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2

Walking Toward the Covenant

A birth o f hope

I realise more and more how many young people are wounded in 
their capacity to live in relationship and remain very immature 
emotionally. Perhaps they lacked a warm, emotional environment 
when they were young and, above all, genuine and trusting 
relationships with their parents. So they are on an emotional quest, 
frequently confused and lost, particularly in the area of values and 
of the meaning of sexuality. They need a community in which to 
grow towards greater maturity and healing and wholeness; they 
need a secure and emotionally warm environment where they can 
establish the relationships they need without danger. They need 
older people who have time to listen to them.

Some young people will find healing and meaning to their lives 
in these communities, and then will move on and put their roots 
down in another soil. Others will put down roots in one of these 
communities, which then becomes the earth in which they grow 
and bear fruit. But between the initial call to community and the 
final rooting, there are many passages, moments of doubt and 
crises of all sorts. The final rooting is the recognition and accept
ance of a covenant, a bonding between people that is holy and 
sacred because it is given by God. And this covenant between 
people is founded on the bonding or the covenant between the 
individual person and God.

Our world has more and more need of ‘intermediate communities* 
-  places where young people can stay and find a certain inner
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freedom before they make their decision. They either cannot stay 
in their family or don't want to; they are not satisfied with life 
alone in an apartment, hotel or hostel. They need somewhere 
where they can find their inner liberation through a network of 
relationships and friendships, where they can be truly themselves 
without trying or pretending to be anything other than they are. 
It is in these intermediate communities, where they find also mean
ingful work, that they will be able to shed some of the fears that 
weigh them down and prevent them from discovering their deep 
selves. It is only when they discover that they are loved by God 
and by others, and that they can do beautiful things for others, 
that they begin to get in touch with what is deepest in them. Only 
then will they be free to choose a way of life which is truly their 
own, not that of their parents or the people around them nor 
something set up in reaction to it, but one which is bom of a real 
choice of life, in response to an aspiration or a call.

For a community to play this ‘intermediate’ role, it must have 
a core of people who are really rooted there. Many young people 
come to l’Arche having left school, university or a job which is 
no longer satisfying. They are seekers. After a few years they 
discover who they really are and what they really want. Then they 
can either go into a more specifically religious community, marry, 
go back to work or take up studies which now really interest 
them.

Others choose to stay. The community is no longer simply their 
place of healing, a place where they feel good and happy, but the 
place where they have decided to put down their roots because 
they have discovered the call of God and, in community with 
handicapped people, a whole meaning to life. Their personal aims 
melt into those of the community, they no longer feel challenged 
by other people’s plans to leave the community for something 
else. They too have their personal plan -  to stay in the community.

A new hope is indeed being bom today. Some people are dreaming 
of a powerful Christian civilisation as it used to be; they dream of 
chivalry; they sense that the powers of selfishness, hatred and 
violence are reaching everywhere and they want to put Christian
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order and traditional values back into the world. Others want to 
harness the forces of violence to break up the old world of private 
property and ‘bourgeois' wealth, and then start anew. And finally, 
some see in the cracks of our civilisation the seeds of a new 
world, based solidly on gospel values and non-violence, and upon 
community founded on the love of Jesus. Individualism and tech
nology have gone too far; the illusion of a better world based on 
economics and technology is evaporating. Across these cracks, 
many human hearts are being reborn; many young people are 
discovering that there is a hope within, rather than outside, them 
-  a hope that they can today love and create community because 
they believe in Jesus Christ. A renaissance is coming. Soon there 
will be a multitude of communities founded on adoration and 
presence to the poor, linked to each other and to the great com
munities of the Church, which are themselves being renewed, and 
have already been journeying for years and sometimes centuries. 
A new Church is indeed being bom.

In our time, when there is so much infidelity, when there are so 
many broken marriages, so many disturbed relationships, so many 
children who are angry with their parents, so many people who 
have not been faithful to their promise to love each other, more 
and more communities need to be bom as signs of fidelity. Com
munities of students or friends who come together for a short time 
can be signs of hope. But the communities whose members live 
faithfully a life-long covenant with God, among themselves and 
with the poor, are more important still. They are signs of the 
fidelity of God.

