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“Why are you sitting there?” Reading Matthew 20:1-16 in the context of casual workers in Pietermaritzburg, South Africa


Introduction
Every day groups of men, some South Africans and others from the southern African region, sit on the side of the street in downtown Pietermaritzburg waiting for work. Some have the tools of their trade with them, such as shovels and trowels, while others hold only their meager lunch in their hands. The Theology and Economic Justice Programme of the Ujamaa Centre for Community Development and Research in the School of Religion and Theology at the University of KwaZulu-Natal has noticed these men and has begun to work with them. On a regular basis we ‘hire’ them for the day, paying an agreed wage to spend time with us reflecting on the role that biblical and theological resources play in their lives and collaborating together to find more secure work. At first apprehensive about the ideo-theological ‘work’ we offer them, they now eagerly embrace this opportunity to ‘do theology’. While the larger project is to work with them in constructing a worker's theology, one of the building blocks is Contextual Bible Study, a form of contextual reading in which the resources of socially engaged biblical scholars and these casual workers are shared. Among the texts we have read together is Matthew 20:1-16. We have also worked with this text in other communities of readers, approaching the text in a number of different ways, offering both ‘capitalist’ and ‘socialist’ ways of reading the text.

General distinctive contextual features
In every South African city there are areas where men sit on the side of the street waiting for work, for the day.  They are our day-labourers.  Most of them have some trade or work experience, but some have few formal skills, offering nothing more than their willingness to work.  All of them are the flotsam of capitalism’s relentless pursuit of profit, whether in the guise of the racial capitalism of apartheid or the more recent globalised form of neo-liberal capitalism.  They are the products of systemic forms of economic exploitation going back more than three centuries.

In his economic analysis this period, South African economist Sampie Terreblanche provides a detailed history and analysis of the systemic relationship between power, land, and labourmailto:west@ukzn.ac.za.  He identifies a number of successive systemic periods in South African history, beginning with “the mercantilistic and feudal system institutionalised by Dutch colonialism during the second half of the 17th and most of the 18th century (1652-1795)”.11 Sampie Terreblanche, A History of Inequality in South Africa, 1652-2002 (Pietermaritzburg: University of Natal Press, 2002), 14.mailto:west@ukzn.ac.za  This was followed by the system of British colonial and racial capitalism (1795-1890) and a related system of British colonial and mineral capitalism (1890-1948).22 Terreblanche, A History of Inequality in South Africa, 15.  Unfree labour patterns were intensified when the Afrikaner-oriented National Party won the general election of 1948, and although they “did not drastically transform the economic system of racial capitalism institutionalised by the English establishment, it used its political and ideological power to institutionalise a new version of it”.33 Terreblanche, A History of Inequality in South Africa, 15.  “Since 1990", continues Terreblanche, “we have experienced a transition from the politico-economic system of white political domination and racial capitalism to a new system of democratic capitalism”.44 Terreblanche, A History of Inequality in South Africa, 15.  South Africa’s economic system has moved, Terreblanche argues, “over the past 30 years from one of colonial and racial capitalism to a neo-liberal, first-world, capitalist enclave that is disengaging itself from a large part of the black labour force”.55 Terreblanche, A History of Inequality in South Africa, 422.  This transformation, though it has “coincided with the introduction of a system of representative democracy which is effectively controlled by a black, predominantly African, elite”, still exhibits “an ominous systemic character”.66 Terreblanche, A History of Inequality in South Africa, 422-23.  
In the new politico-economic system, individual members of the upper classes (comprising one third of the population) profit handsomely from mainstream economic activity, while the mainly black lumpenproletariat (comprising 50 per cent of the population) is increasingly pauperised.  Ironically, individual members of the black and white upper class in the new system seem as unconcerned about its dysfunctionality as individual members of the white elite were about that of the old.  The common denominator between the old and the new systems is that part of society was/is systemically and undeservedly enriched, while the majority of the population were/are systemically and undeservedly impoverished – in the old system through systemic exploitation, and in the new system through systemic neglect.77 Terreblanche, A History of Inequality in South Africa, 423.

