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“Very few spiritual books have had the impact that Henri Nouwen’s The Return of the Prodigal Son has 
had. But books of this depth emerge only from a particular state of soul. Gabrielle Earnshaw, Nouwen’s 
long-standing archivist, traces out for us Nouwen’s state of soul as he gave birth to this precious book. 
You will understand Nouwen more deeply after you read Earnshaw. This is a new and wonderful 
contribution.” —Ronald Rolheiser, author of Domestic Monastery and many other books 
 
"Having read all of Henri Nouwen’s published over the years and two biographies, J. Beumer’s Henri 
Nouwen: A Restless Seeking for God (1997) and M. Ford’s Wounded Prophet: A Portrait of Henri J. M. 
Nouwen (1999), I did not think that I would learn a lot from this new book on Nouwen. I was pleasantly 
surprised. I felt the book not only had many unique features that I will elaborate on a little later, but I 
gained a deeper understanding of what we may call the later Nouwen who had joined the L’Arche 
Daybreak Community in Toronto, Canada. This insight into Nouwen is deeply related to the writing and 
publishing of his most popular book The Return of the Prodigal Son based on a painting by Rembrandt. 
Let me first of all highlight some of the unique features and themes, before engaging the profound 
spirituality that animates these pages and that makes Gabrielle Earnshaw’s writing so winsome. First, 
the book is immensely enriched by Earnshaw’s access to Nouwen’s extensive personal correspondence 
and other archival material. Second, the book illustrates how much of Nouwen’s writing is communal in 
that it engages others in discussion and feedback. Third, the inclusion of Nouwen’s doctoral work under 
Anton Boison, who advocated that one may use one’s “personal pathology” in order to become a 
“companion” to others, is a master-stroke of the book (p. 54). It highlights the fundamental modus 
operandi of Nouwen. As Earnshaw points out: “Nouwen used himself as ‘the living human document’” 
that Boison advocates (p. 51). Fourthly, placing the publication of The Return of the Prodigal Son in the 
context of other important publications around the same time gives the reader a birds-eye view of what 
is viewed as important in a particular historical moment. Sixthly, the book gives attention to the 
importance of the relationship between art and writing and art and spirituality. And finally, there is an 
encouraging section in the book of snippets from readers blessed by reading this book. So, this is a book 
about a book. But the book is so much more. A very rich spirituality vibrates in Earnshaw’s writing. There 
is the challenging discussion of celibacy as being “a vacancy for God” with the implication that various 
forms of self-denial or asceticism are “essential” to all forms “of the Christian life” (p. 29). There is the 
important reference that Nouwen “saw his life as part of a larger story – God’s story” (p. 41) which 
meant that Nouwen’s orientation, while psychological, was most basically theological and  
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rooted in the grand narrative of God’s healing 
embrace of humanity. And everywhere the book pulsates with questions of home-coming, dealing with 
power issues, the reality of personal insecurities, and the search for fulfilment. Earnshaw refers to the 
two voices in Nouwen’s head: “be popular, relevant and successful” and “keep Jesus the centre” (p. 
102). And in this tension-filled life we see that we are both the prodigal son and the self-righteous older 
brother, but are called to become the all-embracing father. As Nouwen states: “becoming the Father I 
am called to be” (p. 123). The overall thrust of this book reflects a vulnerable and searching spirituality. 
One wonders whether more attention needs to be given not only to Nouwen’s “homecoming” to 
Daybreak, but how he found “home” in the life and sacraments of the church and in his engagement 
particularly with the Gospels. One also wonders whether the emphasis on Sonship and Fatherhood 
needs to be linked to the “Go Between God” – the Holy Spirit. And finally, I wonder whether Nouwen 
needs to be framed more dialectically rather than developmentally: Fatherhood and childlikeness, 
home-coming and searching, contemplation and action, work and Sabbath, and personhood and 
community. The list here is endless. But thank you Gabrielle. Your book is such a blessing."  
—Charles Ringma, Emeritus Prof. Regent College, Vancouver, Canada; author of Dare to Journey with 
Henri Nouwen and The Seeking Heart: A Journey with Henri Nouwen  
 
