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THE CONTEXTUAL THEOLOGY CENTRE

FOREWORD
ADRIAN NEWMAN

I am happy to lay myself open to the charge that the Church is always on
about money. I will unashamedly talk about money in church because
after all, has always been an instrument of power. The more you have,
the more powerful you are; the less you have, the less powerful you are.
So it is little wonder that the Bible, which has so much to say about the
use and abuse of power, has so much to say about money and how we
handle it, both as individuals and as a society.
This collection of essays provides an inspiring account of churches
taking their faith seriously: drawing alongside people impoverished
by the economic crisis and exploited by payday lenders. It shows the
Biblical principles, and the Christ-like compassion, which are spurring
so many to action.
Here in east London, my area of ministry includes the towers of
Canary Wharf and some of the poorest estates in England. It includes
vibrant and growing churches, and one of the largest mosques in
Europe. God and the Moneylenders speaks very powerfully to these
together, in a common life which is founded on more than the pursuit
of each individual’s narrow material gain. And it shows how local
Christians are joining hands with their Muslim brothers and sisters in
the struggle for a more just economic order; a struggle which is gaining
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interest and support from people of all faiths and none.
Archbishop Justin’s recent remarks – on the importance of credit
unions, and the need to ‘out-compete’ exploitative lenders like Wonga
placed the Church at the heart of this struggle for a more just and
to think carefully about a theology of money and to propose practical
It was the great theologian and pastor Helmut Thielicke who said,
“Our cheque books have more to do with Heaven and Hell than our
hymn books”. I welcome this collection because, like the Scriptures, it
I welcome the very practical proposals it makes for action – as it sets
out the ways churches can join hands with their neighbours to support
the credit union movement, promote the wider growth of ethical and
mutual banking, and challenge those engaged in modern-day usury.
My prayer is that this collection of essays will help us to be more

freedom to all who are oppressed.
Rt Revd Adrian Newman
Bishop of Stepney
Feast of Christ the King, 2013
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INTRODUCTION

ANGUS RITCHIE AND DAVID BARCLAY
The Message
translation) and shared the experience of our daily lives.
For Christians, therefore, ‘spirituality’ is expressed in the very
practical, material ways we treat one another. It is expressed in both our
personal and our economic relationships. As the Letter of James puts it:
What good is it, my brothers and sisters, if someone claims to have
faith but has no deeds? Can such faith save them? Suppose a brother
or a sister is without clothes and daily food. If one of you says to them,
“Go in peace; keep warm and well fed,” but does nothing about their
physical needs, what good is it? In the same way, faith by itself, if it is
not accompanied by action, is dead. (James 2.14-17)
Our conviction that faith is deeply practical – that it has
implications for every aspect of our material lives – is one which we

exchanges.
It is this conviction which leads us to be concerned about the state
of payday lenders. And yet this teaching addresses issues of concern
to every citizen. You don’t need to be religious to be worried by the
yawning gap between rich and poor and the predatory tactics being used
by payday lenders to target and trap those in greatest need. You don’t
have to go to a church or mosque to worry about the way our economic
systems are reshaping the patterns of our common life; generating a rise
in wealth without a corresponding rise in well-being.
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In The Rock, T.S. Eliot poses the question
When the Stranger says: “What is the meaning of this city?
Do you huddle close together because you love each other?”
What will you answer? “We all dwell together
To make money from each other”? or “This is a community”?
Oh my soul, be prepared for the coming of the Stranger.
Be prepared for him who knows how to ask questions.1
In our current economic turmoil, the ‘Stranger’s’ question echoes
with an even greater intensity. As Ann Morisy observes, people are
they can neither comprehend nor control.2 The production of wealth
seems ever more detached from the building of a healthy common life –
of a city which is truly a “community.”
In a supposedly secular society, it is striking that our debates on
these deeper issues – on the meaning and direction of our common life
– are constantly drawn back to religious language. As is argued later in
this collection, the language and the institutions of faith have played a
last year, this has become even more evident: the words and deeds of
Pope Francis have struck a chord with people far beyond the Church’s
walls, and Archbishop Justin has been at the heart of the debate about
capping the cost of credit and supporting credit unions.
This collection has been written for people who are inspired by

we bring this experience into dialogue with the Scriptures) and Acting
involved).
The decision to begin this collection with a ‘Seeing’ section, and with
an essay which presents the experiences of the poorest in their own
with their perspective, for it must begin with the person and practice

1 T S Eliot, Chorus from The Rock, quoted in Angus Ritchie, Caitlin Burbridge and Andy Walton, Just Church: Local
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discussions, Christians focus entirely on what Jesus and his disciples
taught, without noticing this extraordinary fact about who and where
they actually were. How the world looks depends on where you are
standing, and Jesus stood with – not merely for – the poorest of his age.
Where he stood is part of what he reveals.
This issue, about the vantage-point from which theology is done, is
one which the new Pope has been addressing with characteristic energy
of the heart” that comes when wealthier Christians are detached from
the experience of their poorest brothers and sisters.3 In his words,
theology is not something we can “discuss calmly over tea.”4 Rather, it
must emerge from, and speak into, this context of struggle and injustice.
That is why this collection begins with testimony and moves from there
towards a call to concrete action.
has been doing in inner-city London and beyond, listening to people

presents quantitative research which shows such testimonies to be
representative of a far wider group of people.
The question begged by Barclay’s work is why this should be an
issue for people of faith in particular. The second section of this booklet
Ritchie’s essay with Muhammad Abdul Bari explores the central role
of faith in responding to economic injustice. As well as discussing the
theological motivations for action on these issues – on which Christians
and Muslims can work together while remaining faithful to their
distinctive beliefs and convictions – we describe the practical impact
of such action. In particular, we highlight the practice of community
organising, one in which churches and mosques are deeply involved.
together the contribution of faith groups to the wider struggle for a more
just economic order.
It is important that people of faith recognise that action for justice is
a theological imperative, not simply a piece of political activism or social

4 Ibid.
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entrusted to it by Christ. Luke Bretherton’s contribution demonstrates
that the issue of exploitative lending and economic justice stands at the
very heart of the story of salvation – from the exodus of the Hebrew

Pentecost. His extended essay leaves us in no doubt as to the Scriptural
imperative to action. Its implications are drawn out in the ‘principles for

challenge: how are we to respond to this call to action in ways that are
practical answers. Selina Stone and Tom Chigbo describe the work being
Christians are working with people of other faiths and none to campaign
for a cap on the total cost of credit, and in particular how churches in
Lambeth are taking action together on exploitative lending in their area.
They show how Christians, Muslims and secular campaigners have been
drawn together in a broad-based campaign which seeks to build a truly
common life – turning their city into a genuine “community.”
As Justin Welby has reminded us, however, legislation is only one
part of the response. While he has helped to change the legal framework
for payday lending, the Archbishop has also highlighted a range of
other actions being taken by local churches. These include supporting
and counselling people already snared by loan sharks, and promoting

churches in their work for a more responsible and mutual lending
system. They show how a combination of traditional credit unions and
they need at a cost which is more bearable – and they indicate ways in
which local congregations can contribute to this process.
This collection has a very particular focus, but of course exploitative
lending does not occur in isolation. The measures set out in this booklet
can only ever be one part of the transformation that is needed. That is
true even in purely economic terms: a holistic solution to exploitative
lending needs to look at incomes as well as the costs of borrowing. As
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credit arrangements cannot, for loans cannot address an ongoing gap
between households’ earnings and the money they require to meet their
basic needs, and to participate fully in the life of their community. Not
surprisingly, this too is a campaign which has deep roots in Christian
social teaching, and one instigated by the same broad-based alliance of
religious and civic groups.
For Christians, as for all people of faith, economic issues are only
ever one part of the solution. As we have seen, the Torah, Qu’ran and
New Testament each root the question of how money is earned and
shared in their wider visions; visions of a common life lived faithfully
The Church’s engagement in economic issues must always keep
this wider vision in sight. Otherwise we do indeed become a secular

and communities which are weighed down by sin and by injustice. We
are custodians of the Scriptural vision of a “new Jerusalem” where debts
are forgiven, and true community is known. And it is that vision which
we believe will renew the common life of our earthly cities. In the words
of one of the prayers of the Church:
You are the hope of the nations,
the builder of the city that is to come.
Your love made visible in Jesus Christ
brings home the lost, restores the sinner
and gives dignity to the despised.
In his face your light shines out,
gathering into one in your Kingdom
a divided and broken humanity.5

