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This article presents the historical links between the Landless Rural Workers’
Movement (MST) and the Catholic Church and provides a critical introduction to
the hermeneutics of liberation theology. Then, it uses narrative analysis to dem-
onstrate that, by repeatedly presenting characters who are wealthy landowners
and homeowners, the gospel of Luke proposes a theological and an ethical point.
The theological point is that God is the true owner of land as an economic good.
The ethical point is that, since God is the supreme owner of land, persons who
own real estate should use it in altruistic rather than selfish ways.

Introduction

The Gospel of Luke presents God as the ultimate owner of land and teaches
that landowners should manage their land in a manner that acknowledges God’s
ownership. This thesis will be defended against the background of liberation
theology—its interpretation of the Bible, and the resulting practices that emerge
from such readings—with a specific focus on their manifestations in Brazil. Thus,
after an introductory analysis of liberation theology’s hermeneutics, this article
will present a study of a typical character of the gospel of Luke—the proprietor
of land—and show its theological and practical implications.
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The Theology and Practice of Agrarian Reform in Brazil

From January to April 2023, there were 56 invasions of private rural proper-
ties in Brazil carried out by the Landless Workers’ Movement (MST).! In 2015,
there were 182 invasions.2 The MST itself, on its website, lists the tools it uses
in its struggle for land.?

The MST was organized as a secular movement in 1984. Until that year,
however, the main articulation of the landless in Brazil took place inside the
structure of the Brazilian Catholic Apostolic Church,* especially movements
influenced by liberation theology. These movements within the Catholic Church
gave birth to the MST.5 Moreover, rituals and other practices within MST camps
are still heavily influenced by Catholic theology and practice in what MST calls
the mystique of the movement.¢ For example, “Occupying the Bible” is an MST
publication that presents the Bible from a liberation theology perspective.” Thus,
one can say that although MST is an officially secular movement, it owes its
creation and continuous drive to a spiritual dimension influenced by liberation
theology, whose hermeneutics will be briefly criticized below.

The Hermeneutical Challenge of Liberation Theology

Liberation theology is the most influential theological movement born in Latin
America. At the end of the 1960s, several influences became the ingredients of
it, such as the Social Gospel movement, Jiirgen Moltmann’s theology of hope,
Gilberto Freire’s pedagogy of the oppressed, the Second Vatican Council (1962—
1965), and the sociopolitical situation of poverty and dictatorships throughout
Latin America.® These ingredients, added to large doses of Marxism, engendered
liberation theology.

Many criticisms can be raised against several aspects of liberation theology.?
The focus of this section, however, is to analyze the “hermencutics of liber-
ation.” This way of interpreting the Bible makes a critical, suspicious, and over-
contextualized reading with radical applications. In general, liberation theologians
in practice do not attribute authority to the biblical text in its canonical form but
wish to read what is behind the text and reconstruct the history that they consider
correct based on the dictates of the quest for the historical Jesus and the ideology
they adopt.!? Juan Luis Segundo, for example, spends several pages in The Lost
and Recovered History of Jesus of Nazareth to establish the point that the Jesus
who interests him is not the post-Easter Jesus found in the “propagandistic”
canonical gospels, but the pre-Easter Jesus found through critical reconstruction.!!
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This critical hermeneutics is conscious.!? There is a criticism toward the
canonical form of the text and a disregard for traditional exegesis.!? Thus, in
the hermeneutics of liberation theology the sacred text has no final authority
and is read with the aim of finding the subversive meaning or the revolutionary
historical Jesus that lies behind the dominant and oppressive traditions that have
been imposed upon the canonical texts.!4 Instead of reading the text or applying
it to today’s reality, liberation theologians seek to reinterpret and resignify the
text in light of today’s struggles.!> For many liberation theologians, there is an
assumption that God will use the ancient text to speak something new that fits the
context of the oppressed readers.!¢ Indeed, it is the oppressed people themselves
who read the scriptures and extract meaning for their own reality.!” In this pro-
cess, scholars and priests function as interpreters who live alongside the poor, as
facilitators and as editors who publish the results of these grassroots readings.!$

The name that Segundo gives to this process of interpretation, practice, trans-
formation, and reinterpretation of the Bible is the “hermeneutic circle.”” In this
process, an update of interpretation is not only desired, but is a precondition for
a fruitful reading.20

