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This painting by the Indian Christian artist Frank Wesley is entitled The Forgiving Father, and is evocative 

of The Parable of the Prodigal Son in the gospel of Luke, which my Uncle Dick shared with us. 

 

It is imagery with a richness of multiple meanings. And for me, it also evokes the Heavenly Father and 

his Son, Jesus Christ, and the unconditional love and spirit of forgiveness that came with the gift of God 

come down to earth, in the human form of his son. 

 

I want to explore those meanings more deeply in a moment, but first, I want to tell you a little bit about 

the painting and the man who created it, and why this image has special meaning to me and my family. 

 

Frank Wesley, born in north India, was a  fifth generation Christian, who painted Christian themes in 

ways that evoked his native India to powerful effect. 

 

This is perhaps his most popular and most-published work.  In fact, it has adorned more bulletin covers 

across all denominations of the Christian faith in every corner of the world than any other piece of 

art.  This is in part because of the popularity of the parable of The Prodigal Son itself, but it’s also 
because the themes it depicts are so universal. 

 

My mother served in north India from 1952-1956 as a Methodist missionary and teacher, where she and 

her closest friends became friends and colleagues of Frank Wesley, and Mom began a lifetime of service 

dedicated to helping him get his work out into the world, which continued long after she returned to the 

States. 

 

In the late 1950s and early 1960s, Frank Wesley came to the US to study art at the University of Chicago, 

not far from where my mother and father were enrolled in the Methodist Garrett Theological Seminary 

in nearby Evanston.  (My father had served previously in the same Methodist missions program, in his 

case, in post-war Korea.)   

 

One of my earliest memories is when Frank Wesley served as my babysitter, in his colorful studios in the 

Chicago neighborhood of Hyde Park.  His artwork hung in every house we lived in, two of his paintings of 

village life always above our living room sofa.  The painting and the story behind it were the centerpiece 

of the eulogies for both my mother and my father.   



 

Thirtysome years ago, my mother’s missionary friend Naomi Wray began writing Frank Wesley’s 
biography from her home in India, while Mom and I traveled the US photographing copies of his 

work.  In her book, she explained The Forgiving Father painting’s deeper meanings. 

 

Here is the Brahmin father, dressed in white, pale-skinned, clean and pure. And here is the erring son, 

burnt dark by the sun while he watched over the pigs. The son has taken the last step he can manage. 

Had the father not run to meet him, the son would have fallen. 

 

The son holds the father's right arm and asks to be received as his servant. The colour contrast is very 

strong at the top to emphasize the difference between purity and sin. But the loving embrace of the 

father, with the son's face covered against his chest, begins to merge at the base of the two figures until 

their clothing is blended. 

 

There is no traditional symbolism used beyond that which is intrinsic in Indian culture. In spite of 

Mahatma Gandhi renaming outcastes as children of God, the great division between caste and outcaste, 

which is completely uncrossable in Hindu terms, remains. And such division exists in other countries 

under different names. 

 

The parable is a perfect allegory for the relationship between God and humankind. It is the wonder and 

amazement of the Christian evangelical that God himself has taken action to cross this barrier. 

 

The artist describes the work as a testimony to the unconditional presence of God the Father, who 

through the Son has made the last final effort to be reconciled with his beloved children. The absolute 

purity of the Father can bridge the chasm of darkness caused by disobedience and re-unite the children 

with the Father. 

 

The angle at which the son is held makes it clear that he would fall without the father's support. The 

artist tells of his efforts to capture the sense of the son about to fall, which he feels is the expression of 

the condition of humankind. Seven times he tried, seven times he failed, then the eighth time the vision 

held and he captured it with his drawing. 

 

This painting is the artist's masterpiece—the finest translation of the Christian hope into Indian cultural 

terms, the most sensitive depiction of the relationship between God and his children and the richest 

artistic expression of divine love.    



 

That the father in the story so loved his son that all was forgiven and forgotten despite his son’s many 
transgressions and mistakes is a powerful allegorical lesson for us all.  Like the father’s other son, it is 
sometimes hard for those of us who see ourselves like this so-called good son, as not somehow being 

more deserving of the father’s devotion than the so-called bad son.   

 

But the glorious message of the gospel is that of a father’s unstinting and unconditional love, and the 
power that comes with the New Testament’s message of forgiveness. 

 

Through the marvelous redemptive power of forgiveness, all of our sins are forgiven, and wiped away.   

 

In fact, God offered his only Son to us to show us how much he loved us.  As God come down to earth, 

Christ endured many torments and temptations.  And in the process, he shared his father’s powerful 
message of the enduring and unceasing power of his love for us and our love for one another. 

 

The Bible is filled with many such resonant parables about God’s  unconditional love, such as the story of 

the shepherd who left his flock to find the one sheep who had gone astray.  Another powerful story is of 

the Good Samaritan who was willing to extend God’s love to someone who he did not even know.   

 

“Tell me the stories of Jesus, I love to hear,” intones the old familiar hymn.   

 

Perhaps none is as powerful as the parable of the Forgiving Father, a story that contains the peace that 

passeth understanding way down in the depths of our hearts.              

 

For God so loved the world that he gave his only Son.... 

Amen.  

 

 


