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5

Nourishment: Give Us Our Daily Bread

Growth needs nourishment

Human beings need bread if  they are to grow. If they don't eat, 
they die. And if  they are to grow spiritually, they, like plants, 
need sun, water, air and soil. The soil is the community -  the 
place where they are planted, take root, grow, give fruit and die 
so that others may live.

In the parable of the sower, Jesus says that though we may 
welcome the word o f the Kingdom with joy, this word can be 
stifled after a time by trials and difficulties, by worldly cares and 
the attractions o f wealth.

We human beings are made up o f contradictions. Part of us is 
attracted by the light and by God, and wants to care for our 
brothers and sisters. Another part o f us wants frivolity, pos
sessions, domination or success; it wants to be surrounded by 
approving friends, who will ward off sadness, depression or 
aggression. We are so deeply divided that we will reflect equally 
an environment which tends towards the light and concern for 
others, and one which scorns these values and encourages the 
desires for power and pleasure. As long as our deepest motivation 
is not clear to us and as long as we have not chosen the people 
and the place o f our growth in its light, we will remain weak and 
inconsistent, as changeable as weathercocks.

A community reflects the people who make it up. It has energy 
founded on hope, but there is also weariness, a search for security 
and a fear o f evolving toward maturity o f love and responsibility; 
it often reflects our fear o f dying to our personal instincts.

To grow on the journey toward wholeness and a greater radiance
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of justice and truth, people, like a community itself, need real 
nourishment. Without it, the energies o f hope will waste away. 
Instead, there will be desire for pleasure and comfort, or a 
depressed weariness, or aggression, or a legalistic and bureaucratic 
approach.

Cultures in rich societies are inciting people to an easy way of life. 
The values o f wealth, power and pleasure are seductive. But the 
gospel values are calling us to love, and to love even our enemies; 
to be present to the poor and to live poorly, trusting in God; to 
be peace-makers in a world o f war. In order to be able to live 
these values, we need a new energy, an inner force. This energy 
and force come from the Holy Spirit. If we cut ourselves off from 
this energy, if we do not nourish the life o f the Spirit within us, 
we will die to these values. We will be overwhelmed by other 
forces driving us to comfort, security and pleasure.

Each individual person in a community must be nourished in 
love. If not, he or she will sooner or later find him or herself in 
opposition to the life o f the community and its demands o f love 
and o f forgiveness. These people then become like dead weights. 
They tend to pull the community down; they criticise decisions; 
they drain away joy.

But the community as a whole, as a body, must also be nour
ished in love -  not just its individual members. Communities as a 
whole can also fall into lukewarmness and mediocrity. They can 
become like hotels, where each person is locked in by him or 
herself. These communities tend to pull individuals down into 
sadness and lukewarmness. I remember a sister telling me that 
after a retreat, she had felt called to spend more quiet time with 
Jesus in the chapel. The other sisters seemed threatened by her 
newly found fervour and prayerfulness, by her desire to. be closer 
to Jesus. One o f them said to her: ‘Who do you think you are, 
Teresa o f Avila?’ This community had obviously fallen into 
mediocrity; the body was sick. Communities like that need a 
strong form of nourishment to renew their energy and trust, to 
find new faith and a sense o f belonging in love. They need strong
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moments o f grace so that the body may be recreated, renewed and 
brought back to that which is essential.

To begin with, a community is enthusiastic about living the Beati
tudes depending totally on God. The members live poorly and 
accept insecurity and hard living. Little by little, through fatigue, 
perhaps ill health or simply growing older or other factors -  and 
frequently after the founder has died -  other needs appear, such as 
security and comfort. There may be an exaggerated way of living 
the gospels, founded more on human generosity and a desire for 
heroism; there may be an unhealthy rejection o f personal needs 
and rest, and a lack of respect for one's humanity. If this period 
o f ‘heroism’ has not really been inspired by the Holy Spirit, and 
if the members when they were young in the community were 
not really cared for, then later on, when they are older, there can 
be a strong reaction by these members towards personal needs and 
comfort. There can also be a waning in generosity and in accepting 
poverty and insecurity, through a lack o f faith and spiritual 
nourishment. Communities need wisdom to discern the nourish
ment they need in order to become truly alive in the Spirit.

Because o f our individual richness and complexity, we all need 
different kinds of nourishment on this journey towards wholeness, 
and holiness. Some of these feed our heart and ability to relate, 
some our intellect, others our capacity for generosity and action, 
others again our search for God and hunger for the infinite. How
ever, some people over-nourish one part o f themselves and neglect 
others; they then grow unbalanced and lack unity.

In some communities, there are very generous and active people, 
who neglect the richness o f their own hearts, the secret part of 
themselves. Others listen well but need to feed their capacities for 
generosity and action. Others again seek the presence of God in 
the secrecy of prayer but have to make an effort to hear the cries 
o f their brothers and sisters and to relate to them.

The journey towards wholeness implies a deepening o f personal 
life in peaceful encounters with God and others, while living com
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munity life fully and assuming responsibilities towards society, the 
Church and the universe. This journey is a long one and we will 
need plenty o f personal and communal nourishment during it -  
food for the heart, for the mind and for the spirit. What is import
ant is that our deepest motivations be touched, creating in us a 
renewed spirit o f hope.

We are all in danger o f living superficially, on the periphery of 
ourselves. We tend to react to immediate stimuli, to demands from 
individuals who confront us and to the need for ‘urgent’ action; 
we tend to flee from the treasure hidden within us. When for one 
reason or another, we become aware o f it, or when it is touched 
by an external event, we are nourished. We are nourished by 
everything that stirs that which is deepest in us and brings it to 
consciousness. This may be a word, a reading, a meeting or a 
suffering: all these can reawaken our deepest heart, recentre us, 
strengthen our faith, and renew our hope. All this can give us a 
greater desire to live in poverty, in insecurity, putting our trust in 
God.

Community life demands that we constantly go beyond our own 
resources. If we do not have the spiritual nourishment we need, 
we will dose in on ourselves and on our own comfort and security, 
or throw ourselves into work as an escape. We will throw up walls 
around our sensitivity; we will perhaps be polite and obedient, but 
we will not love. And when you do not love, there is no hope 
and no joy. It is terrible to see people living sadly in community, 
without love. To live with gratuite, we have to be constantly 
nourished.

It is terrible to see people who are living in a so-called com
munity that has become a boarding house for bachelors! It is 
terrible to see elders in a community who have closed up their 
hearts, lost their initial enthusiasm and become critical and cynical.

