
The Prodigal Son – Painting by Rembrant 1668 

Rembrandt paints this in 1668 just a year before his death at the age 
of 63. 
Born in the northern Netherlands in 1607, into a middle class family, 
Rembrandt becomes a pupil of the painter Jacob van Swanenburgh. In 
1624, he studies in Amsterdam in the studio of Pieter Lastman, who 
will greatly influence his artistic development.  

He marries Saskia van Uylenburgh in 1634; her father, a prominent 
art dealer, secures him even more work. 

In 1639 Rembrandt and Saskia move to the Breestraat, a main street 
bordering on the Jewish neighborhood, where the couple sets up 
household in the present Rembrandt House Museum. Their new 
address facilitates Rembrandt's study of Jewish faces, making his 
biblical work even more striking. All in all, Rembrandt creates over 
300 works on biblical subjects; most of them drawings and etchings. 	

As in everything he does Rembrandt's biblical work reaches far 
beyond and above everybody else's when it comes to capturing the 
decisive moment of a particular episode. 

Rembrandt paintings initially are rather baroque but after around 
1640 they became more austere. The famous Night Watch (1642) 
may be considered as one of his last truly baroque works. He now 
concentrates on showing depth of emotions in his figures. This change 
may be related to tragic events in his personal life: the early death of 
three of his children, and of Saskia in 1642. 

Around 1647 Hendrickje Stoffels moves in with him. They cannot keep 
up the cost of living. The house is heavily mortgaged and Rembrandt 
spends large amounts on financing his vast collection of prints by 
other artists. In 1658 he is forced to move to a smaller house. 

In his last years Rembrandt produces several masterpieces, such as 
“David and Saul” (1657) and “The Jewish Bride” (1665). Hendrickje 
dies in 1663, his son Titus in 1668. Rembrandt dies in 1669 in 
Amsterdam and is buried in the Westerkerk. 



                                                                                                                                                                                



Many years ago, I was struck by the beauty and mystery of the 
painting of Rembrandt’s “the Prodigal Son”. When I arrived at the 
Parish of St Mark – there was the replica of the painting positioned on 
the wall behind the piano – in perfect line with my view from the 
prayer desk, surely, it was a sign of some sort. Then I remembered 
Henri J.M. Nouwen’s book “The Return of the Prodigal Son: A Story of 
Homecoming” – and I knew it would speak to me and open my heart 
to new understandings of both the picture and the parable.  

What follows are thoughts and ideas from Nouwen’s book and a 
reflection of some of the characters in the painting. I hope that you 
may find it fun and helpful in your deliberations and reflections during 
this time of CoVid 19.  

Meanwhile, stay safe and wash your hands – then clasp them 
together and pray with gusto. 

              Painting “The Return of the Prodigal Son”: 

• The elder son and the three other figures are all representative 
of bystanders, “they represent different ways of not getting 
involved. There is indifference, curiosity, daydreaming, and 
attentive observation; there is staring, gazing, watching and 
looking; there is standing in the background, leaning against an 
arch, sitting with arms crossed, and standing with hands gripping 
each other.” 

• All these postures are familiar poses for all of us – when we wish 
to remain on the outside looking in! 

• Father embraces a young son. The Father and son are “still” and 
this is different from the biblical story. 

• The son has a shaven head, tattered clothing, and one sandal on 
and one bare foot, the son has a gaunt appearance, the son is 
enfolded by the father’s cloak, the son does still have his sword 
on his belt. 

• The Father and son are not centered in the painting, yet your 
eyes are drawn to them first and they are surrounded by 
darkness and light seems to emanate through the father. 



• Also notice the two hands of the father – the left hand has been 
described as a male hand, larger, open and firm, while the right 
hand is seen as a feminine hand, more comforting and closed 
(perhaps more petting than patting) 

• The elder son is off to the opposite side of the painting, and 
there is a gulf of darkness and shadow between him and the 
father and younger son. He stands looking at the scene, again a 
variation on the biblical story. He has entered the room here, 
and also stands still with clasped hands and clothed with fine 
robes (red like the father) His robe is closed while his father’s 
robe seems to engulf the younger son. 

So let’s go into the main characters of the painting: 

The younger son:  

The word “Prodigal” means “spending money or resources freely 
and recklessly; or “wastefully extravagant”.  

