Gospel Manifesto 2014 Overview

Vaughan Milner, CEO of Presbyterian Support (Upper South Island) provides an overview of the five priorities of Gospel Manifesto 2014

* Every Child Counts

* Healthy Homes Leads to Healthy Lives

* Gross Inequality Costs Everyone

* Towards a Less Punitive & Fearful Society

* NZ as a Better World Neighbour

In an increasingly secular society with diverse ethnic groups and many faiths, a Gospel Manifesto has to engage the spiritual and a sense of inclusive community to be relevant.


From this angle, it is often the heart-felt tug of community aroha or compassion that inspires the pursuit of social justice. When we reach out in love to others, we acknowledge our interdependence and one-ness. In Hildegard of Bingen’s terms, it is through this empathy in action that we recognize
we are feathers on the breath of God.


It is shameful in modern day Aotearoa that there are many signs of societal breakdown and of gaps and fragmentation across society. Statistics and a variety of international reports tell us we are not doing so well in raising our children, having affordable homes to live in, equitable access to adequate income, or restoration and reconciliation. There is also a looming bulge in the numbers of older people and increasing evidence of social isolation and poverty particularly amongst elders who don’t own their own homes. This graying group of the vulnerable will put greater pressure on health services and increase demand for affordable housing and access to adequate care and support.


The breath of God needs freshening and the feathered cloak of community restored if New Zealand is to regain its place as God's own and be a genuinely just and fair society.

The New Zealand Council of Christian Social Services publicized a call for action in 2007. Many of the issues still require attention. The Council promoted an injection of Government funding to eliminate poverty by providing adequate income at 60% of median disposable income to those on benefits; strengthened control of gambling ; low cost and culturally appropriate credit alternatives for those on low incomes struggling with debt; increased investment and more social and affordable housing; implementation of Te Tiriti in social policy.


The issue of adequate income and poverty has been put in the too hard basket by successive Governments and business leaders. New Zealand’s low wage economy relies heavily on Working for Families and Tax credits yet at the same time many large companies are returning very healthy profits to small groups of shareholders. Similarly, pay differences between highest and lowest paid within some sectors, and between some sectors, have become the subject of much
debate and concern. Contemporaneously benefit payments to those unable to work (apart from superannuitants), create a poverty trap. Somewhere there must be a fairer balance able to be achieved. The current national government (or a new government) is well positioned to capitalise on its economic successes, provide ethical social leadership, and do something about poverty. It is promoting balanced budgets and making much of the performance of the economy. Reform of
health, education, justice and welfare is well advanced.


Fundamental reform of the income and tax systems should now be a top priority. A capital gains tax would enable redistribution of money to the worse off. Regulatory control to reduce pay differences would free up some money to redistribute to lower paid workers; employer tax incentives and penalties could similarly boost wages and enable retargeting of some Government working for families funds to beneficiaries. Everyone would be better off, and some companies and individuals would reap greater triple bottom line rewards from their increased social contribution.


Un-affordable housing is one of the major causes of poverty. The Government is currently reforming the way it administers income related rental subsidies. There is further scope to significantly reform this area by targeting the accommodation supplement to benchmark rents related to tenant’s income, and to housing that meets standards for energy efficiency and health. This measure could be used to incentivise rentals that cost 30% or less of income. Such a measure might also have the result of driving highly geared or unscrupulous landlords out of the market and freeing up housing for home ownership or for socially minded landlords. Perhaps some form of capitalisation of accommodation supplement for low income earners could become another mechanism for access to home ownership.


One of the insidious effects of poverty is that of social isolation and being alone. There is a vicious circle whereby lack of funds often accompanied by health or functional issues leads to withdrawal from social networks and loss of confidence and identity. Over time there is an accompanying erosion of respect and acceptability from the wider community, leading to greater vulnerability and marginalisation. We all have a part to play in helping others to feel included so they can be aware and active in their community and accept their roles, functions and responsibilities. Individual responsibility is built on the accountability that comes through reciprocity, feeling like you belong, are respected and valued, and, can contribute in a meaningful way. This personal engagement as part of community is not straightforward because everyone is so different, and liking and respecting others tugs at our emotional core –our hopes and fears. There is however a wider collective sense that forms the cloak of community. It is this sense that enables people to find a place, to be supported and to take part. There is no doubt maintaining a sense of community is an enduring challenge for each generation. Poverty requires more than charity. Poverty requires a response from
hearts and minds, a generosity of spirit and a willingness to make the money go round in a different way. Political and public leadership alongside determined action is essential. 


The election campaign creates an opportunity for everyone to debate and do something about the people and groups who are being left behind. We need a commitment to action on child poverty, reducing inequality, affordable housing, and a valued and dignified life with positive choices for our elders; society’s kuia and kaumatua. We should not only be kind to one another but look to ensure the blessings of being in community with one another are fairly shared.

Postscript

Gospel Manifesto 2014 has been coordinated by a working group within “Ecu-Action”, an ecumenical grouping under the convenorship of the Rev Dr John England.

Further information on “Ecu-Action” can be obtained from John England,

 email: rmpe22@xtra.co.nz

