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If we take seriously the Sabbath Economics perspective, we must begin to look for actions that are both significant enough to have real impact and that are “doable” for regular folk, our local churches and our church institutions—all of whom struggle with our addiction to affluence.  What can we ask ourselves to do that has potential to truly create change, and that non-activists and church institutions will act on?

One arena where we can have significant impact is to use the tools of socially responsible investing (SRI).  The modern SRI movement in the US and western Europe is barely 30 years old, and its roots can be found in opposition to the Vietnam War and apartheid in South Africa.  In barely three decades, we have seen the evolution of a myriad of financial institutions and investment options that are helping nurture social change.   
For too long the church has focused on charitable giving as the financial stewardship tool for Christians to use when they want to help the poor.  But the SRI movement now has broadened the financial stewardship possibilities significantly to include how we deposit, loan, and invest our money.  These actions are increasingly becoming agents of empowering the poor.  Let us begin by addressing two issues that lie at the heart of alternative thinking about investments.
· We have to ask about not only what our financial return on our capital is, but what the capital itself is doing.  When it comes to our money, most of us are working with the old “black box” economic system model.  Our money goes into the world economic system and we think of it as going into a black box, and we don’t really understand or perhaps care about what goes on inside the box.  All we want to know is how much we are putting in, how much risk we are taking and how much we are going to get when the money comes out of the other side of the black box.  If we do this, we are worshipping the God of Maximum Return.  Return can be one of the considerations in making an investment decision, but it is not the only factor or even necessarily the most important.    We have to begin asking about what’s going on inside the box and figure which investments are life giving and which are not. 
· Capital deposited in any financial institution is a measure of power; the institution that gets our investments is being given the right to decide who will get to use that capital and power.  We must continually remind ourselves that whenever we or our church deposits or invests some money in any financial institution, we are handing over a measure of power.  Most traditional financial institutions almost never decide to hand over any of that power/ capital to the poor or to institutions which serve the poor. Their primary emphasis is on maximizing profit so that means the capital almost always flow to the rich who in turn become richer.
What follows is an introductory look at Socially Responsible Investing.  SRI has the goal of helping investors align their social, ethical, moral and religious values with their investment portfolios. Socially responsible investing is usually divided into three areas.  The SRI community often talks of a three-legged stool.  All three legs of the stool are essential and support the overall social change impact of SRI.  The three legs are:
1)  Screened investing.  This is probably the most well known of the three legs of SRI. “Negative” screens result in companies being excluded from investment portfolios. Traditional negative screens might include avoiding companies involved in alcohol, tobacco, gambling, weapons contractors, polluters, overseas sweatshops, etc.  “Positive” screens result in companies being included in investment portfolios.  Common positive screens might include companies who hire and promote women and minorities, companies with good environmental records, companies with good employee relations along with superior health care and pension benefits. Selecting and implementing screens allows investors to align with their religious and moral values with their investment portfolio.  An example of aligning investments with values has been seen in recent years with hospital foundations.  Hospital foundations see their mission as promoting health, so investments in tobacco are seen as incompatible with that mission.  Academic studies have shown that screened investment products perform just as well as non-screened investments.  It is a myth that screened investments will under-perform unscreened investments (see the attached Trends Report on Socially Screened Investment).  There are more and more SRI investment products becoming available.
Websites:  www.socialfunds.com    www.socialinvest.org 

2)  Shareholder activism.  This area of SRI involves using ownership in a company as an opportunity to influence the behavior and policy of a particular company.  This kind of work is almost always done in coalition with other interested shareholders.  The Interfaith Center on Corporate Responsibility (ICCR) has been a leader in this area for over 25 years.  Areas of work have included environmental issues, international finance, gay/lesbian rights, hiring and promotion of women and minorities. Recent corporate scandals have escalated the interest and activity in this area over the past couple years.  The filing of shareholder resolutions and company dialogue are the main ways that shareholder activists work for change.  The more people invest in other SRI investment products, the more power and votes shareholder activists will have to win.  

Websites: www.iccr.org   www.shareholderaction.org 

3)   Community investing.  This last leg of the three-legged stool is where I would like to focus most of my attention and time.  Community investing is making capital available to the poor through institutions that serve them.   These institutions may be a community development bank, a community development credit union, a developer of low-income housing, an overseas microfinance institution, etc.  Most of these institutions are less than 30 years old.  Only in the last 10 years have many grown in size, sophistication and services to the point of being accessible to most of the population.  