This is the macro-economic context in which the work reflected on in this paper is located.  The micro-economic and more human context of this paper, the day-labourers waiting for work on the streets of Pietermaritzburg, is less clearly documented and analysed, but is the subject of ongoing research by colleagues from the Ujamaa Centre for Community Development and Research.  Economic justice has been the focus of the Ujamaa Centre’s work since its establishment in 1989.  The biblical studies work of the founder of the one of the institutional strands that makes up the Ujamaa Centre, the Institute for the Study of the Bible (ISB), Gunther Wittenberg, was strongly informed by social scientific biblical criticism.88 Gunther H. Wittenberg, Prophecy and Protest: A Contextual Introduction to Israelite Prophecy (Pietermaritzburg: Cluster Publications, 1993), Gunther Wittenberg, Resistance Theology in the Old Testament: Collected Essays (Pietermaritzburg: Cluster Publications, 2007).  Based to a substantial extent on elements of the community-based Bible movement within Latin American liberation theology, the Centro de Estudos Bíblicos (CEBI), the ISB provided an interface in which the socio-economic dimensions of our South African realities was brought into dialogue with the (less apparent) socio-economic dimensions of biblical texts in an attempt to take up the Bible as a weapon of systemic socio-economic struggle.99 T. Mofokeng, "Black Christians, the Bible and Liberation," Journal of Black Theology 2 (1988): 34-42: 40.

This strand of the ISB’s work was strengthened when the House of Studies for Worker Ministry, a sister organisation, established in 1994, merged with the ISB in 1996.  The House of Studies for Worker Ministry was established to give an institutional form to an engagement between prophetic theology, as understood by the Kairos Document,1010 Kairos theologians, The Kairos Document: Challenge to the Church, Revised Second Edition ed. (Braamfontein: Skotaville, 1986). and the trade union movement in South Africa.1111 James R. Cochrane, "Already, but Not Yet: Programmatic Notes for a Theology of Work," in The Threefold Cord: Theology, Work and Labour, ed. James R. Cochrane and Gerald O. West, 177-89 (Pietermaritzburg: Cluster Publications, 1991).  Shaped extensively by the ‘worker priest’ movement championed by Fr. Joseph Cardijn in the 1930s in Belgium, and embodied in South Africa by the Young Christian Workers movement,1212 Gerald O. West, Biblical Hermeneutics of Liberation: Modes of Reading the Bible in the South African Context, Second Edition ed. (Maryknoll, NY and Pietermaritzburg: Orbis Books and Cluster Publications, 1995), 188-93. the House of Studies for Worker Ministry used the See-Judge-Act methodology to do socio-economic analysis (See), to bring this analysis into dialogue with a socio-economic reading of God’s project of liberation in the Bible (Judge), and to engage in particular acts of socio-economic transformation (Act).1313 Gerald O. West, "Contextual Bible Reading: A South African Case Study," Analecta Bruxellensia 11 (2006): 131-48.

Th primary vehicle for working within the See-Judge-Act framework within the Ujamaa Centre – the name of the merged Institute for the Study of the Bible and House of Studies for Worker Ministry – is the Contextual Bible Study methodology.  Developed within the praxis cycle of action-reflection over the past two decades, this methodology provides a site for collaboration between the interpretive resources of the local community and the interpretive resources of the biblical studies academy.1414 West, "Contextual Bible Reading: A South African Case Study."  In addition to bringing potentially analogous local contexts and biblical texts into dialogue, this methodology includes an analogy of method, whereby a structured and systematic analysis of the local context is brought into dialogue with a structured and systematic analysis of the biblical text (in its socio-historical and literary contexts).1515 West, Biblical Hermeneutics of Liberation: Modes of Reading the Bible in the South African Context.  In other words, in the tradition of Latin American Liberation Theology and the second phase of South African Black Theology,1616 Hugo Assmann, Theology for a Nomad Church (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 1976), Itumeleng J. Mosala, Biblical Hermeneutics and Black Theology in South Africa (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989). all of life, both present and past, must be subject to a socio-economic systemic analysis.

