35).

The priestly legislation seeks to main
tain the purity of the nation, the non-

exploitation of brothers, and In this
way, life in security in the country.

Failure to respect this "solidarity pact"
has harmful consequences for the
society. Its survival Is what Is at stake.
Already the priestly flood narrative
was reproaching people for having
filled with violence the space that God
had given them. The non-respect of
t h e d i v i n e c o m m a n d m e n t s h a s l e d t o

t h e f a c t t h a t " t h e l a n d v o m i t s I t s I n

habitants", according to the terminol

ogy of Leviticus. For the priestly re
dactor the exile Is the consequence
of the non-respect for the "solidarity

pact" and at the same time It can be
c o m e a m e a n s o f a t o n e m e n t f o r s i n
- m o r a l a n d e c o n o m i c - w h i c h w i l l

enab le t he re tu rn t o t he l and .

The "solidarity pact' Is however limit
ed to the "chi ldren of Israel" and In a

few cases to the foreigners who re
side In the land. And the lot of female

s l a v e s I s d i f f e r e n t f r o m t h a t o f m a l e

slaves. Seen from the perspective of

today, these orientations would ap
pear nationalistic and sexist. We
should note, however, that even In our
own enlightened, western societies,
we have great difficulties when It
comes to putting Into practice the

equality of women and men or to
agreeing to substantial economic aid
to foreign countries. We are obliged
to point out that even "traditional", di
rect solidarity - familial and ethnic -
Is more and more lacking In a socie

ty that is geared above all to profit
and productivity. The market tolerates
no weakness, structural or human.

What are the "fuses" put In place to

day to avoid a situation In which the
mechanisms of productivity and the
m a r k e t h a v e o c c a s i o n e d I n d e b t e d

ness, poverty and slavery? What at
tention do we pay to those in debt
within our geographical borders and
within our ethnic and family ambi-
ents? A heightened sensitivity and

engagement at this first level will In
vite us to look beyond the geograph
ical and political borders, toward the

misery of other peoples. In accord
ance with Its style, the biblical text
c o n f r o n t s u s w i t h t h e f u n d a m e n t a l

questions of life. It does not supply
us with ready-made responses.

Biblical legislation and
t h e r e m i s s i o n o f t h e d e b t

of poor countries

To look In these biblical texts, which
are over 2000 years old, for concrete
directives for our economic engage
ments at the end of the 20th century
is an enterprise full of pitfalls. A dl-
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rect and immediate, that is a funda-

mentalistic application of these texts
could prove very dangerous. In a first

step, one would have to measure the
d i s t a n c e b e t w e e n t h e s e l a w c o d e s

and what is usually called the "remis
sion of the debt of poor countries".
Here are a few l ines o f re f lec t ion .

1. The biblical legislation seeks pri

marily the engagement of an individ
ual vis-a-vis another individual, both
of the same family or the same group.
It is personal, familial and ethnic sen

sitivity and solidarity that are urged.
The remission of the debt of poor
countries is a question that, at an in
itial stage at least, involves commit
ments among national banking or

monetary institutions and particular
governments. What is the role that
can and should be played in this
question by individuals, alone or in
concert with others, whether they are
or a re no t members o f f i nanc ia l i ns t i

t u t i o n s ? W h a t l e v e l s o f a w a r e n e s s

can they bring to this reflection and
t o t h e s e a r c h f o r v i a b l e s o l u t i o n s ?

2. The biblical legislation seeks to
maintain tribal, familial integrity (with

regard to Indebted individuals) and
to maintain the integrity of landed

T h o m a s P . O s b o r n e

Born in Louisville, Kentucky (USA) in 1951.
Married and father of three children, present
ly living in Luxembourg.

STD from the Universite Catholique de Lou-
vain (Louvain-la-Neuve). Professor of Biblical
Studies at the Seminary and Catechetical In
stitute of Luxembourg. Director of the Serv
ice Biblique Diocesain and of the Seminary
Library.

Presently coordinator of the Latin-European
Subregion of the GBR

Actually preparing a book on the Biblical
background of the Jubilee and the cancella
tion of the debt in collaboration with Joseph
Stricher: L'annee jubilaire et la remise des
dettes; reperes bibliques. It will be published

by Bayard Press in November.

property with regard to the land: one
cannot cede to a foreigner, nor even
to a member o f ano the r t r i be o f I s ra

el, what belongs to one's familial or
tribal territory. The sentiment of be

longing to a particular group is doubt
l e s s w h a t c o n s t i t u t e s t h e e s s e n t i a l

motivation for the action of the go'el
on behalf of the recuperation of the
indebted ind iv idua l o r the ceded land.

A c t i o n o n b e h a l f o f t h e r e m i s s i o n o f

the debt of poor countries has to be
based on an international solidarity
w h i c h r e n o u n c e s a n o u t l o o k t h a t i s

ego-, ethno- or even religio-centric.
It must recognize that the bonds of

solidarity extend beyond ethnic, ra
cial, religious, etc. barriers. A number
of New Testament texts can help us
in this broadening of the sphere of

solidarity - texts such as Jesus' en
counter with the Samaritan (Jn 4) or
the parable of the Good Samaritan

(Lk 10:25-37).

3. The biblical legislation rejects the
exploitation model with regard to the
children of Israel, whether this be in
the form of violent domination, the

requirement of interest on a loan or
the reimbursement of funds engaged
to procure food for minimal subsist
ence. Those who are reflecting on the

political economy and
the eventuality of the re
m i s s i o n o f d e b t s h o u l d

acknowledge that mon
ey lent at Interest to per
sons in a s i tuat ion of ex

treme poverty is a form
of exploitation the prima

ry goal of which is the
profit of the lender and
not the ass is tance o f the

poor. We have but to ob
s e r v e h o w t h e l e n d e r

c o u n t r i e s r e c o v e r t h e

money lent through the
s a l e o f a r m s o r t e c h n o l

ogy. This observation
holds not only for coun
t r i e s t h a t a r e t h u s b u r

dened w i th deb t bu t a l so

f o r I n d e b t e d i n d i v i d u a l s

w h o a r e v i c t i m s o f o u r

societies of consump
t ion in wh ich f inanc ia l in

stitutions draw profit from the weak

position of borrowers.