The Hebrew word hesed expresses two things: fidelity and 
tenderness. In our civilisation we can be tender but unfaithful, and 
faithful without tenderness. The love of God is both tenderness 
and fidelity. Our world is waiting for communities of tenderness 
and fidelity. They are coming.
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The call to families

A great hope is growing at this time. I meet more and more 
families who are discovering that their working life is inhuman. 
They may be earning a great deal of money, but at the expense of 
their family life. They get in late at night, their weekends are often 
taken up with business meetings, their energies are used up by 
their working world. It is hard for them to find the inner tranquil
lity they need to live family life. They realise that they are becom
ing hyperactive and that they are neglecting the deepest parts of 
themselves.

Some are caught up in the race for professional promotion; they 
are afraid to change gear because they may not find a decent job 
and they don’t want to lose the material advantages they have. 
But others realise how serious their situation has become; their 
love for their family and their desire for God are greater than their 
desire for possessions and professional prestige. They are looking 
for a life which is more human and Christian. They dream of 
living in community.

But it would be useful for them to look more closely at their 
motives before committing themselves. Is it that they want to 
leave an inhuman job? Is it that they are looking for a warmer 
family life? Or are they really looking for community with all its 
demands? They would do well to start by taking a simpler job, 
which is less well paid but gives them more leisure, so that they 
can gradually discover where their hearts are. Perhaps they could 
get more involved in their parish or neighbourhood or in a com
munity of prayer that meets regularly. Once they have found a 
new equilibrium in their life, they will be able to think of leaving 
their jobs and of becoming an integral part of a community. Then 
it would no longer be a dream but the end of a natural journey.

In many ways communities are like families. But there are clear 
distinctions. To start a family, two people must choose each other 
and promise fidelity. It is the fidelity and love of these two people 
which bring peace, health and growth to the children who are 
bom of their love. When we come into community, we do not
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promise to be faithful to one person. The parental roles -  those of 
the people at the head of the community -  change according to 
the constitution, and we do not commit ourselves to live always 
with the same people. It can be wonderful for a community when 
there are families in it; and it can be wonderful for families to be 
in community. But it must be clear that a family in itself is a little 
community. Its own dynamic and originality must be respected. 
The family must be enabled to forge its own unity. A couple is 
not the same as two single people living together; it is two people 
who have become one.

When I meet couples who want to come to 1’Arche, I notice that 
sometimes the husband is enthusiastic and full of idealism, while 
the wife has more reservations. So I ask her if she too really wants 
to live at 1’Arche. She replies that she loves her husband a great 
deal and is ready to do what he wants. That sort of situation is 
not good. For a couple to be able to commit themselves to com
munity, both must really want it and neither must have any 
doubts. They must be very united and they must have been 
through the crises that a couple usually go through in the early 
years of their marriage. If they haven’t done this by the time they 
come into community, they will find any number of ways to avoid 
resolving their problems. And frequently they will project their 
difficulties upon the community. If things are not going well for 
them, they will blame the community.

One of the greatest losses for parents who want to follow Jesus 
and live in community is to accept a lower income than they might 
have had elsewhere. This may mean that they will not be able to 
give their children the financial advantages and opportunities which 
they themselves had when they were young. Some families want 
to have their cake and eat it too!

When we follow Jesus, we are called to accept the consequences 
of our choices. Children of such families may not have the same 
financial opportunities as others, but they will discover com
munity, and that is an immense gift!
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More and more families are being called to community life these 
days. They want to live with others, as far as they can, and share 
a certain way of life. They want to live a covenant with the poor 
and with Jesus Christ.

It is a great richness to have married people at l’Arche. Most of 
them cannot live in a house with handicapped people, because they 
need their own place. And because a family is itself a community, 
it must never be sacrificed to the larger community. But even 
though families cannot live all the time with handicapped people, 
their presence in the community is important. Their love, their 
emotional stability, their children, bring so much to the weaker 
people -  and to us all. The way they live a covenant amongst 
themselves is a sign of love for the community and for the world. 
Every loving family is a sign of hope and resurrection.

Other paths

Some people find it hard to live with others. They need a lot of 
time to themselves, a great sense of freedom and, above all, no 
tensions. They simply must not feel under pressure, for, if they 
do, they will become depressed or aggressive. These people are 
often very sensitive and delicate; they have almost too great a 
richness of heart. They could not cope with the difficulties of 
community life. They are called rather to live alone or with a few 
privileged friends. They must not be made to think that, because 
community life -  in its more limited sense of living together -  is 
not for them, they have no place, gift or vocation. Their gift is 
different. They are called to be witnesses to love in another way. 
And they can find a certain community life with friends or groups, 
with whom they meet regularly to pray and to share.