In addition to our commitment to a critical reading of reality and biblical text, we acknowledge an overarching ideo-theological orientation which we bring to the collaborative interpretive process.  In any interpretive act which brings text and context into conversation there is a mediating realm or pole which enables the to-and-fro movement between text and context, which we might call an ideo-theological orientation.1717 Gerald O. West, "Interpreting 'the Exile' in African Biblical Scholarship: An Ideo-Theological Dilemma in Postcolonial South Africa," in Exile and Suffering: A Selection of Papers Read at the 50th Anniversary Meeting of the Old Testament Society of South Africa Otwsa/Otssa, Pretoria August 2007, ed. Bob Becking and Dirk Human, 247-67 (Leiden: Brill, 2009).  Within the Ujamaa Centre, as our name indicates, our ideo-theological orientation is a form of prophetic African socialism.  There is no self-evident ideologically or theologically neutral engagement between biblical text and social context; there is always a mediating moment, as the work of Justin Ukpong,1818 Justin S. Ukpong, "Developments in Biblical Interpretation in Africa: Historical and Hermeneutical Directions," Journal of Theology for Southern Africa 108 (2000): 3-18: 24. Jonathan Draper,1919 Jonathan A. Draper, ""For the Kingdom Is inside You and It Is Outside of You": Contextual Exegesis in South Africa," in Text and Interpretation: New Approaches in the Criticism of the New Testament, ed. Patrick J. Hartin and Jacobus H. Petzer, 235-57 (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1991), Jonathan A. Draper, "Old Scores and New Notes: Where and What Is Contextual Exegesis in the New South Africa?," in Towards an Agenda for Contextual Theology: Essays in Honour of Albert Nolan, ed. McGlory T. Speckman and Larry T. Kaufmann, 148-68 (Pietermaritzburg: Cluster Publications, 2001). Cristina Grenholm and Daniel Patte have demonstrated.2020 Cristina Grenholm and Daniel Patte, "Receptions, Critical Interpretations, and Scriptural Criticism," in Reading Israel in Romans: Legitimacy and Plausibility of Divergent Interpretations, ed. Cristina Grenholm and Daniel Patte, 1-54 (Harrisburg: Trinity Press International, 2000).   While many hide or elide their ideo-theological orientation we foreground ours.

Specific macro-economic context
We have therefore watched with dismay as our liberation government, an African National Congress (ANC) led alliance with the South African Communist Party (SACP) and the Confederation of South African Trade Unions (COSATU), has moved away from African socialism to embrace neo-liberal capitalism.  This need not have happened, for the macro-economic policy which the ANC and its alliance partners came to power with was indelibly inscribed with African socialist elements.  Given the ways in which the Bible had been used to support racial capitalism under apartheid, it was fitting that after more than a century and a half of racial capitalism, that the first macro-economic policy of a liberated South Africa, the Reconstruction and Development Programme (RDP), should be declared to have an “almost biblical character” by the then Deputy President Thabo Mbeki.2121 Thabo Mbeki, "A National Strategic Vision for South Africa: Address by Deputy President Tm Mbeki, at the Development Planning Summit, Hosted by the Intergovernmental Forum,"  http://www.anc.org.za/ancdocs/history/mbeki/1995/sp951127.html.

The RDP originally emanated from the Congress of South African Trade Unions (COSATU), and particularly its most powerful affiliate, the National Union of Mineworkers (NUM), and was envisaged as “a set of socio-economic benchmarks against which the performance of a new democratically elected government would be judged”.2222 Terreblanche, A History of Inequality in South Africa, 108.  Driven by COSATU, many members of the democratic movement made contributions, including the African National Congress, though the bulk of the work was done by members of the Mass Democratic Movement (MDM).2323 Terreblanche, A History of Inequality in South Africa, 108.