4. The biblical legislation situates the
Jubilee liberation in the framework of

the "day of atonement" or "day of par
don" in the course of which the en

tire people as well as institutions ac
knowledge their sins and their actions
that threaten to compromise the fu
ture of the country and the survival
of the people. The effort to remit the
debt of the poor countries should be
accompanied and motivated by the
recognition of the debt owed by the
c o u n t r i e s o f t h e " f i r s t w o r l d " t o t h e

c o u n t r i e s o f t h e t h i r d - w o r l d . W h a t I

mean Is of course the exploitation
and the exportation of human re
sources [slavery], of natural resourc
es and of cultural resources during
and after the colonial periods.

5. For concrete individuals, the bibli
cal legislation takes the view that ac
c e s s t o t h e m e a n s o f s u b s i s t e n c e

should be assured through access to
land (for cultivation and pasture). The

royal authority has the responsibility
to protect the rights of individuals
(and not to exploit the subjects of the
realm). One should avoid reducing
the remission of the debt of poor
c o u n t r i e s t o t h e m e r e c a n c e l l a t i o n o f

a financial debt, often contracted by
the leaders and paid for by the peo

ple. One should put a stop to the
bleeding of vital resources, a bleed
ing due to the payment of loans, cap
ital and interest, and the access of all

t o t h e m e a n s o f s u b s i s t e n c e s h o u l d

be restored. The problem is complex,
because the borrowers are govern
ments and institutions. They have
often profited from loans, while the

people now have to support the pay
ments through the sale of food prod
ucts on the foreign market to the det
r imen t o f t he i r own ex i s ten t i a l needs .

C o n c l u s i o n

The Fifth Plenary Assembly of the
Catho l i c B ib l i ca l Fede ra t i on has l oud

ly proclaimed that the Word of God
is the source o f l i fe fo r the men and

w o m e n o f t h e w o r l d . T h e f a c t i s t h a t
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even in a question as complex as the

problem of International debt and its
effects on the poor countries of our

planet, with all of its extremely tech
nical political, economic and histori
cal aspects, this Word calls us. It was

addressed to the complex reality of
the Jewish people of 2000 years ago.
It challenges us today, us and our

institutions, at this end of the second
mi l lennium. We are ca l led to hear th is

W o r d a n d t o l i s t e n t o t h e i n d i v i d u a l s

and groups who are uttering their cry
of d istress. Would not the ro le of con

t e x t u a l b i b l i c a l a n i m a t i o n b e t h a t o f

offering this possibility to hear, with
the hope that the heard Word be
t r a n s l a t e d i n t o c o m m i t m e n t ?

( T r a n s l . : L M a l u f ) D

^ The web-site www.jubilee2000uk.org/

links provides a quick, overall view of the
different organizations linked with this
m o v e m e n t . O n e c a n a l s o c o n s u l t

w w w . s e d o s . o r g / g r o u p s . h t m a n d
www.oneworld.org/jubilee2000.

2 See the brochure Faire passer la vie

avant la dette, prepared by CIDSE and
Cari tas Internat ional ls.

® See Ex 12:2; Lv 23:5: both texts situate

the feast of Passover in the first month of

the year; another, more ancient tradition
situates the beginning of the year in the
autumn: see Ex 23:16; 34:22.
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Debt Remission - yes, but...

Why the CBF is Involved In the question
o f d e b t r e m i s s i o n

ALEXANDER M. SCHWEITZER

In the Final Statements of its last two Plenary Assemblies in Bogota and

Hong Kong the Catholic Biblical Federation expressed its willingness
to work for the remission of international debts as a way of actively

preparing for the Jubilee Year 2000J Since 1997, two questionnaires
have been sent out to members of the Catho l ic B ib l ica l Federat ion. In

these surveys, Federation members were asked about initiatives rela
t ive to the Jubi lee Year and the remission of debts in their own coun

tries and regions; opinions on the peculiarities of their local situation
and estimates on the role they would be able to play were also request
ed. Happily we now have responses from the various regions of the
Federation and thus from many parts of the world, and these reflect
therefore the perspectives of the materially richer as well as the materi

ally poorer countries. The responses were not so numerous and pro
ductive as that they would amount to an evaluation in a comprehensive
or statistical sense; however, certain fundamental themes are recurrent
i n t he reac t i ons f r om the d i f f e ren t coun t r i es . These obse rva t i ons and

indications that run like a red thread through many of the replies are
assembled in th is ar t ic le .

Remission of debts-yes, but...This expression should be un
d e r s t o o d h e r e i n a t w o - f o l d

manner. Firstly, with reference to the
t h e m e o f d e b t r e m i s s i o n i t s e l f . H a r d

ly anyone today is still lobbying for a
"simple" remission, a remission of
debts without conditions, without pro
grammes for structural adjustment,
without supervision and transparen

cy of action. Remission, - yes, but...
only on condition that the resources
thereby released will actually benefit
the poorest of the poor; that through
counterpart funds^ the meaningful
use of resources will be secured; that
with help from international regulat

ing agencies, with improved world-
economic rules of play - e.g. an in
ternational insolvency law^ would be
in order - some stability and durabil

ity in the system will be insured. Re
mission - yes, but only in the form of
a "qualified" debt remission. This atti
tude is prevalent both in the affected
countr ies of the south i tsel f and in the

industrial countries. In both, and for
some time now, there have been on

going efforts to sensitize people to
the problem of the plight of countries
w i t h e n o r m o u s i n t e r n a t i o n a l d e b t s .