Church of England
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SEEING

INTRODUCTION
Payday lending is both everywhere and nowhere. Its adverts are
splashed across our buses, football strips and TV screens. However,
the experiences of those taking out payday loans are rarely explored in
more than sound bites. As a society our attitudes to money mirror the
supposed Victorian attitude to sex – fascinated yet prudish, unwilling to
explore with honesty people’s everyday experiences.
listen and understand the depths of human experience. In the Book of
in Egypt, it is said that “The sons of Israel, groaning in their slavery,
cried out for help and from the depths of their slavery their cry came up
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members and their neighbours - even when taboo subjects such as
that.
churches to engage with issues of credit and debt through ‘Money
Talks’ - facilitated conversations which focus on people’s experiences
Their testimonies help us to build up a picture of the realities behind
some of the headline-grabbing statistics about payday lending in the

to individuals and communities. As Barclay shows, these testimonies
are not exceptions to the rule but instead illustrative of a wider body of
empirical research.
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1. PAYDAY LENDING AND
THE EXPERIENCE OF BORROWERS
DAVID BARCLAY

help them understand the impact of the crisis on their members and
deeper into this issue in their local neighbourhoods. This is the ‘Money
Talk’ – a facilitated conversation, held either after the Sunday service,
or midweek in a community centre, opening up discussion of people’s
So far more than eighty Money Talks have been held; the majority
in inner-city London, but others in areas ranging from Sevenoaks to
Bible study course which reminds Christians how central these issues
Bretherton’s essay).6
privilege to be present at many of these events. Perhaps unsurprisingly,
one of the most consistent themes has been the problem of payday
lending. From these many local conversations, and the testimonies
which have been shared, we have been able to build up a picture of the
whole process of taking out and paying back a payday loan, and the
impact it can have on individuals and their families. Of course, stories
taken out of context can be used to prove almost any point - so I have
interspersed the testimonies with statistics from the most rigorous
research available. As they make clear, behind each narrative presented
here are many untold stories of exploitation and distress.

Why do people take out payday loans?
A payday loan is a short-term, unsecured personal loan. Originally
designed to help people make up a shortfall before their next pay

four-week Bible study course. It is online at http://theology-centre.org/sharing/courses-and-resources
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over one million payday
loans are now taken out
every month. To have an
informed public debate on
payday lending, we need to
understand why they are
From our experience the
two themes that emerge
most amongst the wide
variety of answers are
pressure and haste.
Fundamentally, many
people take out payday
loans because the pressure
of their situation makes
them feel like they have
no other choice. The
lethal combination of
stagnant wages and rising
living costs is putting a
huge amount of strain on
household budgets, and
as a result when small or
large emergencies occur
more and more people are
turning to payday lending
as a way of releasing
the pressure, however
temporarily.

RESEARCH
FINDINGS:

a

b

a: http://www.independent.co.uk/money/loans-credit/
special-report-the-dark-side-of-credit--a-million-newb: https://capuk.org/downloads/press/

have kids with my wife and everything, it was the only car we had and

like that, just so I could survive for … I think it was about three weeks,
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Of course, for some the pressure to take out loans is as much social
as it is economic. What this reveals is the moral grey area that the
decision to take out a payday loan often represents. Undoubtedly some
payday loans are taken out to support fundamentally unsustainable
lifestyles, a fact which is perhaps unsurprising given our culture’s
that people who take out payday loans for any reason often feel a sense
situation they have ended up in.
latest clubs or the latest gigs in the West End … the people I run with

Perhaps a part of the antidote to this is to recognise that regardless
of social class or status we all come under some form of pressure to
This point was forced home by a lady at a Money Talk in Hackney, East
London, who told the story of a son of a friend who had recently moved
out of his parents’ house and started a job as an investment banker.

in trouble with the excessive repayments and needing his parents to bail
him out.
Bankers are not the only unlikely payday customers. People from
every ethnic and religious group can get into trouble, even those from

and are also preached against in a number of Pentecostal churches).
who were black African, white British, Asian and dual heritage, and who
were atheist, Christian and Muslim.
often attracted to payday loans by the speed and ease with which they
can be obtained. When the London Mutual Credit Union started their
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APR they told customers
that they could have the
money for free via the
BACS system which would
take three working days,
or they could pay an extra
£11 fee to have the cash
instantly transferred to

RESEARCH
FINDINGS:

extra expense, a staggering
this method of transfer,
showing that for them
speed was of the essence

the loan.a

more than doubles the total
cost of the loan.)
The rapid turnaround
time which payday lenders
disturbing lack of checks
prior to the loan’s approval.
The stories below are
typical of the many we have
heard about people being
given loans without proper
assessments or checks.
‘I contacted [short term

cost.b

one I saw on TV and I phoned them up and they told me to do it over
the internet. And within 10 minutes they gave me £1,100… Not much
I said I was a property surveyor, they wanted to know how much I
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earned in a month, I said that I earned £3,300 a month. I told them
completely the opposite of my situation, I said I had no dependents and
‘Because it was quick and easy, they said on the thing you can get

back. So I thought if I can try and get through the credit scoring system

What is it like to take out a payday loan?
decision to take out a payday loan, it is perhaps unsurprising that the
‘It was a massive relief......to hear [that the loan application was
successful], because that meant I had enough to see me through......
Basically I had nothing. I had a couple of large bills come in that took

to get some food and maybe have an extra £10 just in case of some kind
This sense of relief rarely lasts long, however. The next experience
people have is usually worry about making the repayment – not
‘Obviously yeah, you get stressed out because you… as I said the
interest gets charged daily, which in a way is to your advantage, if you

thing to get to another month when I have to pay so much money, I
Another key experience is shame. Many borrowers conceal their
inability to repay their loans for as long as possible, and often only
turn to potential sources of help once their debt problem has become
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RESEARCH FINDINGS:
a

b

c

overbearing.
Once borrowers miss a repayment, a whole new set of problems
starts. One tactic which payday lenders have adopted is called ‘rolling
over’ and involves simply extending the term of someone’s loan when
they have failed to make a repayment, often with an added charge. Of
of the loan, and usually compounds the borrower’s problems, leading to
a spiral of debt. StepChange debt advice charity recently advised a client
only income coming from employment and support allowance and
separate companies. These loans have been rolled over multiple times,
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problem was well illustrated by the story of a young man in Nottingham
which came to the attention of a church there. He grew up in care before
getting his own place which quickly needed repairs. When he took

The impact of payday lending
The impact of these stories on the individuals involved is all too
predictable. The experiences of watching debts mount up, missing
trigger or exacerbate stress-related illnesses and even lead to depression
and suicide.

that you have to pay in that month or if you want to defer it they give
you an extra charge which is so… ugh. And like I said, all of it is quite
distressing and it just got me down to a point where I just felt like I just
Alongside the pressure and stress of meeting repayment deadlines,
payday loan companies are particularly ruthless at pressuring clients
woman told us that she had had to buy a new phone because her old one
was constantly buzzing with calls and texts from payday lenders, many
of whom she had never even borrowed from.
If the impact of payday lending on individuals is often quite

member of a family takes on a payday loan it is often others who end up
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RESEARCH FINDINGS:

a

b

others during a Money Talk that she gave money to her granddaughter
fairly regularly, which was supposed to be for driving lessons but often
instead went on supporting her mother and siblings. Recently this
needed her signature but that she wouldn’t be involved, but then when
“I told her
Finally, payday lending impacts on the whole of economically
deprived communities by monopolising high streets and crowding
out local businesses. One extreme example of this is Walthamstow,
home of the campaigning MP Stella Creasy, where the high street
contains eighteen payday lenders alongside numerous bookmakers
and pawnshops. Whilst a number of local authorities have now banned
payday adverts from public billboards and bus shelters, they have so far
found themselves powerless to prevent new shops from opening up due
to the fact that payday lenders fall into the same category as banks and
credit unions in national planning regulations.
So the experience of borrowing a payday loan can be a damaging
and depressing one right throughout the process. Often lured in by the
combination of few checks, fast decisions and desperate circumstances,
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of missed payments and escalating charges. Before long the stress and
strain seeps outwards to family members and other close contacts,
and ultimately across the whole community as the cycle of credit
dependency creates the demand needed to dominate the high street.
They might come with cuddly TV characters and slick technology, but
underneath the surface of payday lending lies an often dark reality.
Some of the stories in this article come from an unpublished paper by
Timothy Hall and Alice Sampson from the University of East London.
Names have been changed.
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REFLECTING