The RDP stated that “the democratic government must play a leading and enabling role in guiding the economy and the market towards reconstruction and development”,2424 Cited in Terreblanche, A History of Inequality in South Africa, 108. and warned that policies concentrating primarily on promoting economic growth “would accentuate existing inequalities, perpetuate mass poverty, and soon stifle economic growth”.  Thus the government was tasked with actively integrating economic growth with economic reconstruction and social development, being ever mindful of the distortions and injustices that had become endemic during racial capitalism and white political domination.2525 Terreblanche, A History of Inequality in South Africa, 108-09.

Swept to power in the 1994 election, with the RDP as its election manifesto, the ANC and now national President Nelson Mandela declared the RDP to be “the cornerstone on which the ... GNU (Government of National Unity) is based”, and “the centerpiece of its socio-economic policy”.2626 Cited in Terreblanche, A History of Inequality in South Africa, 109.  As Terreblanche argues, “Its symbolic importance and consensus it created cannot be overemphasised, because it formed an important part of the nation-building and healing process after centuries of deep divisions and conflict”.2727 Terreblanche, A History of Inequality in South Africa, 109.  The RDP provided a “bold new social democratic vision”, based on a state which would take the lead in promoting major structural adjustment toward a high-wage, high-productivity economy, while at the same time providing “basic welfare rights”, including “the right to basic needs such as shelter, food, health care, work opportunities, income security and all those aspects that promote the physical, social and emotional wellbeing of all people in our country, with special provision made for those who are unable to provide for themselves because of special problems”.2828 Cited in Jeremy Seekings and Nicoli Nattrass, Class, Race, and Inequality in South Africa (Pietermaritzburg: University of KwaZulu-Natal Press, 2006).:347

Driven, to a considerable degree, by the trade unions and civic organisations, the RDP emphasised that central to the new government’s planning process must be “both the meeting of the populace’s basic needs and the active empowerment of that populace in driving its own development process”.2929 John S. Saul, The Next Liberation Struggle: Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy in Southern Africa (Pietermartizburg: University of KwaZulu-Natal Press, 2005), 206.  In macro-economic terms the RDP put forward non-market mechanisms for the provision of basic goods and services, advocated a process of decommodification by turning exchange-values back into use-values, and set about democratising access to economic resources.3030 Martin Legassik, Towards Socialist Democracy (Pietermaritzburg: University of KwaZulu-Natal Press, 2007), 456-57.  And even though its central chapters were compromised “in the direction of free-market premises”,3131 Saul, The Next Liberation Struggle: Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy in Southern Africa, 206. it was hailed by left intellectuals as posing “challenges to the commanding heights of capitalism, racism and patriarchy”, by proposing “structural reforms” which would start the building of socialism under capitalism and lead inexorably to a socialist transition.3232 Legassik, Towards Socialist Democracy, 457.  Notwithstanding its weaknesses, the RDP was, wrote John Saul at the time, “less what it is, than what it might become” in the context of further class struggles.3333 Saul, The Next Liberation Struggle: Capitalism, Socialism and Democracy in Southern Africa, 206-07.

Within two years of its adoption, the RDP was replaced, with almost no consultation – the hallmark of alliance liberation politics up to this point – by a new, pro-capitalist, maco-economic policy, GEAR (Growth, Employment and Redistribution).  Indeed, writes Martin Legassik, though the name of the RDP continued to be invoked by the ANC up to the 1999 election campaign and even later, “the economic leadership of the ANC had from the start no intention of implementing the RDP where it clashed with their pro-business aims of export-orientation, trade liberalisation, fiscal austerity or privatisation”.3434 Legassik, Towards Socialist Democracy, 457.  Swept to power under the flag of the RDP, the ANC government began, within days, to dismantle the RDP’s African socialist potential.3535 Legassik, Towards Socialist Democracy, 458.  The ‘objective’ political factors which led to this include the following two factors, according to the analysis of the South African Communist Party (SACP): a negotiated transition to democracy in the late-1980s and early-1990s which brought together the apartheid regime, unable any longer to rule, and the ANC-led alliance, yet to decisively defeat the apartheid state; and the emergence of a “bonapartist state” in which “the bourgeois class had already lost, and the working class not yet gained the ability to govern the nation”, resolved, if only temporarily, by a form of state in which a great heroic personality stands above the contending forces.3636 SACP, "Special Edition," Bua Komanisi!: Information Bulletin of the Central Committee of the South African Communist Party  (2006): 31: 19-21.  The iconic status of Nelson Mandela and the power of the office of the presidency were used by the ANC to enforce ‘acceptance’ of GEAR, even though Mandela later regretted the way in which it was done,3737 SACP, "Special Edition," 21. for there had been no discussion of the shift away from the RDP even within the ANC National Executive Committee, nor had there been any consultation with the Tripartite Alliance partners, COSATU and the SACP.3838 Legassik, Towards Socialist Democracy, 458.