People in the wealthier countries of
ten do not directly feel the negative
and unjust effects of the debt crisis,
b e c a u s e t h e i r n a t i o n a l e c o n o m i e s

profit to some extent from world-eco
nomic conditions and rules of play.
For this reason, it is precisely these
r i c h c o u n t r i e s t h a t n e e d t h i s s e n s i t i

zation to issues of injustice, to the
wounded dignity and freedom of

many human beings that results from
the c r i s i s o f i n t e rna t i ona l deb t . The re

is a need to strengthen human con
s c i o u s n e s s o f t h e f a c t t h a t i n t h e

world's global network - primarily in
the economic sphere, but also in the

political, social, cultural and religious
spheres - all people and societies are
intimately interconnected, that things
can literally go to pieces as a result
of long - term inequity and injustice.
T h e r e i s a n e e d f o r s e n s i t i z a t i o n t o

values, to personal responsibility in
this global interaction.
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T h e r e a r e n u m e r o u s c o n c r e t e e x a m

ples of such a sensitization process,
of a committed "lobbying", which also
shows initial and tangible signs of
success. Among others would be the
"Jubilee 2000" initiative that many

developmental - political and church-
sponsored groups have joined", a
number of ecclesial initiatives, enlist

ing the services of funding agencies
and religious orders® and the publi
cations and campaigns of the Com
mission "Justitia et Pax" in many
countries. Such examples would also
Include numerous statements by
Bishops' Conferences, personal inter
ventions of bishops with political lead
ers and the clear position taken by
the Pope. Collections of signatures
in many countries of the world had
as their goal to highlight the project
o f the remiss ion o f in te rna t iona l deb ts

at the G8 summit in Cologne, Ger
many, in June 1999. But even small -
scale involvement, e.g. the individu
al partnership between parishes of
the richer countries and parishes of
the poorer countries contributes in its
own way to the furthering of justice.
Wi thout a l l these e f fo r ts the dec is ions

made at the G8 summit in Cologne
on the question of debt remission
would hardly have come about.® At
the same time, most of the partici

pants agreed that this can only have
been a first small step. Under exist

ing conditions the developing coun
t r i e s h a v e n o r e a l c h a n c e t o m a k e a

definitive escape from the spiral of

ever-mounting debts.'

A sensitization on the question of
debt remission is, however, also in

dispensable in the indebted countries
themselves. It is primarily in these
c o u n t r i e s t h a t t h e c o n c r e t e c o n s e

quences of a remission must be ad
ministered, i.e., the flow of currency,
t h e l i b e r a t e d r e s o u r c e s m u s t b e o r

ganized, channelled and monitored,
as it were, on the spot. Many have
made the point that the handling of
the money must be made public and

transparent. Misuse and poor man
agement on the side of receiver coun
tries are enormous. This requires

strict conditions. Alongside the prac
tical there is also the psychological
dimension: the poor, who are to be
t h e b e n e f i c i a r i e s o f a d e b t r e m i s s i o n

must learn where the responsibility
of their own governments for their
indebtedness and lack of develop
ment lies and how their governments
intend to forestall mismanagement
and corruption in the future.

NGOs (non-governmental organiza

tions) and with them church and so
cial/charitable Institutions and groups
a r e n e e d e d h e r e . T h e i r c l o s e n e s s t o

the grass roots, their on the spot con
t a c t w i t h t h e c o n c r e t e s i t u a t i o n s a n d

needs of human beings allow the
NGOs to appear responsible and well
suited - in financial, but also in social

and cultural regards - to serve as an

important corrective and as potential
intermediaries in debt remission pro

grams. Here too there are numerous
examples of engagement against the
structures of injustice in the poorer
c o u n t r i e s t h e m s e l v e s a n d o f s e n s i t i z

ing to the Issue of debt remission.®

P o s s i b l e t a s k s o f t h e C B F

Secondly, the expression "Remission -
yes, but..." can be related to the role,
the tasks and the competencies of
t h e C a t h o l i c B i b l i c a l F e d e r a t i o n . D e b t

remission - yes, but... what contribu
t i o n c a n w e a s m e m b e r s o f t h e F e d

eration make to it? We, who lack the

necessary economic competency?
We, who have no real political influ
ence? We, many of whom belong to
the affected lands, to countries that

number among the nations in debt?

The CBF is not usurping any nation
al or international economic compe

tency. It sees Itself rather as called to
action in the realm of values, espe
cially of biblically based values. This
m e a n s t h e F e d e r a t i o n c a n n o t a n d

should not lose itself in legal and eco
nomic detail {regardless of how in

dispensable this detailed work is) and
neither can it offer any overall world-
economic plan. But this also means
t h a t i t s I n v o l v e m e n t i s n o l e s s t h a n

the dignity and rights of human be

ings wounded by existing economic
relationships, than the plight of a hu
manity burdened, enslaved and op
pressed by many of its members
through unjust structures, but also
through the egoism of individuals (the
B ib l e i s f u l l o f na r ra t i ves and s to r i es

of indebted and oppressed individu
als and nations). What the CBF can
do is to call attention to these dire sit

uations, to increase the sensitivity to
these issues in a manner appropri
ate to each individual country, and
here and there also to bring to bear a
biblically inspired solution.

A second competency of the CBF
results from the fact that, as a Feder
ation with member - organizations in
125 countries of the world, it treats
and experiences the problem from a

great variety of perspectives. The in
creased awareness of the just and

responsible use of possessions and
goods and of the right and freedom
of each to partake of these goods is
a necessary condition to enable the

emergence of a new and more equi
t a b l e e c o n o m i c o r d e r I n i n d i v i d u a l

countr ies, but also in the world at

large. So it is the task of the Catholic
Biblical Federation to bring the issue,
in all its complexity, to the attention
of people, and to raise with the Bible
the decisive, critical questions.

T h e C B F m e m b e r s a r e i n s t i t u t i o n s

working on the spot, on the home
front, and most often at the grass
roots level. This results in a third pos

sibility for action. Unlike many inter
national organizations the member
i n s t i t u t i o n s o f t h e C a t h o l i c B i b l i c a l

Federation are not caught up in the
thicket of mutually enmeshed struc
tures far from the reality of human
existence; neither are they tied into
the network of political interests of a

country. Rather, they stand on the
often meager soil of everyday reality
and they put people at the centre of
their engagements. Many on the spot
o b s e r v e r s - a l s o i n t h e r a n k s o f t h e

CBF - have stressed the point that

mismanagement and corruption in
the countries in question are an im

portant factor in causing the situation



B U L L E T I N D E I V E R B U M 5 1

of the poor and national indebted
ness. The creation of the necessary
infrastructures is seen as an indispen
sable cond i t ion fo r the success o f the

deb t rem iss ion measures . Pa r t o f t h i s

i n f r a s t r u c t u r e w o u l d c o n s i s t i n c o u n

seling, guidance and supervision,
and systems of verification and con
trol; but most important of all Is on
the spot consciousness - building.
The relevant agencies here are above
all the NGOs, and perhaps also a
n u m b e r o f m e m b e r i n s t i t u t i o n s o f t h e

C B F .

