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Toward economic justice in Africa: 
A Kairos moment for U.S. p olicy 

A Kairos moment 

We wbo are people of faith believe that ihis is a Kairos moment, a time for discernment of 
God' s call to us in the face of economic inj ustice in God' s creation. 

We are convinced that the dawn of the millennium, the approaching Year of Jubilee and the 
accelerating discussion around the question of debt in Africa, confirms for us that God' s people are 
called to act in partnership with God. 

We recognize that we have evolved human systems that structure our lives. We confess that 
these systems are imperfect. In various ages they have cut against the grain of all aspects of our lives 
as Christians. Today the economic systems we have embraced have favored a few to the destruction 
of many others, and we confess that we in the United States have disproportionately benefited. 
Greed seems to be at the basis of this oppressive system, producing massive poverty clearly recog
nizable in the problems of disease, hunger, illiteracy, violence, death, crime, and immoral ity. Soci
ety is divided and individuals are pitted in competition against one another. The system of profi
teering perpetuates the cycle, inj uring the oppressed more than the oppressor, but injuring both. In 
fact. this global economic system, built upon the twin pillars of unrestrained environmental devas
tation and minimal inadequate wage structures, is unsustainable in the long term for any nation. Our 
economic system does nor provide a model for Africa. 

We encourage all people of faith to hold fast to values of respect for the dignity of all human 
beings and to work toward economic justice for Africa. 

The current debates about the burden of international debt. appropriate trade relations and 
investments between African nations and the United States, and the efficacy of development aid 
have emerged in an American political and economic context that celebrates globalization. the free 
market, and free trade, and often does so unquestionably. We, as people of faith from the United 
States and Africa, recognize that benefits come from the interconnectedness of the world' s people. 
Our faith restrains us from supporting systems which create vastly unequal power relationships. 



We know that freedom granted to take economic initiative may empower the individuals and 
groups who seize that opportunity. We recognize that the removal of trade barriers may advance 
economic activity throughout the world. But we see something else as well: 

-a. A globalization whose fundamentals include deregulation, a preoccupation with profit, competi
tion, and exploitation of human resources and the environment marginalizes many African na
tions, regions, and people; 

-a. Multilateral institutions such as the World Bank, International MonetarY Fund (lMF), and World 
Trade Organization focus on the economics of growth yet often work to the detriment of debtor 
nations that these institutions are designed to help; 

-a. A free market which gives precedence to competition and to supply and demand marginalizes 
people whose lack of access to resources and education renders them non-competitive and 
makes the prices of basic goods beyond the reach of the poor; 

-a. Free trade which places African economies in direct competition with U.S. economic giants de
nies African-based initiatives opportunities to enhance the economic life of their nations; 

..n Open markets which permit the proliferation of small arms and land mines further undermine 
both economic development and the common good; 

..n Structural adjustment which siphons off resources needed for health, education, infrastru.cture 
and small business development undermines the ability of African nations to develop; 

-a. Economic policies promote comparative advantage at the expense of meeting subsistence needs; 
and 

-a. Growing modem technology exacerbates the gap between industrialized and non-industrialized 
countries. 

Beyond these understandings, we find contrasts which, in human terms, touch us deeply: 

..n Some 220 million people in sub-Saharan Africa earn less than $1 per day; African indebtedness 
stood (in 1997) at $349 billion . 

..n Some 205 million people in sub-Saharan Africa do not have access to safe drinking water, yet 
the United States today spends less on helping the poor overseas than ariy other of the world' s 
twenty-one wealthiest nations . 

..n Seventy percent of the world 's new HIV infections were (in 1998) in sub-Saharan Africa. yet for 
most African nations the entire annual health budget is less than $10 a person, a contrast that 
underscores the importance of addressing intellectual property rights, including pharmaceuticals, 
with sensitivity to human need. 

These contrasts we could multiply repeatedly. Something is wrong. 