In the analysis of the SACP, “the GEAR process needs essentially to be understood as the first decisive step in the launching of a new state/presidential project under the effective direction not of Mandela, but of his successor, then deputy president, Thabo Mbeki”.3939 SACP, "Special Edition," 21.  This does not mean, the SACP goes on to acknowledge, that there were not ‘objective’ economic factors that shaped the character and evolution of the post-Mandela presidency and its adoption of GEAR.4040 SACP, "Special Edition," 22.  However, to argue that there is a certain ‘objectivity’ about the South African presidency and its macro-economic policy is not to argue, says the SACP, that their particular trajectories were or are inevitable.  Clearly global and national realities impose real constraints, which the South African left need to appreciate, but “national realities would have allowed (and still do allow) different, much more transformative outcomes”.4141 SACP, "Special Edition," 22.

The constraints of the global economy have become more marked in the short time since Jacob Zuma’s ascendancy to the presidency following our 2009 general election.  But there are signs that a reinvigorated SACP and COSATU are having some impact as alliance partners on macro-economic policy under Zuma’s presidency, having been marginalised during the presidency of Mbeki.

Towards a socialist reading of Matthew
During all this time, from before liberation through to the present, the Ujamaa Centre has been working with Matthew 20:1-16 in our Economic Justice Programme and Theology of Work Programme (recently conflated into one Theology and Economic Justice Programme).  Led by the late Mzwandile R. Nunes, who was formed by the Young Christian Workers movement, this programme pioneered collaborative readings of Matthew 20:1-16 with the unemployed.  As the research of Nunes’ colleague, Sibusiso Gwala, has shown, there is considerable stigma associated with being unemployed.4242 Sibusiso Gwala, "The Impact of Unemployment on the Youth of Pietermaritzburg" (Master of Theology, University of KwaZulu-Natal, 2007).  Unable to discern the systemic dimensions of unemployment, families and communities often blame the individual for their failure to find work.  So to some extent those sitting on the sides of the downtown street waiting for work have been driven there by shame as much as by economic necessity.  Intervening in this situation, the Ujamaa Centre, through its Theology and Economic Justice Programme has used formations like the Young Christian Workers and any other forum offered to us to reflect together on the systemic dimensions of unemployment.

As indicated, Contextual Bible Study is our primary resource for collaborative work like this.  We activate the Bible as a weapon of struggle for economic liberation, wresting it from the hands of those use it to stigmatise and blame those who are unemployed for what is a systemic predicament.  A text we have wrestled with through the years has been Matthew 20:1-16.  Initially this text was used to explore a socialist vision of society.  In this collaborative reading we would focus on the recognition the parable gives to the reality of day-labourers and the equitable payment to each according to their need.  However, our longing for such a socialist vision was not enough to silence the features of the biblical text that stood over against such a reading.  For while we overtly take up the Bible as a resource for economic survival, liberation, and life, and while we discern a prophetic socio-economic trajectory weaving its way through the literary and socio-historical contexts of the Bible, we are committed to respect the detail of particular biblical texts, recognising that just as socio-economic contestation is central to our own South African context it is also central to the socio-historical sites of production of biblical texts.