It is, however, a matter of fundamen
tals more than public control of cur

rency flow and accompanying struc
tura l measures : what I s a t s take here

is the establishing of values, the pro
cess of reinstating original relations

among Individuals, peoples and with
t h e w h o l e o f c r e a t i o n . T o t r e a t t h e

debt question only under the aspects
of economic theory and infrastructure

adjustment would be an Inadmissi
ble reduction. Justice In the question
of debt remission can only succeed
I f a r a d i c a l t r a n s f o r m a t i o n o c c u r s a t

the level of reflective awareness. The

call for change and conversion Is not
simply aimed at those who hold re
sponsibility In the political and eco
nomic spheres; the call goes out rath
er to all Involved: poor and rich coun
tries, International organizations and
NGOs, to the Church and to all be
lievers. Here, too, the members of the
C a t h o l i c B i b l i c a l F e d e r a t i o n a r e a f

fected and challenged In their partic
u lar s i tuat ions and In accordance wi th

their proper capacities.

( T r a n s ! . : L M a l u f ) □

' Of. the Final Statement of Bogota

(8.3.5.4) and the final document of Hong
Kong (8.1.7).

2 Counterpart funds: the debt remission
Is in each case to be tied to the payment
of a certain part of the remitted debt Into
a counterpart fund. This fund serves the
settlement of the "social debt of the gov
ernments in the North and South with re

spect to the poorest countries, i.e. the
covering of fundamental social needs as
well as the expansion of the debtor coun

try's ability to care for Itself and Its pro
ductivity as directed to Its home market"
(Entwicklung braucht Entschuldung, Er-
laBjahr 2000. Die Wuppertaler Auftaktta-
gung, 1997,11).
® An International Insolvency code would

insure that In International f inance rela

tions a fair balancing of Interests Is
achieved between debtors and creditors

In favor of the poorest countries.

At the web-site www.jubilee2000uk.org/
l i n k s o n e w i l l f i n d a n o v e r v i e w o f t h e v a r

ious groups that have joined the "Jubilee
2 0 0 0 " I n i t i a t i v e .

® One Initiative Is the "SEDOS World Debt

Working Group", which is composed of
members of different religious orders and
of Garitas Internatlonal is. Documents on

d e b t r e m i ss i o n t h a t t h i s I n i t i a t i ve h a s
drawn up are found In different languag
es on the Internet under www.sedos.org.

® The government leaders of France,

Great Britain, Italy, Germany, Japan, Can
ada and the United States agreed on a
number of points which should be trans
formed Into decisions and moulded Into

a financing concept this autumn at the
yearly conference of the World Bank and
International [\/lonetary Funds. In all it will
amount to a possible debt remission of
70 billion US dollars. Approximately three

dozen of the then 41 "HlPC's" (heavily in

debted poor countries), that is, of the
poorest countries In the world, would be
affected by this action. The remission
would however come into effect gradual

ly over an approximately 40 year period.
A reform of international debt manage
ment In the sense of an International in

solvency code was not set on track In

Cologne.
^ To cite but one concrete example: Tan

zania Is currently spending in debt pay
ments nine times as much as it spends
o n h e a l t h a n d f o u r t i m e s i t s c u r r e n t e d u

cation budget.

® In many countries, e.g., in Pakistan,

where relationships between various re

ligious communities in daily life some
times cause tensions, a common Involve

ment on the question of international debt
has brought these communities closer
together.
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Plea for a change In counsciousness

From a le t te r o f the DKMR

One requirement in solving the international debt question would

be a radical change in the fundamental attitudes of all involved

concerning the indebted countries; this would hopefully lead to
more Justice on earth. The international debt crisis has thus be

come a symbol for this necessary change in our ivays of thinking

and acting. The German Catholic Missionary Council - Der Deut

sche Katholische Missionsrat (DKMR) - makes the following rec

ommendations in its open letter of 78'" June, 1999:

- we shou ld con t r i bu te more t owa rds I n te rna

tional justice by changing our own personal life

style, e.g. by reducing consumerism and by

economizing on our energy sources;

- we should give preference to merchandise pro

duced and sold under fair conditions;

- we, as the voice of the Church, should inter

vene in the discussions taking place in society

concerning this theme;

- we should intervene on their behalf in all nec

essary steps taken in regard to remission of their
debts, especially concerning the establishment
of counterpart funds and their control by non

governmental bodies and the introduction of an
international insolvency law;

- we should support groups and networks act

ing in the interests of international solidarity;
- our own f inanc ia l inves tments shou ld be ex

amined in the light of natural, social and cultur
al criteria and we should be seeking alternative
methods of investment;

- we should be focusing on human beings as

the starting-point of our projects and ensuring
that the poor are able to participate in the mould

ing of their own future;
- we should stand firm in our belief in the power

and effect of small steps.

(Transl.: D. & J. Waddell) □
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T h e J u b i l e e Y e a r a n d I t s J e w i s h R o o t s

Sisters of Our Lady of Sion - CERJUC, Costa Rica

Several members of the Catholic Biblical Federation have drawn up
documentation material on the Jubilee Year and the question of the re
mission of debts. One example is documented in the pamphlet entitled
"The Jubilee Year and its Jewish Roots" (El aho jubilary sus raises judias),

compiled by our associate member CERJUC fCenfro de Estudios y
Relaciones Judeo-Crlstianas) in Costa Rica. Based on texts taken from
the Old Testament (Lev 25,8-54 and Lev 28,16-24) various aspects of
freedom and release are depicted: physical and economical liberation,
relief of ecological burdens and the freedom of each individual due to

proper education.

We are about to arrive at theyear 2000. That day will be
a new year, a new century,

a n e w m i l l e n n i u m . J o h n P a u l 1 1 h a s

summoned ail believers to pause
along the way and to prepare them
selves to welcome the new century
a n d t h e n e w m i l l e n n i u m .

The Church seeks In this way to cele
bra te - I n acco rdance w i th t rad i t i on -

the anniversary of the birth of Jesus
of Nazareth, commemorating his
work of love, manifested through his
words and actions, until his death
and resu r rec t i on " f o r t he sa l va t i on o f

a great multitude".

T h e c e l e b r a t i o n o f t h e s e a n n i v e r s a

ries has been called a jubilee. This

word comes from the Latin expres
sion "annus jubllel", which means year
of jubilation, of rejoicing.