It is true that some people are called by Jesus to enter and build 
community in order to radiate love and hope; but, like the rich, 
young man of the gospels, they turn away, not daring to take the 
step, unable to give up their way of life or their prosperity.
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Others -  the vast majority -  live community with their family. 
Sometimes they belong to a larger community which meets per
iodically; it could be a prayer group, Faith and Light or some other 
community, or it could be their parish community.

Many others have no family or are separated from them. They 
feel lonely, they do not belong to any form of community and 
their parish lacks warmth. Maybe with a few friends, in visiting 
some old people or those who are sick or who have a handicap 
and are lonely, they can create bonds which are the beginnings of 
community.

Finally, I am meeting others who feel lonely and are unable for 
one reason or another to enter a community; they seem called by 
Jesus to live a solitary life of prayer. They are the new hermits of 
today, hidden in small apartments or sometimes in institutions. 
Their wounded hearts rise up to Jesus as an offering and a call for 
his presence. It is important that these people find a good spiritual 
guide who will help them live in the reality of Jesus and not in 
dream or illusion.

Many people seek fellowship because they are afraid to be alone. 
Because they cannot stand loneliness, they are driven to seek 
the company of other people. There are Christians, too, who 
cannot endure being alone, who have had some bad experiences 
with themselves, who hope they will gain some help in associ
ation with others. They are generally disappointed. Then they 
blame the fellowship for what is really their own fault. The 
Christian community is not a spiritual sanatorium . . . Let him 
who cannot be alone beware of community. But the reverse is 
also true, let him who is not in community beware of being 
alone.1

Every person who is alone can try to create community with a 
few friends; not living together, but in some way being mutually 
supportive and responsible to one another.

Listening to Therese the other day during a retreat, I realised

1 Dietrich BonhoefFer, Life Together (Harper & Row, New York, 1976).
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that the availability of some single people could be a mysterious 
commitment. She read this prayer which she had written:

We who are not committed to you, Jesus, in either a consecrated 
celibacy or marriage, we who are not committed to our brothers 
in a community, are coming to renew our covenant with you.

We are still on the road to which you have called us, but 
whose name you haven’t given us; we are carrying the poverty 
of not knowing where you are leading us.

On this road, there is the pain of not being chosen, not being 
loved, not being waited for, not being touched. There is the 
pain of not choosing, not loving, not waiting, not touching. 
We don’t belong. Our house is not a home; we have nowhere 
to lay our head.

Even though we have become impatient and depressed when 
faced with the choice of others, unhappy when faced With their 
efficiency, we still say ‘yes’ to our road. We believe that it is 
the road of our fecundity,2 the road we must take to grow in 
you.

Because our hearts are poor and empty, they are available. 
We make them a place of welcome for our brothers. Because 
our hearts are poor and empty, they are wounded. We let the 
cry of our thirst rise to you.

And we thank you, Lord, for the road of fecundity you have 
chosen for us.

The first call

Commitment in a community is not primarily something active, 
like joining a political party or trade union. Those need militants 
who give their time and energy and are ready to fight. A com
munity is something quite different. It is the recognition by its 
members that they have been called by God to live together, love

2 fecundity: a word, little used in English, that carries within it a sense not just 
of fruitfulness, but also of potential for growth and fruitfulness. It is the capacity 
to give life.



WALKING TOWARD THE COVENANT 69

each other, pray and work together in response to the cry of the 
poor. And that comes first at the level of being rather than of doing. 
To accept being rooted in a community is more or less preceded 
by a recognition that you are already 'at home’, that you are part 
of its body. It is rather similar to marriage; couples recognise that 
something has been bom between them and that they are made 
for each other. It is only then that they are ready to commit 
themselves to marriage and remain faithful to each other.

So in community everything starts with this recognition of being 
in communion one with another; we are made to be together. You 
wake up one morning knowing that the bonds have been woven; 
and then you make the active decision to commit yourself and 
promise faithfulness, which the community must confirm.

It’s important not to let too much time pass between this recog
nition that the bonds or the covenant are there and the decision. 
That’s the best way to miss the turning and end up in the ditch!

