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THE PRODIGAL : - a visual perspective
Reflections on Rembrandt’s painting : “The return of the prodigal”

The full image may be found at the following link:

http://www.artchive.com/artchive/R/rembrandt/prodigal_son.jpg.html
Inspiration for this “Reflection” has come as a result of reading Henri Nouwen’s book … 

“Return of the Prodigal Son: A Story of Homecoming”

Most of us probably have a sound grasp of the message behind the “Parable of the Lost Son” as told by Jesus and recorded in Luke’s gospel.
Key points would include:

· A story that in the context of the day, describes the outrageous request of the younger son to ask for his inheritance, equivalent to wishing his father to be dead. Just not the done thing!

· A strong emphasis on the loving Father.
· A Father always on the look out for us, who is waiting for us, who sees us coming while we are still a long way off.

· A Father who runs to meet us, who embraces us with open arms.

· A Father who unconditionally forgives us, no strings attached, no questions asked.
· A Father who is so excited about our return that He throws a party.
· … then the twist on the older son through his poor attitude, being at least as lost as the younger son.

The Rembrandt painting and Nouwen’s commentary on it, adds a wonderful new perspective to this already precious parable.

REMBRANDT was a Dutch painter of the 1600’s

His life was punctuated by tragedy, including enduring the death of 5 children and 2 wives.
Despite this, he did not become bitter (reminiscent of Job?)
He was highly renowned for his biblical art works.
HOW DO WE REACT TO THIS PICTURE?

What do we make of it? 

What are our observations?

The artist has clearly taken some liberties with his portrayal of the parable. There are two key departures from the scriptural version, notably 
· the Father runs out to meet the lost son 
· meanwhile the older son is out in the field.
Several things to note: (summarizing the key points from Henri Nouwen)

1. Comments on being a bystander (there are four of them). How much are we bystanders in our relationship with God? Have we ever really dared to step into the centre of spiritual life by kneeling before God and allowing him to really embrace us in such a warm, caring and unconditionally forgiving way? How much are we content to keep our relationship with God at a distance?
2. Note the image of the Father, depicted as being blind, to remind us that God sees us with the heart, not how we really are.

3. The hands of the Father have been deliberately painted as two different hands, one clearly smaller in size. It is thought that Rembrandt used the hand of his wife to copy as one of the hands. The intention was to depict the motherly as well as the fatherly image of God. (radical stuff for the 1600’s) 
4. But the clincher … We are called to become the Father. Are we on the way to becoming the Father? What a message for us in Lutheran schools and a powerful reminder that we are called to reach out to be Christ to those around us, to love the unlovable, the obnoxious students, the difficult parents, the reluctant learners.

We thank God for visual learning and the extra dimension that such a quality painting brings to our understanding of Him.






Nev Grieger

LSA Spiritual Development Facilitator 
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