The first known Christian jubilee was
celebrated by Boniface VIII. But it Is
in the biblical era of the People of Is
r a e l t h a t w e l e a r n a b o u t t h e r o o t s o f

this celebration and about its pro
found significance. The fundamental
tex t Is found In Lev i t i cus 25.

The word jubilee actually comes from
the Hebrew word " jobel", which
means "ram's horn", an instrument

played at the opening of the Sabbat
ical year or jubilee, and also on the
feast of Yom KIppur, the day of the
remission of al l debts and of al l t rans

gressions {Jos 6:4).

This celebration gave everyone the

opportunity to begin a new life, the
chance to bring life Into harmony with
God's plan, which Is life for all. It ena
bled every Individual and the commu

nity as a whole to acquire liberation
from the chains and snares of pover

ty, to eliminate economical Inequali
ties so as to make possible the actu
al experience of social justice. On that

day of Yom KIppur the people were
reminded that prayers and fasting
were not sufficient In themselves, that
the "practice of justice" and "loving

compassion" must go hand In hand
with the Ideal of "walking humbly with

your God" (Mich 6:8).

The sabbatical year, celebrated eve

ry seven years, took on the charac-
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teristics of a jubilee. It was a year of
"rest", a "Shabbat" for human beings,
for the land, and even for the animals.

The jubilee year was the sabbatical
year of sabbaticals - taking place eve
ry 50 years. That is to say, every sev
en sabbatical years {7 x 7 = 49 =>

50).

What were the objectives of
t h e o b s e r v a n c e o f t h e J u b i l e e

Y e a r ?

The Bible, Leviticus 25:8-54 and Le
viticus 26:13 in particular, establish
es four obligations, and all of these

emphasize the liberation of the phys
ical life of the people of God, as a pre

requisite for Its spiritual liberation:

A h u m a n i t a r i a n m o t i v e : t h e e m a n c i

pation of slaves.
An economic motive: the reordering
of the use of property and of material

goods.
An ecological motive: the liberation
of the land.

An educational motive: "spiritual
democracy", dedicated to intense in
s t r u c t i o n a n d f o r m a t i o n i n t e n d e d f o r

Jews - men, women and children
alike - as well as for foreigners.

H u m a n i t a r i a n L i b e r a t i o n

When we speak of the emancipation
of slaves, it is not merely a question
of a declaration of human rights in a
philosophical sense, but of a "practi
cal love" of the other (Lev 25:39). This
attitude is based on the great princi
ple of "love your neighbour as your
self. One who out of necessity or by
the accidents of history had been

compelled to sell himself into slavery
i n o r d e r t o s u r v i v e c a n n o t b e m o r e

than a "nominal slave", "because",

says God, "before me, the children of
Israel are my servants alone", be
c a u s e H e h a d l i b e r a t e d t h e m t o b e

free. (Lev 25:42-43; Exod 21:2ff; Deut

15:1^.
A R a b b i w h o l i v e d b e f o r e t h e t i m e o f

Christ expressed himself thus: "Be
have toward your slaves as in your
prayers you ask God to behave to

ward you. Because if we are atten
tive to their needs, we ourselves will
be treated in the same way. Let us
show compassion so that we may be
t r e a t e d w i t h t h e s a m e m e a s u r e " . W e

can compare this outlook with the

teachings of Jesus, especially in the
" S e r m o n o n t h e M o u n t . "

E c o n o m i c L i b e r a t i o n

This ordinance is found in Lev 25:11-

31 and it required the obligatory res
titution of land to its original owners.
It also regulated the partitioning of
goods for equal distribution. This pre
vented the permanent accumulation
of land in the hands of a few, and
t h o s e w h o f o r v a r i o u s r e a s o n s h a d

been sunk in poverty were offered a
"new opportunity".

The institution of the sabbatical year
and the jubilee year was an extraor

dinary safeguard against the moral
and spiritual degradation that brings
poverty in its wake. In a certain way,
it was a revolutionary measure which
resu l t ed i n t he immed ia te i n t r oduc t i on

of morality into the economic order

(Lev 25:23-24).

The Rabbis, commenting on these
texts, note that one who sells a plot
of land is not selling its ownership but
its use, its productivity, because the
land itself belongs to God. And the
Rabbis point out that the Torah does
not seek to abolish private property
but only to heighten the ethical stand
ards of land ownership, so that it

might be organized In a just manner.

With the sounding of the trumpets of
the jubilee year, the slave recovered
freedom and the new partitioning of
the land guaranteed the poorer mem
bers of the community their share in
the gracious bounty of the Creator.
The implication here is that the good
ness of God for all human beings is
mediated by the goodness and kind
ness of other persons.

Ecological Liberation

W e f i n d a h i n t o f t h i s i n L e v i t i c u s

2 5 : 1 0 - 1 1 . T h e B i b l e e s t a b l i s h e s t h a t

o n e c a n c u l t i v a t e t h e l a n d f o r s i x

years, but the seventh year will be a
year of rest for the land, like a Sab
bath for the Lord (Lev 25:4-6; Ex

23:10).

In a very significant way, the Bible
confers a kind of personality on the
land, which thus becomes worthy of
respect and of care (Lev 25:2).

The land is from God and with this

ordinance the effort is made to free

the land of depletion. What it produc
es naturally during this jubilee year
will be for the poor and for the ani
mals (Ex 23:10-11). What the land

formerly produced for the benefit of
private consumption, was now to go
to other community members, in

cluding foreigners and even animals,
both domestic and wild (Prov 12:10).

E d u c a t i o n a l L i b e r a t i o n

The study and meditative reading of
the Torah, that is to say, of the instruc
tions, or teachings, will occupy a
special place in the whole life of the
people of Israel, but especially in the
jubilee year (Deut 31

The glory of Moses, says the histori
an Flavius Josephus, is to have uni
versalized the divine teachings, or

dering that they be read aloud and
meditated on periodically in commu

nity (Deut 33:4). The Torah is the leg
acy of the whole people of Israel;
everyone must know it and love it,
because It is a "light for the poor".

It is not enough to hear it, one must
learn it, meditate on it, live it (Ps 118).
In Judaism, religion was not limited
to the priests alone; rather, revelation
is for the whole people, and this is
why it has to be known, loved and
l i v e d .