When people start the journey towards wholeness, the pilgrimage 
to the promised land, there is a moment when their deepest being 
is touched. They have a fundamental experience, as if the stone of 
their egoism has been struck by Moses’ staff and water starts to 
spring from it, or as if the stone which was over the tomb has 
been lifted and the deep self is able to emerge. It is an experience 
-  and perhaps only a very faint one -  of rebirth, of liberation, of 
forgiveness, of wonder. It is a time of betrothal with the universe, 
with the light, with others and with God. It is an experience of 
life in which we realise that we are fundamentally one with the 
universe and with God, while at the same time entirely ourselves 
in the most alive, light-filled and profound sense. It is the discovery 
that we are a spring of eternal life.

This experience at the start of our pilgrimage is like a foretaste 
of the end, like the kiss which is the foretaste of marriage. This is 
the call. It guides our steps in revealing our final destiny. There is 
nothing more deeply personal than this moment of wonder. But 
it happens very often in a given context. It may be a meeting with 
a poor person, whose call awakens a response in us; we discover 
that there is a living spring hidden deep within us. It may be
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during a visit to a community when we meet people who become 
models for us; in watching them and listening to them, we discover 
what we want to be -  they reflect our own deepest self and we 
are mysteriously attracted to them. Or again, the call may be more 
secret, hidden in the depths of our heart, awakened perhaps by the 
Gospel or some other writing. It is hidden in our secret part; it 
makes us feel that we have glimpsed the promised land, found 
ourselves ‘at home’, found ‘our place*. The experience is often such 
as to take someone into a community or change the orientation of 
their life.

The experience can be like an explosion of life, a luminous 
moment, flooded with peace, tranquillity and light. Or it can be 
more humble -  a touch of peace, a feeling of well-being, of being 
in ‘one’s place’ and with people for whom one was made. The 
experience gives a new hope; it is possible to keep walking because 
we have glimpsed something beyond the material world and 
beyond human limitations. We have glimpsed the possibility of 
happiness. We have glimpsed ‘heaven’.

The experience has opened our deepest being. Later, once we 
are in community and on our journey, clouds can obscure the 
sim and that deepest self can seem to be shut away again. But, 
nevertheless, the first experience stays hidden in the heart’s 
memory. We know from then on that our deepest life is light and 
love, and that we must go on walking through the desert and the 
night of faith because we have had, at one moment, the revelation 
of our vocation.

When someone visits a community and feels completely at home, 
in perfect harmony with the others and with the community itself, 
that is possibly a sign that they are perhaps called to put down 
roots there. This feeling is often a call from God, which must be 
confirmed by the call of the community. The covenant is the 
meeting of two calls which confirm each other.

Many young people don’t seem to realise the importance and 
the depth of this feeling of well-being when they meet a com
munity which manifests a call of God.

Of course doubt can creep in after that first experience. Drawn
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by the seductions of the wealth and concerns of the world, by fear 
of criticism, by difficulties and persecution, we can turn away 
from that revelation of the light. We look for excuses: ‘I'm not 
yet ready; I have to travel, look around, experience the world; 
we'll see in a few years.' But often we won't hear that call again. 
We shall be caught up in other affairs; we shall have found other 
friends to overcome the feeling of loneliness, we shall no longer 
have the chance of living that fundamental experience of belonging 
to a community of hope. We shall set off on another road and the 
meeting with God will perhaps be of another sort, at another 
moment.

Jesus looked at the young man and loved him. He said to him: 
‘You lack one thing; go, sell what you have and give to the poor 
and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me’ (Mark 
10:21). But the young man didn’t trust him; he was afraid because 
his security was in his wealth. And because he was very wealthy, 
he went sadly away.

The call is an invitation: ‘Come with me. ’ It is an invitation not 
primarily to generosity, but to a meeting in love. Then the person 
meets others who are called and they begin to live community,

I have met quite a number of people who visited a community 
and knew inwardly and with great certainty that that was the place 
they were called to be, yet nothing in the community itself 
attracted them: neither the members, nor the way of life, nor the 
location. And yet they knew that that was the place!

This type of experience is very often an authentic call of God. 
Of course, the call has to be confirmed by the community and by 
a trial period.
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Leave your father, your mothert your culture

To enter into a new covenant and belong to a new people, a 
community with new values, we have to leave another people -  
those with whom we have lived -  with other values and other 
norms: wealth, possessions, social prestige, revolution, drugs, 
delinquency, whatever. This passage from one people to another 
can be a very painful uprooting, and usually takes time. Many do 
not achieve it, because they do not want to choose or to cut 
themselves off from their old life. They keep a foot in each camp 
and live a compromise, without finding their real identity.

