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PAMELA K. BRUBAKER

Rich and Poor in an Era of Globalized Religion and
Economies: Challenges to Lutheran Colleges

Aruna, a World Council of Churches staff member, tells of
worshipping with a poor Aymara (Indian) Lutheran community
high in the Andes Mountains in Bolivia. After worship she and
those with her were invited to participate in a community lunch
with the congregation, but she saw no signs of cooking or food.
Then a long piece of cloth was placed on the ground in front of
the church and the community sat down on either side of the
cloth. “The women unloosened the shawls wrapped around their
waists and poured onto the cloth, many kinds of potatoes. ... We
ate our fill and I wondered what would happen to the remain-
ing potatoes—the surplus of which there was plenty. On a quiet
signal from the elder, everyone took a share of the potatoes ...
Everyone, even those who had brought no food with them, took
a share of the potatoes. ... We were told that all congregations do
the same thing every Sunday!” (Gnanadason “All are invited”)

Christine, a German Lutheran delegate to the recent
Assembly of the World Council in Brazil, tells about attending
worship at a prosperous immigrant (German) Lutheran church
along with several other delegates. During the service the pastor
announced that those who had received invitations ahead of
time would join the congregation for lunch afterwards, others
would need to have lunch elsewhere. Christine was rather sur-
prised about this and wondered if the pastor feared there would
not be enough food for everyone who had come. Still, it seemed
a breach of hospitality, especially since one of the delegates who
had not received an invitation ahead of time was a Lutheran

bishop from Asia. (Personal communication February 2006)

I retell these two stories of rich and poor not to make a point
about “spiritual” poverty and wealth, although one might do so.
Rather I tell them to illustrate two seemingly different atti-
tudes—one open, generous and sharing, the other controlling
and protective. When we think about identity and diversity in

Lutheran colleges, which will be our stance?

Identity and Diversity in the Lutheran College

In his study of models of church-related colleges, Richard
Hughes states that in the Lutheran approach, “the task of the
Christian scholar ... is not to impose on the world—or on

the material that he or she studies—a distinctly ‘Christian
worldview,” as in the Reformed model. “Rather, the Christian
scholar’s task is to study the world as it is and then to bring that
world into dialogue with the Christian vision of redemption and
grace.” Hughes believes that “this theological vision is the great
strength of Lutheran higher education for it enables Lutherans
to take religious and cultural pluralism with a seriousness that
often escapes other Christian traditions” (6-7).

In his introduction to Lutheran higher education, Ernest
Simmons claims that “Lutheran identity is forged ... in the dia-
lectical tension” of what he calls “ecumenical confessionalism.”
The ecumenical side can discourage “denominational ideology”
by keeping the community mindful of the presence and value of
other theological and denominational perspectives, “affirming
diversity on our campuses.” The confessionalism side maintains

the value of affiliation “by affirming that in the intellectual arena
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it is preferable to be self-conscious about one’s commitments, not
assume such discussion is value-free.” He insists that “confession-
alism as a dynamic theological expression does not seeck imposed
doctrinal uniformity but rather a lively and healthy confessional
dialogue between traditions” (23).

This understanding of identity and diversity resonates with
that of Linell Cady. In her discussion of Religion, Theology,
and American Public Life, she suggests that “commitment to
a global community” requires an identity for both individuals
and societies that reflects “a dual allegiance to both a particular
history within which identity and meaning have been rooted
and the global order which remains to be fully actualized” (160).
Cady insists that “the impossible pretensions to neutrality and
universality that underlie the Enlightenment understanding
of public, and the public exercise of reason” must be unmasked
(64). This caution is particularly relevant when we think about
rich and poor—social class—in an era of globalized economies

and religion.

PART ONE: GLOBALIZED ECONOMIES

We—and most all of the world’s peoples—are aware of living in an
age of globalization. In some ways, this is not a new phenomenon.
Martin Luther King wrote in 1967 that “We are everlasting debt-
ors to known and unknown men and women ... At the table we
drink coffee which is provided for us by a South American, or tea
by a Chinese or cocoa by a west African.” Today we could add to
King’s list the clothes we wear—underwear and shoes from China,
outerwear from Guatemala, Mexico, and India. King concluded
that “Before we leave for our jobs we are already beholden to more
than half the world.” Ulrich Beck calls this “globality”—this sense
of living in a world society, without closed spaces. He distinguishes
this from “globalism”—the ideology of neoliberalism—or rule by
the world market (Held and McGrew 100-102).

