Faith & August 16, 2021

Credit

Roundtable
o..
[ ]

Dear President Biden and Vice President Harris,

As faith leaders serving hundreds of thousands of congregants across this country, we write to urge you to use
your executive authority to immediately cancel a substantial amount of student debt for all borrowers.

We are deeply concerned about the growing level of student debt in this country. Access to education is an
essential component of a just society, and access is hindered when the burden of debt limits the ability of
individuals and communities to thrive. Many of us have seen firsthand how the rising cost of college and the
disinvestment at the state and federal levels have led to unduly burdensome debt levels for individuals, families,
and communities.

Student debt has even become a problem for those pursuing careers in ministry. For many of us, the pursuit of
our calling and the desire to best serve our flock has required graduate studies resulting in student debt. On
average, students now enter seminary with about $20,000 in debt, and in 2018 Master of Divinity recipients
graduated with an average of $54,600 in student debt. Despite our calling and belief in the work that we do,
57% of clergy do not believe they make a livable wage. As we seek to be better leaders and to encourage more
individuals to accept their call, we know that the student debt problem must be addressed.

We have also seen the impact of student debt on those we serve, as many of our congregants’ struggle under
the weight of this heavy burden. Even before the current crisis, student borrowers were struggling. Today, two
in five borrowers are in default or delinquent, and many borrowers are not reducing their principal even after
almost a decade of repayment. Nearly one in four (23%) of student loan borrowers still owe more than half of
their original loan balance after eight years in repayment. Approximately 7.3 million borrowers were in default
by March 2019, and almost 10% of outstanding student debt ($145 billion) was in default.

Black borrowers are struggling most due to continuing discrimination and exclusion. Half of all families with
Black heads of household aged 25-40 have student debt, and 85% of Black graduates in 2016 took on debt to
finance their undergraduate degree. For Black borrowers who entered higher education in 2003—2004 as
undergraduates, almost half had defaulted by 2016, and up to 70% of this cohort is projected to default by 2024.
A Citi study showed that discrimination targeted at Black Americans cost the economy $16 trillion over the past
20 years. Failure to address this debt crisis in bold and visionary ways will add to that burden, harming all
Americans.

Like many across this country, we felt some temporary relief due to the payment and collection suspension
implemented in March of last year. That relief is set to end in early 2022. As necessary as it was, the pause did
nothing to reduce the overall balances that many shoulder.

Student borrowers believed the promise that a college education would open the doors to economic prosperity
and deserve relief. We know now that promise is compromised. Still, it is not just them who will benefit from
cancellation. Bearing the burden of almost $1.7 trillion student debt balance not only breaks the backs of
borrowers; it threatens to bring down our nation. Leading voices have called for the biblical Debt Jubilee,



widespread forgiveness of debt, for the sake of rescuing our economy from the ravages of the COVID-19
pandemic.

It is crucial that substantial, broad-based student debt cancellation be ordered immediately by the Biden-Harris
administration. With millions in default or delinquent and the COVID-19 pandemic and recession showing little
sign of letting up, it is essential that we address this issue without delay.

Collectively our organizations and denominations represent faith traditions, denominations, and congregations
across the country. Our churches are actively engaged in efforts to recognize the dignity of all of God’s children,
end poverty, alleviate suffering, and promote opportunities for all people to prosper. On behalf of our
parishioners and the other 44 million Americans with student debt, we urge you to give student borrowers a
chance to survive this struggling economy and participate in the recovery to come.

Sincerely,
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