Website:  www.communityinvest.org 

Below are examples of first step actions to take back our capital from traditional financial institutions and put that capital in institutions which serve the poor in our poor neighborhoods and around the world:

i) Community development financial institutions (CDFIs) must become the places where we deposit our cash—both our emergency and reserve funds.   Many middle class and wealthy Christians have funds sitting in money market accounts, saving accounts, checking accounts, etc. in traditional banks. The same could be said of our churches. We have put our “measure of power” in institutions whose first and primary purpose is to maximize profit, not to help the poor or bring social change.  But we can take back that measure of power and deposit that money in CDFIs whose primary purpose is to loan money to undercapitalized people and to institutions that serve them. Here are a few examples of cash account instruments which can enable us to take back that measure of power.

· The Domini Social Money Market is an FDIC insured money market account (minimum deposit of $ 1,000) that pays market returns and has the electronic transfer and checking services that you or your church need to transact every day business. This money market is managed by Shorebank, the largest community development bank in the US.  Shorebank has been an integral part of reinvigorating the south side of Chicago by making loans in neighborhoods that have been largely ignored by traditional banks.  Shorebank hired neighborhood contractors to renovate the housing stock in threatened neighborhoods and to provide jobs for neighborhood residents at the same time. Shorebank has now expanded and is also working in inner-city Detroit and Cleveland.  If you or your church has a passion for the inner city, a Domini Money Market account is a very tangible direct way to get money to undercapitalized neighborhoods in three Midwest cities.  Because Shorebank is a bank holding company and actually has three chartered banks, accounts can be insured to $300,000.   www.domini.com
· Self-Help Credit Union in Durham, NC is the largest community development credit union in the US.  Self-Help has more of a rural emphasis than Shorebank.  BCM uses SHCU, and can provide further information.    www.self-help.org   

· There are other CDFIs around the LA metro area that need deposits;  see attached survey sheet that Shady Hakim produced form BCM several years ago.  
All of the above institutions’ deposits are federally insured.  This will be important to individuals but it will be absolutely important to church finance committees with skeptical members, who may only be able to consider federally insured accounts.
ii)  Oikocredit is an ecumenical loan fund with about $250 million in assets. “Oiko “comes from the Greek root meaning “fellowship” or “community.”  So Oikocredit means “credit for the fellowship or community.” Oikocredit functions as a kind of poor people’s development bank. 75% of the deposits in Oikocredit have come from local churches and individuals meaning that Oikocredit is grassroots based. The rest of the capital has come from over 500 national and regional church bodies.  Oikocredit is based in the Netherlands and is not as well known in the US as in Europe.  It is widely ecumenical with  involvement from Catholic, Protestant and Orthodox bodies.  An individual or church body can start an account with as little as $ 1,000. Investors can choose an interest rate on their investment between 0% and 2%.   Oikocredit has been making loans for over 28 years and has never lost a dime of investor money.  Oikocredit loans to coops and indigenous microfinance groups in 29 countries in Latin America, Africa and Asia. Microfinance loans can sometimes be as little as $100.  That little amount of capital can be the beginning of something that really changes the family’s lives.  The loans are made to groups who cannot access traditional avenues of credit. Oikocredit can link an investor loan to a money market account, enabling an investor to recover loan money in only a couple days time.  It means that the reserve or emergency funds of individuals and institutions can be loaned through the Calvert Foundation (see below) and then be returned to the investor within 48 hours if an emergency need should arise.   www.oikocredit.org  