In this case we were regularly troubled in our readings by the class identity of the “landowner” (oikodespotēs), and his autocratic manner in hiring, paying, and dealing with the complaints of the day-labourers.  We also worried about his payment of the minimum wage and his delegation of the task of payment to “his manager” (epitropos).  Most of all we were disturbed by the landowner’s capitalist sounding rhetorical question, “Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me?”  The detail of this text aroused our hermeneutic of suspicion, and we wondered if this parable should be read in a liberative manner.  Clearly it could be read as supporting aspects of socialism, but only if we ignored some of its detail.  Was there a way, responsible to the detail of the text, to read this text within our socialist ideo-theological orientation?

Our determination to read this text economically was frustrated by the refusal of much of biblical scholarship to even engage with this dimension of the text.  The “virtual agreement among interpreters” to interpret this parable allegorically, whether they focussed their attention on Matthew’s literary framing or tried to reconstruct the parable in the context of the historical ministry of Jesus,4343 Willian R. II Herzog, Parables as Subversive Speech: Jesus as Pedagogue of the Oppressed (Louisville: Westminister/John Knox, 1994), 79-82. offered us scant assistance.  Fortunately, however, the Ujamaa Centre has been formed by the socio-economic readings of and personal interaction with socially engaged biblical scholars like Gunther Wittenberg, Norman Gottwald, Herman Waetjen, and Richard Horsley, among others.  Their work has enabled us to reconstruct a socio-economic reading of the biblical story, beginning with the God who is invoked by the cry of slaves, who try to construct an alternative socio-economic society.  However, under internal and external pressures this emerging alternative society imitates and implements, ironically, the very tributary mode of production that subjugated their ancestors.  The relentless logic of the tributary mode of production gradually and deliberately coerced peasant subsistence farmers into debt, then foreclosed on their land, forcing them to become, at best, tenant farmers on the very land they previously owned or, at worst, day-labourers, such as we find in this parable.4444 For a more detailed and referenced account of this trajectory see Gerald O. West, "Contextuality," in The Blackwell Companion to the Bible and Culture, ed. John F.A. Sawyer, 399-413 (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006).

We were drawn therefore to William Herzog’s reading of this parable, identifying with his notion of Jesus as “pedagogue of the oppressed”, and his location of this parable within the realities of the conflictual interface between “agrarian societies and traditional aristocratic empires”.4545 See the subtitle and chapter headings of Herzog, Parables as Subversive Speech.  Read from such a perspective the contours of the parable are clearer.  The owner of the vineyard is likely an absentee landowner, a member of the economic urban elite, employing a manager to handle the daily affairs of the vineyard, and engaged in a form of agriculture that produced “a crop that can be converted into a luxury item (wine), montized, and exported”.4646 Herzog, Parables as Subversive Speech, 85.  Unable to calculate how many labourers he will need, such is the extent of his land holdings, the owner must make a number of trips to the agora to hire workers.4747 Herzog, Parables as Subversive Speech, 85.  Regular assessment of the number of workers he needs also enables the landowner to keep his workers to the minimum necessary to harvest the crop within the designated time period.  Furthermore, by hiring small numbers of labourers during the day the landowner exercises his “unilateral power”, negotiating only with those hired at the beginning of the day for the minimum daily wage,4848 Herzog, Parables as Subversive Speech, 89-90. but leaving the wage for those hired later in the day indeterminate (verse 4, 7).4949 Herzog, Parables as Subversive Speech, 86.  For in a context of chronic systemic unemployment and underemployment the day-labourer is in no position to insist on a just wage.5050 Herzog, Parables as Subversive Speech, 86.  “Far from being generous, then, the householder is taking advantage of an unemployed work force to meet his harvesting needs by offering them work without a wage agreement”.5151 Herzog, Parables as Subversive Speech, 86.  By telling a story in which the landowner is actively involved in the economic process, Jesus foregrounds the socio-economic contestation of his time, making usually invisible absentee landlord visible and so setting up a direct encounter between “the elites and the expendables”.5252 Herzog, Parables as Subversive Speech, 87.
The arbitrary power of the landowner is evident in the payment process.  His power is signalled in the delegation of his manager to make the payments, but is fully manifest in his deliberate flaunting of protocol by refusing to pay the first-hired labourers first; by making the first-hired wait until last he flaunts his power and shames them.5353 Herzog, Parables as Subversive Speech, 91.  The dignity of those who have worked all day demands a response, and so they risk a protest (verse 11-12), speaking back to power, invoking the principle of equal pay for equal work.5454 Herzog, Parables as Subversive Speech, 92.  Singling out their spokesperson (verse 13a), the landowner condescendingly reminds the resisting workers of their contractual agreement, knowing fully well that the day-labourers were never in a position to negotiate anything other than the minimum wage, and then goes on to dismiss their complaints, reiterating his right to do what he pleases with his power (verse 14),5555 Herzog, Parables as Subversive Speech, 92-93. and concluding by blasphemously asserting that the land which has systemically been coerced from the very peasant farmers who are now day-labourers belongs to him (verse 15).5656 Herzog, Parables as Subversive Speech, 94.  At this point the systemic violence beneath this text becomes palpable.5757 Herzog, Parables as Subversive Speech, 94.