To follow the call to live in a community, you have to be able 
to choose. The fundamental experience is a gift of God, which 
sometimes comes as a surprise. But this experience is fragile, like 
a little seed planted in the ground. After the initial experience, you 
have to know how to take its consequences and eliminate certain 
values to adopt new ones. So, gradually, comes the orientation 
towards a positive and definitive choice for community.

Some people flee from commitment because they are frightened 
that if they put down roots in one soil they will curtail their 
freedom and never be able to look elsewhere. It is true that if you 
marry one woman you give up millions of others -  and that’s a 
curtailment of freedom! But freedom doesn’t grow in the abstract; 
it grows in a particular soil with particular people. Inner growth 
is only possible when we commit ourselves with and to others. 
We all have to pass through a certain death and time of grief when 
we make choices and become rooted. We mourn what we have 
left behind.

So many people do not realise that in giving up everything to 
follow Jesus and live in community, he gives back everything a 
hundredfold:

In truth I tell you, says Jesus, there is no one who has left home, 
brothers, sisters, mother, father, children or land for my sake 
and for the sake of the gospel, who will not receive a hundred 
times as much, houses, brothers, sisters, mother, father, chil
dren and land -  and persecution too, now in this present time, 
and in the world to come, eternal life. (Mark 10:29-30)
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I am sometimes very sad when I feel that people don’t take this 
fundamental experience of the call seriously enough. It is as if they 
were wasting a treasure. They are going to waste time and perhaps 
even turn completely away from the light. And yet the earth is 
ringing with the cry of despair, of the starving, of the parched, 
with Jesus’ cry, *1 am thirsty’. These people do not believe enough 
in either themselves or the call; they do not know that there is a 
spring in them waiting to be freed to irrigate our parched world. 
So many young people do not know the beauty of the life that is 
in them and which can grow.

Some people dare not make this passage because they are fright
ened of betraying and hurting their original community, of being 
unfaithful to them. They are afraid of their family, because to leave 
them and their way of life seems like judging them. Jesus said: 
‘Anyone who loves father, mother, brother or sister more than 
me cannot be my disciple.’ To enter a Christian community and 
universal love, we have to put Jesus and his beatitudes above our 
own family and friends. Sometimes, it’s true, they exercise such 
pressure, based on fear, that it seems impossible to break away 
from them.

Some people fear to enter a community because they are afraid 
of losing their identity. They fear that they will disappear, lose 
their personality and inner wealth if they become part of a group 
and accept the principles of community discernment. This fear is 
not entirely unjustified. When we come into community we give 
up something of ourselves, and the rougher elements of our per
sonality will have to be left behind. Assertiveness, which enriches 
an individual, will have to give way to a greater ability to listen; 
impatience will have to give way to patience. A new strength will 
be bom and new gifts will appear.

Community does not suppress people’s identities -  far from it. 
It affirms their deepest identity; it calls on the most personal of 
gifts, the ones that are linked to the energy of love.

I am sometimes astonished at the way in which parents worry
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when their son or daughter becomes as assistant at FArche. They 
come and ask me to persuade their children to ‘do something 
serious’. These parents seem somehow completely bound up in 
the idea that a university degree or a good marriage brings security; 
then, they feel, their child will be ‘provided for’. Life in a com
munity, especially with handicapped people, seems to them like 
an insecure folly. They tell themselves that it is an adolescent 
fancy, that this immaturity will pass.

It is through parents like these that we discover the conflict 
between the values of community life and those of modern society. 
Their pressure is sometimes such that their child doesn’t dare 
continue on the community road. Are the parents afraid that their 
children will judge them? Whatever the reason, it makes me sad 
to see people who call themselves ‘good Christians' crushing the 
finest aspirations of their children in the sacrosanct name of 
security.

Perhaps too, parents find it hard to distinguish between a sect 
which will use psychological pressures to seduce their child and a 
Christian community which will set them free. They might be 
comforted if their child were in a well-known religious order.

