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What People Are Saying About


Praise for Prodigal


Shi(f)t Happens … Then it hits the fan. What a mess! However, just as necessity is the mother of invention, chaos is the breath of life birthing something new. The late Bishop Carlton D. Pearson would remind us, “We are not in trouble, we are in transition.” As you embark on this adventure, be mindful … truth that makes you free initially pisses you off! In Don Jackson’s Prodigal: Leaving Church and Finding God, you are bestowed an agency, catalyzing the emergence of a new spiritual practice … YOUR OWN! Surgically, masterfully Jackson exorcises the global human (un)consciousness from the baggage of religious control and bondage of church hierarchical subjugation. In this scholarship, Jackson awakens the internal navigation system, offering deliverance from religious literalism to spiritual liberation. Change is the only constant in the universe. We all change, but at our own pace and in our own space. Are you Ready?


Bishop D. E. Paulk, presiding prelate of the International Communion of Expanding Conscious, host of Bishop Carlton D. Pearson’s: The Gospel of Inclusion, and curator of the Carlton D. Pearson Legacy Foundation
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Introduction


In the beginning…


There are a hundred ways to finish that sentence, and if I had to put money on it, I’d give myself pretty good odds on guessing how you’d choose to. If you grew up in the same world I did, I bet I’d get my money back.


Maybe the word that ought to come after those first powerful three is God. Maybe that’s what we want to call it. God. A Higher Power. Consciousness. Thought. Existence. Life. But that’s the big thing, my friends. In the beginning, there were no limits.


There was nothing but possibility.


Then, life began and humans flooded into the world with a little thing called anxiety. And because we have a need for order, for borders and rules, we decided right away that we ought to put it all into a box, and we named it “Adam and Eve.”


How does the old story go? I say that as though I don’t know the answer, like I can’t recite it verse by verse. I cut my teeth on the story of two folks naked in a garden, eating the forbidden fruit and dooming all of mankind. I lived my life for years as though all of that was real. As though it mattered. A world created in 144 hours. A man, and the woman built from his rib. A love story built on scarcity. Eve gets tempted by the serpent and eats from the tree she was barred from, and she gives it to Adam, and bang. That’s it for eternal life. We are doomed to death. And from then on, every word in black and white — red and white once you hit the New Testament and Jesus starts talking — is easy to accept as literal. Accepting the truly bizarre becomes the most natural thing in the world.


Once I accepted that all of evolution happened in six days and that the entire human population was born of two humans — just two — once I accepted the impossible things embedded in the story of creation taken literally, it was easy to accept everything else, and to take it at face value.


It was easy to accept that if my pastor said good kids went to Heaven and bad ones burned in a fiery pit, well that must be true. It was easy to believe that God — the big bearded man in the sky — had created billions and billions of humans, the intricacy of Earth, the whole of its history, and determined a single path by which they wouldn’t be consumed in the end. That the slightest misstep ripped them off the path of righteousness and sent them hurtling toward damnation. More than that, I guess at the root of it? It was easy to accept that we, as people, are divided.


That we are not one. We are in it for ourselves. There is me and you. There is us and there is them.


All of that fell apart like sand in my hands when I realized that in the beginning, I was wrong.


It was never supposed to be taken literally, and of course it wasn’t. Adam and Eve aren’t players in a story about two humans who ruined it for the rest of us! Adam isn’t even there to represent man and Eve woman. That’s still division. Divide based on gender or race or status, whatever you will, and it’s still division.


Adam and Eve, together, represent humanity.


There’s not value in reading a story from thousands of years ago about a couple folks who decided to eat some fruit from a magic tree.


There is value in reading a story about humanity and letting it seep into your spirit.


Back in the day, people talked in stories. We still do it, and I’m going to do it here. That’s what every religion with a creation story has done, and it’s exactly what the writers of the Bible did.


It was never supposed to be literal.


Adam and Eve are meant to tell us about the rise of life, about what it means to be human. About what happened when people split off from the life we all shared together at the beginning of all things, and what happened when we grew up. When we chose knowledge, chose to grow, and fell into adulthood, into existence.


Existence is vibrant and beautiful and painful. It’s communal and it’s lonely. It’s everything you read in those first few chapters of Genesis. But if you read it word-for-word, take everything literally, you miss it.


You miss everything that matters.


And like I did, you take those absurdities for truth, and everything else is easy to accept.


Let’s not do ourselves a disservice and accept that anymore.


I don’t want a storybook; I want truth.


I don’t want division; I want unity.


I don’t want a world like the one Adam and Eve fell into — the divided, rocky one we live in now. I want one that looks like possibility again. And if we accept, first, that these spiritual play-by-plays, the books that nations have fought wars over and spilled blood over, are not meant to be dissected, but meant to be absorbed for their universal truths about humanity, then … then that becomes a world that maybe one day we can live in.


Because the truth — the real truth of the matter — is that I am not on my own. I am not alone, and neither are you. Our natural state is not separation from one another. It is not fighting, not walking alone like we do divided out into billions of people who hate each other.


In the beginning was not you.


It was not me.


In the beginning was we.











Part One


Then











Chapter One


My father made his living in refinement by fire.


He was a welder by trade, and a young minister of the gospel when he went looking for a different way to shape the world. We lived in New Orleans for most of my young childhood, me and my parents and my five siblings. You’re thinking, Big family. You’re right.


I liked New Orleans; we all did. I guess I didn’t know how not to like it, it was all I knew. If you were a Black family at that time, you went to church, so we did, too. We went to church every Sunday and lived our lives by the breath of God, and my parents were a little tired by me, I think, for always asking questions no one had the answers to — even as a little kid. But for the most part, everything was smooth.


Then things started to go south. It seemed like everyone in the neighborhood was getting pregnant or walking away from someone who was or trying to figure out how to bring up a new life when they were still being brought up themselves. And if there’s one thing that terrifies parents, it’s the idea of their kids having sex. So we moved.


And I don’t mean to a new neighborhood, I mean across the country. When I was seven years old, we picked up our lives and moved from New Orleans, Louisiana to Tulsa, Oklahoma to escape. We didn’t know anyone in the state but my uncle and aunt, and that didn’t matter. We were starting over.


Business went as usual in Tulsa — as usual as a cross-country move makes things. Church was a million times a week, and we were broke, but we were living. Then, when I was fifteen, my dad announced that he was going to be a preacher. It didn’t matter that he didn’t have a Bible degree, didn’t have credentials. He had heart, and he knew the Bible cover to cover. More than that, when my dad said he was going to do something, he did it. And we were going to build a church.


It was a good time to be a preacher. In that era of the world, especially in the Bible Belt, preachers were respected in the community. If you were a teacher or a councilman or trading in the Word of God, folks tipped their hat to you when you walked by. That worked for my dad, and it worked pretty well for us, too.
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