In Rembrandt’s own life there was a short period of success and 
popularity and wealth however this was followed by much grief, 
misfortune and disaster. 

When the Prodigal son leaves there must be much sorrow from the 
father and a sense of arrogance from the son, who by asking for his 
inheritance basically declares the father dead. 

He declares with drastic clarity that he will leave behind all the 
good that has gone on through the love of the family. 

The stillness of the reunion seems like an overwhelming love being 
shared at the moment in time. It reminds us of the “still small 
voice” that can continue to call us back to our home. 

But when I forget to hear or to listen for the voice of stillness and 
unconditional love, I can often get lost in a “distant country” a 
place that measures who I am against impossible images and calls 
me useless unless I am productive in the way that the world 



measures success … then come feelings of anger, resentment, 
desire for revenge and greed. No wonder I end up brooding over 
what I don’t have and forget what I do have … a God who calls me 
beloved “on whom God’s favor rests”. 

Soon, in this painting, there is an end to the great rebellion. The 
son returns to a father who never stopped loving him and upon 
whom God’s favor always rests. 

The son returns home and as we see, the only possession that he 
retains is his sword. The sword was a symbol of his “sonship”. Even 
though he practices his speech as a slave, he is still remembers 
that he is the “son”. “It was this valued “sonship” that finally 
persuaded him to turn back.” 

During the long road home, the son prepares himself to enter as a 
slave. He is tired and weak. He has to admit that he wasn’t able to 
make it on his own. He feels he must acknowledge that the father 
at home was the only resource left. Perhaps the father wouldn’t 
give out too great a punishment and the son would be allowed to 
survive on the condition of hard labour. But this is not the true 
image or reality of God. Instead the Father runs out to meet him 
while still on the road, … forgiveness is what God does best and 
freely. 

But here’s the trick: if I can remain a hired servant, I can still keep 
my distance, still revolt, reject, run, strike out … but as the Beloved 
child I must claim my full dignity and responsibility and Grow Up to 
become the parent myself. 

How have I been the Prodigal, and been wasteful or extravagant in 
serving only my own needs and desires? 

How can I ready myself to come home again? What needs to 
change in my understanding and my own heart to make this 
transition possible?  

Can I see myself growing up to become the loving and patient 
Parent? 



The Elder Son 

Elder son has much in common with the father but much is 
different too, his hands, his robe, his hands clasped to his chest, 
the light on the sons face is cold and not luminous as it is on the 
face of the father. 

He is lost too, Nouwen suggests, because although on the outside 
he did all the things that a dutiful son was supposed to do, inside 
he wandered away from the father’s love and became increasingly 
unhappy and unfree. 

Contrast between the bitter resentful older man and the more 
lustful younger son. 

Older son has found that being compliant, obedient and duty-driven 
has become a burden, and service has become slavery. Although 
people respected and admired him praised and considered him a 
model son, inside he boiled over when confronted with the fathers 
joy over the return of the younger son. Suddenly there appears a 
resentful, proud, unkind, selfish person as he gazes upon the 
extravagant response to this wasteful son. 

Sometimes in my life there can come a “moralistic intensity” that 
overwhelms me and takes me away from the love given by the 
father who also calls me “Beloved upon whom my favor rests”. 

I think this is often based on the fear that we will not be loved. 
How could the father still love this wasteful son? Where is the 
extravagance wasted on me been? His inner complaint paralyses 
him and the darkness begins to engulf him. 

“Rembrandt does not pain the field or the house, only uses light 
and darkness. The father’s embrace, full of light, is God’s house. All 
the music and dancing are there. The elder son stands outside the 
circle of this love, refusing to enter. The light on his face makes it 
clear that he too, is called to the light, but he cannot be forced.” 



We don’t know the outcome of the elder brother’s decision. 
Returning home from a lustful escapade seems easier somehow 
than from the deep cold anger of resentment that roots deep within 
us. Here we are faced with our own true poverty – can we root out 
our deep anger and resentment and come home again to be 
enfolded in God’s embrace? 

Whether I am the younger son and/or the older son, God’s only 
desire is to bring me home, to enter the light and to discover that 
all people are uniquely and completely loved. In that light of God’s 
love then I can see in my neighbour’s face to light of God – I don’t 
need to be angry or resentful about it, or compare my love to it. I 
can just receive God’s love with a grateful heart – knowing that all 
of life itself is a pure gift. 