Nourishment is important for growth, but we also have to be
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careful not to eat or drink poison. The spiritual life and the life of 
love and compassion can be severely stifled, if not killed, by some 
foods. One of these poisons is television, when it is looked at 
without discernment or just because one has nothing better to 
do. Television provides images and information and stimulates 
emotions but cuts people off from relationship. It is possible to 
look at television with great passivity, just swallowing it in; this 
maims the capacity to react, which is inherent in relationship. 
Television may stimulate the imagination but generally does not 
feed the heart.

Food for each day

If we are to remain faithful to the daily round, we need daily 
manna. It may be ordinary, a bit tasteless. But it is the manna of 
fidelity to the covenant, to responsibility, to the small things of 
everyday life. It is the manna o f meetings, of friendship, of looks 
and smiles that say ‘I love you’ and warm the heart.

The essential nourishment is fidelity to the thousand and one small 
demands of each day, the effort to love and forgive ‘the enemy’ 
and to welcome and accept community structures, with all this 
brings by way of co-operation with authority. It is fidelity in 
listening to the poor of the community, in accepting a simple and 
unheroic life. It is fidelity in directing personal projects towards 
the good of the community and its poorest members and in 
renouncing purely personal prestige.

This fidelity is based on the belief that it is Jesus who has called 
us to this covenant with the poor, our brothers and sisters. If he 
has chosen and called us, he will help us in the small things of 
everyday life. If we accept everyday responsibility, with a humble 
and trusting heart, he will accompany us and give us strength.

It is sad to see people forced to leave their community to find their
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nourishment elsewhere. O f course we all have to get away from 
time to time to rest and refind perspective. But it is essential for 
all o f us to find the nourishment we need in daily life itself. If 
structures and meetings seem too heavy, and create tension and a 
sense o f oppression, there is something wrong with either the 
community or the individual. Working structures and meetings 
should be nourishing. Sometimes organisation and structures are 
set against gratuite, just as professional competence is set against 
compassion, as if  these values were incompatible. In community 
we have to live structures in gratuiti and in love, and use profes
sional techniques with compassion.

If we are in community only to ‘do things’, its daily life will not 
nourish us; we will be constantly thinking ahead, because we can 
always find something urgent to be done. If we live in a poor 
neighbourhood or with people in distress, we are constantly chal
lenged. Daily life is only nourishing when we have discovered the 
wisdom of the present moment and the presence o f God in small 
things. It is only nourishing when we have given up fighting reality 
and accept it, discovering the message and gift of the moment. If 
we see housework or cooking simply as chores which have to be 
got through, we will get tired and irritable; we will not be able to 
see the beauty around us. But if  we discover that we live with 
God and our brothers and sisters through what has to be done in 
the present moment, we become peaceful. We stop looking to the 
future; we take time to live. We are no longer in a hurry because 
we have discovered that there is gift and grace in the present of 
the book-keeping, the meetings, the chores and the welcome.

Every day we ask our Father to give us our daily bread. We are 
asking then for nourishment for our hearts, so that we will be 
alerted to the will of the Father and the needs o f our brothers and 
sisters.

Jesus said that his nourishment was to do his Father’s will. And 
it’s true that this communion with our Father is the essential 
nourishment for living our daily life.
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Times of wonder and of awe

Many people in community tend to see the times they are alone 
as times o f revitalisation, as opposed to the times o f ‘dedication’ 
or ‘generosity.’ they spend with the community. This means that 
they have not discovered the nourishment o f community.

This comes in the moments when together we discover that we 
make up a single body, that we belong to each other and that God 
has called us to be together as a source o f life for each other and 
for the world. These times o f wonder and awe become celebration. 
They are like a deep, peaceful and sometimes joyful realisation o f 
our unity and call, of that which is essential in our lives and o f the 
way that God is leading us. They are a gift, a message of God in 
the community which awakens the heart, stimulates the intelli
gence and gives back hope. We rejoice and give thanks that we 
are together; we become more conscious of God’s love and call 
for the community.

These times of wonder and awe can come when we are together, 
at the Eucharist, and in relaxation after meals. A community 
should be alert to welcome or encourage these times of grace. We 
have to seize the moment at each meeting to say the word which 
will create unity or make people relax and laugh, or bring us back 
to essentials.

These peak moments can come on all sorts o f occasions -  per
haps a deep warm silence after a brother or sister has shared his 
or her call, weakness, or need for prayer; perhaps during a cel
ebration when we are singing, playing and laughing together. So 
every community gathering must be carefully prepared, whether 
it is a liturgy, a meal, a weekend, a sharing or a Christmas or 
Easter celebration. Each o f these can be an occasion for wonder 
and awe, a moment o f the presence of God. When something 
unexpected happens during a celebration -  as it often does -  we 
become conscious of a moment o f grace for the community, a 
momentary presence of God, a deeper silence; our hearts are 
touched. We have to know how to make these moments last, 
savour them and let them deepen us and our unity, and renew 
our hearts.
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When Moses met God in the burning bush and heard his name 
called out, he hid his face; he was afraid to look at God and to be 
in his presence. He was struck with awe.

There are special times in community when we too are struck 
with awe. 1 have seen this particularly in dramatic circumstances 
-  a serious accident, an unexpected illness or the death o f one of 
the members o f the community. Everyone is brought back to 
essentials; squabblings and tensions disappear or appear so irrel
evant. God, in all the pain o f the accident, seems to be present, 
reminding us that he is above us and in us all; that eternity tran
scends time and that we are all on a journey to God.

An assistant was recently telling me about his struggles. He had 
felt called to celibacy, and this had been confirmed by a priest and 
by several years o f peace. Then suddenly he fell in love with a 
girl. He had let this experience deepen without looking too much 
at the question o f celibacy. When he spoke to the priest, and 
prayed, it seemed evident to him that he had already given his 
heart to Jesus in celibacy. He and the priest discussed this and 
decided that he should break the relationship. He was in great 
inner pain, but he knew that it was right. He came to tell me 
about what had happened. As I listened to him, I was deeply 
moved. I felt I was witnessing a special call and presence o f God.
I was in awe in front o f this man who was committing himself to 
follow Jesus.

We must be attentive to these moments of peace which renew 
us and create in us a desire to be close to Jesus and to the poor; 
which call us to greater fidelity. Not only are we called to welcome 
them, but also to reflect on them, for in themselves and in the 
circumstances they are given, they constitute a message. Jesus is 
telling us something through them. He is calling us to change; he 
is calling us to deeper commitment.