INTRODUCTION
through Scripture and the living tradition of the Church. If our action
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been working with people of other faiths on this issue and why their
common action has made such an impact in a supposedly secular age.
Then, in the central essay of this collection, theologian Luke Bretherton
explores the foundational themes of debt and credit in Scripture, how
the Christian tradition on usury has developed over the centuries and
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2. ACTING TOGETHER FOR
ECONOMIC JUSTICE

ANGUS RITCHIE AND MUHAMMAD ABDUL BARI

revealed. In this essay, Angus Ritchie and Muhammad Abdul Bari
teach us about the role of faith in engaging with the ongoing political

to pre-crash levels.
The scale and speed of the crash left politicians and commentators
hopelessly out of their depth, unable to placate an increasingly

appreciated. The mobilisation of resources [to bail out the banks]
was unprecedented; indeed the transfer of assets is the greatest
redistribution from poor to rich since the Norman Conquest, when
the common and freehold lands of England were transferred to the
ownership of William the Conqueror. And yet it was received into a
strange political silence, as if it were an administrative error that
within which greed, fantasy and recklessness had combined in lethal
combination.7
Four years on, widespread dissatisfaction with the status quo has not
led on to a compelling political vision of a better future. This political
silence on such a fundamental issue is very dangerous. At the heart
of any democratic society there must be an opportunity for ordinary
citizens to discern and promote a truly common good. That is to say,
we must be able to shape our future together. But the bewildering
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when they malfunction, leave ordinary citizens feeling fearful and
powerless.
hope? How might we begin to imagine and to build a positive future
together?
often religious ones. When people look for a space to ask deeper, more
fundamental questions about where their society is going – and how
to build a more just and stable economic system – they still turn to the
leaders, the books and the buildings of faith.
In this essay, we will look at three examples of this phenomenon,
and consider their implications for the work of Christians and Muslims
can have something both distinctive and constructive to add to public
debate, and secondly that working together across faith divides has been

2009: Citizens UK challenge exploitative lending

national community organising movement, and its founding members
include the east London churches and mosques with which we both
work.) A delegation of which we were members delivered the holy texts
of Judaism, Christianity and Islam to the chairman of RBS – one of
carried with it a serious message: that the banking system needed to
pay attention to the wisdom contained within these books if it was once
again to serve the common good. In particular, as ordinary taxpayers
),

bailout funds in the local and mutual banking sector.
As journalists acknowledged, faith was adding a unique and vital
voice to the economic debate:
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inner-city churches and synagogues. The politicians have been left
normal business to resume as soon as possible. It has been left to
economic landscape, in his latest encyclical.9
systems had been cut loose from any vision of the common good:
The conviction that the economy must be autonomous, that it must
a moral character, has led man
to abuse the economic process
in a thoroughly destructive
LIKE THE LIVING
way. In the long term, these
WAGE, THE CALL
convictions have led to economic,
OF CHURCHES AND
social and political systems that
trample upon personal and
MOSQUES FOR A
social freedom, and are therefore
CAP ON THE COST
unable to deliver the justice
OF CREDIT WAS
that they promise. (Caritas in
INITIALLY DISMISSED veritate, 34)
AS UNREALISTIC
Grave imbalances are
produced when economic action,
AND IMPRACTICAL
conceived merely as an engine
for wealth creation, is detached
from political action, conceived as a means for pursuing justice
through redistribution. (ibid, 36)
Italy’s Muslim association welcomed the Pope’s intervention.
Responding to the encyclical, it’s Vice-President Imam Yayha
Pallavancini said that:
Islamic ethics, from its origins, develops the common principles
of the Abrahamic civilisation as a whole aimed at providing ‘joint
ban on loans with interest (ribâ) also existed in ancient Christianity.
As early as the 4th and 5th centuries, the Fathers of the Church,
both Greeks and Latins, ardently opposed it based on both the Old
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Testament and the Gospel.10
He went on to observe that “the West has wished to forget the
economic principles present in religions, basically considering them
to be, in modern times, a heritage of archaic thought.” This is an area
where Muslim practice has something to teach Christians. Indeed, their
growing relationship with Muslims here in east London has helped
Christians to engage more deeply with Biblical teachings on economic
issues, and to take to heart their very concrete and practical injunctions
on the way money is lent and borrowed.11
Like the Living Wage, the call of churches and mosques for a
cap on the cost of credit was initially dismissed as unrealistic and
impractical. And now, just like the Living Wage, the witness of these
local congregations – drawing on the testimony of local people and the
moral vision of their faiths – is beginning to reshape the wider economic
discourse.

positive. The next time religion and economics were in the headlines,
LSX set up its camp outside St Paul’s Cathedral. Its arrival led to a
painful debate within the church, and the ultimate resignation of
the rights and wrongs of those events. However, it is frustrating that
the argument about the camp’s location distracted attention from
church) about the growing inequalities between rich and poor, and the
dysfunctions of our economic system.
Nonetheless, there are positive lessons to be drawn from these
events. As Archbishop Rowan Williams observed, our allegedly secular
society again turned to a religious building and to religious language
to discuss these vital issues. Questions about Biblical teaching on usury
and about Jesus’ attitude to wealth played a striking role in the rhetoric
of the Occupy camp. One of the most powerful images of the protest was
of a banner placed outside St Paul’s asking ‘What would Jesus do?’ It

11 Angus Ritchie, Caitlin Burbridge & Andy Walton, Just Church: Local congregations transforming their communities
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was a question being posed, not just to the Chapter of the Cathedral, but
to our whole society.
As the media focused on the controversies around the camp, the
their members, and engaging with the wider community to hear more
local people’s experiences, and build a wider alliance for change. As
Selina Stone and Tom Chigbo’s later essay indicates, this action is now

Campaign, it involves both patience and determination. Both of these
campaigns are rooted in the testimony and action of tens of thousands
of ordinary people, across some of England’s poorest neighbourhoods.
Both campaigns go far beyond gesture politics or protest. They harness
the energy and moral vision of our religious institutions, and enable
them to work together to discern and to promote a truly common good.
Such a practice is mandated by Islamic and Christian teaching alike.
For example, the Qu’ran urges its readers to
Co-operate in righteousness and piety, but do not cooperate in sin
and aggression. (Surah Al Maidah 5.2)
The worldwide Anglican Communion has issued this statement
on engagement with people of other faiths, and the basis for common
action:
It is not for us to set limits to the work of God, for the energy of
(Matthew 12.33) and ‘the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience,
(Galatians 5.22f) When we meet these qualities in our encounter with
their lives and in their communities.12
One of the reasons that Christianity and Islam are able to co-operate
is that both recognise the need for a change in the human heart as
well as in our outward conditions. This is yet another reason why faith
has been such a powerful voice in the economic debate – because it
recognises the connection between personal and social transformation,
and the need for both structural changes and individual conversion:
Indeed, Allah will not change the condition of a people until they
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This same combination – of the transformation of the individual
heart and of action to transform an unjust social order – stands at the
clearly, with a call both to personal faith and to practical action:
Come near to God and he will come near to you. Wash your hands,
you sinners, and purify your hearts, you double-minded... Humble

2013: New Pope and Archbishop speak out on economic
This year has seen the appointment of new leaders for two worldwide
churches – the Roman Catholic and Anglican Communions. Pope
Francis and Archbishop Justin Welby are ‘both/and’ Christians, who
emphasise the personal and the social dimensions of the faith.13 Each
has spoken out forcefully on issues of economic justice. Once again, they
seem to be voicing something which is absent from the secular political
debate, and which resonates with citizens of all faiths and of none.
Pope Francis’ words and deeds provide a powerful rationale for the

saw this most strikingly in his unprecedented decision to wash the feet
of a Muslim woman as part of the Maundy Thursday liturgy. His visit

treatment of refugees and migrants by the world’s wealthiest nations.
He has repeatedly demanded that we pay more attention to the voices
of the poorest – so that social action is not simply a condescending
attempt to speak for those in greatest need, but begins by engaging with
what they have to say. This insight stands at the heart of community
organising, with its ‘iron rule’ that we do not do for others what they
can do for themselves. It is action by the poorest, and not simply for
them, which has led to the extraordinary success of the Living Wage
against exploitative lending.
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The new Archbishop of Canterbury brings a weight of business
experience which has won him a serious hearing from economic
commentators. This is an exciting and important turn of events. As
Imam Pallavincini observed, engagement between faith and economics
is “not about ‘turning back’ to some anachronistic and ideal restoration,
but [considering] the real contribution that a religious sensibility
14
The Archbishop’s recent
interventions on exploitative lending, and his call for an expanded
mutual banking sector, are part of that very ‘real contribution’.
While Christian leaders are
is quietly growing across the