This posture of the jubilee year is of
great importance for the life of the
people of Israel; it is of high social
and moral va lue. For th is reason i t is

also called the "year of Grace", which
God grants to his creatures, so that

they can renew themselves, turn
a r o u n d a n d c h o o s e l i f e .

The jubilee year is the messianic

symbol par excellence, the year of

2 0
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redemption, it revived the Intense
awareness of the tac t that i f God had

liberated them from slavery to the

Egyptians so as to live the Covenant,
they too can now free their brothers
and sisters from the prevailing slav
e r i e s .

It was in this jubilee atmosphere that
Jesus was born and raised, eagerly

looking forward to the "year of Grace".
W h e n J e s u s c a m e t o u n d e r s t a n d

God's plan and what the Father want
ed of Him, he went to the synagogue
of Nazareth, as was his custom, on
the Sabbath . He was asked to do the

reading, and he looked for a text that
would serve to inaugurate his mis
sion, which was to be precisely this
"year of Grace". The text of Luke says:
"The scroll of the prophet Isaiah was

handed to him. Unrolling it, he found
the place where it was written: 'The
Spirit of the Lord is on me, because
he has anointed me to preach good
news to the poor. He has sent me to

proclaim release to the captives and
recovering of sight to the blind, to set
at liberty those who are oppressed,
to proclaim the acceptable year of the
Lord.' Then he rolled up the scroll,

gave it back to the attendant and sat
down... Then he began to say to
them: Today this scripture is fulfilled
in your hearing'" (Lk 4:16-21). Jesus
thus announces the great jubilee, the
fullness of time, when salvation has

arrived for everyone.

For this reason, the jubilee is more
than an anniversary. It is the charac
teristic activity of Jesus, In Jesus all

the jubilees celebrated before his
t ime have a r r i ved a t t he i r f u l f i lmen t .

Today, celebrating the jubilee con
sists in acting in the same way that
Jesus acted, making present the year
of the Lord's Grace, making present
the Kingdom.

Bibliography

1.- Enciclopedia Catolica. Aho Jubi-
lar. Col. 776 and following.

2.- Enciclopedia Judaica Castellana.
Jubileo. p. 323.

3.- Tanenbaum, Marc. El Aho Santo

y sus origenes en el aho del Jubileo
Jud io .

4 . - A l A c e r c a r s e e l T e r c e r M i l e n i o .

Version Popular. Comision Episcopal
d e P e r u .

( T r a n s l . : L . M a l u f ) □

If we had learned our lesson from the prophetic tradition of the Bible then we would be aware of the
fact that no economic system whatever can exclude masses of people without there being endless
conflicts because of this. We would be aware that limitless growth and progress without bounds
result in negative consequences for the planet earth and in mass exploitation and degradation and
finally, also, in the poisoning and suffocation of each individual life. We would also be aware that we
cannot withhold human dignity from others biased on race, class or gender without simultaneously

endangering our own souls. We would be aware that society cannot offer safety or law and order
when these are guaranteed solely by weapons and technology instead of justice and law, as the
former lead only to drastic slashes in welfare systems and thus to risks of Increasing violence on all
levels. We have obviously not listened to those religious traditions to which we pay lip-service, and
the logic of the order of those societies which we have set up instead is killing us.

Excerpt from: Jim Wallis, Die Seele der Polltik, Claudius-Verlag 1995,81
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The Tale of a Well

A summing up of the Final Statement of the Hong Kong Plenary Assembly

LUIS CASTONGUAY

Luis Castonguay, the CBF-coordinator for the Latin American countries
of Bolivia, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru and Venezuela, outlined the Final
Statement of Hong Kong using the story of the well to document his
summary. The CBF is endeavoured to be the we// from which the source
of life - the Word of God - gushes forth. This image is both encourag

ing and challenging. The number system in the text corresponds to that
of the Final Statement of Hong Kong.

The a r r i va l a t t he we l l ? O r :

W h e n G o d b e c o m e s t h e

S o u r c e . . .

The Final Statement of Hong Kong is
a "lectio" from the passage John 4,
1-42. God, the friend of all Life {3.1).
writes the book of life in the pages of
the various texts, differing religious
t rad i t i ons and i n t he ex i s tence o f t he

w o m e n a n d m e n o f t h i s w o r l d . T h e

Word o f t h i s God a l l ows us to exam

ine both our reality and faith with new

eyes, in so far that the reality gives
u s a n e w v i s i o n w i t h w h i c h t o r e a d

and Interpret the Bible (3.2).

What we l l i s th i s? - What I s the

C B F ?

The Jesus discovered by the Samar
itan woman (3.3) is the Word of this
God the Father (4.2). He is the gift of
God, the source of living water, the

prism through which we discover the
path which leads to the fountain of
life (4.2). His intense vision of the

presence of God provides him, in his
faithfulness (4.3), a great freedom
with which to interpret the Bible in a
novel way (4.4). Through the experi

encing and sharing of his life, Jesus
reveals the face of God the Father and

permits, in the process, the people
to d i scover the i r own face and iden t i

ty (4.5), a difficult and uncertain path.

22 R
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b u t f o r w h i c h J e s u s r e v e a l s h i m s e l f

as Messiah and Saviour of the world

(4.5).

Life at the well - methodology
o f t h e C B F

The dialogue of faith creates a recip
rocal listening of one to another (5.1):
the whole world and everyday life in
general becomes a place to adore
God in truth. The essential, therefore,
is to live In the spirit of Jesus and in
the service of truth, justice, brother
hood and compassion for those who
suffer. As a result biblical pastorship
today presents itself as:

- a biblical ministry based on dia

logue, sensitivity and respect (5.3.1.)

- an extension beyond the confines

of the Church in the service of l i fe for

every person and each community
(5.3.2.)

- a dialogue with all aspects of life, a

reaching out to the divine, up to the
ultimate moment of salvation, libera
tion, peace and reconciliation follow
ing an encounter and confession with
Jesus (5.3.3.)

- going beyond the tendency to di

vide the world into the good and the
evil (5.3.4.),

- incompatible with any arrogance or

fundamentalism (5.3.5.)