A hundred years ago it was not too large a leap for many to 
make the passage from family life, with its rhythm, structures of 
obedience and traditional values, to the life of a religious com
munity. Today that leap is immense. For today people have been 
nourished on independence and individualism, the desire to win 
and go up the ladder; they have seen the possibilities of assuming 
important and admirable responsibilities in the world; it is harder 
for them to make this passage into a community. It is easier for 
those who have not succeeded in school or at work. But there can 
be a danger there; they may be seeking a refuge and, if so, are 
unlikely to find their true identity and fulfilment in community. 
But God also does beautiful things and can help some who felt 
lost in the world to find truth in community.

Communities need to learn how to welcome those who have 
succeeded in the world and to give them the right support so 
they can climb down the ladder into the place of communion;
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communities need also to help those who have not succeeded to 
clarify and deepen their motivations.

Young people, who have let themselves be fed for many years on 
television, will have difficulty as they enter community and are fed 
on true relationships. Young people who have become aggressive 
towards their parents, society and their own selves will have diffi
culty in learning to trust; young people who have always wanted 
to do brilliant things, be admired and appreciated will have diffi
culty with the littleness of everyday life in community. Today, as 
never before, a special grace of God is needed to make the passage 
from independence, loneliness and anti-social behaviour to com
munity life.

Sometimes those who have lived warm relationships in a large 
family and who are in frequent contact with their brothers and 
sisters say: ‘I don’t need community.’ Perhaps they don’t need 
community, but communities need them. Those who have exper
ienced a healthy family life and relationships have so much to offer 
to others -  and especially to the poorest and the weakest -  in a 
community environment. They must be attentive to the call of 
Jesus who says: ‘Sell all you have, give your money to the poor 
and then come and follow me. ’

There is often an act of faith at the basis of commitment to com
munity -  a belief that we will be reborn there. When we live alone 
or in our families, we build our identity on professional success, 
the way we use our leisure, and the joys of family life. Community 
doesn’t always -  and certainly not straight away -  bring the same 
satisfaction and sense of identity. So we feel we have lost a bit of 
ourselves. We can only accept this amputation if we are carried by 
the community and in prayer. We have to know how to wait 
patiently for the moment of rebirth. The grain of wheat must die 
before new life can appear. The road can be long and the nights 
dark; we have to wait for the dawn.
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Entering into the covenant is abandoning ourselves trustingly to 
a new life which is already hidden in the deepest part of ourselves 
and which -  if we give it earth, water and sun -  will be reborn 
with a new strength. And the harvest will come.

1 am struck by some people who want to enter community. Their 
energies are so taken up by this objective that they are unable to 
hear the cry of the poor and to see those near them who need 
their attention, their love and their presence. Their desire to enter 
community seems to blind them. The best way for them to prepare 
for community life is to love and be present to those near them. 
Then the passage to life in community will come quite naturally.

There are more and more people today who belong to a com
munity -  frequently a religious community -  and who feel called 
by God to join a newly founded community living closer to the 
poor. They belong then to two communities. This double belong
ing frequently works very well. The first community is like the 
mother community with which they keep deep bonds, while they 
flourish in the new one. It is as if they had needed the formation 
and growth in the mother community in order to be able to give 
their lives, and give life, in the new community. Their presence, 
with all they have learnt in the mother community, is a great 
source of strength for the new one.

There are dangers and risks too, particularly when people have 
left the mother community feeling let down, angry or frustrated 
-  even if they do not articulate these feelings -  and are looking for 
a place where they can better live and express their ideal.

The beginning o f the journey

When someone enters community, it is important to be clear about 
what is expected of them, not only from the point of view of 
work and their daily programme, but even more their inner atti
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tudes. They must understand the position of the community on 
fundamental issues, such as wealth, sexuality, the use of power 
and authority. They must know clearly their responsibilities and 
their rights: what will happen if they fall sick or when they will 
have time off or what community facilities they can use, etc. They 
must know how long their trial period lasts. Much confusion 
comes when these questions have not been looked at. That is why, 
on entering a community, there must be much discussion with 
new members. They must be well accompanied,3 affirmed, encour
aged and given the right support.

As people enter into community, they pass from their own cultu
re -  their friends and their independence -  to the culture of the 
community. This can be very painful for some, and after a few 
weeks or months they may experience the terrible pangs of loneli
ness, doubt and confusion. During this period, they need a great 
deal of support.

It is important that people entering a community receive adequate 
spiritual formation, help and nourishment in order to be able to 
live with all that is painful in community. We cannot ask people 
to leave behind them the nourishment of their friends, their inde
pendence and their leisure ways and not give them new and strong 
nourishment which will provide them with the energy to live the 
demands of community life.

