
    Chapter 1 s
    The Collapse, November 1983

1. Nouwen is described as being on a quest for home. What does home mean to you? Are you on a quest for 
anything? (p. 18)  

2. Nouwen describes the exchange of love between him and his father as a “spiritual event” and a pivotal 
moment in his life. Have you had any moments in your life that you would describe as pivotal? Was it a 
spiritual event for you? 

3. Think about your father. Do you recognize him in the description of Laurent Nouwen Sr.? What is your 
relationship with your father like? How is your style of loving been affected by your father? 

4. How do you respond to the father in Rembrandt’s painting? Is he familiar to you? Would you feel drawn to 
him like Nouwen was? 

5. On p. 26 Earnshaw writes: “The Return of the Prodigal Son is a story of a generation re-examining its 
relationship to God and authority figures.” Do you agree? How did reading The Return of the Prodigal Son 
change your relationship with God? 
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6. On pp. 26-27, Earnshaw quotes Laurence Freeman and Richard Rohr on the image of God as punitive and 
demanding sacrifices. Do you recognize your image of God in these descriptions? How did reading The 
Return of the Prodigal Son change your image of God? 

7. Henri Nouwen is described as very sensitive. Does this surprise you? Do you relate to his sensitivity or 
does it perplex you? 

8. Earnshaw posits that Nouwen’s celibacy is intimately linked to his response to Rembrandt’s painting. What 
does she mean by this? Do you agree?  

9. John O’Donohue writes, “We are capable of such love and belonging because the soul holds the echo of 
a primal intimacy” (p. 33). What is the primal intimacy O’Donohue refers to? How does this relate to 
Nouwen’s engagement with the painting?

     Chapter 2 s
     Intellectual Antecedents

1. Nouwen suggests that we commit images of art to memory, similar to how we might memorize the Jesus 
Prayer or passages from the Psalms. Have you ever done this? When do you draw on them? Are you 
conscious of what images you bring into your life? What images are particularly strong in you? Is there an 
image from your childhood that is consoling to you even now as an adult? 

2. Earnshaw reminds us that western spirituality is influenced by St. Benedict and his emphasis on listening 
whereas, the Byzantine fathers focussed more on seeing. Do you have a preference? In your spiritual 
practice do you focus more on listening to God or seeing God? 

3. Nouwen fell in love with the trapeze troupe The Flying Rodleighs. Earnshaw explains that he saw in them 
a whole vision of God. Has this ever happened to you? Have you experienced something that felt like a 
vision of God? What was it? 

4. Earnshaw writes that Nouwen made it a regular practice to ask himself, “What did I do until now and 
where do I want to go?” Can you answer those questions? What would it be like to ask yourself these 
questions regularly like Nouwen did? How would it affect your life? What would it be like to approach 
your life as an artist?  

5. Earnshaw suggests that Nouwen saw his life as part of a larger story—God’s story. (p. 41) Do you see your 
life as part of something larger the way Nouwen did? Have you had a “Grand Canyon” experience? 

6. Anton “Boisen gave Nouwen a model for radical vulnerability. He taught Nouwen to be courageous 
with his weaknesses, that sharing them would be a source of healing for himself and others” (p. 50). 
Has Nouwen had the same effect on your life? When in your life have you been vulnerable? How was it 
received by others? How do you respond to the vulnerability of others? 



7. Boisen refers to listening to people in distress as listening to “living human documents.”  He said that the 
language people use to describe themselves is a revealing as a book.  How would you listen differently to 
people if you understood them as “living human documents”? 

8. Earnshaw argues that Nouwen was able to write about Rembrandt’s painting with such insight because 
he applied the “Boisen lens” to it. What does she mean by this? Do you agree? Could you do something 
similar with someone in your life? 

9. See p. 55: “The power of The Return of the Prodigal Son lies in the fact that Nouwen uses his own struggles 
to find meaning and healing. He is a fellow pilgrim and not a detached expert with all the answers. He 
expects readers to find their own path to reconciliation and freedom.” Think of the people you have turned 
to for advice over the years. Who has been the most helpful? Why?  