But persuasive as Herzog’s reading of this parable is, we have wanted to honour that tradition in the Young Christian Workers which has read this parable as advocating aspects of socialism, so we have offered our collaborators a dialogical choice.  Here is the Contextual Bible Study:

******
The facilitator shows the participants a picture of day-labourers sitting on the side of the street in Pietermaritzburg waiting for work.  
Question: What do you see in this picture?
Group discussion of question.

Once the group has together in plenary discussed their responses to this picture, the Contextual Bible Study consider the following two questions together in plenary:

1. What is the text about? [All responses are recorded in an affirming manner on newsprint in front of the participants.]
2. Who are the characters in this text and what is their relationship to each other? [The plenary groups is asked to form small groups of 2-3 and to discuss this question; when the process is complete, the responses are again reported and recorded on newsprint, publically.]

The following short input is then offered to the plenary of all participants:

In the time of Jesus many peasant farmers had been forced off their land through the tributary mode of production, and its debt trap.  Those who lost their land became day-labourers.  Within this socio-economic context there there are two very different ways of reading this text:

1. This text can be read as presenting the egalitarian socialist vision of Jesus and the early Jesus movement (Acts 4:32-35).  From this perspective, we might read the parable as a utopian vision of a socialist society.

2. This text can also be read as a critique by Jesus of the arbitrary and discriminating practices of ‘capitalist’ landowners, who hire when they like and pay what they like.  From this perspective, the workers do not receive a just wage, they receive the exact exploitative daily rate, and no more.

After some discussion of this input, the plenary is divided into two groups.  Each group then engages with its own respective set of questions:

Group 1

3. If this parable represents the egalitarian socialist vision of Jesus and the kingdom of God, what is the relationship between the landowner and the workers in this text?

4. What details of the text does this position not take account of?

5. In what ways does this interpretation of the parable speak to the context of unemployment in South Africa?
Group 2

3. If this parable represents the exploitative practices of the ruling elite in the first century, what is the relationship between the landowner and the workers in this text?

4. What details of the text does this position not take account of?

5. In what ways does this interpretation of the parable speak to the context of unemployment in South Africa?

After the groups have completed the process of working through these questions, the ‘scribe’ from each group shares their responses to each of the questions, having summarised them on newsprint.

When the reportback is complete, the following three questions are discussed in plenary:

5. What have you learned from the reading of the other group?
6. What do each of these two different readings say to our context?
7. How will use the resources of this Contextual Bible Study to enable the church or faith community to become more engaged with the issue of unemployment?
******
This Contextual Bible Study generates considerable excitement and discussion.  Most participants are unfamiliar with multiple ways of reading the same text; and most are unfamiliar with an overtly socio-economic reading of the Bible.  The discussions within each group are usually animated and intense, for we as participants have much at stake in our reading.  And there is enough in the text for each reading to find a foothold, notwithstanding those details in the text that do not fit.  But the most creative and transformative moment in the Contextual Bible Study are questions 5-7, where we bring the two different readings into dialogue.  As we share our group’s responses we are persuaded that our reading has textual and contextual support; but when we hear the other group’s reading our own reading is destabilised.  This creates space not only to interrogate our own reading of the text, but also our ‘reading’ of our context.

