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Hands	of	the	Father
B y  W i l l i a m  D .  S h i e l l

No one will be able to snatch us out of his Father’s hand, 

Jesus said. The hands of God welcome us with a loving 

embrace when we return. indeed, God’s posture is so dif-

ferent from the way society teaches us to use our hands—

to clasp ever more tightly to possessions and people.

Luke 15:11-32

Two	brothers:	one	older,	one	younger.	The	younger,	setting	off	on	the	
journey	of	a	lifetime,	treats	his	father	as	no	better	than	dead.	He	treats	
Dad	like	a	banker	signing	over	the	boy’s	inheritance.	The	younger	

brother	leaves	for	the	life	he	wanted,	the	alternative	lifestyle,	the	conduct	
that	we	see	on	television.	The	father	can	only	wave	goodbye.	

Y

“That’s	what	little	brothers	do,	that’s	what	spoiled	brats	do,”	Jesus’	first	
listeners	are	thinking.	“They	don’t	know	the	sacrifices	others	have	made,	
they	take	them	for	granted.	They	didn’t	have	it	as	hard	as	we	did.”	

The	story	is	so	familiar	to	them.	They	remember	another	pair	of	
estranged	brothers,	Jacob	and	Esau—the	younger	brother,	Jacob,	flees	after	
cheating	Esau	out	of	the	inheritance;	and	father	Isaac	remains	blind	to	the	
brothers’	anger	and	hostility.	They	recall	ten	brothers	ganging	up	on	young	
Joseph	and	selling	him	into	slavery,	while	their	father	Jacob	mourns	the	loss	
of	his	favorite	son.	They	think	of	those	royal	sons,	Absalom	and	Adonijah.	
This	time	the	older	Absalom	kills	Adonijah	and	carries	out	a	coup	to	de-
throne	King	David,	and	all	they	can	hear	is	the	royal	father’s	sobbing	for		
the	son	who	betrayed	him.	
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For	Jesus’	first	Jewish	audience,	the	Parable	of	the	Prodigal	Son	is	an	
old,	familiar	story	about	brothers	and	their	father’s	tears	for	them.1

Y

By	the	time	the	younger	son	realizes	what	he	has	done,	he	has	only				
carob	beans	to	eat.	But	he	cannot	have	them	because	the	new	boss	says	the	
pods	are	for	the	pigs.	He	cannot	even	get	the	boss	to	give	him	pigs’	food—
how’s	that	for	Jewish	luxury	dining?	Those	same	hands	that	seized	the	
inheritance	as	fast	as	they	could	are	filled	with	the	dirt	of	swine.	

“He	comes	to	himself,”	Jesus	says,	and	goes	back	to	his	father	with	
speech	in	hand.	Surprisingly	the	father,	though	he	had	been	rejected	by	his	
younger	son,	now	welcomes	him	home.	He	embraces	his	son	and	invites	
him	to	work	for	him.	

Toward	the	second	son	the	father	is	just	as	gracious.	The	older	son	is				
in	the	field,	working	hard,	slaving	away	like	a	hired	hand.	He	is	much	more	
than	that	of	course:	he	stayed	home	when	Daddy	worried,	and	he	labored	in	
the	field.	Now	he	proudly	states	how	much	he	has	done	for	everyone	else.	
He’s	waited	for	the	runt	to	return	after	squandering	the	family	fortune.	And	
we’re	not	surprised	at	the	father’s	reaction:	he	extends	his	arms	to	the	older	
son	too,	saying,	“All	that	is	mine	is	yours	as	well.”	

Y

One	thread	that	weaves	the	story	together	is	the	use	of	hands:	the	
father’s	hands	waving	to	his	lost	son,	the	son’s	hands	picking	up	the	beans	
to	make	a	meal	for	himself,	the	hands	of	the	father	embracing	one	son	and	
inviting	the	other	to	join	the	party,	and	the	elder	brother	likely	replying	
angrily	by	crossing	his	arms.	

Rembrandt	van	Rijn	depicted	this	thread	best	in	his	famous	painting,	
The Return of the Prodigal Son.	Long	lines	still	form	at	the	Hermitage	in	St.	
Petersburg	to	see	the	original.	A	church	member	gave	me	a	print	of	this	
piece,	and	it	hangs	on	my	office	wall.	

Whenever	I	glance	at	the	image	during	a	meeting	or	counseling	session,	
I	notice	the	hands.	The	light	falls	on	the	hands	of	the	father	embracing	the	
son.	They	are	disproportionately	larger	than	the	other	parts	of	the	father’s	
body.	They	remind	me	of	the	love	that	flows	from	a	father’s	hands	out-
stretched	to	a	wayward	son.	

For	the	artist,	the	painting	represented	his	life.	Rembrandt	spent	a	good	
portion	of	his	life	like	the	prodigal.	His	artistic	success	at	age	thirty	was	fol-
lowed	soon	by	grief,	misfortune,	and	financial	crisis.	Within	seven	years	he	
lost	to	death	a	son,	a	daughter,	a	second	daughter,	and	his	wife.	The	paint-
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ing	is	a	self-portrait:	the	artist	is	the	old	man,	the	father;	but	he	is	also	the	
young	prodigal	kneeling	at	the	feet	of	the	father.	The	focus	for	Rembrandt,	
however,	is	the	hands.2

Y

The	Psalmist	uses	the	imagery	of	angels’	hands	to	explain	how	God			
sustains	us	(91:12).		Isaiah	announces	that	God	engraves	his	people	on	his	
palms	(49:16).	Jesus	said	that	no	one	will	be	able	to	snatch	us	out	of	his	
Father’s	hand	(John	10:29).	In	the	parable	and	the	painting,	the	hands	of	
God	welcome	us	with	a	loving	embrace	when	we	return.	