OUR ENGAGEMENT
WITH BROTHERS
AND SISTERS OF
ANOTHER RELIGION
HELPS US TO BECOME
MORE AUTHENTIC
AND FAITHFUL IN
OUR OWN RELIGIOUS
PRACTICE

Based on the unacceptability
of interest in Islam a number
of interest-free Islamic banks

established as private or semiprivate commercial institutions
in some Muslim countries since
th
century.15 Britain
the Muslim world that has
accommodated Islamic banking,

faster than traditional banking and global Islamic investments are set to

16

This will indeed power Britain’s

disadvantaged British people.17

15 ...whereas Allah has permitted trading and forbidden usury.... Surah Al-Baqarah 2.275
17 Ibid.
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on economics, as on some other issues. In this essay, we do not wish

all. Such action does not dilute our religious identity – rather, in many
cases, our engagement with brothers and sisters of another religion
helps us to become more authentic and faithful in our own religious
practice.
It is these distinctive voices which have blended together to power
and Christians, have been part and parcel of the broad movement
initiated some time ago by The East London Communities Organisation
people’s life, be it through the Living Wage or Just Money campaigns.
These two initiatives have now become national pointers for politicians
to discuss the hardships faced by people on the lowest rungs of our
society.

Muslims must continue to work together to ensure that this vision of a
more just social order becomes a practical reality – a reality shaped by
the voices and experience of the poorest citizens, as well as the richest
and most powerful.
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3. ‘NEITHER A BORROWER NOR A
LENDER BE’?18
LUKE BRETHERTON

In this essay Luke Bretherton looks at the Scriptural teaching on the
subject of money and lending, explores how this inheritance has been
applied by the Church through the centuries and unpacks its relevance
application of the Biblical injunctions against usury, and an account of
what positive and faithful lending must involve.

Scripture, usury and the call for responsible lending
The Bible has a great deal to say about the power of money. In
lending. A primary narrative template for understanding salvation is
given in the book of Exodus, in which the central dramatic act of the
story is liberation from debt slavery in Egypt. The Canonical structure of

although saved from famine, the Israelites, along with everyone else in
Egypt, are reduced to debt slavery. This is a ‘voluntary’ process entered
into in order to receive the grain from Pharaoh’s stores that the people
After several
‘There is nothing left in the sight of my lord but our bodies and our

Call to Action. A more fully developed and academic version of this piece entitled ‘“Love your enemies”: Usury, citizenship
LukeBretherton.

indentures the people while wrapping itself in the cloak of humanitarian concern.

Mendelsohn, Slavery in the Ancient near East: A Comparative Study of Slavery in Babylonia, Assyria, Syria and Palestine
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opens with a new Pharaoh who takes advantage of the Israelites debt
slavery to exploit them. So the Israelites were not prisoners of war or
chattel slaves, they were debt slaves undertaking corvée labour on behalf
of the ruling elite.21 It is this condition that the Israelites are redeemed
for both the Exodus and for the seventh-year release of debt slaves.22
The linkage between liberation from Egypt and debt slavery is made
explicit in Leviticus 25.35-46. In this text the prohibitions against usury
and limits placed on debt slavery through the institution of jubilee are
through the act of liberation from Egypt.
shape the presentation of Jesus’ life, death and resurrection. And the
notion of redemption or Jesus paying with his life in order to liberate
humans from our debt of sin is a leitmotif
Jubilee – that is, the release from debt slavery – forms the basis of how
Luke frames Jesus’ announcement of his purpose and mission:
The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to
bring good news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the
captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free,
23

And what Luke then depicts in Act 2 as a direct fruit of the
outpouring of the Holy Spirit is the enactment of the Jubilee community
where no one has debts because “All who believed were together and
had all things in common; they would sell their possessions and goods

and liberation from debt is a central concern. The admonition that we
matter: the central drama of salvation history is an act of liberation
from debt slavery.24 To put the pursuit of money before the welfare of
23 For an extended reading of this text as a declaration of Jubilee see John Howard Yoder, The Politics of Jesus, 2nd edn
Jubilee with its use of the word aphiemi in the statement: ‘remit us our debts as we ourselves have also remitted them to our
debtors.’ Ibid., p. 62.
allegory of sin and salvation that uses freedom from debt-slavery and the practice of usury as its central motif.
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people, and use money to re-enslave and exploit people, especially the

money to serve the common good, and in particular to relieve the poor,

parables the wealthy who hoard their riches, using them for their own
need, are condemned as not only foolish but damned.25
we should lend each other money. Indicative of the direct teaching on
lending money is the following from Exodus 22.25:
If you lend money to my people, to the poor among you, you shall
not deal with them as a creditor; you shall not exact interest from
them.
Not lending at interest is directly equated with righteousness, as is
set out in Psalm 15:
O Lord, who may abide in your tent? Who may dwell on your holy
hill? Those who walk blamelessly, and do what is right, and speak the
truth from their heart; …who stand by their oath even to their hurt;
who do not lend money at interest, and do not take a bribe against the
innocent.
Whether these stand as condemnations of interest per se, or more
Hebrew word used in Exodus and Psalm 15 is neìek, which is probably
derived from the proto-semitic root of ntk or nsk meaning ‘bite.’26 In
the Old Testament at least usury can be used as a synonym for charging
any kind of interest and is condemned as immoral in relation to those
subject to covenantal obligations.
In the law given to the Israelites, central to the faithful witness

to each other and good stewards of the land. The proper ordering of
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relations. This is because the proper relationship between the land and
the people is at stake. The land and fellow Israelites were non-fungible
did not entitle the holder to exclusive use. Human ownership and use of
To convert
land or people into fungible goods of no greater value than anything
27

of that which is not for sale as a commodity to be bought and sold. The
relate to debt slavery and are measures to keep in check such a process
For example, in Leviticus, the
Israelite who cannot pay back his loan cannot be made a debt-slave but
remains free, and instead becomes a hireling of the creditor until he can
amortize his debt.
Treatment of the poor is a touchstone that marks whether relations
of faithful, mutual responsibility that encompass the whole people
are adhered to or not. The turning of people and land into property
capable of being traded within a monetary economy is a direct threat to
the proper ordering of economic, social and political relations and the
concrete ability of all the people to participate in the covenantal order
as those of equal value. The key issue at stake here is not usury per se
but the nature of the relationship between the lender and the borrower

as commodities to be bought and sold. The Jubilee legislation served as
through debt. The land was to be used to provide the means of life,
not converted through exploitation or monopolisation into a means

Fists or Open Hands? pp. 166-173.
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for either the death or the enslavement of one’s neighbour. As Albino
Barrera puts it:

Naturally by extension, guest and tenants who have been received to
dwell on the land are expected to mutually respect each other and treat
one another justly, if only because they are each equally under the
31

Legislation concerning the lending of money frames it as a good
thing to do as a response to
someone in need.32 But on
no account should another’s
be turned into
LIKE A DRUG SUCH misfortune
an opportunity for personal
AS HEROIN, USURY gain. In Nehemiah we are
given a picture where the
IS BOTH A POISON
rich and powerful Israelites
have become like Pharaoh
AND A REMEDY
and are exploiting a famine
SIMULTANEOUSLY
to make others debt slaves

repentance and in particular to stop charging interest on what they are
judgment, repentance and a return to faithfulness involves. In the New
Testament, the story of Jesus’ encounter with Zacchaeus, a tax collector
and probable moneylender, directly echoes Nehemiah. The sign of
Zacchaeus’ repentance and that he really changed his ways is that he