The term “globalization” was first used in the late 1960s or
early 1970s to refer to “rapidly expanding political and eco-
nomic interdependence.” In their introduction to the glo-
balization debate, David Held and Anthony McGrew define
globalization as “the expanding scale, growing magnitude,
speeding up and deepening impact of interregional flows and
patterns of social interaction.” They note that the process of
globalization is “deeply divisive” and “vigorously contested”
because a significant portion of the world’s population is
largely excluded from its benefits (3-4). This continues to be the
case, in spite of Thomas Friedman’s assertions to the contrary
in The World is Flat.

The World Development Report 2006: Equity and Development
from the World Bank admits as much. This report first notes
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that inequality between countries was relatively small in the
carly nineteenth century, but had come to account for a larger
part of inequality (as contrasted to inequality within countries)
toward the end of the twentieth century. It then states, “If
China and India are excluded, global inequalities continue to
rise, owing to the continuing divergence between most other
low-income countries and rich countries” (7). Indeed, China
and India have benefited from integration into the global
economy. Two qualifications are necessary. First, India and
China did not follow all the policy prescriptions of the domi-
nant neo-liberal model; second, inequality has increased rather
dramatically within these two countries. The Lutheran World
Federation sums this up succinctly, in its “Call to Participate in
Transforming Economic Globalization”—“globalization is 7ot

global in its benefits” (LWF 115).

The Dominant Paradigm

Globalization, for some, is another name for transnational
capitalism. That certainly is the dominant form of economic
globalization. It is also called neo-liberalism, because it advocates
opening markets (liberalization), promoting exports and foreign
trade, deregulation including labor and environmental stan-
dards, and privatization of public owned enterprises. This is what
Ulrich Beck referred to as “globalism” or the rule of the world
market. These policies have been imposed by the International
Monetary Fund and World Bank as part of structural adjust-
ment programs in one hundred or so countries as conditions

for restructuring loans. Neo-liberalism has also been called the
Washington consensus, since the policies are advocated by the
US Treasury, which plays a leading role in these international
financial institutions. The World Trade Organization and trans-
national corporations are also key actors in the development of
neo-liberal globalization. Two-thirds of world trade is accounted
for by transnational corporations, who also control about one-
third of the world’s productive assets. Of the top one-hundred
cconomies in the world, only forty-nine are countries; fifty-one
are corporations.

Held and McGrew conclude that neoliberal economic global-
ization has not transcended the old North-South division of the
world but superimposed on it new kinds of divisions along gender,
ethnic, and ecological lines. Those who have studied its impact
on women claim that it is “both liberating and exploitative.” For
instance, Altha Cravey and Patricia Fernandez-Kelly concluded in
their separate studies of women who do factory work in Mexico
and Central America that even low paid jobs give women “a
modicum of independence.” But at the same time there have been

“devastating assaults on workers of both sexes” (Brubaker 60-61).



In a special issue of the journal Feminist Economics focused
on gender and globalization, the editors point to the negative
impact of globalization on non-market goods and services,
including reproductive work. Values and social relationships
that do not adhere to market norms of self-interest and profit
maximization are demeaned. “Thus, a significant proportion of
women’s contribution to the economy is relegated little or no

importance, as symbolized by the underestimation of unpaid

work in national and international statistics” (Beneria, et al. xiii).

Economist Dianne Elson notes that economic globalization
impacts processes of both production and social reproduction,
although little attention is given to the latter in the globalization
literature. “What is left out of account is the process of social
reproduction in which women invest time and money in the
education and socialization of children; and in nutrition and
healthcare for children and adults.” There is an assumption that
“social reproduction will always accommodate itself to savings
and investment decisions made in the public sphere.” But Elson
notes that this can only be taken for granted “if people can live
on fresh air or women’s unpaid work is available in unlimited
supplies” (164). Serious crises in social reproduction continue
in many parts of the world. The impact of these crises differ by

class, race/ethnicity, and region—but women bear the brunt.

Sociologist Saskia Sassen calls this “the feminization of survival.”

