‘BE CLOSE TO THE POOR’

This was one of the surprising themes that emerged from a sharing of fascinating personal experiences, reflections and insights at a recent CABE meeting in the City of London. The focus of the meeting was to respond to the question: ‘What have been the personal and corporate implications of the financial crisis for leaders in the finance field who are Christians, and how do they see the future?’ There was a panel of six leading executives, mainly Chairmen, from a number of financial firms, who each spoke at some length of their experiences, as Christians, during the financial crisis. The speakers were generous in their openness, under Chatham House rules, and this is respected by mentioning no names or attributions in this article. Through these personal accounts the meeting yielded some stimulating themes, some of which are described below.

Personal Identity

One speaker claimed a blue chip CV until last September, when they first heard of the likely collapse of certain American banks and a potential need to rescue AIG, with which they were involved. This situation put life in a different perspective, and the speaker reflected that the first thought was: ‘Thank God my identity is not tied up with my business’. From a background with parents who had lost everything this reinforced the truth that ‘Money doesn’t determine who you are’.

Faith and Financial Loss

In response to a question about pastoral implications, the speakers commented that opportunities for being open about one’s faith now appeared to be occurring more naturally and frequently. There was a feeling that people are realising that there is more to life than career and money; they are more spiritually hungry, and looking for something deeper. Prayer was seen to be a very important element in pastoral situations. One instance was quoted where an employee was cured of panic attacks through prayer and in-house counselling.

One of the effects commented on by one speaker was that several instances of cleansing or purifying outcomes of the crisis had been observed quite regularly now. Every business had been challenged and tested by the crisis, so that the more fragile firms, which were barely surviving, had collapsed. This purging effect could be seen as positive in the longer term.

Be Close to the Poor

The financial crisis a meltdown, however? Not really, but there has been a serious discontinuity and everyone is poorer. Consequently the greatest concern should be for those at the bottom of the pyramid who inevitably become most affected, the poorest of the poor. This should provide a clarion call for making a difference – by each of us. A relevant text was mentioned from 2 Corinthians 9 v 8: ‘God is able to provide you with every blessing in abundance, so that by always having enough of everything, you may share abundantly in every good work.’ 

One speaker felt that there should be a balance between rules and character implications. In other words, a right framework of rules (regulation) is necessary but this shouldn’t over restrict freedom of action. We live in a fallen world, where rules alone are insufficient. Sadly we are also embedded in structures of sin, and a threat of bad law making was thought to be a serious possibility. Mammon is strictly the deification of wealth; every overpaid financier has since been humbled by the crisis, but the danger will occur when they forget and greed returns. Bonuses related to performance were seen to be positive instruments, but it was acknowledged that pay was far too high in the sector and that this aspect, rather than bonuses, required adjustment. One conclusion was that we should ‘be close to the poor’, and delight was expressed that a team from the firm now regularly visits a homeless centre to offer help and support.

A Crisis of Leadership

This is a moral crisis and a leadership crisis. Technically the system models were seen to be foolproof, but related decisions were made by people, by flawed individuals, who felt they had to demonstrate business success. It takes a great deal of courage to go against the flow, and the Telegraph had picked this up and recently included an article on Christians being discriminated against for this reason. But Christians should help to bridge the gap between business and the world, encouraging and facilitating sustainable investments. 

A questioner asked: ‘Do we need a new way forward, with a better corporate model?’. The response centred around providing good leadership in the new situation, servant leadership inspired by love. The main driver should be a desire to change the world, not to make money. It is not so much that capitalism has failed, but that we have failed capitalism; people need to change behaviour, business practice needs to be improved, we need to have more of an injection of the salt and light practised by Christians.

It’s not all Gloom and Doom

For businesses linked only indirectly to the City there has been a more upbeat message. One speaker mentioned that the corporate impact was surprisingly positive, and membership of subscribing organisations had increased in one situation. It was considered that the trust built up with customers had been a strong influence when the crisis hit. Similarly on the personal front there had been little change apart from the fact that wealth on paper had decreased, but that being ‘poorer’ had made a negligible impact on lifestyle. The outcome was really a feeling of humility as a consequence, personal Christian faith being a strong influence in this respect.