iii) Calvert Foundation is a relatively young (less than 10 years old) 501(c)(3) charitable foundation that takes below market loans to variety of non-profits.  The foundation is fiscally conservative and has never lost a dime of investor money in their 8 years of operation. I was created by the Calvert Mutual Fund family as a separate, but related, non-profit.  Investors can make an investment with as little as $1,000.  Can focus investment on a section of the US or a particular continent overseas.  Can focus money on loans to institutions that serve the LGBT community. Makes loans to over 150 non-profits across the nation and around the world in four program areas: low income housing, small business loans, loans to non-profits, microfinance institutions. $25,000 investments can be targeted even more to particular groups or areas of specific concern. Not federally insured but loan losses are in place to decrease investor risk.  The Calvert Foundation, like Oikocredit, can link a loan to a money market account, enabling an investor to recover loan money in only a couple of days time.  www.calvertfoundation.org
iv) Mutual funds that invest in low-income housing.  A CRA (Community Reinvestment Act) Fund will be available to small investors through Charles Schwab in the next month or so.  This will offer market return and high credit quality that supports investments in low-income housing, and has an impressive 5-year investment track record. This fund is really a more traditional kind of bond investment that has community investing impact.   There is also another low-income housing mutual fund that is appropriate for church foundations and endowments of regional church judicatories.  Investments could be targeted to the LA area, which would help with the scarcity of affordable housing in the LA metro area.  Market return, investment grade securities so institutions could meet their investment fiduciary requirements and still support low-income housing.  www.crafund.com
v) Investing in Equal Exchange preferred stock.  EE is the oldest fair-trade coffee company in the US.  One can invest $5,000 or more in preferred stock paying a 5% annual dividend (not federally guaranteed).  Equal Exchange is a worker-owned for-profit company. Equal Exchange has special arrangements with many major US religious denominations for sales to congregations and church members. Highest paid US employee of Equal Exchange makes no more than 3 times the lowest paid US employee.  Coffee cooperatives in Latin America, Africa, and Asia that work with Equal Exchange are promised $1.26 per pound for their coffee.  This is more than twice the going rate on the international market.  An additional premium to this price is paid if organic growing techniques are used.  Buying fair trade products is a great way to support the fair trade movement and now one can invest in the movement as well through Equal Exchange.  www.equalexchange.com (website does not have information on investments)

vi) Shared Interest.  This is a US based non-profit that helps to encourage investment in low-income housing and small businesses in South Africa.  Shared Interest guarantees loans made by South African financial institutions to black-controlled companies and non-profits in South Africa. Without the Shared Interest guarantees the loans would not get approved. Blacks have some political power but the economic power still in the hands of whites. Churches in US for the most part drifted away after apartheid ended but the economic struggle has really only just begun.  There is $5,000 minimum investment and investment is not federally insured. Minimum time period for investing is 3 years.  www.sharedinterest.org
These six community investing options are only the beginning of how we can deposit, loan and invest our money in ways that makes capital available to the poor of our nation and the world.  We must begin to create new structures and ways to incarnate Sabbath Economics principles.  

4)  “Communitizing our assets.”  One more strategy of Sabbath Economics is for individuals to pool their monies either for investment or charitable donation.  My home parish, a small inner city church of about 40 families, is located across the street from a public housing project.  This church began to struggle with Sabbath Economics and they began to ask questions.  One of the questions they asked was: “How can we have a common purse today inspired by what we find in Acts 2 and Acts 4 that many of our community will actually do?”  This small church wanted to try. They took the idea seriously by committing to each other to deposit some of their savings in Oikocredit as a common purse.  Some who did not have the $1,000 minimum put smaller amounts, starting with $25 or so, into an account that the church started with Oikocredit.  Even some of the young people put in part of their allowance. Others opened Oikocredit accounts in their own name but reported to the church what they had done.  None of the members is rich; most are teachers, social workers, etc.  They have together deposited over $45,000 into Oikocredit.  Think of what larger and wealthier churches could do if a small church can do this!  Another example is the Beloved Community Fund, formed by 8 persons with support and encouragement from BCM.  This group pools a percentage of their charitable dollars to practice common decisionmaking on how to give it away.  This process challenges one of the most sacred cows in our economic culture, namely our individual autonomy over decisionmaking about money.  These are just two examples of how we can use our creativity to conceive of new structures and ways to “communitize” assets in support of Sabbath economics.  
I want to conclude with a final thought about the problem of “paralysis of analysis.”   Liberal, educated church folk tend to want to be sure we know what the absolutely best thing to do is before we act.  We always want to study things just a little bit more so we can do the precise right thing.  We have to start using the action/reflection model of Latin America.  We need to pick one or two of these beginning community investing options and do them.  We need to strategize on how we are going to start discussions about community investing and SRI in our churches.  Don’t delay and don’t analyze it to death before you act!
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