33 It is often asserted that the New Testament contains no judgement as to the morality of usury. However, such a claim is
rendered implausible if the New Testament teachings on the proper use of money are located within a broader understanding
between Old and New Testaments concerning the judgment against usury. This kind of assertion also fails to reckon with
the contextual background to the parables and teaching that explicitly mention usury. For example, Joseph Fitzmyer draws
out how the prohibition against usury forms the key dramatic background to the parable of the dishonest manager in Luke
16:1-13 and is consistent with Old Testament teachings. Joseph Fitzmyer, Essays on the Semitic Background of the New
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in both Old and New Testaments is that they do not actively make each
other debt slaves and exploit each other in pursuit of money.33 However,
there is no absolute condemnation of usury in Scripture. While neither
the misfortune of the poor and landless is to be exploited for personal
gain, nor the lending of money or goods to one’s kin to be treated as an

in relation to those subject to the laws of Israel and its licitness when it
comes to foreigners has long troubled Christian interpreters. A common
way of reconciling the seeming contradiction is through some kind of
contextualisation that thereby relativises the distinction. The suggestion
is that because Israel was a peasant economy most loans were distress
or consumption loans rather than loans for investment. By contrast,
loans to foreigners were commercial loans relating to trade. However,
this solely economic explanation is too reductive. Calvin, who is often
associated with the economic contextualisation of the usury prohibitions
in Scripture, is in fact closer to the mark when he states:
Looking at the political law, no wonder God permitted his people to
exact fenory [excessive charging of interest] from foreigners: because
otherwise mutual reciprocity would not have obtained, without which
one side must needs be injured. God commands his people not to
practise fenory, and therefore by this law lays the obligation on the
Jews alone, not on foreign peoples. Therefore, in order that analogous
conditions may prevail, he concedes the same liberty to his people
that the Gentiles were arrogating to themselves, because precisely this
moderation is tolerable, where the position of both parties is the same
and equal.34
Calvin brings to the fore the issue of power and how the equal
and fraternal relations of mutuality that were possible in relations
between the Israelites could not be expected between the Israelites and
foreigners due to the asymmetry of power.
in relation to murder or lying there is no absolute moral prohibition
35 From Calvin’s 1575 letter to Claude de Sachin. Quoted from translation by André Biéler, Calvin’s Economic and Social
observation and goes on to compare the usurer to a bloodsucker and murderer. Ibid., p. 413.
term pharmakon – meaning a drug – can signify both a remedy and/or a poison. A pharmakon can be – alternately or
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against charging interest. Although, as Calvin perceived:
Usury has almost always these two inseparable accompaniments,
viz. tyrannical cruelty and the art of deception. Elsewhere, the Holy
Spirit, in praising the saintly, God-fearing man who has abstained
from usury, likewise shows that it is very unusual to see a worthy man
who is at the same time a usurer.35
One analogy for usury that helps us understand the ambiguity of
Scripture in relation to usury is to compare it to a drug. Like a drug
such as heroin, usury is both a poison and a remedy simultaneously.36
Its ambiguity and double-edged nature, rendered explicit in the

interest is to serve an essential need in the monetary economy. As the
the levels of exchange it facilitates is a potent driver in the creation of
monetary wealth, technical innovation and the provision of welfare.
who ordinarily might have nothing in common or who are deeply
suspicious of each other and have no shared life. At a concrete level, one
fruit of modern economic globalisation is just such an increase in trade
between enemies. However, as well as enabling exchange, credit also
gives enormous power to the creditor - in some cases a power to rival
on social and political relations. The immiserating impact of debt
repayments, whether on a personal level or among developing countries,
are instances of this destruction. Myriad personal testimonies recount
how the burden of debt leads to family breakdown, depression and in
some cases suicide. Such is the destructive power of usury that Ambrose
sees it as a form of warfare that was nevertheless lawful in relation to an
enemy. As he puts it: “wherever there is the right of war, there is also the
right of usury”.37

RESPONSES TO SCRIPTURE
So Scripture has much to say about responsible lending and sees how we
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treat each other through lending and borrowing as a key mark of faithful
witness. This may seem surprising to us, but the prohibition against
usury was consistently upheld by the Church as a vital sign of faithful
witness right up to the modern period. Such was its importance that
the prohibition of usury and the proper treatment of the poor in money
matters was a central concern of the church councils. Incorporated into
deciding matters of belief and practice were condemnations of usury.

onwards.

a) Patristic
For the earliest theologians charging interest on a loan to someone in
need was incompatible with Christian love. For example, Augustine
held that we meet Christ in the poor man and should respond as
Christ responds to our poverty with generosity and love and not as an

medicine that turns out to be poison. As Ambrose puts it, the poor man
‘begs for liberty, and you impose slavery.’ For all the Patristic writers,
money, like all property, was given not for private enrichment but to be
poverty was a central part. Even where limited interest was allowed by
civil law, John Chrysostom encouraged those who heard his sermons to
go beyond the law and act according to the order of love established by
Christ.

b) Scholastic
The medieval Scholastic theologians continued and developed the
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of money, there were wide-ranging and quite complex discussions
charged. Much of this was in response to the development of banking
and trade from the twelfth century onwards. There emerged up to the
Reformation a growing consensus that distinguished legitimate interest
and usury. Legitimate interest related broadly speaking to questions of
i) indemnity
form of compensation, analogous to a modern credit card arrangement);
be made as a form of insurance against loss); iii) what was called lucrum
cessans
earned with the money using it for something else, so the interest was
a form of recompense); and iv) remuneration
for the work in managing a loan). Usury became the illegitimate and/
foenus
parties were expected to gain were one thing; lending at usury, where
deemed licit, the ideal for many Scholastic theologians was that such
a charge be measured or moderate. For example, the Fourth Lateran
what they charged. As one Elizabethan memorandum from the Public
as falsehood is to truth.”41 Although, as with distinguishing truth from
lies, it was not always clear-cut in practice!
For many of the Scholastics charging interest on a loan was
unnatural or against natural law because it went against the true end
or use of money, which was as a medium of exchange. Unlike a cow or
a fruit tree, left on its own money could not grow or bear fruit; rather it
was sterile. As the parable of the talents makes clear, if one puts a bag
of gold in the ground it will not grow but will stay the same. Likewise,
give a bag of gold to someone and, unlike a house, an ipod or a pig,
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same thing back. Thus to seek interest was to make money an end in
itself rather than a means to an end and this was to make money act
Aristotle).
Beyond acting unnaturally, the excessive or illegitimate charging of
puts the usurer below the blasphemer and sodomite in the third ring
Inferno canto 17). Anselm saw usury as
being sold was not money but time and this did not belong to humans
given time freely to everyone. So serious a sin was usury that the known
usurer, like the heretic, could not be buried in sacred ground and the
priest who did so was to be de-frocked. As with Zacchaeus, the only way
to demonstrate real repentance was to make restitution of ill-gotten
gains.
Anselm is particularly interesting because he developed one of the
most important theologies of salvation: that of the substitutionary
atonement in his work Curs Deus Homo. The forgiveness of debts
without a charge is the central image of his theology of salvation.
Contrary to many readings of his theology, salvation was not a kind of
accounting process where Christ’s life was counted as an equivalent
exchange for human sin. Instead of Christ’s death marking a demand of
divine retribution or satisfaction it represents a divine act of grace that
refused to hold our debt of sin against us.42 So again, release from debts
and not demanding like for like continued to be a profound analogy for
the gift of salvation.

c) Reformers
change to fundamental Christian teaching about usury, not to any of the
Christian attitudes to it, remedies for it, or laws against it.’43 However,
there is a somewhat heated discussion between scholars on whether
such an argument is right. The key point of contention is whether there
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is an intrinsic relationship between Protestantism and Capitalism – a
debate that need not concern us here. What can be said is that Luther,
Zwingli, Calvin and the other Reformers all condemned biting usury or
fenory. What the Reformers, and Calvin in particular, were responding
to was the need to distinguish between commercial agreements freely
power) and loans made to the poor in times of emergency or great need
have been given, but it could hardly said to be given freely. Here the
Reformers were directly echoing Scholastic concerns which themselves
drew on Aristotle. The key analogy in these discussions was that of a
ship’s captain who has to throw his cargo overboard in a storm in order
to save his life and his ship. While an act of free will, it could hardly be
said to be voluntary in any straightforward sense. At best such action
was forced by need and involved a ‘mixed will.’ Likewise, the one who
agrees to pay interest by dint of necessity or at a time of distress acts
under duress.44 In such cases, lending at interest was an act of coercion
and unjust.45

where banking was crucial to the economic survival of Protestantism
itself. The Reformers were not always that successful in making this
distinction. However, they were clear that, as Calvin puts it: “Usuries
[i.e. the charging of interest in general and not fenory or biting usury]
are not nowadays unlawful, unless and in so far as repugnant to equity
and brotherly association.”46 While Calvin does struggle to harmonise
following comments can be taken an indicative of his advice in practice:
I would never advise any man to put his money out to interest, if he
ready money, he may well contract with such and such persons, that