We have discerned an alternative vision of economic relationships between the United States 
and Africa, and we challenge the presumptions which underlie present policies and practices. We 
hope that this process of reflection among us, as people of faith, African and American, may serve 
to challenge us and our faith communities to meaningful engagement for economic justice toward 
and in Africa. and may empower us to act to influence the policies of the United States toward a just 
relationship with Africa. This is our prayer. This is our Kairos. 
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A 11ew a11d ol d r el atiOIISirip 

To restore right economic relationships berween the United States and Africa calls for peo
ple of faith to speak of old values, rooted in our faith. 

First, those understandings relate tO human dignity. If we are all created in God's image. 
then for persons to be denied access to shelter, to lack food and clothing, to have limited educational 
and employment opportunities- so common in Africa- is a mandate to search for greater ways to 
respect the dignity of our brothers and sisters. God seeks that God's people do justice (Amos 5:25). 

Second, those understandings relate to Jesus' vision of community, revealed most intensely 
in his Good Samaritan teachings about neighbor (Luke I 0:25-37). His broadening of the definition 
of neighbor to that of a universal neighbor, beyond our immediate kin, local community, ethnic 
group, and nationality affirms our interdependence as people, all created in God's image. For us to 
be interdependent carries with it a vision of community. And for us to share in a common life de
mands a commitment to the common good. 

Further, those understandings of faith relate to a deep concern for the poor. It is a dominant 
theme through the Scriptures. Jesus, in his first recorded teaching in the synagogue (Luke 4: 18-19), 
read from Isaiah, proclaiming "Jubilee for the poor." His care and concern for those marginalized in 
his society revolved around justice for the poor. For us to embrace the Gospel demands a commit
ment to address the great inequities in our world, and those inequities are most pronounced when we 
compare the well-being of the people of God in Africa and in the United States. 

There is, however, more to the recognition of human dignity, to community, and to concern 
for the poor than this. True community involves authentic relationship, and such relationships 
emerge when there is muruality. It involves compassion. the mark of Jesus ' ministry (Philippians 
2:3-4). It involves generosity: Aid carries with it an implicit value for people of faith. People of 
faith in the United States are not only called to do something for Africa and Africans, but also to act 
with one another, toward a vision of the fulfillment of God's creation, which is the true Jubi lee. 
Economic justice involves process as well as substance. 

The Most Rev. Njongonkulu Ndungane. the Anglican Archbishop of Cape Town who ad
dressed our consultation, argued that ·'one must carefully examine the role of governments of the 
world. The primary responsibility of a goverrunent," he said, "is the common good of all people. 
Goverrunent exists for the coordination of human life so that the general well being of humanity 
may be promoted. It is therefore responsible for creating a social condition in which the realization 
of full human life is possible. It bas the task of organizing society in such a manner that peace, se
curity. freedom and all that enables people to enjoy 'the good life· are guaranteed to every person. 

•·The common good has an intrinsic morality, which is essentially integrity of life; the good 
and righteous human life of the multitude. Justice and moral righteousness are thus essential to the 
common good." 



.. A new relationship" does not deny the productivity of today"s global economy. However, 
we embrace a vision of a productive economic relationship between the United States and African 
nations that: 

-<J> recognizes that the contrast between American wealth and African poveny cannot morally be 
sustained: 

-<J> listens to the people of Africa. Essential to this vision of a new relationship is that it is worked 
out together, where Africans and Americans, governments and civil society, and the poor and 
the marginalized as well as the rich and the elite, hear one another, and act together upon what 
they hear; 

-<J> creates an enabling environment for development; 
o<i> recognizes and supports the local culture and customs existing within individual countries; and 
-<i> gives priority to the common good rather than priority to individual (and predominantly West-

em) profit. 

To speak of a new relationship also calls for reinvigorating values of traditional importance 
to the American people. These include: 

-<J> the value of freedom and libeny; 
-<J> the right of a people to determine its own course and destiny; 
-<J> the belief that government authority resides with the will of the people; 
-<J> the belief that each and every person is entitled to equal respect, concern, and opportunity; and 
-<J> the humanitarian concern for the neighbor who is impoverished or downtrodden. 