“Henri Nouwen and the Return of the Prodigal Son: The Making of a Spiritual Classic, by Gabrielle 
Earnshaw combines biographical research, description of the Zeitgeist and an innovative reading of 
Henri Nouwen's spiritual classic Return of the Prodigal Son (1992). Earnshaw shows how the book is 
written at a breaking point in the history of Christian spirituality and against the background of a 
profound reorientation of Nouwen’s life. Writing about some details of his psychological development 
and the people who counseled him, Earnshaw does not distract her readers from Nouwens message. 
She succeeds in enlarging the appeal of The Return of the Prodigal Son to its readers, both new and 
experienced. Struggling with his own issues, Nouwen shows the necessity of healing our wounds and 
hurts and repenting from our vanity that makes us feel wronged, in order to achieve spiritual maturity in 
the image of God's forgiving and generous fatherhood.” —Prof. Erik Borgman, Professor for Public 
Theology, Cobbenhagen Chair at Tilburg University, Academic Director Tilburg Cobbenhagen Center, 
editor in chief of Tijdschrift voor Theologie 
 
“Whenever I open a new book, I feel like a child again at Christmas. Hoping for delight, while knowing 
that socks can also be a thoughtful gesture and that some gifts demand a more delicate pirouette of 
politeness: “How interesting!” and “How did you ever think of that?!”   
 
Then there are those enchanting moments when a new book in your hand is more like an Escher 
drawing, something that pulls you through layer after layer of what you thought you already knew. 
Although books with sock-like utility certainly have their place, it’s books like this new work by Gabrielle 
Earnshaw that bring lasting and memorable joy. Their value is in the way they reach higher and deeper 
through layers of stories that may have been told often but are presented in ways that change how you 
see things that you once thought were familiar. Gabrielle Earnshaw’s Henri Nouwen & the Return of the 
Prodigal Son: The Making of a Spiritual Classic (Paraclete Press, May 2020) is a genuine gift of a book, a 
gift that is filled with surprising insights and rare material that has never been presented in print before.  
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Her book certainly delivers on that first principle in publishing: doing exactly what the title and sub-title 
say the author will do. Earnshaw digs underneath, behind, and inside the before-and-after life of 
Nouwen’s most famous book. She’s an archivist and they, like archaeologists, certainly know how and 
where to dig. This book reinforces the essential importance of well-kept and accessible archives.  
 
With access to his early drafts and letters to and from his editors, translators, publishers, and even fan-
mail, Earnshaw has produced a literary equivalent one of those “making of” documentaries that often 
accompany films on DVD. Unlike those fawning, celebrity schmooze-fests, this is a scholarly investigation 
that tells the story of the life of a book in relation to a transformational period in the life of its author, as 
well as the changing cultural times in which the book first appeared.  
People who think they know Nouwen will certainly be surprised by what they discover here. Earnshaw 
has produced a book with comprehensive information about all her sources and with extensive and 
detailed notes. This is a highly readable work. What sets it apart is her inclusion of significant archival 
material that has never been seen before (early drafts and especially significant letters). This clearly 
written and compact book will surely inform a new generation of Nouwen scholars and readers. She 
serves both these communities, academic and Nouwen-fans, equally well and this is why her book is 
such a multi-layered gift.  
 
As an erstwhile publisher, I was delighted to recognize how common it is for writers, even those with 
many books behind them, to still feel the need to “guide” their (clearly assumed to be hapless) 
publishers by giving them helpful hints about cover design, layout, and even printing suggestions. 
Nouwen was no different. And how wrong writers can be about titles! Nouwen’s most significant book 
might have gone down in publishing history as “A Dreadful Mercy” or “A Dreadful Love.” What a 
dreadful Rembrandt-denying thought!   
 
Yet, how right is it that every writer, especially non-fiction, will want more critics to review their work 
beyond the “niche” of their chosen genre or discipline. In this, Nouwen was no different, especially 
when, as Earnshaw points out, he felt that this book was the closest yet to what he had been trying to 
communicate for decades. This is also why he asked for more reviews for this book in secular 
newspapers and magazines. Despite his uncommonly healthy advance for the book ($65,000!), when it 
first appeared in 1992, it did reasonably well but was by no means an immediate bestseller. Earnshaw 
explains why, as she skillfully situates the book within its era: the fax-filled, photocopied, pre-internet 
1990s. 
 
