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(CAN WE FORGIVE DESTS?

argument is not applied to the economic dealings of those in

the lobbying groups?

In recent years poverty campaigns have become nectar to
celebrities, always with an eye on the media value. The Jubilee
campaign is no exception, but should celebrities not ask more
of themselves? They benefit from the free market system more
than most because celebrity sells. Their business demands for
high fees adds directly to the inflationary rise of global prices.
Should they not question being remunerated for their efforts,
which diverts funds away from community projects and

education? Charity, as the saying goes, begins at home.

Campaigners have used many other biblical texts, apart
from the core idea of Jubilee, to defend their policy option.
One example comes carlier in Luke's Gospel where there is
an echo of Jubilee in Jesus’ reading from the scroll of Isaiah
(Luke 4:16-21). We learn that Jesus is the one who has come

“to proc]

the year of the Lord's favor.” This is connected
to the good news that is brought by Jesus to the poor. A text
that does not get used is this one of the parable of the two
debtors. Perhaps it is too theological, too spiritual a notion
of debt cancellation. I suggest that this parable s passed over
not because it is irrelevant to the issue, but because it is too

inconvenicnt to the argument.

The context of the parable is Jesus' visit to the house of
a Pharisee named Simon. A woman, we assume a prostitute,
comes up to Jesus and washes his fect (with her tears), kisses
him, and anoints him with perfume. These are usual acts that
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would be done for an honored guest, but Simon has not becn
s0 hospitable. This provokes the parable because the woman is
overtaken by grief for the sins she has committed. The parable
tells of two debtors who are forgiven vastly different amounts
on the same terms. When asked, Simon rightly but grudgingly
agrees that the one with the greater debt will be the more

grateful for the cancellation of the debt.

This raises the question of whether forgiveness occurs
ion of the debt to the

forgiveness of sins. The woman, who bears many sins, is more

proportionately. Jesus links the cancell

grateful for forgiveness than Simon, who we assume lives a more
respectable life. The contrastis that the one who s forgiven little
loves little, while the one who is forgiven much loves much.
What has saved the woman is her faith, which crupts from her
grief upon meeting the one who can truly forgive her sins—
Jesus. Love and faith flow from the forgiveness of her many
sins. Simon had assumed that the greater the sin, the harder the
possibility for forgiveness. He judges that the woman's sins were
50 great that they were a total bar to relationship with God. The
parable proves him wrong by showing that the forgivencss of

great sins will be matched by great love.

But can we, should we, forgive at all? One could argue that
forgiveness rests with God alone—it is never for us to forgive.
We learn from the Lord's Prayer that we are to forgive (sec
Matthew 6:12; Luke 11:4). We can forgive by drawing an
analogy from this prayer, and from this parable we learn that we
ought to expect certain responses. We can take from this that
we are to forgive others as we have been forgiven.
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In Ephesians

compassionate to one another, forgiving each other, just as in

:32, Paul exhorts us: “Be kind and

Christ God forgave you” Forgiveness i a negative action in the
sense that our sins are wiped away. But itis also positive because
in our forgiven state we find new life in Christ, who takes away
the sins of the world. In Colossians 2:13 we read, “When you
were dead in your sins and in the uncircumcision of your sinful
nature, God made you alive with Christ. He forgave us all our
sins.” We learn that God can forgive the sins of any one of us and
that we can (and must) forgive those whose sins are committed
directly against us. But only God can actually forgive their sins.

“The quality of forgiveness is distinctly different.

We can wonder whether human forgiveness, distinet from
divine forgiveness, has more to say about the symptoms than
the causes of sin. Jesus firmly sets forgiveness in the context
of our relationship with God. It is not a negotiation between
people or nations, which is what debt relief amounts to. Our
sinful nature is a corruption of what is God-given, and likewise
corruption lies at the heart of the difficulties in poor nations.
Economic corruption and warfare are rife in many of the
poorest countrics. My fear is that, while forgiveness of debt
will wipe the slate clean, this will only create a tabula rasa for a
new economic debacle.