Laughter is an important food. It is healing and nourishing for all 
the members of a community to burst out laughing until the tears 
run down their faces. We are not laughing at each other; we are 
laughing with each other.
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Affirmation from outside

Those o f us who live all the time in community are in danger of 
forgetting the special gift which God has given us; sometimes we 
can be blinkered by daily life. It is very easy to forget that the 
outside world has its problems too; we tend to see only our own 
troubles. So we need outsiders to tell us what is unique in our 
community and remind us o f what is positive. Members o f a 
community often need to be encouraged and affirmed, to hear that 
what they are doing is important for humanity and the Church.

It is good that different types of Christian community meet to 
share their hope and their vision. It is good too that Christians 
meet to see how the Spirit is acting among them. It is encouraging 
and strengthening to discover the network of the Holy Spirit and 
the marvels o f God across the world. We realise then that we are 
not alone with our problems and that there is a universal hope.

It is important to know what the Spirit is doing in the Church, 
because he is always raising up, providentially, men and women 
to show us new ways. The most prophetic are sometimes the most 
hidden during their lifetime. Few people knew Ther£se of Lisieux 
or Charles de Foucauld before their deaths.

Today Roger Shutz and his brothers in Taize are truly prophetic. 
Their community is bringing forth much fruit. Truly the Taize 
community, and Brother Roger’s words and gestures, are a sign 
of God in our broken world. Their yearning for unity amongst 
Christian churches is a sign of the yearning o f God. It is important 
to listen to such signs and to integrate them into the vision o f our 
own community. The same is true of the vision of Mother Teresa; 
she also is a sign of the presence o f God in our world. She is 
reminding all our communities that we must be open to the poorest 
and the weakest o f our world, for they are a presence of Christ. 
Such prophets are showing us a way.

Vatican II announced so clearly that the Holy Spirit is working in
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all the churches, not just in the Roman Catholic Church. It seems 
to me that this teaching is not always put into practice. It remains 
a theory, a doctrine, a vision. Shouldn’t we all look at the conse
quences o f it? Roman Catholics are often enclosed within their 
own groups, their own club, their own community. They are not 
sufficiently alert to see the signs o f the Spirit present in other 
churches, other communities, or in people o f other religions. Yet 
the Spirit o f God is at work there. God is speaking to them; he is 
revealing himself there. We must be attentive to others, to notice 
in them the presence o f the Holy Spirit. If  we confine ourselves 
only to the workings of the Spirit in ‘our* group or in ‘our’ church, 
we will miss something; we will be lacking in a gift o f the Spirit. 
Communities have so much to offer to each other. They can offer 
each other their food, their nourishment.

But of course, in order to really appreciate the Spirit working 
in the hearts o f other communities and churches, we have to be 
well rooted in our own; we have to belong. Otherwise we risk 
living in some confusion, without roots.

The Word as bread

Announcing the Word can be a powerful means o f piercing 
armours and routines to let the living waters flow. It can be a 
nourishment which brings strength, energy and a new hope. But 
only words that touch the heart can do this. It is these words, not 
those which are abstract, based on research or reason, which reveal 
the faith, hope and love o f the speaker. It is they which are like a 
heat-giving flame or water which brings life to parched earth. The 
logic and content of what is said is less important than the faith 
and love with which it is conveyed. The tone o f voice shows 
whether the speaker wants to seem brilliant and knowledgeable, 
or whether he wants to nourish, to give freely and witness humbly 
to what has been given and freely received. The talks which nour
ish come from people who allow God to speak through their lips. 
These talks come from the deep, hidden and silent places where 
God lives, to nourish those same places in the listeners. The words
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must arise out of silence and peace and lead back to silence and 
peace. It makes the call come alive and brings the listeners back 
to what is essential in the community.

Some people have the gift o f speaking to the whole community, 
others to smaller groups. Those who feel incapable of speaking at 
all often believe that speaking demands great competence and a 
wealth of ideas. But people are touched by the simplest words -  
the ones that come with humility, truth, and love. There is nothing 
in intellectually complex sermons to nourish hearts; they come 
from the head and are sterile. Members of a community need 
people who witness to the Gospel and their own experience, and 
share their hope as well as their weakness and difficulties.

To listen to a living word flowing from the heart of someone is 
not the same thing as to read the same message from a book. As 
we listen to a person, it is a life and a spirit that are communicated. 
And God uses this living word to give life.

Those who announce the Word must remember this. They are 
called not to give good ideas to people but to communicate life 
and reveal communion.

Sometimes it is said that for people with a handicap words 
should be replaced by music, pictures and mime. It is true that 
many cannot understand abstract ideas. But many are sensitive to 
loving words flowing from the heart. I am touched as I watch 
their attentive faces as they listen to the words o f Father Thomas 
during the Eucharist.

Words can truly become a sacrament bringing the light and the 
presence o f Jesus. Didier, who has a quite serious mental handicap, 
told me ‘when Father Gilbert was talking, my heart was burning’.

The Word of God, of Jesus and o f the Gospel are a bread o f life 
of which we can never have enough. They touch our deepest 
being.
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A community -  and especially a Christian one -  will always be 
running against the tide of society, with its individualistic values 
o f wealth and comfort and resulting rejection o f the people who 
get in the way of these. A Christian community constantly calls 
its members to share, welcome, become poorer and go beyond 
their resources to a truer love.

So a true Christian community will always be a stumbling block, 
a question mark and a source o f unease for society. The people 
around it will very quickly feel challenged, and the community 
will either be rejected because it reveals the egoisms in people’s 
hearts, or be attractive because people sense in it a source of life 
and warmth. A Christian community will often be persecuted or 
rejected; people may belittle its ideal to make it less o f a threat.

The great dangers to a community are the cares o f the world 
and the attraction of wealth. It always needs warm and inspiring 
talks which remind it o f  these dangers, bring back hope and streng
then its desire to walk against the tide o f society.

Leaders o f communities must continually announce the vision 
and remind members o f the call o f God; priests and spiritual guides 
must announce the vision and remind members of the call of God. 
Each member is called to announce the vision and remind the 
others o f the call o f God. Day in and day out, we must remind 
each other with words o f enthusiasm and o f love. We forget so 
quickly and fall into the ways o f the world, seeking security, 
shunning the Beatitudes, refusing to forgive enemies.

In many monasteries the abbot or abbess gives a commentary 
every morning on the Rule, with applications for daily life. A 
monk was telling me recently that this daily commentary is essen
tial. ‘How could we remain united and loving without it?’ he 
asked. Leaders o f communities should take heed.

People need an intellectual understanding o f the significance of 
their community. Individual and communal spirituality are not 
enough. They need a clear reminder o f the meaning and place of 
the community in today’s world and in the history o f salvation. 
It is important too to be reminded of the precise goals o f the 
community, its call and its origins. In too many communities, the



n o u r is h m e n t : g iv e  u s  o u r  d a il y  b r e a d 177

essentials are obscured in a thousand and one activities. Their 
members no longer know why they are together or to what they 
should be witnessing. They discuss the details but forget what 
brought them together.