Oh, the 1990s! That was a decade when, here in Canada, there were several Catholic newspapers across 
the country and a viable religious book publishing sector. There were many independent booksellers 
(remember them?) thriving across the country. People like Nouwen and his mentor Jean Vanier were 
authors who were being published regularly and successfully within a primarily, though not exclusively, 
Catholic niche. Their books were being published by smaller Catholic presses as well as larger 
international soon-to-be behemoth publishing houses. Each new book grew out of the lives these 
authors lived and the things they were also doing when they were not writing. For the most part they 
were not exclusive, professional writers, unlike most of their celebrity publishing counterparts in the 
world of fiction, those literary talking heads who would pop up regularly on radio and television, and on  
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extensive national and international book tours. In contrast, Nouwen wrote his books “one the side” and 
in spare moments stole from his teaching and pastoral duties. Earnshaw addresses his growing 
frustration as an artist who felt he never had adequate time to create substantive work at the level of 
artistry to which he aspired, all because of his other duties. And as we know, Nouwen rarely said “no” to 
an invitation.      
 
By 1992 and with many books behind him, Nouwen was one of those outlier authors who, over time, 
had managed to pull in significant numbers of readers beyond the confines of doctrinal interests. This 
burgeoning self-help era was the moment when booksellers began quietly changing the label of “that” 
section of their stores from “Religion” to “Spirituality” – a re-labelling that was more aligned with the 
increasing number of people who were now buying their books from regular bookstores rather than 
from church suppliers or those (now mostly on life-support) specialist religious bookstores. Publishers 
large and small managed to keep their outlier authors in the marketplace of books because of a long-
standing publishing phenomenon: the backlist.  
 
All publishers bank on their backlist because its depth determines the viability of future publishing 
activities. The backlist is the bank of books published years, sometimes decades earlier, whose solid, 
chug-along, reliable sales provide income for publishers to draw on for promotion and commissions as 
they take more risks with new authors or with certain titles. The backlist throws a lifeline to recently 
published books that haven’t reached their expected readership. It’s hard to believe now, but The 
Return of the Prodigal Son was, initially, one of those under-performing books. Until 1996 when 
everything changed.   
 
The most revelatory gift in this book is the emergence of the central role of Sister Sue Mosteller, not 
only in Nouwen’s development of the manuscript of The Return of the Prodigal Son, but also in his 
development as a more fully integrated and grounded celibate religious in late middle-age. She was 
Nouwen’s “boss” during what was to be the last decade of his life at L’Arche Daybreak in Richmond Hill, 
Ontario. Earnshaw shows how she was much more than that.  
 
Sue Mosteller is the guiding light for Nouwen in his struggle to get his book settled in tone and in 
content. All the while she pushed him to dig deeper into his own life and relationships, in a sense, to 
work more precisely on the interpretation of his own “living human document” – something he had 
studied in the work of that complex figure, Anton Boisen, early in his career. She discerned that this 
parable about the prodigal son was more than academic New Testament analytics. It was a direct 
challenge to Nouwen in his understanding of his relationships with his parents, siblings, and especially 
his friends, let alone all those to whom he ministered.  
 
And she was unrelenting. Certainly, this book needed to address his life as chaplain, priest, counsellor, 
friend, teacher, psychologist, and wounded healer. But it could only do that if it also dealt with the way 
he actually lived those complex and challenging relationships, all of them. She was not going to let him 
separate the writer from the human being in a process of his own continuing personal development.  
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In her remarkable letters seen for the first time in this book, Sue Mosteller is revealed as a formidable 
and unwavering influence on Nouwen as a writer and as a person. This smart, tough, insightful, and 
deeply sensitive woman in religious life is pushing a man deeper into the unaddressed shadows in his 
own religious life. It’s quite the read. Fortunately, though hardly surprisingly, Nouwen listened to her 
and the book and his life at Daybreak were richer for it. Slowly at first, then certainly faster after 
Nouwen’s death, this book assumed its rightful place as a genuine classic of contemporary spirituality.   
 