10. “Boisen taught Nouwen the value of illness as a way to health, which is what Nouwen explores with such 
transformational effect in The Return of the Prodigal Son” (p. 55).  Has there been a time in your life 
when an illness had a healing effect on your self-understanding? What illness did Nouwen have that was 
transformed by the book’s end? 

11. Nouwen believed that there is something about the divine-human relationship that cannot be quantified.” 
(p. 56) Is God quantifiable? Can we apply scientific methodology to theology?

    Chapter 3  s
    The Writing Process

1. One of the reasons Nouwen left Harvard was because it was “intensely competitive.”  Was there a time in 
your life when you felt that competition was adversely affecting your spiritual life and your relationship 
with God? How did you respond? 

2. Nouwen was “called” to Daybreak. Have you ever been called somewhere? How was this different from 
being hired? 

3. Earnshaw uses an oral history interview to provide more details on Nouwen’s visit to see the painting at 
the Hermitage in St. Petersburg. How do the details provided by Robert Massie affect your understanding 
of Nouwen? How does Massie’s point of view differ from Nouwen’s as described in The Return of the 
Prodigal Son? 

4. Have you had an experience with a painting similar to Nouwen’s? What was the painter able to 
communicate to you through time and space? 

5. Sr. Sue Mosteller emerges as a central figure in Nouwen’s life. Earnshaw suggests she is the father figure he’d 
been searching for his whole life. Do you have someone similar in your life? What qualities did Mosteller 
demonstrate as a friend to Nouwen? 



6. The letters between Mosteller and Nouwen are deeply personal. How do they affect your understanding of 
Nouwen and his work The Return of the Prodigal Son? How does reading letters between these two friends 
affect you? Consider your own letter writing.  Have you received a letter that clarified something for you? 
Challenged you? Have you written a letter that did these things for someone else? How is a letter different 
from an email?  

7. Earnshaw shows us that Nouwen was very communal in his writing. He relied on friends to help shepherd 
his book to the finish line. Does this surprise you? What does it reveal to you about Nouwen’s character 
and approach to life? 

8. What is new in Earnshaw’s retelling of the writing process? How does this affect your understanding of The 
Return of the Prodigal Son? 

9. Reread Mosteller’s letter to Nouwen and Nathan Ball on p. 72.  She offers a way to reconciliation. How 
does she do it? How would have Nouwen’s life been different if she had not acted a mediator? What lessons 
can you draw for your own life from this letter? 

10. This book by Earnshaw gives us insight into how important writing was for Nouwen.  Why was it so 
important? What does it mean that he says writing is a “real vocation”? (see pp. 77-78) 

11. Nouwen was concerned about the masculine quality of language of his book. Do you have similar 
concerns with it? Do you think Bill Barry was correct in not addressing it further? Should Nouwen have 
pushed harder to change it? 

12. Earnshaw writes, “Like all good icons, the painting had become an internalized image that had changed 
his inner landscape” (p. 88). Do you connect with this statement? How? Is Rembrandt’s painting an icon 
for you? How has it changed your inner landscape? Or, is the book an icon for you? 

13. For many, The Return of the Prodigal is considered Nouwen’s peak work. What does it mean for you to 
learn of his fascination with the trapeze troupe? What do you think he wanted to say about the spiritual 
life through this new metaphor? 

14. Earnshaw provides an overview of the 1990s to help give the book some context. What aspects of the time 
seem particularly relevant to the creation of the book? How was Nouwen responding to the needs of his 
generation? How does the book respond to our needs today? Have they changed since the book came out 
in 1992? 

15. Of all the books Earnshaw compares The Return of the Prodigal Son to which one appeals to you the most? 
Why? Are there books you have read that could be similarly compared to Nouwen’s? 

16. Earnshaw suggests that Nouwen’s book is countercultural. What arguments does she give to back this up? 
In what ways is the book countercultural? 

