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At the time of his death in the Netherlands on September 21, 1996, Henri Nouwen was about to travel to
St. Petersburg in Russia. He and a television team were going to do filming of the painting The Return of
the Prodigal Son by Rembrandt which is located in the Hermitage museum. The film was to be part of a
festive presentation for the publication of a biography, Henri Nouwen: A Restless Seeking for God 1 in
January, 1997. I would like to remember Henri through his love of that painting and how that grew him in
his spiritual journey.
   Henri tells the story of how profoundly this painting by Rembrandt touched his life in his book, The
Return of the Prodigal Son: A Story of Homecoming. 2 He first saw a copy of the painting in the fall of
1983. Nine years passed before the publication of the book. During those years Henri reflected deeply on
the mysterious event of reconciliation, forgiveness and inner healing and the experience of homecoming
presented in the painting and the parable (Luke 15:11-32). He expresses the mystery and the experience so
beautifully in the book:

...“coming home” meant, for me, walking step by step toward the One who awaits me with open arms
and wants to hold he in an eternal embrace.... I felt that, if I could meet Rembrandt right where he had
painted father and son, God and humanity, compassion and misery, in one circle of love, I would
come to know as much as I ever would about death and life. I also sensed the hope that through
Rembrandt’s masterpiece I would one day be able to express what I most wanted to say about love...
(pp. 6-7).
   The more I spoke of the Prodigal Son, the more I came to see it as, somehow, my personal painting,
the painting that contained not only the heart of the story that God wants to tell me, but also the heart
of the story that I want to tell to God and God’s people. All of the Gospel is there. All of my life is
there. All of the lives of my friends is there. The painting has become a mysterious window through
which I can step into the Kingdom of God (p. 15).

   Henri was like the young man in the parable. He took off from Holland when he was young. He was a
restless, passionate man who had interests in everything so he went abroad to study. He traveled to the
United States by serving as a chaplain for the Catholic Emigration Service on the Holland-America ship
line. From 1964 to 1966 he studied religion and psychiatry at the Menninger Institute in Topeka, Kansas.
During this time he experienced a political awakening in the midst of the black civil rights struggle. He
participated in Martin Luther King’s great march from Selma to Montgomery in 1965. While at the
Menninger Institute he was invited by the president of the University of Notre Dame to set up a department
of psychology there. Henri accepted and became a teacher at Notre Dame from 1966 to 1968. Then he
returned to teaching posts in Holland and to study theology. Later he returned to the United States in
teaching posts at Yale Divinity School and Harvard Divinity School.
   The periods at Yale and Harvard were filled with many other activities. Jurjen Beumer, his biographer,2
notes:

Just teaching classes in one place was not enough for him. His inner drive to investigate things, his
ever-present restlessness, his uncertainty about whether a professorship was really the proper place
for him, all these impulses of his restless soul brought him to places where he could give free rein to
the struggle for depth in his life (p. 43).

There were two long periods spent at the Abbey of the Genesse in Piffard, NY, a fellowship at the
Ecumenical Institute at Collegeville, MN, and a time as scholar in residence at the North American College
in Rome. Henri also developed a strong attraction for Central and South America. Traveling there, the
poverty and oppression seeped into him and a radical political-social outlook on the church and politics
began to take shape in his thinking and writing.
   Henri was a man of passion. He was moving all the time, full of energy. There was always something
missing. His father once told me that he was always crying in his crib. (Henri said it was because he was
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hungry). But Henri was always running, running, chasing, chasing something, looking for something,
searching, and with passion, with great passion.
   In 1983 Henri made his first visit to the village of Trosly in France and spent a few months with Jean
Vanier, the founder of L’Arche. L’Arche - the Ark - is an international network of communities where
mentally handicapped people live together with their assistants. An inner struggle began which ended with
Henri leaving Harvard and in August, 1985 beginning a year’s stay in Trosly. He visited Daybreak, a
L’Arche community in a suburb of Toronto, Canada in October 1985.
   Daybreak is a community where we live in small homes together with people who are disabled. We just
simply create home together. Henri visited with us for 10 days. In December, 1985 we sent him a letter in
which we said, “We are asking you to consider coming to live with us in our community of Daybreak. We
would like you to think about this. This is a call and we would like you to come for three years and be our
pastor .... We truly feel that you have a gift to bring us.”
   Jurjen Beumer states: “This letter moved Nouwen profoundly because the invitation touched upon the
struggle that he was undergoing in deciding what vocation to follow (p. 58).” 2 Henri said that letter was a
turning point for him, that he had never felt “called” like that in the past. It was a turning point like the
turning of the younger (prodigal) son. It was like saying “I’ve got to turn. I’m going to go from the most
prestigious place of learning to a place where there are people who can’t read or write.” He turned and
came, like the young man in the parable, and he was reconciled with many things through the simplicity
and love of our little home.
   Coming to Daybreak was like a home coming for Henri, like the prodigal who came home. He was asked
to look after and care for Adam. In a soon to be published book, Adam: God’s Beloved,3 Henri writes about
that experience. However, some of his experience with Adam was published in 1988 in the Journal of
Christian Healing: 4