The book from liberation theology that most interacts with the scriptures on
the land subject is Theology of the Earth by M. B. Souza and Jos¢ Luis Caravias.
Regarding the community of goods in Acts, they defend a communistic inter-
pretation and commend a direct application, that is, living in a communist way
“constitutes an imperative for all Christians today.”?! They also contend against
the possibility of private property.2

For these authors, the poor themselves, with the full support of the Church,
are those who must fight for better living conditions and access to land (agency
of the individual). Land reform therefore becomes the eschatological target and
everything that gets in the way of that target is considered part of the sinful and
oppressive structures that Jesus Christ fought against. Thus, for them, the Church
has the obligation to get involved in the struggle for agrarian reform and class
struggle, providing peasants with education, care, and the means to carry out
the “necessary revolution” to change the current economic system.2? To make it
clear what the authors mean by “being revolutionary,” they themselves present
the revolutions in Nicaragua and Cuba as examples.24

Two excellent examples of the fruits of the hermeneutics of liberation are found
in one of the latest issues of Revista de Interpretacion Biblica Latinoamericana.
In the first example, José Ademar Kaefer deconstructs the text of Genesis 37-50,
completely subverting the text in its canonical form and presenting Joseph’s
brothers as the true representatives of the oppressed people, while Joseph is
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presented as a representative of the oppressive kingly court.2s In the second
example, Esteban Arias Ardilla proposes a reading of the “myth” of Genesis 3 in
which the serpent represents peasant liberation movements against the oppressors
who come in the name of God.2¢

The main point of this section is to raise aspects of the hermeneutics of libera-
tion theology that deserve criticism from a biblical perspective. The most relevant
points of criticism are: (1) their contempt for the Scriptures in their final version
as the Word of God; (2) a critical and deconstructionist interpretation influenced
by a “reader response” approach from the perspective of the oppressed; (3) the
prioritization of certain biblical texts over others (canon within the canon);
(4) a “proof-text” approach which manipulates biblical texts to prove Marxist
theses and not to hear what God really has to say through a healthy exegesis;
and (5) an existentialist way of justifying particularized interpretations based
on a supernatural encounter with Jesus or with the Holy Spirit mediated by an
encounter with the poor.

It should be noted that liberation theology does uncover some real problems,
such as (1) the distance between theologians and their theology in relation to
the most needy people; (2) the reality of oppression and injustice experienced
by many people in the developing world; and (3) the fact that sometimes there
is indeed a reading of the Bible that wrongly privileges and justifies abuses by
those who hold power. However, despite this helpful emphasis, when considered
as a hermeneutic, the theology of liberation has failed to provide a solution that
does justice to the nature of the Bible as the Word of God.

Thus, in the remainder of this article we will present in an introductory
way how theologians can promote a biblical reading that is aware of issues
of agrarian social injustice, but that does so based on evangelical assump-
tions, hermeneutical principles, and theology.

A Study of the Lucan “Landowner”

Up to this point, I demonstrated a close association between the Landless Workers’
Movement (Movimento dos Trabalhadores Rurais sem Terra or MST) and the
Roman Catholic Church, specifically highlighting the theological roots of this
movement in liberation theology. Additionally, I offered a preliminary exami-
nation of some of the hermeneutical issues within liberation theology. In the
remainder of this article, I aim to provide a pathway through which a rigorous
study of the scriptures can offer insights into the agrarian question.
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Many specialists in narrative comment on the importance of repetition.2’” A
narrator can use repetition for creating types of characters and, through them,
convey his or her worldview. John Roth, for example, affirms that Luke uses
“the blind, the lame, and the poor” as typical characters.2 My main thesis in this
article is that by using repetition, Luke presents the proprietor of land as a typi-
cal character. This character can be referred to as “landowner,” “householder,”
“oikodespoteés,” or “paterfamilias.” An analysis of this typical character reveals
three primary uses: (1) the property owner as a representative of God or Jesus;
(2) the property owner as a selfish individual who is punished for his selfish-
ness; and (3) the property owner as someone who shares his possessions and is
blessed. Each of these are dealt with below.