There are ambiguous shadowy figures at the edges of Rembrandt’s painting, and Mosteller could be 
seen as being one of them. Nouwen’s chosen parable is about fathers and sons and brothers. Earnshaw 
draws Sue Mosteller out of any shadows in this book. She is the open-armed, wise mother/sister figure 
that a certain prodigal writer returned to again and again, until he and his book could finally address an 
integration of a way of living and being in relation to all those around him and also to that other Father.   
 
When it comes to gifts it’s impolite to prefer one over another. But it is Gabrielle Earnshaw’s gift of 
detailing the fundamental role of Sue Mosteller in the literary and human development of Henri 
Nouwen in that final creative decade of his life that is one of the great contributions to Nouwen 
scholarship. This is a gift for which I am truly and especially grateful. And I know that I will not be alone.” 
—Kevin Burns,  producer, author of Henri Nouwen, His Life and Spirit 
  
“It was a memorable experience visiting a painting with Henri Nouwen, whether it was a canvas by Van 
Gogh of a café in Arles or an icon by Andrei Rublev of the three angelic figures who appeared to 
Abraham and Sarah under the oaks of Mamre. The object of his contemplation expanded and deepened 
until whoever had the good fortune to at his side was no longer simply in front of the image but inside it. 
Two dimensions became three dimensions. Henri’s narration, his exploration of often overlooked 
details, was eye-widening and soul-expanding. One was not simply looking but gazing. Among paintings 
important to Henri, none was more significant than Rembrandt’s “Return of the Prodigal Son.” His 
immersion in that masterpiece, first by a poster reproduction and finally by pilgrimage to the original in 
St. Petersburg, gave birth to a book that has been life-changing for many readers. Gabrielle Earnshaw 
provides a step-by-step chronicle of that journey as well as the dialogues his book ignited.” —Jim Forest, 
author of Writing Straight With Crooked Lines: A Memoir 
 
"This is a carefully researched body of material that can only enhance our own reading of Nouwen’s 
sensitive work on the Prodigal Son. No one could’ve pulled this task off so masterfully than Gabrielle 
Earnshaw. She not only knows her stuff as an archivist; she knows Nouwen by heart and it shows 
unmistakably in her choice of assembling pertinent data and synthesizing them in a way that makes the 
most interpretive background sense for the reader. A rich resource for every Nouwen  follower!” —Wil 
Hernandez, PhD, Obl. OSB, Executive Director of CenterQuest and author of a trilogy on Nouwen 
 
“What a pleasure to be engaged by Gabrielle Earnshaw’s book on Henri Nouwen’s spiritual classic: The 
Return of the Prodigal Son. Reading Nouwen’s books in the eighties and nineties helped bring my lived 
human experiences of crisis, struggle and searching, into creative dialogue with Jesus and the gospels. 
Nouwen and Jesus slipped beneath the frayed cognitive hold I had on my world, to guide me inwards to  
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my ‘poverty of spirit’. There I began to experience “God’s mercy as the only and final response to our 
lostness,” the announcement of which forms the rationale for Nouwen’s book.  
 
Gabrielle’s book invites us to accompany Nouwen through the birth-pangs of the self-portrait which 
matured into a spiritual classic. Through her pages, we can join this pilgrim and share for a time a 
common begging bowl. Our challenge is to remain in solidarity with this exhausted and lost soul as he 
inwardly collapses before the poster of Rembrandt’s painting of a father blessing his son. In doing so, we 
are sure to experience heart resonance as our beggar friend is touched in a womb-like place that has 
“never been reached before?”  
 
Gabrielle does excellent service by bringing us back numerous times to this catalytic encounter. It took 
more than one ‘blow’ before I acknowledge my faint-heartedness and propensity to place such 
disconcerting life incidents into lofty psychological or theological nests. Could the contrast be any more 
compelling? Adjacent to our collapsing pilgrim is the image of the father of ‘mercy’ and of ‘final 
response’. Inevitably, this connects us to interior places rarely accessed! At this critical juncture, our 
pilgrim is not making anything happen. If it is happening to him, it can be happening to us! 
  