   Not having worked with handicapped people, I was not only somewhat apprehensive, but even
afraid to enter into this, for me, so unfamiliar world. This fear didn’t become less when I was invited
to work directly with Adam. Adam is the weakest person in our family. He is a 25 year old man who
cannot speak, cannot dress or undress himself, cannot walk alone or eat without much help. He does
not cry or laugh, and only occasionally does he make eye contact. His back is distorted  and his arm
and leg movements are twisted. He suffers from severe epilepsy and, notwithstanding heavy
medication, there are few day without grand-mal seizures. Sometimes, as he grows suddenly rigid, he
utters a howling groan and on a few occasions I saw a big tear coming down his cheek. It takes me
about an hour and a half to wake Adam up, give him his medication, undress him, carry him into his
bath, wash him, shave him, clean his teeth, dress him, walk him to the kitchen, give him breakfast, put
him in his wheelchair and bring him to the place where he spends most of the day with different
therapeutic exercises. When a grand-mal seizure occurs during this sequence of activities, much more
time is needed and often he has to return to sleep to regain some of the energy spent during such a
seizure.
   I tell you all this not to give you a nursing report, but to share with you something quite intimate.
After a month of working this way with Adam, something started to happen to me that never
happened to me before. This deeply handicapped young man, who by many outsiders is considered a
vegetable, a distortion of humanity, a useless animal-like creature who shouldn’t have been allowed
to be born, started to become my dearest companion. As my fears gradually became less, a love
started to emerge in me so full of tenderness and affection that most of my other tasks seemed boring
and superficial compared with the hours spent with Adam. Out of this broken body and broken mind
emerged a most beautiful human being offering me a greater gift than I would ever be able to offer
him. It is hard for me to find adequate words for this experience, but somehow Adam revealed to me
who he was and who I was and how we can love each other. As I carried his naked body into the
water, made big waves to let the water run fast around his chest and neck, rubbed noses with him and
told him all sorts of stories about him and me, I knew that two friends were communicating far
beyond the realm of thought or emotion. Deep speaks to deep, spirit speaks to spirit, heart speaks to
heart. I started to realize that there was a mutuality of love not based on shared knowledge or shared
feelings, but on a shared humanity. The longer I stayed with Adam the clearer I started to see him as
my gentle teacher, teaching me what no book, school, or professor could ever have taught me (pp. 9-
10).

   When Adam died quiet suddenly Henri was broken. He was able to be with Adam for his last few hours.
Adam was the one who influenced Henri’s spiritual life more than anybody else in the world. They were
brothers. Adam was Henri’s healer. Henri could go all over the world and heal people, but there was
something about being held in the embrace of one person or a few people who really cared for him that
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became a very, very healing process for him.
   In The Return of the Prodigal Son, Henri reflects deeply on the younger son and the older son, but
perhaps the most growing place for him came when he came to the father. Not only did he reflect on his
relationship as a son to the father, but on the mysterious way in which he felt called to be the father, to
grow into being the Father.
   Henri studied the Rembrandt painting because he so loved the Father. He writes eloquently about the
Father, about the image of this embrace, the Father leaning over the son, embracing the son and holding the
son to his heart. If you look very, very closely at the hands of the Father, you see both paternal and
maternal love in this embrace of unconditional love. One hand is a feminine hand and the other a masculine
hand.
   Henri’s greatest challenge, however, was to become the Father and it involved stepping through his pain
of not being loved by his own father the way he wanted to be. He ran into the wall of this challenge after
he had been at Daybreak about a year. He had to go away for quite a long time and it was during this time
of thinking and pondering that he wrote The Return of the Prodigal Son. Henri finally came to a point
where he rose to the challenge to love as well as he could love and to let go of some of the breakages that
had been there that had hurt and wounded him. In a very conscious way Henri let his father go free at a
point where he came to visit. He sat down with his father and said, “I want to tell you how much I love
you. I have not been an easy son, but I want to say how much I appreciate everything you have given me
and how you have given your life. I want to say that I’m sorry for any ways that I have wounded you. I
want to tell you that if you think I have judged you, I have judged you and I’m sorry. I want this
relationship to be a relationship between a son and a father that is a flowing relationship where life flows
between us.”
   This changed everything in his life. It was a very healing moment for Henri and he began in a whole new
way to become the Father and really take authority to call people to their belovedness, to be a beloved son
or daughter of God. He took that authority and said, “This is the central, central mystery of our spiritual
life, that God invites us as beloved children. As God the Father said to Jesus in the baptism,’You are my
beloved son, my favor rests on you.’ I love you. I have loved you with an ever lasting love.” When we
hear those words, those are healing words. This is where we become heirs. Then we can go and tell that to
each other and we do that by the way we look and talk to each other.
   Henri was a man of God and a priest of God. He gave us the word. He gave us the Eucharist. He gave us
many, many things and his presence among us was graced and privileged.
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   Sister Sue Mosteller, C.S.J. was a long-time associate of Henri Nouwen who observed the spiritual walk
that he took. Sister Mosteller began organizing and preaching Faith and Sharing Retreats in 1967. She is
the former International Coordinator of the Federation of L’Arche, and is presently the Community Leader
at L’Arche Stratford, Ontario community, after having been the Pastor of the Daybreak Community.