44 Langholm, The Legacy of Scholasticism in Economic Thought, pp. 62-76. As Langholm notes, the issue of compulsion
was not restricted to the debate over usury but was central to discussions of the just price and the justice of market
45 This of course begs the question as to whether the acceptance of a consumption loan can ever not be based on some form
of coercion.
47 Ibid., p. 34.
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loose the reins to demand, and take excessive gains, as is the custom
and practice of too, too many, nor should he grieve all grinds the face
of that poor man with whom he has contracted, nor endammage the

what terms, articles and conditions, and with what persons you do
transact herein.47
Such was his concern that he supported the introduction of a cap

APPLYING THE CHRISTIAN TRADITION
TODAY
This paper began with a quotation from Shakespeare’s Hamlet and
asked the question whether we should ‘neither a borrower nor a
lender be’? The rest of the quote, often cited out of context, advocates
absolute independence and not risking the vulnerability and tensions
involved in borrowing: “This above all: to thine own self be true.”
This is not the Christian way. To be a lender and borrower are good
things. To be a lender and a borrower is to be situated within economic
relations of inter-dependence, cooperation and mutual responsibility
and borrow is to be drawn into real relationships that demand we

interest that have to be addressed if we are to be real neighbours rather
than a crowd of competitive individuals with no real connection or
common life. Of course, and herein lies the irony we discovered in the
recent economic crisis, the idea that we can be a crowd of competitive
individuals is a utopian fantasy that does not connect with the reality of
responsibility are inherent in the action of borrowing and lending.
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mutual responsibility requires limits to ensure that the vulnerabilities
involved in being a lender or a borrower do not become occasions for
exploitation, oppression and abuse. But it seems many of our politicians
and business leaders are still keen on putting their faith in a fantasy
rather than reality. The proposals for a cap on the cost of credit are an
attempt to deal with the world as it is rather than a utopian one.
While clear in their condemnation of usury and consistent with
Scripture the Patristic, Scholastic and Reformation writers were not
naïve. Aquinas speaks for most in the Christian tradition when he says:
Human laws allow some sins to go unpunished on account of the
condition of imperfect men, wherefore much that is useful would be
Therefore human law tolerates some usuries, not because considering
activities be interfered with.49
The questions confronting the church, past and present, is how to
prevent unjust and extortionate interest rates, encourage responsible
lending, and as Christians, point to a deeper reality and truer foundation
for human life, one based on loving kindness and generosity not
these questions that the proposals of Archbishop Justin Welby and his
critique of Wonga address themselves. Whether one agrees with them or
not the questions they are addressing are ones central to the very fabric
of what Christians confess and how we are called on in Scripture to live
out that confession.
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4. FIVE PRINCIPLES FOR A FAITHFUL
FINANCIAL SYSTEM
ANGUS RITCHIE
1. Stewardship
Christian thought about economics begins with the recognition that “the
ultimate owners of the world around us. This truth is foundational for
all truly Christian economics.
It is this insight that led Pope Benedict XIV to entitle his encyclical
Caritas in veritate
on the truth
trust and love for what is true, there is no social conscience and
responsibility, and social action ends up serving private interests
and the logic of power, resulting in social fragmentation, especially
Caritas in
veritate, 4)
Wealth, like all the blessings of our material world, is to be

Wealth becomes an idol when it distracts us from the giver of all good

be open to the hard questions about the long-term and environmental
stewarded then they need to be considered at least partly as a gift we
will give to future generations. We are learning the hard way that shortyoung people, and we are still a long way away from an economic system
which doesn’t put unsustainable pressure on our natural environment.
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2. Love
everything is shaped by it; everything is directed towards it. Love is
Caritas
in veritate, 2) The purpose of our stewardship is to enable human

and political ones).” (Ibid.)
The theologian Stephen Long gives us a set of questions to ask of all
our interactions with other people:
Is charity furthered? Do our exchanges point us to our true source?

churches, orders and vocations cannot be faithful if they fail to ask
and answer this question: How do our daily exchanges promote that
charity which is a participation in the life of God?50
For the Christian, our economic interactions – like all our daily

to be “good news” to both borrower and the creditor: expressing our
solidarity as members of a common humanity.

their immediate desire or need by deferring and then magnifying the
gap between income and expenditure. The Financial Conduct Authority

interest to do so.”51

3. Mutuality
The divine love is a mutual
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Luke Bretherton’s essay indicated the implications this has for our
within economic relations of inter-dependence, cooperation and
Scripture. To lend and borrow is to be drawn into real relationships that

and borrowers take
responsibility for their actions, and where poorer communities have an
active role in developing solutions, and a voice in decision-making. This
is just one of the reasons why credit unions are a much-needed part of
gives ordinary people a chance to help themselves and each other rather
than being forced to rely on the ‘charity’ or ‘benefaction’ of those richer
than them.
credit unions and cooperatives), Christians are called to work in other
types of institutions with structures oriented to values of mutuality,
in this collection explores such a model of Christian social enterprise.)

4. Mercy
Justice is a minimal requirement of Christian ethics, but not its
Caritas in veritate, 6) This has profound
implications for our social and economic relationships. “The earthly
city is promoted not merely by relationships of rights and duties, but
to an even greater and more fundamental extent by relationships of
gratuitousness, mercy and communion.” (Ibid.)
Christians seek to build an economic system which encourages

However, Christians are conscious that every human being is indebted
debt has been forgiven, and who thus are called to show mercy to those
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both encourage responsibility on the part of borrowers and also showing
mercy to those trapped in a spiral of indebtedness which is impossible
which are designed to consolidate unsustainable debts, and the linking
Birmingham are considering doing) to provide people with a realistic

5. Holistic: towards a common good
Christians cannot consider the issue of exploitative lending in isolation.
A Christian response to exploitative lending must be integrated into
a wider analysis of social injustice – the structural sin which deprives
them to, and their ability to discern and promote a truly common good.
The growing gap many households face between income and
outgoings and the reasons for it must also be addressed. ‘Money
management’ and ‘ethical banking’ must complement - and not displace
energy from - a wider discussion of how wealth is generated and

of a possible cap on the total cost of credit must go hand in hand with
action to support the Living Wage and to ensure that the social security
system gives individuals and families dignity and the means to grow and
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ACTING

INTRODUCTION
The essays in the previous sections have highlighted the particular
injustices inherent in the current practices of many payday lenders,
against exploitative lending, and set out some Christian principles for
practical action which Christians can take. As each essay makes clear,
these suggestions grow out of the work Christians and churches are
already doing.

has become a vehicle for churches in Lambeth - and indeed across the
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country - to work together with other religious and civic institutions to
achieve better regulation of the payday lending industry. Their essay

in, developing new forms of short-term credit provision in response to
the experiences of the borrowers in greatest need and the theological
imperatives outlined above. Finally, Tom Sefton and Bethany Eckley
explore the work that churches can do to support existing alternatives,
and in particular credit unions. Their contribution is an invitation for
positive solution to exploitative lending.
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5. THE JUST MONEY CAMPAIGN
SELINA STONE AND TOM CHIGBO

The Just Money Campaign builds on the actions taken by Citizens
were described above by Angus Ritchie and Muhammad Abdul Bari.
In this essay two of the community organisers involved in the current
campaign describe its existing activities and its potential for further
growth and impact.
alliances to take action for the common good. The strongest of these

Living Wage campaign, driven in part by the teachings and traditions of
recession placed even greater pressure on the incomes of our members.
Alongside stories of working poverty and parents juggling multiple jobs
to make ends meet came testimonies of unsecured loans and crippling
debt. Meanwhile academics within our membership researched the
‘organised money’ on communities.
As Angus Ritchie and Muhammad Abdul Bari’s piece explained,
our response was to call for a cap on the cost of credit and the reits duty in making sure that its own communities were resilient to

Mentors’. This saw volunteers from across our membership trained

equipped with the tools to spread these skills through peer-to-peer
teaching and networks within their own communities. In total over
worst winds of the economic storm.
However, as the recession took hold, many communities experienced
a sudden proliferation of payday loan shops. As local shops went out
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THE JUST MONEY CAMPAIGN IN
BIRMINGHAM

SAIDUL HAQUE SAEED, CITIZENS UK BIRMINGHAM
COMMUNITY ORGANISER
Summer Listening Campaign in Birmingham to listen to the testimonies
and stories of their people. One of the institutions was Aspire & Succeed,
a community organisation established by young Muslim leaders from a
poor inner-city area called Lozells. They held face to face conversations
with people visiting the organisation’s free weekly advice surgery and
spent time with members of a congregation at a local Mosque.

