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A Religious Education teacher reads this weekend’s Gospel story to his class, clearly emphasizing the resentment the older brother expresses at the return of his younger brother.  When he finishes telling the story, he asks the class, ‘Now who was really upset that the younger son came home?’ 

After a few moments of silence, one little boy raises his hand and confidently states, ‘The fatted calf.’
Jesus offers an understanding of God that is so greatly different from the understanding that the church leaders, the Jewish Religion, and most of the people have, that they cannot adjust.  The same holds true today.  The only way that we can understand God as Jesus understands God is by our experiencing God as Jesus experiences God…as a loving relationship.

To experience in this loving relationship, we must experience nondual thinking and vulnerability.  It is only when the younger son experiences himself starving that life makes him aware that he is vulnerable.  At that moment, he thinks in a nondual way.  Gradually, he opens to the possibility that he is his father’s son, that his father loves him, and that his father dwells with him and has never stopped dwelling with him.  The younger son stops feeling entitled.

The elder son, in contrast, remains closed.  He has everything (including the possibility for a loving relationship) that the younger son has, but because he feels entitled, he is not vulnerable and open.  He feels entitled to rewards, not love, as his operating system and when he does not get rewards, he feels resentful.
When we make rewards and punishments the way by which God relates with us, we also feel entitled and are easily offended.  We dismiss mutuality and equality in favor of hierarchy and inequality.  Business relationships replace personal relationships in which love flows freely.  The need to be correct, to be on top, to have power over, and to be in control makes us slaves to the very limited and exclusive self that we create.  Fear that causes us to be proactive in defense of ourselves, translates into dominance and inequality.  Love is not present so our awareness of God flowing through us is not present.
We see all of these traits in the elder son in today’s Gospel story from Luke.  He feels entitled and cheated.  He pouts and isolates himself.  His world is small and exclusive.  He cannot see a bigger picture.  Even when his father comes out to him, pleading with him, the inability of the elder son to relate mutually and as equals prevents him from entering the loving relationship that his father offers.  (The story, however, leaves the possibility of change open.)

The way in which the father, in today’s story, relates with the younger son, Jesus insinuates, most religions – including our religion – resists and calls heresy.  The father in the story always sees the bigger picture and risks living in the bigger picture.  To see the bigger picture requires us to accept uncertainty and an openness to the unknown.  We cannot meet such a requirement without experiencing a loving relationship.

Some of the signs that we live in the bigger picture is a freedom to forgive.  We have no need to take offense, no need to protect, a willingness to be vulnerable, and the freedom to relate mutually, equally and inclusively.  The path to this freedom comes from our experiencing God in this risky way.  Often, our experience of people relating with us in a loving way is the encouragement that God needs to break through our resistance.
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