Communities today must be reminded that they are a path to 
peace. So many in our world today are suffering from isolation, 
war and oppression. So much money is spent on the construction 
o f armaments. Many, many young people are in despair because 
of the danger o f nuclear war. Today as never before, we need 
communities o f welcome; communities that are a sign of peace in 
a world of war. There is no point in praying for peace in the 
Middle East, for example, if we are not peace-makers in our own 
community; if we are not forgiving those in our community who 
have hurt us or with whom we find it difficult to live. Young 
people, as well as those who are older, are sensitive to this vision 
o f peace. It must continually be announced so that hearts and 
minds are nourished.

Rest and relaxation: ‘the Sabbath day*

I often hear talk of people committed to social action or in com
munities who are ‘burned-out’. These people have been too gen
erous; they have thrown themselves into activity which has finally 
destroyed them emotionally. They have not known how to relax 
and to be refreshed. Those in responsibility must teach such people 
the discipline o f physical rest and relaxation, and the need for 
spiritual nourishment and for fixing clear priorities. They must 
also set an example.

Many people get burned out because, perhaps unconsciously, 
some part of them is rejecting the need to relax and find a harmoni
ous rhythm of life for themselves. In their over-activity they are 
fleeing from something, sometimes because o f deep unconscious 
guilt feelings. Maybe they do not really want to put down roots 
in the community and stay for the long haul. They may be too
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attached to their function, perhaps even identified with it. They 
want to control everything, and perhaps also want to appear to be 
perfect, or at least a perfect hero! They have not yet learned how 
to live; they are not yet free inside themselves; they have not yet 
discovered the wisdom of the present moment, which can fre
quently mean saying ‘no* to people.

These people need a spiritual guide to help them look at them
selves and discover why they have not the freedom to stop, and 
what is the cause o f their compulsive need to do things. They need 
someone who can help them stand back and relax enough to clarify 
their own motives and become people living with other people, 
children among other children. God has given each o f us an intelli
gence. It may not be very great, but it is great enough for us to 
reflect on what we need in order to live what we are called to live 
-  community.

These over-active people, it seems, can be fleeing from their 
own cry for friendship and love, from their own sensitivity and 
maybe from their inner anguish and agitation. They may be afraid 
of their emotions, of their own sexuality. They need to reflect on 
their own deep needs and to refind the child in themselves which 
is crying because it feels alone. Our bodies need to relax, but so 
do our hearts, in secure and unthreatening relationships.

Many people are tense because they have not yet entered into 
the collective conscience o f their community; they have not yet 
surrendered to its gift and call. They have not really made the 
passage from ‘the community for m yself to ‘myself for the com
munity*, perhaps because their fragility makes them want to prove 
something to themselves and to others, or because, fundamentally, 
they have come to the community as a refuge. They will only 
relax when they have discovered their own gift and put it decisively 
at the community’s service, when they truly desire to die to indi
vidualism and to belong to the community.

I once spent an evening with some Franciscans who share an 
apartment in the black quarter o f Chicago. I very much liked their
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prior, who demanded a real discipline of the novices. They had to 
sleep for a certain nupiber o f hours a night and eat well. ‘If we do 
not care for our bodies, and if we do not find a rhythm of life we 
can sustain in the years to come,’ he said, ‘it is not worth us being 
here. Our job is to stay. It is too easy to come and live among the 
poor for the experience, to exploit them for our own spiritual ends 
and then to leave. What we have to do is stay. *

Rest is one o f the most important personal resources, and it has a 
whole discipline o f its own. Sometimes, when we are over-tired, 
we tend to flit about, doing nothing and spending long hours 
talking into the night when we would do better to get more sleep. 
We all have to find our individual rhythm of relaxation and rest. 
A lot of aggression and conflicts have somatic causes. Some assist
ants in our communities would do well occasionally to take a long 
hot bath, go to bed and sleep for twelve or fourteen hours!

Before they come into community, many people live the sort 
of life which allows them to set their own pace o f leisure and 
relaxation. When they arrive in community, they have to be con
stantly attentive to others. So it isn’t surprising that after a time 
they become tired and even depressed. They will begin to wonder 
whether they are in the right place; they will become aware of 
anger in themselves, and often the least frustration becomes intoler
able. This isn’t surprising, either; they have not found their rhythm 
of relaxation in their new life; they are too strung up by their wish 
to do the right thing. They have not found the right nourishment 
for their hearts. When we come into community we have to take 
heed of these somatic changes. We have to be very patient with 
our bodies and learn how to re-create ourselves and how to rest.

It seems strange to say that we have to be disciplined in rest, 
relaxation and nourishment. So often discipline is equated to work 
and relaxation to ‘no discipline’. If we eat things that make us sick 
or unable to function well, we are lacking discipline. If we do not 
choose the nourishment we need or do not get sufficient sleep, we 
are lacking in discipline.

It is never easy to find the harmony between rest, relaxation and
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nourishment on one hand, and generosity and availability on the 
other. Only the Holy Spirit can teach us to love ourselves suf
ficiently to be able to give our fives as totally as possible. If we 
are not well, in good shape, joyful and nourished, we will not 
give fife to others; instead, we shall communicate sadness and 
emptiness.

When we are young we need to do lots o f things -  even for Jesus 
and the Kingdom. There is so much fife and energy in us. And, 
o f course, there is the risk of over-doing and o f becoming too 
responsible, o f wanting to be the saviours o f the world! This has 
always been a danger for me. In 1976, my body reacted and I fell 
sick and was in hospital for two months. This sickness was a 
turning point in my fife. It brought me back to the earth of my 
body; it taught me to slow down, to listen rather than to speak 
or do; to relax in communion rather than to accomplish.

The more intense and difficult community fife becomes, and the 
more tension and struggles it produces, then the more we need 
times o f relaxation. When we feel strung up, tense and incapable 
of praying or listening, then we should take some rest -  or even 
get away for a few days.

Some people don’t know what to do with free time. They spend 
hours just sitting about and talking. It is sad if people have no 
interest outside the community, if they have given up reading, if 
they don’t enjoy simple pleasures like walking and listening to 
music. We have to help each other keep alive the personal interests 
which help us relax and re-create us.

It is always good to have a ’grandmother’ in the community who 
can remind its members that they have a body and emotions, that 
they often turn molehills into mountains and that they could do 
worse than to take a good rest!