3 accompany/accompaniment: an important practice in l’Arche communities is 
that of ‘accompaniment’, by which each member of the community is allotted 
someone who will be with them as a companion to help them grow in freedom 
and in the spirit of the community (see also chapter 7). There is also spiritual 
accompaniment carried out by a priest or a spiritual guide; sometimes this is 
called 'spiritual direction*.
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Recognising the bonds

Some people come into community because they are attracted by 
a simple way of life, in which there is welcome and sharing and 
where relationships come first. Sometimes too they are afraid of 
the demands of life in ‘open’ society. They hope to find their 
growth in a life of spontaneity and celebration. But they gradually 
discover that there is more to community life than that. To remain 
faithful to it means accepting certain disciplines and structures and 
daily making the effort to come out of the shell of egoism. Then 
they discover that community is not just a good way of life, but 
that they have been called by God to carry others in their suffering 
and growth towards liberation, and to be responsible for them. 
And that is demanding. Moreover, it is not simply a question of 
becoming responsible for others and being committed to them; it 
is also allowing them to carry and love us, and entering into a 
relationship of interdependence and into a covenant. And that is 
sometimes even more difficult and demanding, because it implies 
a revelation of one’s own weakness.

This evolution towards a real responsibility for others is some
times blocked by fear. It is easier to stay on the level of a pleasant 
way of life in which we keep our freedom and our distance. But 
that means that we stop growing and shut ourselves up in our 
small concerns and pleasures.

People enter community to be happy. They stay when they find 
happiness comes in making others happy.

Almost everyone finds their early days in a community ideal. It 
all seems perfect. They seem unable to see the drawbacks; they 
only see what is good. Everything is marvellous; everything is 
beautiful; they feel that they are surrounded by saints, heroes or, 
at least, exceptional people who are everything they want to be 
themselves.

And then comes the period of let-down -  generally linked to a 
time of tiredness, a sense of loneliness or homesickness, some
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setback, a brush with authority. During this time of ‘depression’, 
everything becomes dark; people now see only the faults of others 
and the community; everything gets on their nerves. They feel 
they are surrounded by hypocrites who either think only of rules, 
regulations and structures, or who are completely disorganised and 
incompetent. Life becomes intolerable.

The greater their idealisation of the community at the start, the 
more they put the people at its head on pedestals, the greater the 
disenchantment. It’s from a height that you fall down into a pit. 
If people manage to get through this second period, they come to 
the third phase -  that of realism and a true commitment, of coven
ant. Members of the community are no longer saints or devils, but 
people -  each a mixture of good and bad, each growing and each 
with their own hope. It is at this time of realism that people put 
their roots down. The community is neither heaven nor hell, but 
planted firmly on earth, and they are ready to walk in it and with 
it. They accept the other members and the community as they are; 
they are confident that together they can grow towards something 
more beautiful.

It is important, during the initial months and years that people are 
in community, that they have regular times of evaluation. It is 
terribly unjust when a community asks someone to leave after 
being in the community for a number of years if they have never 
been told over the years that anything was wrong in their behav
iour. How can anyone grow and make efforts to change if they 
are not helped and if their shortcomings are not pointed out to 
them?

Choice fo r  rooting

I am more and more struck by the suffering of young people. It 
doesn’t surprise me that some of them find it enormously difficult 
to accept a rooting in community. Many of them have had more 
or less unhappy and unstable childhoods. Many have had very
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precocious sexual experiences, which can make later commitment 
more difficult. And then there is today’s tendency to question 
everything. People are quick to challenge authority and anyone 
who tells them what to think. At the same time, there is the feeling 
that our world is changing with a terrible speed; everything is on 
the move. Young people can commit themselves for today -  but 
tomorrow? We have to be very patient with young people who 
may in many ways lack inner stability and be incapable of giving 
a definite ‘yes’. Their world is almost too existentialist. But if they 
find someone who is faithful to them, they will gradually discover 
what fidelity means and will be able then to commit themselves.

I sense that many people are afraid of committing themselves in 
community because they have not yet resolved the questions of 
celibacy and marriage -  and they could be right to be afraid, 
because possibly their time has not yet come. As long as the 
question remains unresolved, they cannot put down roots in a 
community.