‘The debt relief argument has two sides to it: the economic

and the theological. As the campaign, originally initiated by

Christian groups, became more sccularized, o too was the
theological side of the debate. Religious Jubilee became
cancellation of debts (as I stated carlier, the cry changed from
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“Jubilee 2000" to “Drop the Debt!”) Debt cancellation has
been taken up by certain politicians, sceking to push their own
moral agenda. Whether debt forgiveness is a good cconomic
policy is highly debatable. On face value, it seems like such
a noble cause, but history is littered with good intentions.
Realistically speaking, it has to be doubted that the policy
works. The root causes of the cconomic problems remain
untouched.

Poor countries need entreprencurial activity to succeed.
The solution to their economic problems are economic, along

with a supporti

political will. A convincing case can be made
that wise stewardship of their cconomies will bring long-term
solutions. I think people mistakenly belicve that debt relief will
go a long way o solving the problem, whereas what is in fact
required is structural change of the cconomy accompanicd by
political reform. Many countries in Asia have taken this course

and developed successful economies—without debt relief.

The main concern here, however, is not to examine the
effectiveness or ineflectiveness of debt relief but to warn
against theologizing the argument. We need to challenge the
theological basis offered in this economic policy, as I suggest it
is a distortion of the meaning of “forgiveness.” Jesus does not
offer us an international cconomic policy, nor docs he call for
Jubilee. He goes, rather, to the root of the human predicament:
the need to be brought back into relationship with a forgiving
God.

Certainly one stumbling block to our receiving God’s
forgiveness is our tendency to put other pursuits before
e
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God. For the wealthy, this means that our wealth and comfort
stand between us and true discipleship. The poor have an
advantage in that they have little materially to get in the way;
therefore, they tend to draw closer to God. The primary
stumbling block for us all, however, is our lack of faith. It
seems that instead of asserting Christ crucified for our sins
there is often more confidence among Christians to support
Christ the campaigner, Jesus the good moral example. But
remember, in Luke’s story the woman recognized Christ;

Simon the Pharisee did not.

The fact is that the debt forgiveness campaign is a
materialistic reading of the gospel. It needs to be rejected just
as much as if a get-rich scheme based on a biblical work cthic
were advanced as the meaning of the gospel. Biblical teaching is
unequivocal in calling us to have concern for the poor and the
hungry, but it is not a guidebook to economic policymaking
Debt relief will not solve the problem because it just resets the
clock for corruption. Good economic management and less
corruption are the ways in which the economic situation will
change, which is why other developing nations, particularly in
Asia, have been able to get themselves out of debt and create
strong economies. (And the United States has greater debt
than all the poor nations, so we could speculate about whether

America will always remain wealthy!)

Like William Easterly, who wrote The White Man'’s Burden:
Why the West's Efforts to Aid the Rest Have Done So Much 11l and
So Litrle Good (Penguin, 2006), 1 feel a little po-faced (that's
a British expression meaning “humorless and disapproving”)

in saying this, but the point is that the problem needs real
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solutions—not middle-class guilt or “the white man’s burden.”
We are constantly thinking about how we can solve the problems
of developing nations, rather than seeking to support them in
solving their own problems by offering our expertise and by
trading with them.

“This is not to say there is no role for direct aid, nor that we
are excused from giving, Our aid should be used to tackle the
huge problems of drought and discase as well as sudden natural
disasters, like the Christmas 2004 tsunami. Easterly asks the
pertinent question of how Harry Potter books can get to all
major stores in time for a midnight opening for the sake of the
‘middle-class rich, but we can’t get twelve-cent medicine to
poor people. The good economics that achieve the former can
also achieve the latter, so long as we encourage good economic
practice and help cut out the discase of corruption in developing
countries, Debt relief only deals with the symptoms; it won't
keep the patient alive in the long term, even if it makes us feel

better about ourselves.