The global economy in its current form is undermining these values in the United States, just 
as it is attacking the freedom and dignity of African people. For example, in the United States the 
global economy is 

-<i> increasing the inequality between rich and poor people; 
o<i> wasting natural resources in a way that is taking away the freedom of our successive generations 

to enjoy the blessings of creation; 
-<i> inciting high consumption and dependence on debt that is undermining the stability of families: 

and 
o<i> dissolving communal ties, to be replaced by an individuality and self-interest that is destroying 

moral values and contributing to increasing violence. 

We believe that the U.S. must be called to reclaim the best of its values and to respect that 
African peoples also have a right to freedom, self-determination governed by the people, and an 
equal opportunity to overcome poverty and injustice. 

Economic justice 

We value the observations of the Religious Working Group on the World Bank and the IMF 
(Morallmperarives, 1997) when they affirmed that '·all of life exists within the sphere of God's care 
and judgment. Individuals, instirutions, business enterprises and governments are objects of God's 
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concern and subject to moral accountability. This includes the economic realm. There are no eco
nomic ' laws' that can place policy decisions beyond moral scrutiny. Economic actors and policy
makers are morally accountable for their choices and their effects. intended or otherwise, on people 
and all of God's creation. Since 'the earth is God's [and the fullness thereof]' its resources must be 
employed in a sustainable manner for the benefit of all, not just a privileged minority." 

International debt is a glaring illustration of the privileged minority dominating a poor ma
jority. It is important to recognize the history of borrowing and lending to understand the present 
reality of heavily indebted countries. We believe that the responsibility for the immense debt burden 
faced by African nations rests with lenders as well as borrowers. But the heart of the debt issue is 
imbalance of power, which has not only contributed to the current circumstances, but continues to 
make change difficult. Creditors and debtors need to engage in a dialogue in order to prevent a fu
ture recurrence. It is important to create international lending mechanisms that serve to benefit the 
borrowers and do not perpetuate patterns of overwhelming indebtedness. 

Debt rescheduling has not reduced the principal debt of heavily indebted countries. Instead, 
countries merely continue to service interest payments. Countries have repaid the equivalent value 
of the original loans, including the principal and interest, many times over. Creditors must recog
nize that much of the remaining debt is morally odious. Further, appropriate relief should be 
granted expeditiously, envisioning a "fresh start" for impoverished countries. Such debt relief 
would be consistent with historical practices in Europe after the two world wars. 

The current lending process is not conducive to good governance or accountability. Neither 
parliaments nor civil society participate in setting the conditions of the loarts. Mechanisms should 
be established to ensure that debt relief and future lending benefit "ordinary" people and vulnerable 
groups. In cases of corruption, it is civil society that bears the high cost of loan repayment through 
limited access to and limited funding for education, health, and basic social services. There is no 
international equivalent of bankruptcy or any established third party adjudication procedure; this 
absence perpetuates the imbalance of power. We call for the creation of such a mediation council. 
In addition. we recommend that creditors and borrowers work in a partnership to explore mecha
nisms whereby both parties are responsible for pursuing the recovery of any loans, either misused 
for corrupt purposes or converted for personal gain. We believe th.is to be a necessary precursor to 
reconciliation and the establishment of right relations. 

We believe that attention needs to focus upon, and energy needs to be directed toward, re
moving such a great burden upon social, human, and environmental well being, for we are con
vinced that without cancellation, there can be no peace or economic justice toward and in Africa. 
We are convinced that the heavy debt burden promotes instability and conflict within countries and 
between countries, and is an impediment to social and economic progress as defined by Africans. 
We are concerned that the crushing level of debt disproportionately affects women and children. 

In addition to the issue of international debt, we believe that the concerns named below must 
be analyzed and confronted to move us forward in meaningful and just ways: 



~ Globalization. We challenge the view that globalization. as a process of global market integra
tion, is a reality to be accepted. To the extent that it is driven by a free market approach that at
taches greater value to market realities than to human suffering - and we believe this is largely 
true- we believe that blind commitment to principles of globalization mark an injustice toward 
Africa. 

~ Conuption. Conuption needs to be address at all levels, for its presence has an extremely nega
tive impact upon economic life. 

~ Alienation. The absence of meaningful opponunities for African participation in decision
making, at the hands of their own governments and at the hands of international bodies, is anti· 
democratic and inhibits sustainable development. 