God and Jesus Represented as Landowners in Luke

In most instances where a character who owns land appears in the gospel of
Luke, this character symbolizes God himself. In Luke 10:2, God is figuratively
portrayed as the “Lord of the harvest.”?®

In Luke 12:35-48, Jesus is depicted as a “lord” (vv. 36, 37, 41, 42 [twice], 43,
45, 46) who attends a wedding feast. This “lord” has slaves (vv. 37, 43, 44, 47)
who must be ready to open the door and serve him upon his arrival. This reflects
the image of a Roman domus (house) or familia (family).3° The willingness of
this master to reverse roles and assume a servile position to serve his slaves is
unexpected and remarkable (v. 37).3! It becomes clear that the character of the
master represents Jesus himself (v. 40).

Peter understands that he and the other apostles are the slaves in the parable
and asks if there are others as well (Luke 12:41). In response, Jesus tells another
parable. In this, Jesus is represented by the lord who leaves the slaves in the
care of a steward (oikonomos) to provide them with daily food.3? The rewards
and punishments administered by the Lord are striking. In the case of faithful
slaves, the Lord entrusts them with all his possessions. Conversely, in the case
of negligence, selfishness, and abuse by the steward, the text literally states that
the Lord “will cut him in two and will place his part with the unbelievers.”33

Again, in the parable of the barren fig tree (Luke 13:6-9), God is presented
as a paterfamilias. After searching for fruit on the fig tree for three years without
finding any, the vineyard owner instructs his vinedresser to cut down the fig tree
(v. 7).34 The vinedresser intercedes for the fig tree, promising to care for it care-
fully for one more year, hoping that it will bear fruit; otherwise, the owner can
cut it down (vv. 8-9). Again, a landowner represents God the Father as someone
who demands what is rightfully his and punishes when he does not receive it.3
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In the same chapter, one finds another representation of God as the oikodespotés
(Luke 13:22-30). Jesus instructs his followers to strive diligently to enter through
the narrow door because at a certain point, the “master of the house” will close
the door and not allow anyone else to enter, despite their pleas. Once the door
is shut, there will be a great banquet inside the house with the patriarchs and
people from all corners of the world. Thus, Jesus himself is represented as the
master of the house who does not allow entry into the kingdom for those who
practice iniquity.3¢

In Luke 14:15-24, Jesus tells a parable in which a certain man identified as
kurios (vv. 21, 22, 23) and oikodespoteés (v. 21) invites many people to a great
banquet. The problem is that these people, instead of coming to the banquet, offer
weak excuses for not attending.3’ Considering that they had already confirmed
their attendance when invited, what they are doing is a serious breach of etiquette,
possibly stemming from a collective decision not to attend the feast.38 Again, Luke
presents the figure of a demanding paterfamilias who becomes angry (orgistheis,
v. 21), compels people to come to his banquet (anagkason, v. 23), and does not
give a second chance to those who initially refused to attend his feast (v. 24).

The parable of the prodigal son (Luke 15:11-32) also represents God in the
role of a successful head of the family ( pater, vv. 12 [twice], 17, 18 [twice], 20,
21,22, 27, 28, 29).3% This man’s possessions are referred to as ousias (v. 12),
bion (vv. 12, 30), and agro (v. 25).40 The man has hired workers (misthioi)
and slaves (paidon) who have an abundance of bread (vv. 17, 26). Even after
gathering one-third of everything he had, he still has the means to provide fine
clothing, a ring, and sandals for his son (v. 22) and to slaughter a fattened calf
to celebrate his return (v. 23), throwing a grand feast with music and dancing
(vv. 24-25). In summary, once again, God is characterized as a rich landowner.
However, this time, there is an emphasis not on the strict demands but on his
love for both of his sons.

In what is possibly the most challenging parable in Luke, the parable of the
dishonest manager (Luke 16:1-13), God is again represented as “a certain rich
man” referred to as a lord (kurios, vv. 3, 5 [twice]).*! He has a dishonest manager.
This manager was squandering (diaskorpizon) his possessions, but the parable
does not make explicit whether it was due to incompetence or corruption.*? Before
leaving his post, the dishonest manager calls some of his master’s debtors and
grants them impressive discounts on their debts, so they will help him later in
his times of need. Considering that only after this action the manager is referred
to as dishonest, it becomes clear that he acted corruptly in making these agree-
ments. However, the owner of the estate is more impressed by the manager’s
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cleverness than by his corruption, and commends him. This parable, therefore,
also presents God as the ultimate owner of all land and wealth.*3

Another text that uses the image of a field owner to represent God is Luke
17:7-10. Jesus poses a rhetorical question that reveals much about the context
and expectations of the relationship between masters and slaves at that time. The
text makes it clear that it was expected for a servant who had worked all day in
the field to return home, prepare the food, and serve his master during the meal
before he himself could eat and drink.** Thus, God is again represented as the
landowner who has the right of being served.