T h e f u n c t i o n o f t h e w e l l -

definition of bibiicai-pastoral

ministry or of the CBF

Our a rden t th i r s t acco rds w i th the d i

vine will to find true worshippers (6.1);
God wants to share his life through
Jesus Christ (6.2). This initiative and

longing of God to grant Life through
Jesus, finds expression in the meet
ing with the Samaritan woman: Je
sus speaks to her heart, penetrating
the core of her being. He helps her
t o d i s c o v e r t h e F a t h e r a n d i n t r o d u c

es her to worship in spirit and in truth

(6.3). This is Jesus' purpose (6.4),
who continues his work through his

Word, the text, which illumines and
reveals his truth (6.5).

implications of the well - the
m i s s i o n o f t h e C B F

Admiration and humility are the con
sequence: an abandonment to the
infinite to be taken up in the fullness
of life (love and light) (6.6.). The wom
an is integrated back into the com

munity and becomes an apostie of
Jesus allowing others to share her

experience of Jesus (7.1., 7.2., 7.3.,
7.4.).

In the same way we are all called to
take part in the mission "that all
s h o u l d c o m e a n d s e e " . I n o t h e r

words, the implications for biblical-
pastoral ministry are:

- to proclaim Jesus Christ

- in an authentic dialogue which re

sults in the joint sharing of the situa
t i ons i n wh i ch o the rs f i nd t hemse l ves

- a dialogue in which we are as much

n o v i c e s a s m a s t e r s

- Thus, in this desired joint encoun

ter with our neighbour, we, together,
discover Jesus and experience how
he is the Saviour that gives life to the
world (7.5).

C o m m i t m e n t s o f t h e C B F i n

the world today: we are called
t o b e l a b o u r e r s i n t h e h a r v e s t :

John 4, 35

8.1.1. consolidation of the regionali-
sation process

8.1.2. a deepening of the contextual

reading of the Bible

8.1.3. encouragement of a Synod of

Bishops on the Word of God

8 . 1 . 4 . c l o s e r e l a t i o n s w i t h a l l i e d o r

ganisations

8.1.5. co-operation with the Pontifical
B i b l i c a l C o m m i s s i o n

8 . 1 . 6 . c o l l a b o r a t i o n n e t w o r k s f o r t h e

T h i r d M i l l e n n i u m

8.1.7. cancellation of a shameful op

pression (foreign debt)

8 . 1 . 8 . t h e a d v a n c e m e n t o f w o m e n

within the CBF Including the use of

language

8 . 1 . 9 . i n c l u s i o n o f c o u r s e s o n r e a d

ing the Bible in the Church in semi-
n a r i s a n d e c c l e s i a s t i c a l f a c u l t i e s

8.1.10. revision of liturgical readings

a n d f o r e a c h m e m b e r :

8.2.1. study of the Bogota Final State
ment and of the document "Interpre
ta t i on o f t he B ib le i n the Church"

8.2.2. inc lus ion of a d imension of b ib

lical exegesis in workshops and meet

ings

8.2.3. lay members and clergy: prior

ity in biblical formation

8.2.3.1. including fundamentals in the
basic principles of exegesis

8.2.3.2. for a meaningful dialogue
with the poor and foreign cultures

8.2.1. an improved working relation

ship between the Word and the Cat
e c h i s m

8.2.2. testimonial style of preaching

8.2.3. enter the world of the young
s o t h a t t h e W o r d c a n b e c o m e t h e

sou rce o f l i f e

8.2.4. use of modern techniques and

technology

8.2.5. study and application of the

Hong Kong Final Statement

8.3. "The harvest is plentiful". Com
mitment and creativity: open your

eyes and look at the fields! They are
ripe for harvest (John 4:35).

( T r a n s / . ; D . & . J . W a d d e l l ) O
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"Slaves of Debt" - Liturgical Role Play with Children

This liturgical role play for children is pointing out how ma
terial indebtment but also guilt which is not forgiven cause
injustice and suffering for all involved. Language and con
tents should be adjusted to the respective context as well
as to the participants.

T h e A r r e s t

Two people enter the (church-)room - one

very obviously rich and important, the oth
er a policeman, soldier or
o f s i m i l a r f u n c t i o n . T h e

rich person approaches a
few indiv iduals in the com

munity (ought to be in
f o r m e d a b o u t t h i s b e f o r e

hand) and states: "You still
o w e m e ( v a r i o u s
amounts of money, but

always so high that no
body could possibly pay
them in cash). Whoever
cannot pay is arrested by
the second person , there
is a sign hung around his/
her neck showing the
amount of his/her debt for

all to see and then they
are led to a part of the
r o o m w h i c h i s c o r d o n e d

off to the rest of the com

munity. At the end of this
scene the rich person

says: "You will not be set
free before every cent of

your debts have been
paid". The second person
s t a n d s g u a r d a t t h e
" f e n c e " .

Can we come to the aid of those prison
ers? Does anybody have sufficient mon.

D i s c u s s i o n w i t h t h e

C h i l d r e n

What has just been hap

pening? What are debts?

Sauda is one day old

But she has 30 times as many
debts as she will ever be able to

earn in her whole life

2 8
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ey? Can people actually be imprisoned be
cause they are in debt?

There are many countries in the world in
d e b t t o o t h e r r i c h e r c o u n t r i e s . S a u d a

comes from Mozambique, a very poor

country in Africa, which was at war for
many years. The government ran up many
debts in order to be able to purchase weap
o n s f r o m r i c h c o u n t r i e s . T h e w a r i s n o w

over bu t the debts remain .

I f t h e s e d e b t s w e r e t o b e

d is t r ibuted among the
whole populat ion each

single person would be re
sponsible for more debts
t h a n h e / s h e c o u l d e v e r

pay back in one lifetime,
even a small baby like
S a u d a . S h o u l d s h e b e

come i l l and need med i ca l

attention the only answer
s h e w i l l h e a r w i l l b e : " W e

have no money to build
hospitals - we have to pay
off so many debts." Once
she gets to the age when
she should s tar t school ,

she wi l l be to ld : "We have

no money to build schools
- we have to repay our

d e b t s " . S h o u l d s h e n e e d

water pipes, the answer
w i l l b e ' T h e r e i s n o m o n

ey for water pipes - our
debts have to be paid
b a c k . " S h o u l d s h e n e e d

help because she can find
no suitable work, she will

be to ld : 'There i s no mon

ey that we can give you
b e c a u s e w e h a v e t o o

many debts which have to
be paid back first", and if
she ever gets to the stage
that she might actually
earn money and pay the

appropriate taxes, nothing
can be bought for the peo

ple of Mozambique from
t h e s e t a x e s b e c a u s e t h e

d e b t s a r e s o e n o r m o u s

and pressing that they first
have to be paid back. It is
as if the whole country
were imprisoned - just like

the children In the cordoned-off part of the
church. Many countries in Africa, Asia and
Latin America find themselves in the very
s a m e s i t u a t i o n .