When have I been the elder son? Where are the deep places of 
anger and resentment that I need to address before coming home 
to the father again? 

How can I as the responsible elder son find joy once again in the 
fulfilling of being a beloved child? 

How can I grow up to become the Loving parent who welcomes the 
obedient, yet angry child home too? 

The Father: 

“Every detail of the father’s figure – his facial expression, his 
posture, the colors of his dress, and most of all, the still gesture of 
his hands – speaks of the divine love for humanity that existed 
from the beginning and ever will be.” 

Rembrandt loved to paint old people! The Father, portraying God, is 
old and nearly blind, yet it still communicates a sense of God’s love. 
Rembrandt chooses to portray a very still father, rather than one 
running out to meet the younger son, who recognizes his son, not 
only with the eyes of his body but with the inner eye of his heart. 



He cannot control either son, but the father lets his sons choose 
their life path, but at the touch of his hands, we can see inner 
radiating light that seeks only to heal. 

Compare the hands of the father: warm feminine hand that 
caresses the son and it calls to the wounded bare foot of the son, 
while the strong masculine hand strengthens the son and holds him 
reinforcing his desire to get on with his life. 

Now comes the sense that the loving father is not solely father but 
mother too. “… look at Rembrandt’s old man bending over his 
returning son and touching his shoulders with his hands, I begin to 
see not only a father who clasps his son in his arms, but also a 
mother who caresses her child, surrounds him with the warmth of 
her body, and holds him against the womb from which he sprang.” 

The loving parent runs out to meet both sons! The parent does not 
compare child against child, does not forget either child but is so 
overjoyed that he can’t wait to begin rejoicing when the one son 
returns home again. 

This is the story Jesus tells in order to say… “this is what God is 
like”. It perhaps should be called the Prodigal Father because the 
extravagance is the love bestowed on both sons. God is willing to 
be wasteful and abundantly extravagant in rejoicing over the 
presence of his sons when they come home. This is a God who 
chooses us and stays with us always, whether we wander away, or 
stay dutifully behind. We are loved – this is the heart of God. 

Jesus tells this story to answer the question of the Pharisees as to 
why Jesus eats with sinners, this story says that God takes the 
initiative and runs out to meet his boys who both had wandered 
away and now were journeying home again. This was the meaning 
of “sin” – when we wander away from God’s love. 

We forget that we are loved, and that we are loveable because of 
self-esteem. 

“For a very long time I considered low self-esteem to be some kind 
of virtue. I had been warned so often against pride and conceit that 
I came to consider it a good thing to deprecate myself. But now I 
realize that the real sin is to deny God’s first love for me, to ignore 



my original goodness. Because without claiming that first love and 
that original goodness for myself, I lose touch with my true self and 
embark on a destructive search among wrong people and in the 
wrong places for what can only be found in the house of my 
Father.” 

“Quick” the father says, he can’t wait to celebrate our return. He 
wants us all to celebrate together, for he goes out to meet the older 
son and calls him to the celebration too. This is not just a 
celebration of one son, this is a celebration for the whole family – 
to be complete again to be whole. 

And so, we too are called to become the parent who welcomes 
home the lost and bitter ones – and to call for the feast. 

Included in the father’s life is grief, forgiveness and generosity. 

Grief – “for we can see the waywardness of all God’s children, our 
lust, greed, our violence, our anger our resentment, and when I 
look at them through the eyes of God’s heart, I cannot but weep 
and cry out in grief.” 

Forgiveness – forgiveness from the heart is very difficult, but God’s 
love is unconditional, and comes from the heart that has been 
wounded – and is never self-seeking. 

Generosity – All that I have is yours! And this free gift of generosity 
binds us together as family, responsible and caring for each other. 

“I now see that the hands that forgive, console, heal, and offer a 
festive meal must become my own. Becoming the Father is, 
therefore, for me the surprising conclusion of these reflections on 
Rembrandt’s “Return of the Prodigal Son”. 

Do we see ourselves as the Parent? Can we grow up in our own 
selves and meet others where we have been? 

Can we be as vulnerable as the Father is, to allow ourselves to 
wander yet journey back, knowing we are loved – and becoming 
transformed ourselves into becoming the image of the father – and 



wait and welcome home others? 