It is easy to be generous for a few months or even years. But to
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be continually present to others, and not only present but nourish
ing, to keep going in a fidelity which is reborn each morning, 
demands a discipline o f body and spirit. We need a disciplined 
spiritual and intellectual nourishment.

The Jewish people honour the Sabbath; it is a day o f rest and it is 
the day of the Lord.

We all need a sabbath day, a day in the week when we allow 
ourselves to be refreshed and reborn; a day when we spend more 
time in prayer or a day when we seek more solitude. The more 
people live constantly with others in community life, the more 
they need this day o f solitude. ‘Come to me all you who labour 
and are heavily burdened, and I will give you rest,’ says Jesus.

Food for thought

It is important to feed the intelligence. It is important to understand 
nature and the wonders of the universe, and so reach a deeper 
understanding of the history o f mankind and o f salvation. Each of 
our minds is made differently; there are a thousand and one doors 
into the meaning o f things and their mystery.

One o f the dangers o f our time is that information is reaching 
saturation point and we only register superficial knowledge. It is 
good to focus our intelligence on a tiny fragment of this huge 
body of knowledge which reflects the hugeness o f the universe, of 
things visible and invisible. If we look more deeply at a particular 
aspect -  whether this is the growth cycle o f the potato or the 
meaning of a single word o f the Bible -  we can touch the mystery 
through it. When we turn our intelligence on to a single subject, 
we enter the world o f wonder and contemplation. Our whole 
being is renewed when we touch the light o f God hidden at the 
heart o f things.

We don’t read enough in our communities. Sometimes we hit 
on a book on psychology, and that is fine. But it could be more 
nourishing to read about nature and the mystery o f death and
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resurrection which is enacted constantly all round us. We shouldn't 
read only what is useful; we should also try to understand for its 
own sake, because it is the gratuite o f  the light which is stimulating.

Many people today are living in a world of intellectual confusion. 
In some ways they have lost trust in the intelligence and in its 
capacity to know truth. They are suffering from the confusion of 
values in society propagated by the mass media, but also by a 
whole world of psychology. They live off their emotions and 
subjectivity and spontaneous reactions. Many such people gravitate 
around or enter into communities where emotional life is more 
recognised. But intellectual knowledge and wisdom are essential 
components to human growth and earthing in community life. O f 
course this intellectual discipline will be different according to the 
needs o f each person, but all must reap the benefits of it. There is 
much danger in people living off dreams and illusions, fearful o f 
reality or unable to reach it. That is where an intellectual discipline 
is important. This could be in the realm of theology or of Scripture 
or o f the history o f the Church and o f salvation, or it could be in 
the area o f philosophy or anthropology. People in community 
need to be helped to reflect and to be grounded more deeply in 
the certitudes o f faith and human thought.

Growth as nourishment

One of the best resources is the feeling that we are growing and 
making progress. We can get discouraged if  we think we are at a 
standstill. So often we need a shepherd or friend who will remind 
us that the growth is in fact happening. But we also have to be 
patient when we feel we aren't growing. We have to trust and 
remember that it was Jesus who brought us into the community. 
In winter, it seems that the trees aren't growing; they are waiting 
for the sun; they have to be pruned. So we need reminding too of 
the value o f waiting and sacrifice.
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I am personally helped a lot by seeing, in people with disabilities, 
the light come into their eyes and a smile to their lips as they 
gradually come out o f anguish and spiritual death -  by seeing life 
rising in them. The rebirth o f a human being makes all the weight 
of daily life in community seem worthwhile.

When we meet people who are dying of sorrow in a huge, insti
tutional ward, or who are aggressive and closed up, we find the 
courage to continue and to create new communities which will 
welcome people with handicaps. These visits give us the nourish
ment we need to go on living with our brothers and sisters at 
1’Arche. When we understand the purpose and usefulness o f a 
community, we find strength.

Dawn was explaining the other day that she found problems stimu
lating. ‘When everything is too easy, I close in on myself and my 
own concerns. When a handicapped person is calling out or there 
are problems in the community to which I must respond, I feel a 
strength growing in me. I need this stimulus.’

The friend

A real friend, to whom we can say exactly what we feel, knowing 
that we will be listened to, encouraged and confirmed in love and 
tenderness, is an essential resource. When friendship encourages 
fidelity, it is the most beautiful thing of all. Aristotle calls it the 
flower o f virtue, it has the gratuite o f the flower. On the dark days, 
we need the refuge o f friendship. When we feel flat or fed up, a 
letter from a friend can bring back peace and confidence. The Holy 
Spirit uses small things to comfort and strengthen us.

Bernard of Clairvaux wrote the following to a friend in 1127 
(Letter 90):
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While I write this letter, you are present to me as I am sure I 
shall be present to you when you read it. We wear ourselves 
out scribbling to each other, but is the Spirit ever weary of 
loving? We find rest in those we love and we provide a resting 
place in ourselves for whose who love us.

Letters can be a real nourishment.

When some assistants at l'Arche are very tired, they need to talk 
and talk and talk. They need a friend who will listen to them and 
take in a whole mass o f words, sufferings and fears. They will 
only be at rest when they are freed o f all this and the friend has 
accepted it.

All o f us in community -  and especially, perhaps, the people 
with responsibility -  may carry a load of frustration which cannot 
always be expressed in a group without endangering the com
munity itself. The more sensitive we are, the more we are weighed 
down by these feelings o f frustration, anger, anxiety, incompet
ence, sadness, and apathy. We have a tremendous need to pour all 
this out to someone with whom we feel secure. We may need to 
say how much we detest someone who challenges us, without 
being accused of a ‘lack o f charity’. We may need this outlet for 
our emotions if we are to refind peace. But the person who 
becomes our ‘dustbin’ has to have the wisdom to collect all this 
without getting worked up about it, without trying to set every
thing right and without judging it; nor should they encourage bad 
feelings.

When we feel loved and appreciated for who we are, when we 
feel trusted and loved by people, we are nourished in the depths 
of our hearts. And to be nourished by the love o f others is a call 
to become a nourishment for those who suffer and are alone in 
distress. So we learn to become good ‘bread’ for others.

We should not be afraid o f loving people and telling them that 
we love them. That is the greatest nourishment o f all.
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Sharing

Sometimes in our communities we share about why we came to 
1’Arche, and how, and about what seems vital to us. And in 
listening to each other, in discovering the routes we have taken, 
the ways in which God has led us and made us grow, we feel 
nourished. Hope is reborn out of this sharing in community,

1 am struck by how sharing our weakness and difficulties is 
more nourishing to others than sharing our qualities and successes. 
There is a fundamental tendency to become discouraged in com
munity. We either believe that others are better than we are, or 
that they don't have to cope with the same problems. The dis
covery that we are all in the same boat and all have the same fears 
and weariness, can help us to continue. People are nourished by 
humility, because humility is truth; it is a sign o f a presence of 
God.