~ Racism. Individual and institutionalized racial and ethnic discrimination against Africans is a 
sin against God. Racism devalues God's people and denies them their God-given right to a life 
equal to all others. Racism negatively affects African economic empowennent and must be con
fronted. 

~ Violence and conflict and the absence of transfonning peace-building initiatives. Right relation
ships in economic as well as social tenns demand action for justice and reconciliation, which 
leads to true peace. 

~ Structural adjustment. We cannot see that Structural Adjustment Programs, as imposed by the 
World Bank and the IMF, are transfonnative in the positive sense of realigning economic struc· 
tures so that the intense needs of the poor can be alleviated. To the extent that Structural Ad
justment Programs perpetuate extreme economic disparities and sustain Western economic 
dominance, they serve to perpetuate economic injustice. At the same time, we acknowledge that 
shan-sighted and flawed economic policies of many African leaders call for reform. 

~ Self-interest. Narrow self-interest in economic relationships can undermine a sense of commu
nity, and the resultant decline in commitment to the common good is a fundamental ingredient 
of economic injustice. This plays itself out in trade policy as well as in political hostility (or so
cietal apathy) toward development aid. 

Alternative directions 

A sustainable development policy for Africa must involve a multifaceted approach, involv
ing trade. aid. debt relief, and human security. An alternative vision for economic relations between 
the United States and Africa should be characterized by the following: 

~ Partnership. Economic relations should promote mutuality of benefits. To be consistent to the 
theological and economic values we affinn, partnership must emphasize advantages to U.S. 
businesses and to African business initiatives, If the United States is sincere in its avowed inter
est in strengthening ties with African economic interests, then trade policy needs to be geared 
toward eradicating poveny and encouraging sustainable development. Similarly, Structural 
Adjustment Programs need to include human and societal concerns rather than solely market
system concerns. Arguments that market and societal concerns are the same are misguided. 
True "economic refonn" will emphasize strengthening the African domestic markets so that 
their populations may have broader access to their basic material needs. Such access will re
quire priority to employment, fair wages and affordable goods, which are most likely to be pro
vided not by the unregulated dumping of cheap foreign goods into local markets and by the ex-



ploitation of African resources by non-African initiatives, but by the systematic empowerment 
of local small- and medium-sized African economic enterprises and the parallel improvement of 
roads, schools. health care. and access to clean water. The economies of the U.S. and the West 
must. from this development-oriented perspective, yield on their single-minded free market de
mands if they are to enter into true partnership. 

"<f> Empowerment. This means, in part, that economic relations should place value on mutuality of 
process. African governments, African economic interests including .labor, and African civil so
ciety must be engaged fully in economic decision-making. We are not speaking here of people 
being •'informed" of decisions that have been made on their behalf or imposed upon them by 
external forces. We believe in the wisdom of the so-called "grassroots,'' the ability of African 
civil society to defme its needs and identify means to address those needs, and the skill of both 
formal and informal structures to implement their decisions. Certainly this requires partnership 
with resources and entities beyond Africa. Without a commitment to empower African civil so
ciety, U.S. economic relationships with Africa will continue to be perceived as exploitative and 
unproductive. 

"<f> People-centered development. By this we mean development assistance in which beneficiaries 
set priorities and conditions, apply appropriate technologies, and make maximum use of local 
resources. Such aid empowe.rs local communities and their organizations and institutions. It 
strengthens cooperation, not competition, between local non-governmental organizations. It 
stimulates and sustains the growth of local industries and economies. It ensures accountability 
and transparency. It values multi-lateral assistance and mechanisms. U.S. development aid to 
Africa needs to be constantly reassessed if it is to move further away from donor-driven criteria. 

"<f> Oneness with creation. Economic relationships must display sensitivity to the environment.. 
Sustainability implies economic activity undertaken in such a manner that God's creation is 
honored. We frankly are more anxious about Structural Adjustment Programs and international 
economic initiatives in Africa in this regard than we are about local environmental destruction. 
Whether the threat is international or domestic, however. we believe that a key feature of an 
'·alternative direction" in U.S. economic relations with Africa would embrace effective envi
ronmental regulation. 