to exploitative lenders. Abdul, an unemployed father of 3 children
shared how due to a 12-week wait in receiving any job seekers’ allowance
payments forced him to resort to loan sharks and payday lenders to meet
essential bills. For him his family’s hardships were exacerbated by the
costs of school holidays and spending for Eid.
as a priority social justice area for the organisation. Public action to
forces with the Just Money campaign to tackle high-interest lending
planned to help take these actions forward.

of business, many high streets in deprived communities went into
squeezed household budgets further. Taking advantage of these
conditions, high street lenders such as Speedy Cash and the Money Shop
quickly opened stores in many of our high streets.
When London Citizens members in East London gathered in
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member institutions and
particularly churches were
keen to hold their own
Money Talks. Members
of St John the Evangelist
Church, Angell Town and
St John’s Angell Town
Primary School weaved
these discussions into
the rhythm of school and
parish life.
Martin Clark, the Head
Teacher allowed parents
meet in the school hall at

WHAT IS
COMMUNITY
ORGANISING?

present in the UK since the
encouraged conversations
during the sermon slot and
after mass. House of Faith
Church, West Norwood
and Churches Together
in Brixton & Stockwell
also held their own
conversations, allowing
us to bring together the
testimonies of people from
a variety of denominations.
As well as learning about
the experiences of their
congregations, leaders

congregations throughout

of payday lenders with that of other countries. We learned that Britain
had one of the weakest systems of regulation and was one of the only
developed economies that placed no caps on the cost of credit.
Our research had made clear the impact of usury on households,
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on. One of the most successful payday lenders operating in the borough
is The Money Shop. Their bright yellow shop fronts and advertising
had made them a household name. With stores in Brixton, Stockwell,

The company also operates in Canada, under the name MoneyMart,
where stricter regulations on the lending sector ensures that they don’t

take action. On 1st July, which also happens to be Canada day, teams at
each location planned visits to Money Shop stores armed with Canadian
meeting with The Money Shop’s senior executives, as well as educating
On hearing about our action, The Money Shop agreed to a meeting, so
the focus of the action was broadened to cover all payday lenders in our

payday lenders and others speaking to shoppers in Brixton.
Our meeting with The Money Shop took place later that month.

the Financial Conduct Authority), we were able to identify some areas
where we could work together, such as signposting people to credit
unions if they needed longer-term loans.
While negotiations continue at a national level, the Lambeth
teams continue to take local action. Our member churches have
been promoting credit union membership to their congregations. A
delegation of London Citizens members met with Lib Peck, Leader of
Lambeth Council to secure her support for our campaign. The council
has banned payday loan advertising on all its advertising hoardings and
computer terminals in public buildings. In the lead up to Christmas, as
payday loan advertisements proliferate, we have launched a petition in
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order to secure a Full Council debate on the issue and to get Lambeth
Council to call on Transport for London to ban such adverts from bus
shelters and tube stations. Corpus Christi Catholic Church, Brixton have

to and cater for their congregations, in the spirit of Christian teaching,
leading to positive and exciting local action.

CASE STUDY:
working on the Just Money campaign

in Brixton and Streatham. Over recent years, these two areas in the
Borough have become increasingly occupied by payday lenders. My brief
areas which included amongst other things; banks, pawnbrokers, loans
companies and money transfer services. On visiting these companies,

other service providers. Some of the companies were reluctant to give
information but others were forthcoming. The most revealing episode
was the occasion when a cashier informed me very excitedly that he was

overwhelmed by the pressure I had felt to go through with the loan and
also the concern that if I had been a customer who had been desperate,
I would have most certainly agreed and would have most certainly not
read the small print.
I was also fortunate enough to speak with some members of the
community as I walked around the area. I remember listening to the
story of a Somali shop keeper named Ibrahim who explained the worry
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he was feeling about the young men in his community. While the older
members of the community were aware that charging interest is ‘haram’
law. He explained that some of the young men were getting into debt
by taking out the easily accessible payday loans and then going straight
into the betting shops next door in an attempt to make some quick

see the worry and concern on his face; not only for these young men
who were gambling, but for the values that were being lost by the next
generation. If I had come to Lambeth with any sense of uncertainty, the
research and these conversations were all I needed to convince me that
this was a matter that needed to be addressed with both urgency and

Building relationships and identifying leaders
go ahead with full support. The vicar at St John’s, Angell Town was
was building relationships with the congregation using the tried and
tested method of what organisers refer to as ‘one-to-ones’. These are
meetings that allowed the church member and myself to understand one
another on more than just a surface level. We discussed our families,
My goal as the organiser in these conversations was to discover what we
refer to as the ‘self-interest’ of the person, as it is on the basis of shared
interests that we work together. These were and still are the highlight
of my work as an organiser. As a lover of people, it is a privilege to
meet new individuals and to share something real about who we are,
even before we get down to business. This was especially important
for me coming into a new city and new church; but the same level of
importance applies to leaders who may have been in their church for
years. Often, we can function together for years without really knowing
who we are working next to.
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As well as identifying self-interest my aim was also to identify
leaders who may potentially get involved with the campaign and with
community organising more broadly. In my one-to-ones I have heard
as living wage and social care. I have also heard personal testimonies

not necessarily those who are most vocal, but those who have good
relationships with the congregation. The lady who welcomes people
at the door of the church can often have more understanding and also
These leaders, those who have a following, are the people who I hope to
the leader becomes the organiser.
While building relationships and getting to know the people of St
John’s, it has also been essential for me to connect with the leaders
of other institutions within Lambeth. As is common for many, if not
all organisers, my focus is split between working with my institution
and with the borough. The focus of my work is not the campaign but
the relationships and this is a fundamental point; campaigns come
and go but relationships have the ability to endure if nurtured well. If
relationships are the foundation of organising, then it is essential for me
to seek out those in other churches, mosques, schools and community
groups who have an interest in our work. In this way each institution,
and in turn the borough, will be strengthened.
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6. A SOCIAL ENTERPRISE PERSPECTIVE
PHILIP KRINKS

through supporting alternatives as well as campaigning for regulation. In
this essay the ordinand and former management consultant Philip Krinks
explores the short-term credit market from a business perspective and

to exploitative lenders.
As the essays either side of this one show, the churches in Britain
lenders and of supporting the continued expansion of credit unions. I
want to suggest that another practical response can be considered, to
supplement and reinforce these: the creation of a new Christian social
enterprise operating on a national scale. This essay will explain why such
an intervention is appropriate, what it could provide and how it could be
established.

Problems with the supply of credit
Problems in the short-term credit market have several causes. What is
not often seen is that they result partly from the underlying economics
supplied.
When we speak of payday loans, we typically mean loans which have

groups working through branches and the internet, and it is their activity
which is the primary focus of current public discussion and concern.
work house-to-house via agents, and of course by unlicensed informal
lenders of varying levels of salubriousness.
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economics: the lender’s balance of revenue and costs. Compared with
other lending activities, loans of this type have the potential to be
sum of interest chargeable on each loan at any normal interest rate is very
small: the loan being a small amount, and borrowed for a very short time.
The operating costs in a lending business, on the other hand, are largely

basic reason that the costs to the payday borrower are so high: since the
rate, the rate charged needs to be relatively high compared to other credit
products.
This is a problem in itself, but this initial problem also snowballs

if they have an alternative source of credit. Those on middle or higher
incomes typically do have an alternative: to borrow larger amounts, over

Since middle income borrowers do not borrow on a payday basis, and
lower income borrowers do not have the alternatives, a gulf opens up
between the two products. That is reinforced by a gulf between two groups
of lenders. Mainstream lenders are faced with the reputational and other
up on the relatively high number of defaulting loans. Thus, they have
generally chosen to have little involvement in short-term credit products.
have the understanding, business model, culture and mind-set required
is aspects of this model, culture and mind-set which are currently, and
rightly, being criticised.

the-terms-of-the-high-margin-high-risk-pay-day-loan-sector-c.html
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Roles which a new social enterprise might play
it essential for ethical suppliers of credit to enter the market. However,

been limited in their ability to make short-term loans by their low interest

of providers playing a valuable role include Moneyline expanding from East
The supply structure also provides a reason why the provision of
such short-term borrowing, from any lender, but especially from the forsituation, the reasons for it, the choices they have and the consequences of
making these choices, as clearly as possible. Christian and other charities
are doing important work in this area.
A new Christian social enterprise could set itself the mission of going
further than existing alternatives, whilst still respecting and reinforcing

signposting for lower income adults to long-term solutions to credit
dependency: especially to active membership in the credit union sector and

The logic for Christians to engage with the issue of payday borrowing
does not need restating: it has already emerged in the previous papers.
The logic for the social enterprise style of engagement suggested here,
52
It
payday borrowing, by reducing its cost and extent. And it is also that, by
creating structures which are distinct from but connected to the credit
union movement, it would expand the coalition of those working against
exploitative lending and so help to realise a gospel vision of love, liberation

60

THE CONTEXTUAL THEOLOGY CENTRE

it could open up new options for low income adults, protect them from
habits.
The logic for integrating this set of activities in a single enterprise is
similar to the rationale for supporting credit union expansion: that there is a
need for supply-side interventions, to expand access to lower cost sources of
credit, but this supply needs to be linked to demand-side working on saving
and money management.