One o f the greatest sins of a community is perhaps a sort o f sadness 
and moroseness. It is easy to spend our time with a few friends, 
criticising others, saying that we are fed up and that nothing is 
like it was in the good old days. This state of spirit, which you 
can read on people’s faces, is a real cancer which can spread right 
through the body. Sadness, like love or joy, comes in waves which 
immediately spread. We are all responsible for the atmosphere of 
the community. We can nourish people with trust and love or we 
can poison them with sadness and all sorts of criticism.

The eyes o f the poor

Sometimes the greatest resource of all can be a small gesture of 
kindness from someone who is poor. It is often a gentle look from 
someone who is vulnerable which relaxes us, touches our heart 
and reminds us of what is essential. One day I went with some 
sisters of Mother Teresa to a slum in Bangalore where they were 
looking after people with leprosy. The sores stank and, humanly
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speaking, it was revolting. But the people there had light in their 
eyes. All I could do was hold the instruments the sisters were 
using, but I was glad to be there. The expressions and smiles of 
the people seemed to reach right into me and renew me. When I 
left, I felt an inexplicable joy, and it was they who had given it to 
me. 1 remember too an evening in a prison in Calgary, in Canada, 
where I spent three hours with the members o f 'Club 21’ -  the 
men who are serving more than 21 years for murder. They touched 
me and recharged my spirit. They changed something in me.

My heart is transformed by the smile o f trust given by some people 
who are terribly fragile and weak. They call forth new energies 
from me. They seem to break down barriers and bring me a new 
freedom.

It is the same with the smile of a child: even the hardest heart 
can’t resist. Contact with people who are weak and are crying out 
for communion, is one of the most important nourishments in our 
lives. When we let ourselves be really touched by the gift o f their 
presence, they leave something precious in our hearts.

If we remain at the level of ‘doing’ something for people, we 
can stay behind our barriers o f superiority. We have to welcome 
the gift of the poor with open hands. Jesus says: ‘What you do for 
the least significant o f my brothers [the ones you don’t notice and 
reject], you do for me.’ It’s true.

We ask God each night in the I’Arche prayer to help us see in 
the sufferings o f our wounded brothers and sisters the humble 
presence of the living Jesus.

The poor are always prophetic. As true prophets always point out, 
they reveal God’s design. That is why we should take time to 
listen to them. And that means staying near them, because they 
speak quietly and infrequently; they are afraid to speak out, they 
lack confidence in themselves because they have been broken and 
oppressed. But if we listen to them, they will bring us back to the 
things that are essential.
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Father Arrupe, formerly General o f the Jesuits, said in a talk to 
American religious:

Effective solidarity of the religious with those who are truly 
poor will be accompanied by solitude among the poor. . . . We 
will feel ourselves alone when we see that the labourer’s world 
does not understand our ideal, our motives and our methods. 
In the depths o f our soul we find ourselves in complete solitude. 
We need God and his power to be able to keep working in the 
solitude of our solidarity . . . and, in the last analysis, misunder
stood and alone.

This is why we see that many religious men and women who 
are inserted into the world of the labourer have found a new 
experience o f God. In the experience o f finding themselves alone 
and misunderstood, their soul is ripe for the fulness of God. In 
this simple experience, they feel themselves very small and yet 
open to value in a new way how God speaks to them through 
those with whom they stand in solidarity. They see that those 
people, the marginal ones, even though not often believers, 
have something divine to tell them through their suffering, their 
oppression, their abandonment.

Here one understands true poverty; one rediscovers awareness 
o f one’s own incapacity and ignorance; one opens one’s soul to 
receive very profound instruction in the lives of the poor, taught 
by God himself, by means o f those rough faces, these half
ruined lives. It is a new face of Christ discovered in ‘the little 
ones’.1

When I feel tired, I often go to La Forestiere. This is a house in 
my community which welcomes very handicapped people; none 
of the ten who live there can talk, several can’t walk, and in many 
ways they have only their hearts and the relationships they express 
through their face and bodies. The assistants who feed, bathe and 
care for them have to do this, not at their own rhythm, but at that 
o f the people with a handicap. Things have to go at a pace which 
can welcome their least expression; because they have no verbal

1 *A New Service to the World o f Today’, 20 December 1977.
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skills, they have no way of enforcing their views by raising their 
voice. So the assistants have to be the more attentive to the many 
non-verbal communications, and this adds greatly to their ability 
to welcome the whole person. They become increasingly people 
of welcome and compassion. The slower rhythm and even the 
presence o f the people with severe disabilities makes them slow 
down, switch off their efficiency motor, rest and recognise the 
presence o f God. The poorest people have an exraordinary power 
to heal the wounds in hearts. If we welcome them, they nourish 
us.

Communities, if  they close themselves off from the poor, close 
themselves off from God. That does not mean that every con
templative monastery should open its doors to the poor. No. But 
every contemplative monastery, every Christian, must be con
cerned by the poor and broken o f the world. Every one must be 
close to the poor who are close by and who are calling us to love - 
these might be the sick and the old in a monastery; they might be 
those who hunger and ask for food and shelter for a few days. It 
might be those who are close by and who are in pain, calling out 
for a word o f comfort. Every follower o f Jesus is called to compas
sion and to walk with the poor and the broken and to pray for 
them.

It is not possible to eat the broken Body of Christ in the Euchar
ist and to drink his blood shed for us through torture, and not 
open our hearts to the broken and the crucified people in our world 
today.

If at I’Arche we no longer live with the poor and the broken and 
celebrate life with them, we as a community will die; we will be 
cut off from the source of life, from the presence o f Jesus in them. 
They nourish us and heal our wounds daily. They call forth the 
light and love within us. But, o f course, if  we d it ourselves off 
from the broken body of Christ in the Eucharist and in prayer, 
we will not be able to see them as a source o f life and as a presence 
of Christ. We would also die spiritually.
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Personal prayer

When we live in community, and everyday life is busy and diffi
cult, it is absolutely essential for us to have moments alone to pray 
and meet God in silence and quietness. Otherwise, our activity 
motor will become overheated and whizz around like a chicken 
without a head.

The Little Sisters o f Jesus have a whole rhythm in their rule o f 
prayer and solitude: an hour a day, a half day a week, a week a 
year and a year each 10 years. Interdependence grows in com
munity, but we have to avoid an unhealthy dependence. We have 
to take time alone with Our Father, with Jesus. Prayer is an attitude 
o f trust in Our Father, seeking his will, seeking to be a presence 
o f love for brothers and sisters. Each o f us must know how to 
rest and unwind in silence and contemplation, heart to heart with 
God.