I heartily recommend that you read Easterly’s book if you
want to explore these issucs in depth, since this lies beyond my
task in this book. My point is that we should not be sceking
to biblically bless secular policies, especially when they do not
solve the problem! The linking of biblical teaching in such a way
undermines the real power of the gosps

is advocacy without
action, because it does not change the situation, The gospel has
the power to change people’s lives—people who in turn, on
the basis of faith, will make real change happen in an uncertain

‘economic world.
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Other Biblical Texts to Study

Luke 7:41 Mark 6:37

Luke 7:42 Matthew 18:23-35; Ephesians 4:32;
Colossians 2:13-14

Luke 7:44 Genesis 18:1—4; 19:2; 43:24;
Judges 19:21; John 13:4—14;
1 Timothy 5:9-10

Luke 7:45 2 Samuel 15:5; Luke 22:47-48;
Romans 16:16
Luke 7:46 2 Samuel 12:20; Psalm 23:5;

Ecelesiastes 9:8; Daniel 10:3

Luke 7:48-49  Matthew 9:2-7; Mark 2:1-12;
Luke 5:18-26

Luke 7:50 Matthew 9:22; Mark 5:34;
Luke 8:48; 17:19; 18:42
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Things to Think About

* Does forgiveness occur proportionately?
* Can we forgive others’ sins? If so, how?

* Can we ask for or offer forgivencss on behalf of a
previous generation? How do you decide what should
be included?

* Do you agree that the debt forgivencss campaign is
materialistic reading of the gospel?

* Do you think debt cancellation will solve economic

problems? If not, what alternatives will work?

* Why do you think Jesus talks about debt in the context

of the woman'’s actions?

* Given the cconomic problems of the world, do you
think Jesus should be a symbol for political campaign
and protest?

s
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The Parable of the Two Debtors

LUKE 7:36-50

Introduction

The forgiveness of debts, applied to debts owed by poor
nations to rich nations, has become a political policy. This idea
is based on texts in Leviticus related to the Year of Jubilee. There
are problems with viewing forgiveness in this way. This parable
and the story surrounding it show us what Jesus really means
by forgiveness—that is, that it is a concept outside the realm of

‘economics.
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The Parable

Now one of the Pharisces invited Jesus to have
dinner with him, so he went to the Pharisce’s
house and reclined at the table. When a woman
who had lived a sinful lfe in that town learned
that Jesus was eating at the Pharisee’s house, she
brought an alabaster jar of perfume, and as she
stood behind him at his feet wecping, she began to
wet his feet with her tears. Then she wiped them
with her hair, kisscd them and poured perfume on
them.

When the Pharisce who had invited him saw
this, he said to himself, “If this man were a prophet,
he would know who is touching him and what kind

of woman she is—that she is a sinner.”

Jesus answered him, “Simon, | have something to
tell you?”

“Tell me, teacher;” he said.

“Two men owed money to a certain
moneylender. One owed him five hundred denarii,
and the other fifty. Neither of them had the money
10 pay him back, so he canceled the debts of both.

Now which of them will love him more?”

Simon replied, “I supposc the one who had the
bigger debt canceled.”
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“You have judged correctly,” Jesus said.

Then he turned toward the woman and said to
Simon, “Do you see this woman? I came into your
house. You did not give me any water for my feet,
but she wet my feet with her tears and wiped them
with her hair. You did not give me a kiss, but this
woman, from the time I entered, has not stopped

g my feet. You did not put oil on my head, but
she has poured perfume on my fect. Therefore, I
tell you, her many sins have been forgiven—for she
loved much. But he who has been forgiven little
Toves lttle”

Then Jesus said to her, “Your sins are forgiven.”
‘The other guests began to say among themsclves,
“Who is this who even forgives sins?"

Jesus said to the woman, “Your faith has saved

you; go in peace.”