I wonder if Augustine of Hippo would have encouraged our exhausted and wounded pilgrim on his long 
return journey to father-likeness, with his suggestion that, falling in love with God is “the greatest 
romance,” and seeking Him “the greatest adventure.” He might have tactfully left out his third 
suggestion of it as “the greatest human achievement,” for Henri’s significant accomplishments had left a 
residue of deep yearnings and unmet needs. Our shared begging-bowl remains part empty as we search 
with him for intimacy, for substantive bonds of love to satisfy our needs for safety, belonging, freedom, 
as well as a trustworthy home for our weary souls. We too need to encounter a father who will not use 
his power to control, but rather to restore, console and bless. Can we circumvent the roadblocks of 
negative emotions that have obscured the realities which this father discerns so clearly? At the road’s 
fork, will we be seduced by competition, status and to our tendency to impose “the economy of the 
temporal on the unique order of the divine?” Augustine might whisper: “The greatest romance, friends, 
is with the ‘first love’!” As the Spirit blows open the pages of Gabrielle and Nouwen’s books, comes the 
gift of Jesus’ indwelling presence, and an intimate encounter with the father. Romanced by our ‘first 
love’, we become father-like, spacious in welcoming others home and ready for celebration.  
 
I believe Gabrielle and Nouwen himself would warn us against holding each book as a treatise. They are 
invitations to journey well through the stuff of life, amid the leavings and returnings, the anguish and 
the joy, the welcomes and the rejections, the romance and the unrequited love. The invisible one, 
imaged as a father holding his son, joins to hold our begging bowl. It now contains Henri’s self-portrait, 
delicately crafted into The Return of the Prodigal Son, laying bare the pilgrimage of his soul. As Gabrielle 
steadies our gaze upon the deeply textured account of Nouwen’s gifts, do we dare glance within the 
bowl to find our own?  
 
As we respond to Gabrielle’s invitation to journey with Henri through the birthing of his self-portrait, do 
we too claim our authority as prophetic witnesses to God’s presence in our lives? Nouwen knew Jesus’ 
parable in the way many of us know it. Then came his prompt to go deeper into it and live it out. As  
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Gabrielle suggests, Nouwen’s authority emerged from claiming his sonship and his passage to 
fatherhood. She does an excellent service in pointing us back this profound spiritual classic. I am sure 
that Augustine would consider this falling in love with the father as the great romance, adventure and 
achievement of Nouwen’s life. The even greater achievement is that of the One who wooed him, 
recovered him and brought him home. I believe both Gabrielle and Nouwen would also remind us that 
this courageous quest of father and son will find completion in the ‘Age’ which is yet to come.” —
Christopher Brown, author of Reflected Love: Companioning in the Way of Jesus, and Guiding Gideon: 
Awakening to Life and Faith 
 
 
Gabrielle Earnshaw is a writer, editor, speaker and independent scholar on the life and work of 
Henri Nouwen.  She is co-editor of Turning the Wheel: Henri Nouwen and Our Search for God 
(Orbis Books, 2007), editor of Love, Henri: Letters on the Spiritual Life (Random House, 2016), 
You are the Beloved: Daily Meditations for Spiritual Living (Random House, 2017) and Following 
Jesus: Finding Our Way Home in an Age of Anxiety (Random House, 2019).  Earnshaw is the 
founding archivist for the Henri J.M. Nouwen Archives, a position she held for sixteen years, 
and currently serves as Chief Archivist for the Henri Nouwen Legacy Trust. She lives in Toronto, 
Canada. 
 

For interviews with Gabrielle Earnshaw or review copies of the book, please contact Publicist Rachel McKendree 

at rachelm@paracletepress.com or 1-800-451-5006 ext 301. 

 
 
Paraclete Press is pleased to publish Henri Nouwen & the Return of the Prodigal 
Son: The Making of a Spiritual Classic, the second release in the new Stories of Great 
Books series. Some books have such an impact on people that they become more 
than a book—they influence a generation, and beyond. Paraclete celebrates these 
titles with Stories of Great Books. 
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