The Critical Nature of Growth

We, as Christians, have something to say to affirm reality in the world. Emphasis should be placed on the value and sacredness of the covenant that is implied between a financial institution and its various stakeholders, from shareholders to customers and others, including the wider community. The problem is that a business with such multi-faceted relationships is not easy to manage, and growth is often followed by contraction.

Risk is seen to be a positive element within the structure, providing the essential driver for new business ventures. A major implication of this set up is that low or slow growth results in a poorer society, a fact not generally appreciated. Some alarming figures were quoted to illustrate the fact that growth levels are strongly linked to the degrees of poverty or wealth in a given locality; the leverage effect appears to be considerable, and much greater than might at first be apparent. Consequently growth has to be part of the equation for financing to be possible, to be able to move towards a less poor society.

The Lure of Wealth

The source of the crisis was seen by several speakers to result from ‘greed’, for example when people succumbed to the opportunities presented by dubious new products, such as occurred with the cutting and slicing involved with sub-prime loans. 

A story was told of a Christian man who was asked ‘What is genuinely more important to you, Jesus or money?’ The man reluctantly and honestly replied ‘money’, as he had accumulated significant wealth. He suffered greatly in the crisis, and was very distraught because money was so important to him. It transpired however that money was mainly a means of attempting to prove that he was a success in life. He came to realise that however much money he had made he would never ever have enough money to satisfy this felt inadequacy; this crisis had shown him a critical issue from a different perspective.

Risk Management

‘Has there been a bad use of new products?’ was one question asked by a participant. It was explained how the sub-prime loan crisis had been created by a scandalous level of greed, with cutting and slicing of the loans and a distribution of the carve-ups. It had been felt that by spreading the risk in this way there would be little overall adverse effect – how wrong this proved to be. Though there may be nothing intrinsically bad in a product, risk is a dynamic feature and tends to change unpredictably according to circumstances.

Managing risk was seen to be a key competence, to which it was felt far greater attention should be paid. Additionally there should be a much more rigorous approach given to recruiting top non-executives with the appropriate skills and experience for that given business.

Future Strategic Priorities

It was suggested that the keys to survival were a foundation in generosity and a focus on a firm faith. God was seen to be shaking our foundations in this crisis, and asking us to wake up. A prayer group was referred to, praying for the City. The reality is that you become like the gods or idols you worship, and that becomes the authority for behaving in a certain way; if it is God then we can succeed, but if it’s mammon we worship we are lost. 

There appeared to be a consensus that we should focus on the dual role of leading successful businesses while doing good work in the social and charitable fields. As part of this aim we should search for new models of investment that are also socially beneficial. One speaker mentioned two relevant recent initiatives in this context:

· Microfinance, lending small sums to individuals in poor countries, from which a new fund has yielded 6 to 8% last year.

· Forestry fund, eg for reclaiming land and planting trees around the Amazon basin, which also makes money.

Helping to create positive change in the pursuit of such additional business was seen to be the way forward for finance firms.

Playing the blame game was seen to be non-productive, even damaging, and some advice was given to determining the best use of resources at the present time, both personally and corporately. What sort of a legacy are we leaving behind? What sort of a planet? Just think of the implications of the way we are behaving. The ultimate challenge for us is to ask ‘What can I do as an individual?

A questioner asked: ‘What should be the key recommendations to be put forward at a UN Global Forum on the Financial Crisis?’. The suggestions included:

· Always remember the poor 

· Replace corruption in the use of UN funds with social investment

· Stop giving aid to other than the beneficiary direct; the whole process and outcomes of giving aid to be overhauled 

It is time to collaborate through public/private partnerships to stimulate more social investment programmes, one speaker commented.

It is hoped that a future priority would also be an enthusiastic take-up of CABE’s Principles in Business – a guide to ethical practice – to assist in building the trust and integrity within firms so sorely needed.
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