Finally, another parable in which God is portrayed as a proprietor of land
is Luke 20:9-18, where a certain man plants a vineyard as an investment and
leases it to some tenants who are supposed to pay him for the lease. The man is
referred to as ho kyrios tou ampelonos (Luke 20:13, 15). The tenants mistreat
the slaves he sends and murder the vineyard owner’s son in order to take the
vineyard for themselves. The lord, then, destroys (apolesei) them and passes the
vineyard to others.®

From this very brief analysis of the use of the landowner figure representing
God, we can draw the following conclusions. First, Luke assumes the nearly abso-
lute rights of the paterfamilias that were so common at the time. An oikodespotés
had total control over his house, including managers and slaves in his distant
properties. In the texts here analyzed, the master of the house exerts strong
leadership and punishes severely those slaves who do not act as he expects. At
the same time, this master is extremely generous with slaves who perform their
roles well. Also, in harmony with the expectations of the time, several times we
find this master practicing hospitality by hosting banquets for his guests. This
master demonstrates paternal love for his children, hospitality for his friends,
and impressive generosity for his faithful slaves.

Second, through the persistent use of the typical landowner character to
represent God, Luke is proposing that God is the true owner of all land. Every
Roman paterfamilias is merely a tenant of the land, which ultimately belongs
to God himself.

There are other parables and stories in Luke that use the same typical character
but not representing God. Our thesis is that these other texts have the purpose of
teaching land ownership ethics. In other words, considering that God is the true
owner of the land, those who possess land beneath him must use their properties
in a way that is pleasing to the Lord. Luke presents this point through charac-
ters who are rebuked for selfishly using their fields and praising those who use
their homes and properties to benefit others beyond themselves. These two are
respectively the focus of attention below.
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The Selfish Landowner Is Rebuked

A second way in which the typical character of “owner of land” is used by
Luke is by presenting him not as a figure pointing to God but as a negative
example of someone who uses their possessions solely for self-benefit and is
punished for it. The first instance of this occurs when a Pharisee invites Jesus to
dine at his house in Luke 7:36—50.4¢ Despite the invitation, the contrast between
the woman'’s treatment of Jesus and the lack of hospitality by the Pharisee makes
clear that the purpose of the invitation was not to share his home lovingly but
rather to test Jesus.4

In Luke 12:13-21, a man from the crowd asks Jesus to command his brother
to divide with him their inheritance. Given the limited context, it is impossible to
determine whether or not the request is just. However, what stands out is Jesus’
response in three points. First, he addresses him somewhat distantly as a “man”
and poses a rhetorical question through which Jesus asserts he is not the judge
or divider between the brothers. Second, Jesus strongly warns against all greed
(pasés pleonexias), since life (zo0€) is more than possessions (hyparchonton).*$
Third, Jesus tells the parable of the rich man (Luke 12:16-21). In this parable,
obviously, the owner of the house does not represent God, especially since God
appears in the parable as a character.*® A landowner with an abundant harvest
has no place to store it and decides to tear down his existing barns and build
larger ones to store not only his wheat but also all his goods (v. 18). The next
part of the plan is congratulating himself and feasting abundantly for the rest
of his life (Luke 12:19). After presenting the death of the man without having
time to carry out his plans and enjoy his possessions, Jesus applies the parable
by saying, “So is the one who lays up treasure for himself and is not rich toward
God” (Luke 12:21).59 This man thought he could use his land only for himself
and was punished for it.3!

In one of the previous parables dealt with before (Luke 14:15-24), there are two
characters worth noting here, as they are also landowners presented as negative
examples. These are the first two guests who decide not to attend the feast. The
first one bought a field (agron) and decided to visit his new property right on the
scheduled date for the banquet (Luke 14:18). The second one bought “five yoke
of oxen” and decided to try them out. In both cases, the material possessions of
wealthy landowners prevented them from accepting the Lord’s invitation to the
banquet that illustrates the Kingdom of God.