Do not be afraid that your momentary withdrawal will be 
detrimental to the community; and do not be afraid that an 
increase in your personal love for God will in any way diminish 
your love for your neighbour. On the contrary, it will enrich 
it.2

Sometimes when I am alone, a light is bom within me. It is like 
a wound of peace in which Jesus lives. And through this wound,
1 can approach others without barriers, without the fears and 
aggression I often feel, without everything that stands in the way 
of dialogue, without the waves o f egoism or need to prove some
thing. I can remain in the presence o f Jesus and the invisible 
presence o f my brothers and sisters. I discover more and more 
each day my need for these times o f solitude in which I can 
rediscover others with more truth, and accept, in the light of God, 
my own weakness, ignorance, egoism and fear. This solitude does 
not separate me from others; it helps me love them more tenderly, 
realistically and attentively. I begin to distinguish too between the 
false solitude which is a flight from others to be alone with egoism,

2 Carlo Carretto, In Search of the Beyond (Darton, Longman & Todd, London, 
1975.)
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sadness or a bruised sensitivity, and the true solitude which is 
communion with God and others.

We all have to find our own rhythm of prayer. For some of us, 
this will mean praying for hours at a time, for others, for fifteen 
minutes here and there. For all of us, it is being attentive to God’s 
presence and will throughout the day.

Some of us need the stimulus o f the Word o f God or saying the 
Our Father; others need to repeat the name of Jesus or Mary. 
Prayer is like a secret garden made up o f silence and rest and 
inwardness. But there are a thousand and one doors into this 
garden and we all have to find our own.

If we do not pray, if we do not evaluate our activities and find 
rest in the secret part o f our heart, it will be very hard to live in 
community. We will not be open to others, we will not be makers 
of peace. We will live only from the stimuli of the present moment, 
and we will lose sight of our priorities and of the essentials. We 
have to remember too that some purifications come only with the 
help of the Holy Spirit, Only God can shed light on some corners 
of our feelings and unconscious.

To pray is to surrender our whole being to God, letting him take 
over the rudder of our existence. To pray is to trust, saying to 
God: ‘Here I am. Behold the handmaid of the Lord; may it be 
done unto me according to Thy word. ’

‘We must learn to trust, refusing to set any value on what is 
felt, whether it be consolation or suffering.’3 To trust that God is 
calling us to grow in our community and calling our community 
to become a source o f refreshment in a parched world.

Prayer is a meeting which nourishes our hearts. It is presence and 
communion. The secret of our being is in this kiss o f God by
3 Ruth Burrows in Guidelines for Mystical Prayer (Sheet! and Ward, London, 1976). 

Her other books: Before the Living God, To Believe in Jesus and Ascent to Love 
are also important.
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which we know we are loved and forgiven. In our deepest selves, 
below the levels of action and understanding, there is a vulnerable 
heart, a child who loves but is afraid to love. Silent prayer nour
ishes this deep place. It is the most important nourishment o f all 
for people who live in community, because it is the most secret 
and personal.

Carlo Carretto4 speaks of finding the desert wherever we are, in 
our own room, in a church, even in the middle of a crowd. I 
sometimes find that desert in the streets between 1’Arche’s houses 
in Trosly; then I recollect myself and rediscover this tabernacle in 
which Jesus lives. But I also need longer times.

Often at l’Arche or elsewhere, when I am waiting for someone 
who is late, I get irritable. I hate wasting time. My inner motor 
goes on running, but isn’t getting anywhere. My energy is revving 
up but is not directed. I get worse on a journey! I still have a lot 
to learn about using these apparently wasted moments to relax and 
rest, to find the presence o f God, to live more totally in the 
presence of others, or simply to look around like a child and 
wonder. I need to discover patience and, even more, how to live 
in the moment given by God.

Two dangers lie in wait for members o f a community. Either they 
build a protective wall for themselves -  in the name of their 
union with God, their health or their private life -  or they throw 
themselves helter-skelter into meetings, spilling out all their 
emotions in the name of dialogue and sharing. The first group 
tend to live for themselves in a false solitude; the second tend to 
become dependent on others and lose their own identity. The 
balance between solitude and community is difficult to find.

At one time, we tended to ignore the gift o f community and of 
sharing; now we are in danger of forgetting the gift o f the inner

4 In Search of the Beyond.
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life and the needs o f the heart. To live fully in community, we 
must first know how to keep going and to love. The community 
is a spring-board, not a refuge. People who marry just because 
they need to are in danger o f having problems. The real reason 
for getting married is that you love each other and want to live 
and journey together through life, and to make each other happy. 
In the same way, we enter community in response to a call from 
God, to be what we should be, to five with others, and to build 
something with them. But this demands that we have our own 
roots. Otherwise, we will not have the inner consciousness that 
helps us distinguish the will o f God and the true needs o f the 
community from our own instincts, fears, and needs. We will 
speak not to give life, but to free ourselves or to prove something; 
we will act with and for others, not for their growth, but because 
we need to be doing something. To grow in human ways and 
inner freedom, we need both sharing and communal prayer, and 
solitude, reflection, inwardness, and personal prayer.

Henri Nouwen shows that some people find conflict between 
solitude and community. Hither solitude is equated with private 
life, which must be protected from the life of ‘generosity* which 
is community; or solitude is there to enable us to live community 
life more fully, a necessary resource if  we are to become more to 
others.

But it is not simply that solitude is ‘for me* and community ‘for 
others’, says Nouwen:

Solitude is essential to community life because in solitude we 
grow closer to each other. In solitude we discover each other in 
a way which physical presence makes difficult, if  not impossible. 
There we recognise a bond with each other that does not depend 
on words, gestures or actions and that is deeper and stronger 
than our own efforts can create.

Solitude and community belong together; each requires the 
other as do the centre and circumference o f a circle. Solitude 
without community leads us to loneliness and despair, but com
munity without solitude hurls us into a ‘void o f words and 
feelings’ (Bonhoeffer).5

5 Henri Nouwen, 'Solitude and Community’, in Worship, January 1978.
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Community life, with all its complexity, implies an inner attitude. 
Without this, it very quickly ossifies and we seek all sorts of 
compromises to avoid growth. This attitude is that o f a trusting 
child who knows that he is only a tiny part o f the universe and 
that he is called to live in gift and oblation where he is. All this 
implies a total confidence in God, seeking his will and good pleas
ure at each moment. When we no longer have the heart of a child 
who seeks to be an instrument of peace and unity among all people, 
we either become discouraged or want to prove ourselves. In either 
case, we destroy the community.