Many may now be thinking that there are
lots of people in the richer countries col

lecting and donating money to the poorer
ones - the rich countries also pay for aid
to developing countries. This is certainly

Excerpt from: Das Jahr,
das Gott gefallt:
M a t e r i a l h e f t f u r

G o t t e s d i e n s t u n d

G e m e l n d e a r b e l t .

D e u t s c h e

BIbelgesel lschaft,
Katholisches Bibelwerk,

Stuttgart, 1999

Foreign Aid to Under-
Developed Countries

Debt Service

From rich to poor

(Development
aid, etc.)

From poor to rich

(Interest and
repayment)

• 29
I



C A T H O L I C B I B L I C A L F E D E R A T I O N

true, however, this money can be com
pared to water poured on a hot stone, as it
is not even a fraction of the money which
w o u l d b e n e e d e d .

The poorer countries end up paying three
t i m e s a s m u c h t o t h e r i c h e r c o u n t r i e s a s

they ever receive in the way of financial aid.
They are trapped and can find no way out.

T h e J u b i l e e Y e a r - J e s u s I n N a z a r e t h

T h e c h i l d r e n a r e t h e n a s k e d : " W h e r e w a s

Jesus born? Where did he grow up?"

In Nazareth, which was a small village sit
u a t e d f a r i n t o t h e m o u n t a i n s i n t h e N o r t h

of Israel. Once Jesus was an adult he trav

elled through many towns and villages tell
ing the people of the love of God and heal
ing those who were sick .He became very
famous in his part of the world. One time
w h e n h e r e t u r n e d t o N a z a r e t h w h e r e h e

had spent his childhood and where his rel
atives still lived he attended a religious
service, and, when the people noticed that
he was among them again they wanted
him to preach to them and Jesus complied.
Once the community had sung and
prayed, a scroll was brought to him con
taining the words of the Prophet Isaiah, and
Jesus unfurled the scroll and began to
r e a d

(At this point someone reads the text from
the Bible or from a scroll Lk 4,18 -19).

Then Jesus began to explain what the text
meant: "You have been waiting so long for
this to come about - that God heals the

sick, that He frees those in prison, that He
shows Himself to the poor. You are always
waiting for a time to come when God will
put everything right. Now is the time. God
has sent me to do these things".

The people of Nazareth could not believe

this, as they knew Jesus from his child
hood: They could in no way imagine how
he would or could do these things. How
ever, Jesus did do them - he approached
the poor and told them how God loved
them - he wanted people to be free. He
wants the breaking of a new "Year of Mer

cy", a year where all will be released from
the burden of debt: people's debts to God
and the i r deb t s t owa rd each o the r . Th i s i s

what Jesus lived and even died for. "All peo

ple shall be free - even if I have to pay the
debt myself.

A l l t h o s e b e h i n d t h e " f e n c e " s h o u l d a l s o

be set free. Jesus has paid their debts for
them. (The debtors' signs have notices
stuck to them - "Paid by Jesus".)

Nowadays?

Those people long ago in Nazareth did not
properly understand what Jesus actually
meant, but the message is: "God forgives
us and sets us free". We should thus also

forgive each other, remit the debts and
grant each and everyone their freedom.
But even nowadays most people do not
u n d e r s t a n d t h i s .

We keep ourselves prisoners. Often peo
ple are angry at each other not only for a
short period of time but over a period of
months or even years - this means that ail
are actually "imprisoned" in their anger.
They cannot approach each other until
they are ready to forgive and to "pull down
the fences" between them.

Or take, for example, little Sauda - she,
too, is imprisoned behind a "fence" of debt
although she, herself had nothing person
al to do with this situation. But she will suf

fer her whole life for it unless someone re

sponsible is willing to remove this "fence".
Jesus wants us all to be free - he does not

wish for us to keep ourselves imprisoned,
he wants us to pull down our "fences", and
we can start with this right now.

Objection: (one person in the community
raises an objection)

"Stop! Not so fast! You cannot simply re
lease these people from their debts - to
morrow they will go and make new ones
because they now know that they will nev
er have to pay them back. No, no, whoev
er runs into debt will have to pay the debt
back - where would ail this get us other
w i s e ? "

Answer (ask for responses from the com

munity - children or adults - if necessary,
give own answer with following remarks:)

a) The poor countries have almost always
paid back more than they ever borrowed
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in the first place due to high interest rates
carried from year to year.

b) if some have money to pay back, then
they should, however , everyone should
have a chance to be c lea r o f deb t .

c) God wants all people to be able to live
in freedom. That is more important than
anything else, if debts are a reason for
people being "imprisoned" for the rest of
their lives, then these debts must be re

mitted, no matter what.

Act iv i ty

The children are encouraged to pull down
the fence and let the prisoners free.

Prayer

T h e c h i l d r e n a n d t h e a d u l t s a r e a s k e d

about what they would like to pray for and
for what they would like to give thanks. The
answers are written on two large posters
and then formulated into a prayer.

( T r a n s L : K . D o n n e t - P o o r m a n ) □
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The CBF promotes the biblical pastoral activities of these organizations, provides a forum for the world-wide
sharing of experiences in the field, searches for new ways of bringing the joy of God's Word to the faithful
throughout the world. The Federation seeks collaboration with the representatives of biblical scholarship as
w e l l a s w i t h B i b i e S o c i e t i e s o f v a r i o u s c o n f e s s i o n s .

In particular, the CBF works toward the promotion of the reading of the Bible within the context of concrete life
situations and the training of ministers of the Word in this direction.

The ministry to the Word of God is ministry to the unity of and communication between human beings. A world
which grows together with the help of modern communications and yet continues to show signs of hate and
destruction needs more than ever words of peace and of fellowship with God and with each other.

Wilhelm Egger, Bishop of Bozen-Brlxen, President of the CBF