Establishing such an enterprise
of establishing a new Christian social enterprise. There are at least three
requirements. The most important requirement is passionate people: those
committed to serve the needs of lower income adults and to work with them
and their contexts - and not only as one might ideally wish those contexts
to be, but as they are and as what they can feasibly become. The second is

already provide ethical loans, payments and banking services, including
banks and credit unions; with technology and enterprise development
counselling and education.
For those who commit to it, realising this vision will be a large
undertaking. Not unrelatedly, the scale of the opportunity to free lower
relationships of genuine love and mutuality is also large.
Such a transformation, and the liberation and empowerment it promises,
the testimonies in the ‘Seeing’ section show, they would unlock energy and

way would be, like the responses which Christians are already making, an
act of love. It would be an act of practical love, and appropriate to those
following the one who came not to be served, but to serve.

53 http://www.dwp.gov.uk/docs/credit-union-feasibility-study-report.pdf
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THE STORY OF ST THOMAS’
CHURCH, EAST LONDON
REVD WILLIAM TAYLOR

In the past we haven’t really liked to talk about money at St Thomas’,
apart from occasionally asking people for more of it. This meant a
number of things. It meant that we didn’t know quite how many of
loan repayments and compounded penalty fees as well as zero-hours
contracts, sub Living Wage employment, exorbitant fuel charges and
bills.
Talking together brought mutual recognition and opened the door to
relationships of greater trust and power. This was facilitated, in part, by
the programme of Money Talks. As we continued to share testimony we
and mirrored, too, in the pages of the bible. But what could we actually
do as a motley crew in a small parish in a poor area of Hackney with only
limited resources?
We were fortunate to have within our church community a gifted
community organiser who helped us do three things. First, he helped
us deepen those conversations around the power of mutual aid and
the importance of ‘tethered capital’. Then he brokered contact with the

up clinic in our community room. Finally, he has helped us see how
St Thomas’ Church itself can be an anchor institution for the wider
community.
In practical terms this means that we now have a small team that
goes door-knocking across the local estates and streets of the parish.
It also means that we are looking for ways to constitute this emerging
network as ‘Clapton Commons’, an alliance of civil society associations
all within walking distance of the church door. But the main change
that’s taken place? Now we love to talk about money.
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7. SUPPORTING CREDIT UNIONS
TOM SEFTON AND BETHANY ECKLEY

unions in providing an ethical alternative. In this article Tom Sefton

Why support credit unions?
Alongside working for better regulation of payday lending, it is vital
to also ensure that there are credible alternatives to payday loans and
other exploitative forms of lending. At the moment, around seven
million people on low incomes are inadequately served by the major

According to a recent feasibility study for the government, credit
lending.53
it possible for people to save and borrow responsibly, whatever their
income, thus reducing their potential need for payday loans.
investing in the credit union sector, making funds available to help

achievable, credit unions need to become more professional, better
known and easier to access. They also need to attract a broader range of
members, including people on middle and higher incomes who can save
and borrow larger amounts, helping to balance out the smaller, riskier
loans.
This is a task in which the Church can and should step up to help. As
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THE CHURCH CREDIT
CHAMPIONS NETWORK
DAVID BARCLAY

The task of supporting credit unions raises a strategic challenge about
how to match the varied resources and capacities of local churches with
that doesn’t duplicate or waste energy and resources. The Contextual
Theology Centre has been inspired by the vision of the Archbishop of
Canterbury and the example of churches like St Thomas’ to think about
how best to meet this challenge. Our proposal is to create a Church
Credit Champions Network which will help churches to engage on the
issue of debt in their community and then train and support them to
context. This could involve churches working together to set up popup branches of their local credit union, providing skilled volunteers
for board positions or persuading local businesses to set up payroll
deduction savings schemes for their employees.

credit providers with a track record of success and a shared vision of
eradicating exploitative credit in their community. The plans for the
Network go well beyond London, however, as it is designed to be a pilot
project to inform the national Church’s response to payday lending.
extended for another year in London and to another city in order to fully
test whether this type of project could be replicated nationally. We are
working with the Church Urban Fund, who have a national network of
the Network could be rolled out more widely in a sustainable fashion.
For more information on the Church Credit Champions Network and
how your church could get involved email davidb@theology-centre.org
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the Archbishop of Canterbury has said:
Our faith in Christ calls us to love the poor and vulnerable with
our actions. That is why the Church must be actively involved in
supporting the development of real lending alternatives, such as credit
unions. This is not an optional activity, but a fundamental part of our
54

What are credit unions?
similar services to banks but, unlike banks, they are owned and
controlled by their members - the people who use them - and run for

ensures that the emphasis is always on providing the best long-term
shareholders.
Another unique feature of credit unions, in contrast to banks, is
that all members are required to share a ‘common bond’. This may be
the fact that they all live in the same geographic area or work for the
same employer, or a combination of both. These common bonds help
to ensure that credit unions take a more ethical, relational approach to
banking, since their members have an interest in pursuing practices that
are good for the community as a whole.
Credit unions have a number of clear aims and values, including:

members and the local community.
Credit unions are authorised and regulated by the Financial Conduct
Authority and all savings invested are protected up to a total value of
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What can churches do to support credit unions?

of the credit union sector. The Church of England alone has a physical
Combine this with a large pool of motivated and skilled volunteers,
established local networks and concern for social justice rooted in the
Christian faith and you get a powerful force for change.
Many credit unions already receive support from local churches,
suggestions of how churches can support their local credit union.
FIND YOUR LOCAL CREDIT UNION:
population is able to join a credit union because of where they live,
so the chances are that there is at least one covering your parish. If
you haven’t already discovered one near you, take a look at www.
RAISE AWARENESS:

If they are to thrive, credit unions need a broad range of members,
so as not to be seen as the ‘poor man’s bank’. You can help by making
your congregation and the wider community aware of their local credit
unions, and explaining the important practical and theological reasons
for supporting them. Credit unions are particularly keen to encourage
more payroll saving, so think about how you could use the church’s
networks in the local community to get the word around to local
employers.
JOIN YOUR LOCAL CREDIT UNION:
credit union membership. For those on middle and higher incomes,
their local, ethical focus can make them an attractive investment for
at least part of their savings and the returns can often exceed what is
available on the high street. In addition, many credit unions will match
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unions provide a much cheaper, more sustainable alternative to payday
loan companies, doorstep lenders and other sources of credit. Since
most credit unions can now accept corporate members, you could also
ask your PCC to consider investing some of the church’s money in your
local one.
MAKE YOUR CHURCH PREMISES AVAILABLE: Most of the
larger credit unions have their own branches, but many use a network
of community buildings - libraries, schools, community centres and
churches - as access or collection points. If there is no existing access
premises. Ideally, this would be linked to a café or other church-based
OFFER VOLUNTEERS AND SKILLS: Members of your
congregation may have professional skills - in IT, marketing and
communications, fundraising, volunteer management, as well as
Becoming an elected director can also help to strengthen the governance
of credit unions, something that is vital if the sector is going to compete
So whatever your church’s situation and resources, you could enlist
in the Archbishop’s ‘war on Wonga’ and join the growing number of
Christian communities supporting their local credit union.
This article has been adapted from a paper written for the Church
Urban Fund. The additional testimonies by Revd William Taylor
and David Barclay have been added for this collection. For further
information about credit unions and church resources, go to www.
churchofengland.org/creditunions
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