Having done this Contextual Bible Study a number of times we have noted that there is a general tendency among most groups to move towards the reading that is critical of the power of the landowner.  Though we long for the reading in which Jesus and/or Matthew offers us a socialist vision, we cannot ignore the detail of the text and our own experiences of the systemic dimensions of socio-economic inequalities in our own country.  But the transformative potential of this Contextual Bible Study does not reside in settling for one reading over against another, but in exploring the contestation between them, for each reading offers us ways of imagining and resources for planning for transformation.

Towards a socialist theology of work
One of the actions that has emerged from our See-Judge-Act process is to engage directly with those who sit on the sides of our streets in Pietermaritzburg waiting for work.  Sithembiso Zwane and Sikhumbuzo Zuma, together with their colleagues within the Theology and Economic Justice Programme have begun to ‘hire’ day-labourers who are willing to work with them in the unusual, for the day-labourers, work of constructing a theology of work.  As Albert Nolan argued many years ago,5858 Albert Nolan, "Work, the Bible, Workers, and Theologians: Elements of a Workers' Theology," Semeia 73 (1996): 213-20. a theology of work can only be done by and with workers.  The trained theologian has a role to play, but it is only a facilitating role, offering our resources – including our biblical and theological resources, as well as our time – to enable workers themselves to bring their inchoate and partially formed ‘lived’ theologies of work to articulation.  Part of our contribution then includes our capacity to bring these local theologies of work into the public realm, ‘in-corporating’ them into the public theologies of our churches where they can both transform and resource the church.5959 Gerald O. West, "Articulating, Owning and Mainstreaming Local Theologies: The Contribution of Contextual Bible Study," Journal of Theology for Southern Africa 122 (2005): 23-35.

Working in this way with casual workers in Pietermaritzburg is a slow and ongoing process.  We have had to overcome their suspicions and to build real relationships of solidarity.  We pay a just wage for their work, not the minimal ‘denarius’; we also provide nutritious food and a comfortable place in which to work with us.  We listen more than we speak, and we use our networks to try to secure more substantive employment as we discover their skills.  We have found that those sitting waiting for work include those from outside the borders of South African, including, for example, those who have fled the economic collapse in Zimbabwe.  Their presence is important, for the presence of ‘foreigners’ looking for work has fuelled xenophobic violence in South Africa in the past couple of years; so it is important for us to recognise where and how the unemployed build coalitions and solidarity, even if these are fragile and susceptible to the pressures of ethnic agendas.

Conclusion
What distinguishes our readings of Matthew 20:1-16 from the bulk of the readings within biblical studies is that both of ours are resolutely socio-economic readings, with the contours of African socialism as key components of our guiding ideo-theological orientation.  We resist an allegorical reading of this parable; though we do employ analogy, both an analogy of contexts (biblical and South African) and method (socio-economic analysis of both text and context).  Yet our readings are not over-determined by our socialist ideo-theological orientation.  We respect the detail of the text, recognising that ‘struggle’6060 Itumeleng J. Mosala, "The Use of the Bible in Black Theology," in The Unquestionable Right to Be Free: Essays in Black Theology, ed. Itumeleng J. Mosala and Buti Tlhagale, 175-99 (Johannesburg: Skotaville, 1986), 196, Mosala, Biblical Hermeneutics and Black Theology, 9, Albert Nolan, God in South Africa: The Challenge of the Gospel (Cape Town: David Philip, 1988). and contestation are as present there as they are in our own contexts.

And though Contextual Bible Study is an intervention of sorts, bringing as it does structured and systematic biblical resources (in the guise of the questions) into the collaborative interpretive process, we respect the voices of the many and various people we work with, granting their voices the same kind of weight we grant the detail of the biblical text.
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