The last parable in this second group is the rich man and Lazarus (Luke
16:19-31). Another rich man functions as the main character and a negative
example. He is called “rich” three times (vv. 19, 21, 22). Jesus’ description of
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this man shows an imperial level of wealth. The door of this man’s house is a
very large gate.52 What is striking is that, for no specific reason other than en-
joying his abundant wealth alone while having a needy beggar at his gate, this
man goes to hell.53

In this second group of parables, the typical character “landowner” is pre-
sented not as representing God but as people who own properties, who use them
for selfish or non-altruistic purposes, and who suffer divine condemnation for
such a behavior. These consequences range from a shameful rebuke from Jesus
to torments in hell. In this way, Jesus challenges landowners and homeowners
not to think only of themselves. The next group of texts does the same but, this
time, using positive reinforcements.

The Altruist Landowner Is Commended

The third use Luke makes of the paradigmatic character “landowner” points
to positive examples. In Luke 5:29, for example, Levi, a tax collector (telonén)
called by Jesus to be his follower, offers a great banquet in his house with many
guests.>* Being a tax collector, Matthew was certainly someone of great wealth,
as evidenced by the size of the reception he hosted in his home. However, what
stands out here is not Matthew’s ostentation but his hospitality.

Both the negative and positive aspects are represented in Luke 14:1-14.
One of the main Pharisees invites Jesus to a banquet at his house (Luke 14:1).
Everything at that banquet revolved around selfishness. Everyone, both guests
and host, aimed to use the banquet as an opportunity to gain more honor for
themselves. Jesus addresses these desires. Afterward, rebuking the guests for
selfishly choosing their seats, Jesus turns to the host and advises him that when
hosting a banquet, he should not invite those who could reciprocate the favor
but should invite instead those who could not repay him (Luke 14:13).5¢ This is
an interesting example because we have a man who was practicing hospitality
towards Jesus and others, but apparently, the criterion for choosing the guests
was a selfish one. Jesus subverts the banquet pattern of the time and calls that
important Pharisee to invite people who are normally considered socially low
because it would be a way of making an investment with future reward.

The last occurrence of a successful homeowner presented as a positive example
is that of Zacchaeus in Luke 19:1-10.57 He is a chief tax collector (architelonés)
and rich ( plousios).>® In addition to hosting Jesus in his home, Zacchaeus is
commended as a positive example for deciding to give half of his possessions to
the poor and to repay fourfold those he had unjustly wronged. From his attitude,
Jesus acknowledges Zacchaeus’ salvation (Luke 19:9-10).
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Each oikodespotés in this group demonstrates some form of altruistic use of
their home and wealth. An owner who understands that Jesus is Lord uses his or
her property in a way that benefits not only themselves but also the needy whom
Jesus continuously served.

Final Considerations

The first part of this article provided an introductory critical analysis of liberation
theology and its methods of biblical interpretation. I have shown that liberation
theology does not consider the final form of the canon and engages in a behind-
the-text reading that depends on an imaginative reconstruction of a Jesus created
in the image and likeness of Marxist heroes. Additionally, liberation theology
does not seriously engage with the biblical text through exegesis. As a result,
it proposes ecclesiastical action in the world based more on Marxist ideology
than on what Jesus actually taught through his words and example. The Landless
Workers’ Movement (MST) in Brazil is an example of this heterodox theology
applied in a practical way.

Despite that, like other heterodox movements, liberation theology plays an
important role in provoking discussion about the biblical conception of material
possessions, especially land ownership. What does God think about this issue, and
how should the church act in relation to the real problem of land concentration in
the hands of a few wealthy landowners to the detriment of a mass of poor people?

The introductory answer presented in this article is that the Gospel of Luke,
using the typical character “landowner,” proposes, first and foremost, that God is
the true owner of all land. He is the oikodespotés par excellence, and all human
land ownership is derived from this fundamental reality. Thus, Luke rediscovers
and develops one of the central statements of the Jubilee in Leviticus 25: “the
land is mine” (Lev. 25:23).9 As in Leviticus, this fundamental theological point
has ethical implications for how someone is supposed to use land ultimately
belonging to God. Luke confirms the right to private property but asserts that,
along with this right, there must be a practical sense that the land indeed belongs
to God. Therefore, any field or house entrusted to someone should be used to
serve the Kingdom of God through hospitality and/or by generating wealth that
blesses not only the owner. The de facto owner will judge and reward or pun-
ish people based on this criterion: whether the use they made of the entrusted
property was selfish or altruistic.
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