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All 
 

“All are welcome in this place.” 

Marty Haugen, Let Us Build a House Where Love Can Dwell 
 

Henri Nouwen’s slim volume, The Return of the Prodigal Son, has had a 

profound influence on many people since its publication in 1994. In this 

deep and profoundly spiritual book, Nouwen uses Rembrandt’s 1668 

painting of the same name in The Hermitage Museum in St Petersburg as 

a starting point for a series of moving and inspirational meditations.  

Reading the book again recently, I was struck by something new, 

and that was the location in which Rembrandt sets his painting. For here 

is the wayward son returning not to a simple, peasant, farming family, but 

to a wealthy household, and a father who has extensive property and 

many servants. Nouwen writes: “To match this description Rembrandt 

clothes [the father] and the two men who are watching him richly.” The 

elder son, for example, looks resplendent in the finest of robes.  

The two women in the background, however – one, a very shadowy 

depiction indeed – are not front-and-centre, perhaps because of their 

roles as servants, or because they’re not dressed appropriately, or maybe 

they’re just nosey. And the returning prodigal son is in rags. One of his 

shoes has fallen off. He is clearly broken in body as well as in spirt.  

As a result, Nouwen continues, “The splendid garb of the father and 

the prosperous look of his surroundings stand in sharp contrast to the 

long-suffering so visible in his near-blind eyes, his sorrowful face, and his 

stooped figure.” For this man offers welcome, forgiveness and blessing, 

not only for the prodigal who returns, but for the rich and successful. Here 

is love shown unconditionally to those in the limelight and those in the 

shadows, those who take and those who serve, those who are haughty 

and those who are humble, those who are broken and need to kneel in 

humility, and those who stand and watch. 

Henri Nouwen reminds me that here is love and healing not only  for 

the returning prodigal son, the focus of the story, but for all. Which one of 

us doesn’t need a hand of blessing, needn’t seek forgiveness, no longer 

yearns for restoration? In unconditional love, all are welcome.  
 

A prayer for today 

Lord, if your blessèd welcome is unconditional, might mine be too? Amen 
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