The Reflection

Words often become fashionable or are put to work in
different ways—particularly in the heat and emotion of public
debate. This is difficult for biblical words in our modern age
because we want them to mean specific things about God.
“This does not stop biblical words from being picked up and

w




image4.png
ECONOMIC PARABLES

devalued in a secular context, thereby becoming casualties
of sceular debate. Forgiveness is such a word. For example,
“Forgive me for saying this” often actually means “Boy, are you
wrong!” Forgiveness has become a fashionable word, employed
by lobbies seeking to tackle the wrongs of the past such as war

crimes and slavery, as well as other causes.

Apopular application of forgivenessin the past decade has come
from the campaign to crase the debts owed by poorer nations to
richer nations. Many groups, both secular and Christian, have put
pressure on governments, especially in America and Britain, to
“forgive” these debts. The campaign started offovertly Christian,
acquiring its name from the concept of the Year of Jubilee in
Leviticus. “Jubilee 200" called for the “one-off cancellation of
the unpayable debts of the world’s poorest countries by the end
of the year 2000, under a fair and transparent process” As the
year 2000 passed, and more secular groups joined the effort,
the campaign downplayed Jubilee in its name and rallied behind
the slogan “Drop the Debt!” Governments and bankers resisted
the demand but made some concessions, with strings attached.
More recently there has been more commitment to dropping
the debts, but campaigners complain it is sill not cnough.

So what's the beef? The contention is that poorer countries
are under such a burden of debt that they spend more in debt
repayments than on health and cducation. The argument goes
that if their debt was cut these countrics could spend much
more on these vital arcas, saving children’s lives and giving the
world's poor a new start. To boost their claims, the campaigners
employ a few myths. Lets deal with the main two. First, rich

s




image5.png
CAN WE FORGIVE DESTS?

European nations allegedly made the poor nations poor through
colonial exploitation and the appropriation of cheap raw
‘materials and commoditics. Sccond, in these poor nations the
free market system purportedly benefited a colonial power elite
to the detriment of the poor.

The first myth conveniently ignores the economic and
administrative benefits colonialism gave to these nations. While
there were abuses, the problem has to be put in perspective. This
argument s built on the notion that the rich nations should fecl
guilty about the poor nations. However, many former colonies,
such as America, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Malaysia, and
India, have hardly been exploited!

‘The sccond myth reveals the problem of state control and
the corruption of power, rather than proving an innate weakness
in the free market system. Corruption, bureaucracy, and price
controls have stood in the way of poor people making money.
The reality is that those with political power have kept the
poor powerless and docile. Political decisions have superseded
cconomic ones, thercby preventing economic growth. Positions
of power have been filled through political patronage and
bribery. Something needs to be done about poor economies,

but the solution will never be purely economic, since political

power and corruption play such a central part. Free enterprise
actually favors the poor having power—“spending power.” The
firee market system is built around expanding the middle class,
not the lower class.
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The theological evidence for this campaign is not convincing
cither. The texts in Leviticus apply to the land God gave to his
people, the Israclites. There s no reference to land outside of
Isracl nor is the rule applied to those outside of the Jewish faith.
Those called to observe the Jubilee were the Jewish people, and
it was an observation directed at the Jewish “state.” This was a

common goal for a people with a common purpose.

‘The modern campaign is an imposition by organizations and
individuals on other groups. The debt campaigners are applying
their own interpretation of the Levitical rules to the whole
world. They argue that God is the owner of all lands, so the rule
applies to all lands. Yet this was never the understanding of the
texts. What lics behind this debt manifesto is an assault on free
enterprise through applying a different cconomic model. This
is not about Jubilce but about a suspicion that the free market
system is inherently wrong,

Is there not an element of sclf-rightcousness in this
campaign? Christian groups started the drive, but do they
apply Leviticus to their own property dealings? These are
organizations whose own transparency and finances nced to
be questioned, since many do not open their accounts publicly,
which the banks and companies they attack are bound to do
by law. We can ask why the rule applies to one component of
the economy and not another. Indeed, there is more biblical
support for the idea that the Christian groups should return

land or offer remission of debts to their own tenantsif Leviticus

is 0 be followed. How can they expect the secular world to
listen to an cconomic argument based on a biblical text if that
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