"<f> Distributive justice. Standards for assessing the strength of an economy are inadequate when 
they neglect extreme inequities in the material well-being of a population. For an African econ
omy to demonstrate a "reasonable" percentage in annual growth rates is a laudable goal only to 
the extent that its people in the broadest sense experience this growth. U.S. policies and prac
tices must seek to address the injustice of a minority living in affluence and a vast majority liv
ing in stunning poverty. 

It is necessary for us to add to these characteristics a comment on conditions. Recent debate 
over trade relations and debt cancellation has focused heavily on the appropriateness or the unac
ceptability of conditions, for trade benefits on the one hand, for debt relief on the other. We recog
nize that conditions carry the potential for arrogance by those who impose them. We believe, how
ever, that that need not be so, and a sensitivity to process can help to address this risk. We hold, 



moreover. that conditions are appropriate when they honor the characteristics we have outlined 
above. Trade policy that strengthens African civil society by involving it fully in the economic pro
cess or that protects the environment by insisting upon appropriate regulation, and debt relief that 
encourages benefitS to those living in poverty, honor our vision for economic justice. 

Engagement: A call to action 

We believe that it is appropriate and right to apply criteria that affirm our vision of just 
American economic relationships with Africa to U.S. policy initiatives and Congressional legisla
tion. We propose that these questions be asked of U.S. policy and legislation, and that we and our 
faith communities reflect and act cautiously when the answers we find violate our vision for eco
nomic justice. 

I. Does the proposed policy or legislation have clear mechanisms to ensure benefit to the African 
poor? 

2. Does the proposed policy or legislation uphold the right of Africans to formulate alternative 
economic models based on their own traditions, values and priorities? 

3. Does the proposed policy or legislation have mechanisms to foster African civil society partici
pation in both the formulation and implementation of the initiative or endeavor? 

4. Does the proposed policy or legislation reflect cultural sensitivity and respect, demonstrating an 
understanding of local realities in Africa? 

5. Does the proposed policy or legislation show a sensitivity to and protection of vulnerable and 
marginalized African communities and economic groups, in particular smal.l farmers, indigenous 
businesses. and local strategic industries? 

6. Does the proposed policy or legislation support the application and enforcement of core interna
tional labor standards? 

7. Does the proposed policy or legislation support internationally-accepted standards for protection 
of the environment? 

8. Does the proposed policy or legislation require the observance of international standards of re
spect for human rightS? 

9. Does the proposed policy or legislation empower and benefit women (for example, in terms of 
credit, education. health. protection against violence. and full partnership in economic and po
litical decision-making? 

I 0. Do any conditions that may be required of African nations by this proposed policy or legislation 
respect the integrity of African nations and peoples? 

•• 



11. Has African civil society been provided an opportunity to deliberate about any conditions re
quired of African nations by this proposed policy or legislation? 

12. Does the proposed policy or legislation serve to alleviate the burden of debt faced by African 
nations? If not. is the proposed policy or legislation neutral on international debt? 

13. Does the proposed policy or legislation utilize appropriate technology and make maximum use 
of local natural and human resources? 

14. Does a proposed policy or legislation providing and governing development aid embrace the 
principles of authentic partnership and empowerment, in particular by requiring African in
volvement from the outset of any development project. capacity-building beyond mere partici
pation, and a key role in evaluation? 

15. Does a proposed policy or legislation providing and governing development aid have as its pri
mary objective the alleviation of poverty? 

16. Have initiatives in proposed U.S. policy and legislation, especially those in which faith commu
nities have played a role, included consultation with and participation of African civil society? 

We invite those who share our concern and hope for just economic relations between the United 
States and Africa to join us ... 

-d'> in reflection upon the Scriptures to hear afresh, in this context, the Biblical story of eco
nomic justice; 

-d'> in hearing the voices of our African sisters and brothers, embedded in economic, political, 
social and cultural realities as they experience them; 

-d'> in study about issues facing U.S.-African economic relationships: 

-d'> in consideration of what we have wrinen here; and 

-d'> in action, in advocacy for this vision of economic justice. 

Final statemenL June l999 
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