This	photograph	is	
available	in	the	print	
version	of	Parables.

Rembrandt Harmensz van Rijn (1606-1669). The ReTuRn of The PRodigal Son, 1668-
1669. Oil on canvas, 265 x 205 cm. The Hermitage, St. Petersburg, Russia. Photo: © 
Scala / Art Resource, NY. Used by permission.
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We are afraid of losing something that we 

think is ours. it’s the very reason the prodigal 

was lost in the mud and the elder brother 

remained in the field.

God’s	posture	is	so	different	from	the	way	society	teaches	us	to	use	our	
hands—to	clasp	ever	more	tightly	to	possessions	and	people.	If	we	have	
money,	we	clutch	it.	If	we	have	a	retirement	account,	we	build	it	as	large	as	
we	can	and	keep	it	for	ourselves.	We	do	the	same	with	relationships.	A	boy-
friend	smothers	a	girlfriend	with	jealousy	because	he	is	afraid	of	losing	her.	
A	father	does	not	want	to	see	a	daughter	take	the	first	steps	into	freedom,		

so	he	holds	her	fast.	
We	are	afraid	of	losing	

something	that	we	think	is	
ours.	It’s	the	very	reason	
the	prodigal	was	lost	in	
the	mud	and	the	elder	
brother	remained	in	the	
field.

God,	however,	does	
not	grab	us	as	if	we	were	
about	to	jump	out	of	the	

nest	or	hold	us	down	to	keep	us	from	falling.	He	gently	sustains	us	so	that	
we	can	have	the	freedom	to	choose.	The	hands	that	welcome	us	back	are	the	
hands	that	wave	goodbye	when	he	knows	we	will	land	in	the	pig	sty.	The	
hands	that	embrace	us	are	also	the	hands	that	let	go	long	enough	so	that	we	
can	learn	true	love.	These	are	God’s	kind	of	hands:	they	hold	us	but	don’t	
control	us.	

When	we	understand	the	way	that	God	holds	us,	we	are	less	likely	to	
attempt	to	control	others.	When	we	trust	God,	we	more	easily	release	our	
possessions,	the	relationships	that	we	call	our	own,	and	the	people	we	try		
to	conform	to	our	wishes.	God	says,	“If	you’ll	hold	tight	to	me,	I’ll	help	you	
find	the	true	freedom	that	comes	from	love.	You	won’t	have	to	hold	on	so	
tight	to	the	relationships	of	this	world	if	you’ll	cling	to	my	life	in	my	way.”3	

Craig	Barnes	writes	of	a	learning	experience	he	had	with	an	engaged	
couple	he	was	counseling.	Jeff	looked	at	his	fiancée	Beth	and	said,	“I	just	
have	to	get	something	off	my	chest.	I’m	terrified….	I’m	not	afraid	of	being	
married	to	you.	I’m	afraid	of	losing	you.	When	my	mother	died	it	took	me	
years	and	years	to	recover,	and	I	still	miss	her	like	crazy.	I	just	can’t	stand	
the	thought	of	losing	you	as	well.”	

Barnes	wanted	to	reply,	“You’re	young;	don’t	worry	about	it;	you	have		
a	bright	future	ahead,	and	that’s	a	long	way	off.”	But	that	would	have	only	
made	things	worse.	He	knew	that	when	we	are	madly	in	love,	we	grasp	
harder	to	those	we	love.	We	grip	them	tighter	and	tighter;	and	when	we	
must	let	go	of	that	person,	we	tend	to	blame	God	for	our	loss.	Barnes	told	
the	young	couple	that	they	needed	to	release	each	other	symbolically	to	God	
and	live	each	day	as	if	it	were	their	last.	In	doing	so,	true	love	and	devotion	
could	begin.	He	told	them	to	give	each	other	to	God	now	and	hold	the	other	
with	open	hands,	rejecting	a	feeling	of	entitlement	to	the	other.	Then	they	
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could	live	in	gratitude	for	each	day	they	had.4	
When	did	the	father	in	Jesus’	story	decide	he	was	going	to	let	go	of					

the	son?	In	my	view,	it	was	long	before	the	son	left.	When	the	son	decided	
to	take	his	inheritance,	the	father	was	willing	to	let	him	go.	When	the	son	
returned,	the	father	received	him	and	generously	extended	love	to	one	who	
had	been	entrusted	to	him	a	second	time.	

Y

Rembrandt	depicts	the	moment	of	the	son’s	return.	The	father	generous-
ly	clothes	his	son	with	a	robe,	the	true	sign	of	restored	status.	He	offers	him	
a	new	pair	of	shoes.	He	gives	him	a	ring—from	his	hand.	The	father’s	hands	
brought	him	there,	released	him,	and	demonstrated	love.	

Our	choice	is	simple.	Either	we	hold	open	hands	under	the	ones	we	
love,	or	our	hands	become	calloused	from	trying	to	control	others.	

You	probably	noticed	the	hands	of	everyone	else	in	the	painting.	While	
the	father	embraces	the	younger	son	and	he,	in	turn,	clings	to	his	father,	the	
older	brother	stands	to	the	far	right,	dressed	like	a	Pharisee	(ironically)	with	
his	hands	and	arms	folded.	Another	man	sits	with	his	arms	pridefully	fold-
ed.	They	are	afraid	to	love	as	the	father	does.	

They	represent	the	choice	that	is	ours.	When	we	understand	how	God	
holds	us,	we	can	extend	that	kind	of	freedom	and	sustain	one	another	with	
the	hands	of	the	father.	
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