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We – over the years – have given an institutional interpretation to today’s gospel story from Luke.  As a result, the emphasis of the story is on the younger son needing to repent in order to be forgiven.  This interpretation, however, presents a problem when we read about the encounter the elder son has with his father.  The elder son is blatantly envious, angry, and resentful toward his father.  Yet, the elder son is depicted in the story as the one who does everything morally correct.  There is no apparent reason for him to be envious, angry, and resentful toward his father.  That is, except the way that his father loves.
God says to Joshua, in today’s first reading, ‘Today I have removed the reproach of Egypt from you.’  The ‘reproach of Egypt’ is death imitating life.  When Israel eats ‘the produce of the land’, they are no longer imitating life.  They are experiencing life.
We imitate life by living as though we are independent, separate, and self-sufficient. Laws, dogmas, beliefs become more than what they are (aids to help us).  Once they imitate life for us, they also take control our lives.  This causes us to live (almost) exclusively externally: God is separate from us; God can forgive us only if we are truly contrite; God demands purity and moral rectitude, and justly punishes us if we are not pure and moral; God – ultimately – is a concept that we think and not a loving relationship that we experience.

Death’s imitation of life cannot experience love.  When we practice living an imitation, we create a way of life that masks our anxieties and insecurities rather than dialoguing with them.  We demonize anything that we cannot control.  We avoid failure, pain, and suffering, by enthroning success, arrogance, and power.

Both of the sons in our gospel story fall into an imitation of life.  The younger son takes what is freely given to him and unsuccessfully uses it until it runs out.  The lack of success, and the experience of pain and suffering, somehow frees him from his stupor to experience something that he has always known: the life-giving generosity of his father.  This experience frees him to accept that the imitation of life, into which he has fallen, is death, and to seek out the life-giving world of his father once again.

The elder son takes what is freely given to him and thinks of it as a reward for his moral goodness.  He succeeds by externally acting as a good son who faithfully fulfills the cultural rules that dictate that he help his father run the farm.  He follows the cultural rules that demand that he obeys his father.  Internally, however, he secretly nurses a growing hatred for his father.  He plays the game so as to be rewarded.  This too is death’s imitation of life, and he is prevented from experiencing his father’s love because he can no longer see that he is play-acting.
The father in the story is always the same.  He gives freely.  He does not seek to control.  He does not punish.  He never disowns; never condemns; never ridicules.  Rather, he reminds each of his sons – repeatedly – that they are his sons, and nothing can or will change this reality.
What prevents us from knowing that we are God’s daughters and sons?
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