17. Do you know of other books that give us a portrait of God? How do they compare to Nouwen’s?



    Chapter 4  s
    Response to The Return of the Prodigal Son

1. Nouwen’s classic had a new sub-title a year after its initial publication. Do you think it is an improvement? 
(p. 104) 

2. Are you surprised to learn that The Return of the Prodigal Son was considered a “hidden treasure” in 1999? 
What accounts for this? 

3. Which of the reader responses do you most resonate with? Why? 

4. Earnshaw reports that more readers felt like the elder son than the younger one. Does this surprise you? 
Which son do you relate to? 

5. One reader was offended by the word “selfless” saying that she had seen it used to justify the acceptance of 
abuse and lack of respect. Do you agree with her? How does this relate to the MeToo movement today? 

6. Another reader suggests that the entire parable stifles life. How do you respond to this idea? 

    Chapter 5  s
    Living the Painting
 

1. Earnshaw suggests that Nouwen is our anam cara (soul friend), a wise guide and a hero just ahead of us on 
the journey? What is he for you? None of these things? All of them? 

2. In this chapter Earnshaw responds to the question: How did Nouwen live those final years becoming the 
father? Did anything surprise you in her response? 

3. Earnshaw posits that the “great event” that Nouwen is referring to is “the meetings of humanity with divine 
love” Is this how you understand it? See p. 121. 

4. Earnshaw uses witness accounts of Nouwen’s transformation. Could others do the same for you in 
terms of your own changes over the years that took place as a result of taking up a spiritual challenge? 
What spiritual challenge have you taken up? Would people in your life be able to give witness to your 
transformation? 

5. Earnshaw calls Nouwen’s decision to claim fatherhood “astonishing”. Why? Do you find it astonishing? 
(p.128) 

6. Have you ever received a blessing? Given one? What did it feel like?



    Chapter 6  s
    The Enduring Power of The Return of the Prodigal Son

1. Earnshaw describes Nouwen’s death. (See p. 136.) How did you react upon reading it? 

2. Earnshaw says The Return of the Prodigal Son comes to people at the right time. Is this true for you? What 
was happening in your life when you first read The Return of the Prodigal Son? 

3. What are some of the reasons Earnshaw gives for Nouwen’s book as a spiritual classic? Which ones 
resonate for you? Are there others? 

4. Earnshaw uses the word “generative” to describe a life of spiritual adulthood. What does she mean by this? 
(See p. 139.) 

5. What does it mean to convert to “God’s way of thinking”? (p. 140) What is a situation in your life that 
needs to be seen through God’s way of thinking? How would it change your perspective to think like God? 

6. Rolheiser’s definition of mystic is “someone who gives you words for what you already know.” Is this what 
you think a mystic is? Why is Nouwen a mystic according to Earnshaw? 

7. Conrad Wieczorek, Nouwen’s personal editor, saw Nouwen as a prophet. Why? Has Nouwen been a 
prophet in your life? 

8. Earnshaw writes: ”Nouwen introduces us to a God that, far from rejecting us or acting out revenge for our 
wrongdoings, gives up power to give us the freedom to love or reject love as we want.” How did your image 
of God change after reading The Return of the Prodigal Son? 

9. Earnshaw suggests that Nouwen was offering a critique of patriarchy and the ways it has distorted our 
image of fathers, and consequently God. Do you agree with this perspective? What are the consequences of 
patriarchy on your image of God? On your parenting style? On your competitiveness? 

10. What does Earnshaw mean by her statement “God is both/and”? How does this relate to the dimension of 
time according to her? 

11. Earnshaw says that Nouwen’s classic is about reconciliation. Who does Nouwen reconcile with? How does 
his way of reconciling with difficult people in his life affect your own capacity for reconciliation? 

12. How does your body relate to your spiritual journey? What insights have you received from Earnshaw’s 
description of Nouwen’s fascination with the trapeze troupe? Do you agree with Earnshaw that Nouwen 
needed to attend to his body more? 

13. Now—what risks are you willing to take after reading this book?
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