PART TWO: GLOBALIZED RELIGION

In his book Global Religions, sociologist Mark Juergensmeyer
points out that “Although there are regions of the world that
serve as dense centers of gravity for certain religious traditions,
much of the world is less certain as to its religious identity, and
always has been” (3). He thinks about religion in terms of cul-
ture, which I have long found to be a fruitful approach. “It is un-
derstandable that these cultural elements would move as people
have moved,” Juergensmeyer suggests, “if one thinks of religion
as the cultural expression of people’s sense of ultimate signifi-
cance.” It also is understandable, then, “that they would interact
and change over time just as people have.” He asserts that
although most all religious traditions claim some unchangeable
“ultimate anchors of truth,” it is irrefutable that every tradition
also contains within it “an enormous diversity of characteristics
and myriad cultural elements gleaned from its neighbors.” All of

this is part of the “globalization of religion” (s).

Juergensmeyer identifies three types of global religions. The
first is global diasporas—religion is global in that it is related to
the global transportation of peoples. Judaism and Hinduism are
his examples. These are not generally universal religions, open

to converts, but the religious expression of particular peoples.

The second type is transnational religions such as Buddhism,
Christianity, and Islam. These religions are open to converts

and spread with the transnational acceptance of their religious
ideas. The third type is the religion of globalization—new
religions that emerge as expressions of new interactive societies.
This type is also the religion of plural societies. Interestingly, he
gives Christianity during its origins in the Roman Empire as an
example of the religion of plural societies. Finally, Juergensmeyer
suggests, it is possible that a global civilization with its own
global religion is evolving (s).

Juergensmeyer examines the relationship of religion and the
state. He suggests that “The same Christianity, Buddhism, and
Islam that provide for some rulers a supportive ideology have
been for others a basis for rebellion” (8). A rather crude religious
legitimation of transnational capitalism links the market to God.
Before his downfall, Enron CEO Ken Lay told a reporter that
he believed in God and he believed in the market. Theologian
Harvey Cox has written that the Market now is God—it is seen
as omniscient, omnipresent, and all powerful —what some call
“market fundamentalism.” Buddhist author David Loy thinks
that the religion of the market is the primary competitor to more
traditional religions.

Some adherents of these “traditional” religions are searching
for and finding common ground to resist neo-liberal economic
globalization. For instance, all the world’s religions share the belief
that one is responsible for meeting another’s needs. Religious and
secular groups are forming coalitions to advocate for alternative
forms of economic globalization. The World Council of Churches,
a fellowship of over three-hundred Christian Protestant and
Orthodox denominations from over one-hundred countries, is an
example of a “transnational religion” engaged in resistance to neo-
liberal economic globalization. The WCC is an official observer at
and participant in the work of the United Nations and its various
agencies (as is the Lutheran World Federation). It has participated
in the meetings of the World Social Forum, which brings together
thousands of people and groups committed to social and economic
justice. The WCC engaged in encounters with the World Bank
and IMF at their invitation. It understands its role to be “bringing
the cries of the people.”

The WCC was urged by delegates to its 1998 Assembly to chal-
lenge economic dynamics which were causing so much suffering
to peoples in the South. Since then the WCC has held several
regional consultations on economic globalization, in conjunction
with the World Alliance of Reformed Churches and Lutheran
World Federation. This work resulted in a common critique
of neo-liberal globalization and development of an alternative

paradigm, “economy of life.” An economy of life calls for a world
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of just, participatory, and sustainable communities. A full descrip-
tion of the vision can be found in “Alternative Globalization
Addressing Peoples and Earth (AGAPE),” a background docu-
ment for the Ninth Assembly of the WCC in February, 2006. A
crucial element of this alternative paradigm is to make “people’s
work, knowledge and creativity” the driving forces of economic
activity, rather than capital owned and controlled by a small,
extremely wealthy elite. There is a place for markets in this alterna-
tive, but they are not the final arbiter of value. Water, for example,
is a basic need and public good which should not be reduced to a
commodity to be bought and sold for profit. An economy of life
seeks to promote cooperation between individuals, communities,
and nations, rather than competition. This paradigm gives greater
material and moral value to care work, and addresses the gender
imbalances associated with care work.

It is important to know that there are already many alter-
natives in place in different parts of the world. The work of
the indigenous community in Orissa, India, is one inspiring
example. Under the leadership of William Stanley (an Indian
Lutheran) and Sasi Prabha, the village of Putsil converted an
existing small dam into a small scale hydro-electric project. It
produces just enough electricity for the needs of the village, and
a battery charging facility for a neighboring village. The villagers
contributed their labor. Two young people have been trained to
run the power plant, completely managed and supported by the
people. Besides providing electricity for home use, it also runs
a grinding and milling machine. This saves the village women,
who were leaders in the movement, many hours of grinding grain
by hand (Gnanadason Listen to the Women 18-19).