It is good that there are people in a community who have not 
yet resolved the question. But it is equally good and necessary that 
there are others who have resolved it. For some, settling the ques
tion will mean a decision to remain celibate for the rest of their 
lives in response to a call from Jesus and the poor. They will 
renounce the riches of family life in the hope of a gift from God 
and in the desire to be more open to Jesus, the poor and the 
Gospel. That does not mean that they will not suffer from their 
decision, at least at certain moments, but they put their faith and 
their hope in the call to live with Jesus and in community with 
the poor.

For others, resolving the question means abandoning themselves 
to events and to God and, above all, giving priority to their faith 
in and commitment to God and to a way of life. They have 
accepted community life fully, committing themselves to the poor, 
and putting prayer at the heart of their life. If marriage comes, it 
will come only in this context, so that the couple, and then they 
and their children, can live these deep aspirations. The best way 
of insuring a true marriage is to commit oneself to a way of life,
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to be dear about what one wants in life. Then intimacy with 
another can be built upon this fundamental choice. The two 
become companions on the same journey of life. When someone 
seeks intimacy before choosing what they want in life, then there 
is danger.

It is important that those who do not commit themselves, 
because they are still asking themselves about marriage and feel 
incomplete because they have not been uniquely chosen, are honest 
in their recognition that essentially they are waiting. Some people 
critidse the community, but their critidsms are only a way of 
saying, ‘I don't want to commit myself’ -  they are part of a defence 
system. It would be more honest to say, ‘The time hasn’t come 
when I can commit myself, because essentially I want to get mar
ried and I put that before my commitment to an ideal of com
munity life.’ It is important that people can share at this level and 
discover the real reason why they do not feel comfortable in the 
community. Clearly it is their right not to feel comfortable if their 
time has not yet come. But it is important too that others who 
hear the call of God or of the poor without shelter, come into 
community to be there as a sign of the Kingdom, a sign that love 
is possible and that there is hope.

If a community puts pressure on its members to dedde before 
their time has come, this is because the community itself has not 
yet found its freedom. It is too insecure; it clings to people. Perhaps 
it has grown too quickly, forced by an expansionist pride. If our 
communities are bom from the will of God, if the Holy Spirit is 
at the heart of them, our Heavenly Father will send the people we 
need. A community has to leam how to be cheerful about letting 
people leave and how to trust that God will send other brothers 
and sisters. ‘Oh people of little faith! Seek first the Kingdom of 
God and all the rest will be given in superabundance.’

Some people are able to say a few days after they arrive that 
they are at l’Arche for life. They feel so at ease, so at home, that 
they are sure they have found their harbour. For others, it takes 
longer; they gradually discover that they are at home and that they
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have no need to seek further. The time it takes to give a definite 
‘yes' is different for each person.

The final ‘Yes’

To be covenanted to others is to be earthed with them. It is God 
who has called us together to be a sign of fidelity and of love. If 
we begin to live in covenant as we enter community, it is sealed 
at a particular moment, maybe a very solemn one.

I once attended the profession of the deaconess sisters of Rueilly. 
The Mother Prioress put a cross round the neck of each sister as 
she consecrated herself to God and said to her something which 
touched me: ‘Receive this cross. It is a sign that you belong to God 
at the heart of our community. From now on, this community is 
yours. And you are responsible, with us, for its fidelity/

This is covenant.

You are called to enter into a covenant with God and with your 
brothers and sisters, especially the poorest among them. You must 
not hold back.

I therefore . . . beg you to lead a life worthy of the calling to 
which you have been called, with all lowliness and meekness, 
with patience, forbearing one another in love, eager to maintain 
the unity of the Spirit in the bond of peace. There is one body 
and one Spirit, just as you were called to the one hope that 
belongs to your call, one Lord, one faith, one baptism, one God 
and Father of us all, which is above all and through all and in 
all. (Eph. 4:1-6)

Without roots we can neither discover where we belong, nor 
can we grow. Without stability we cannot confront the basic 
questions of life. Without stability we cannot know our true 
selves.

Monastic stability means accepting this particular com-
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munity, this place and these people, this and no other, as the 
way to God.4

It is only as we put our roots down into the earth that we begin 
to see the fruits. To be earthed is to come alive in a new sense of 
mission. A new capacity to give life is born, not by myself but in 
the body of community.

4 Esther de Waal, Seeking God (Collins/Fount, London, 1984), pp. 56-7.