Finance and trade are also addressed in an economy of life.
The purpose of an international financial system should be to
enhance justice, poverty eradication and environmental sustain-
ability. Trade should aim to serve just ends—"“ethical, sustainable
and equitable production, exchange and consumption of goods
and services to meet the needs of all humankind and the earth.”
It argues for trade that protects human rights and the earth
through effective labor and environmental regulations (WCC
14-22). The WCC, LWF and other ecumenical bodies have
sent petitions to the World Trade Organization asserting the
importance of recognition of human rights in trade negotiations.
After the failure of the most recent round of trade negotiations
(summer of 2006), the director of the WTO asked to meet with

the WCC and other bodies to discuss their concerns.

Conclusion

How is all this a challenge to the colleges? Part of our task as

college and university professors, I have claimed elsewhere, is to
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educate for critical citizenship, or, to use the words of Darrell
Jodock, “to enable young men and women to discern what makes
for justice and what preserves and enhances human dignity”

(18). Given the hegemony of the neo-liberal model, it is crucial
that students are encouraged to question its underlying assump-
tions, for instance, that growth and profit are the primary ends
of economic activity or that the market should be the primary
arbiter of value. The Lutheran World Federation and the WCC
offer useful resources for this task.

Raising awareness of global issues, including wealth and
poverty, is an appropriate task for liberal arts colleges. Exposure
trips, study abroad, speakers—all are useful approaches. Adding
aunit on an aspect of globalization—one or two weeks long—
can be a good way to incorporate such concerns in humanities
and social science classes. Films and/or case studies are helpful in
making the topic and issues come alive for students. I supple-
ment these with background material on key actors, their values
and assumptions, and relevant policies and dynamics.

Since students can feel overwhelmed with the suffering and
injustices they are exposed to in films, I include a few specific
policies and proposals that address these problems. For instance, I
introduce students to the Millenium Development Goals, which
aim to reduce poverty and improve education and health. Target
rates and deadlines are an important part of the plan. We read a
brief article by a staff person at the IMF discussing actions, such
as increasing trade and aid, necessary to meet these goals, and an
article from Jubilee USA claiming that these are not adequate
without cancellation of the external debt of low-income countries.
(Most of these materials are available on websites.) Students write
a short essay discussing the importance of a few of the goals and
comparing the approaches to meeting the goals. I have also focused
on global issues that are closer at hand—migrant workers in the
garment industry in the Los Angeles area and/or migrant farm
workers in the fields of our county. Sometimes we have formal
debates on topics such as debt cancellation, with teams of students
representing different positions.

Teaching students about universal human rights—social,
economic and cultural as well as civil and political—is also a
useful strategy for addressing issues of religion, globalization and
economic change. Theologian and ethicist Larry Rasmussen con-
tends that the church’s universal vision and conviction is of “the
necessary, full inclusion of the excluded, on egalitarian terms.”
Universalism and egalitarianism are both “assertions of faith itself,
whether or not they also have secular grounds.” These assertions
are “the converging Christian ground for one of the lasting moral
achievements of modernity itself—universal human rights” (148-
9). Rasmussen’s stance is not an endorsement of unreconstructed

liberalism, with its pretensions to neutrality and universality.



Rather, it is a reaffirmation “of the valuable parts of the liberal
Protestant heritage” too often rejected by postmoderns and com-
munitarians: “commitments to public participation, justice, and
critical reflection on inherited traditions” (Bounds 118).

At its best, this open, generous stance comes out of the shared
life and struggle of peoples struggling against “the all-pervasive
neo-liberal logic that undergirds and directs economic globaliza-
tion as a totalizing system” (Bloomquist 494). It is an affirma-
tion of justice and human dignity. Part of our academic work, I
contend, is to develop a richer understanding of rights, particu-
larly universal human rights. Our aim is, as Peter Prove (LWF
staff for international affairs and human rights) eloquently
charges, for “all people of faith and goodwill... to claim and use
them on behalf of our communities and on behalf of the whole
human family, in order to restore right purposes to the process of

globalization” (258).
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