How can we nourish this child’s heart? That is the essential 
question for everyone who lives in community. Love can only 
feed on love. The only way to learn to love is to love. As soon as 
the cancer o f egoism takes hold, it spreads very quickly through 
everyday activities. When the love that is sacrifice begins to grow, 
words, gestures and flesh itself are permeated with gift and 
communion.

The heart is nourished if it remains faithful to the heart o f God. 
Prayer is no more than the child resting in his Father’s arms and 
saying ‘Yes’.

The heart finds its nourishment in fidelity to the poor, listening 
to them and allowing itself to be disturbed by their prophetic 
presence. It finds its nourishment in fidelity to the collective con
science and structures of the community, in its continual, loving 
and patient ‘yes’ to these.

Sometimes when I pray, resting close to Jesus and in him, another 
person, a brother or a sister, comes into my heart -  not as a 
distraction which separates me from Jesus, but as an icon that 
reveals his love to me more totally and calls me into the heart of 
the Trinity. It is there that we live a gentle ecstasy together.

In a mysterious way, our own suffering and pain can become a 
nourishment. Like our poverty and helplessness, they can become 
a sacrament, a place where God resides. When we are successful 
and feeling on top o f the world, we can so easily turn away from
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God; when we are in pain, we call out to him. And he responds: 
‘Here 1 am.* There is a presence o f God in suffering which can 
nourish the deepest part of our being.

Becoming bread

Some people, who cannot see what nourishment they could be 
bringing, do not realise that they can become bread for others. 
They have no confidence that their word, their smile, their being, 
or their prayer could nourish others and help them rediscover 
trust. Jesus calls us to give our lives for those we love. If we eat 
the bread transformed into the Body of Christ, it is so that we 
become bread for others.

Others find their own nourishment is to give from an empty 
basket! It is the miracle of the multiplication of the bread. ‘Lord, 
let me seek not so much to be consoled as to console.* I am always 
astonished to discover that I can give a nourishing talk when I feel 
empty, and that I can still transmit peace when I feel anguished. 
Only God can perform that sort of miracle.

Sometimes I meet people who are aggressive towards their com
munity. They blame it for their own mediocrity, claiming that it 
isn't nourishing enough and doesn’t give them what they need. 
They are like children who blame their parents for everything that 
goes wrong. They lack maturity, inner freedom, and above all 
truist in themselves, Jesus, and their brothers and sisters. They 
want a banquet with a nicely written menu, so they reject the 
crumbs they could have all the time. Their ‘ideal’, their idea o f the 
spiritual nourishment they feel they need, prevents them from 
seeing and eating the food God is giving them in their daily life. 
They cannot accept the bread that the poor people, their brothers 
and sisters, are offering them through their look, their friendship 
or their words.

At the start, community can be a nourishing mother. But with 
time, we must all discover our own nourishment in its thousand
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and one activities. We may find the strength from God to discover 
our own wound and solitude, our cry o f distress. Community can 
never comfort this distress; it is inherent in the human condition. 
But community can help us to accept it, and remind us that God 
responds to our cry and that we are not entirely alone. ‘And the 
Word became flesh and dwelt among us’ (John 1:14). 'Fear not, 
for I am with you’ (Isa. 43:5). To live in community is to learn to 
walk alone in the desert, at night and in tears, putting our confi
dence in God the Father.

When the original vision o f the community gets lost, when we are 
far from the focal point o f fidelity, we can stuff ourselves with a 
diet o f spiritual practices but get no nourishment from it at all. 
We have to become re-converted, become again like little children, 
and rediscover our original call and that o f the community. When 
we question this call, doubt spreads like a cancer which can under
mine us entirely. We have to know how to nourish our trust in 
the call.

Communal prayer and Eucharist

Communal prayer is an important nourishment. A community 
which prays together, which enters into silence and adoration, is 
bound together by the action o f the Holy Spirit. God listens in a 
special way to the cry which rises from a community. When we 
ask him, together, for a gift of grace, he listens and grants our 
request. Jesus says that the Father will give whatever is asked in 
his name; all the more reason for him to give when it is a com
munity that asks. It seems to me that we do not yet have enough 
recourse to this communal prayer at I’Arche. Perhaps we are not 
yet simple or child-like enough. In spontaneous community prayer 
we sometimes feel a bit lost. It is sad, to me, that we do not use 
the very beautiful texts of the Church, that we do not know the 
Scriptures better. It is true that a text can lose its savour if it is 
used every day. But spontaneity can lose its savour too. We have



to find a harmony between the texts that tradition gives us and 
the spontaneous prayer which springs from the heart.

Often a community stops crying to God when it has itself stopped 
hearing the cry o f the poor, when it has become self-satisfied and 
found a way of life which is not too insecure. It is when we are 
aware o f the distress and misery o f our people, and of their oppres
sion and suffering, when we see them starving and sense our own 
inability to do anything about it, that we will cry loudly to God: 
'Lord, you cannot turn a deaf ear to the cry o f your people; listen 
then to our prayer/ When the community makes a covenant with 
poor people, their cry becomes its own.

A community must be a sign o f the resurrection. But a divided 
community, in which everyone goes their own way, preoccupied 
with their own sanctification and personal plans, and without 
tenderness for the other, is a counter-witness. All the resentment, 
bitterness, sadness, rivalries, divisions, refusals to hold out a hand 
to 'the enemy’ and whispered criticisms, all the division and infi
delity to the gift o f the community, are profoundly wounding to 
its true growth in love. Divisions also show the bruises o f sin, the 
forces o f evil which are always in our hearts, ready to erupt. It 
is important that a community sometimes takes stock o f all its 
infidelities. Penitential ceremonies in the presence of a priest can 
be important, if they are well prepared: the community’s members 
become conscious o f both their call to unity and their sin, demand
ing forgiveness o f God and each other. It can be a moment of 
grace which brings hearts together.

The Eucharist links communal and personal nourishment, because 
it is itself both at the same time. The Eucharist is celebration, the 
epitome of the communal feast, because in it we relive the mystery 
of Jesus’ gift of his own life for us. We relive in a sacramental way 
his sacrifice on the cross, which opened up a new life for people, 
which liberated hearts from fear and for love and union with God,
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and for community. The Eucharist is the time o f thanksgiving 
for the whole community. That is why the priest says, after the 
consecration: ‘Grant that we, who are nourished by his body and 
blood, may be rilled with his Holy Spirit and become one body, 
one spirit in Christ.’6 There we touch the heart o f the mystery of 
community.

But the Eucharist is also an intimate moment when each o f us 
is transformed through a personal meeting with Jesus. ‘He who 
eats my flesh and drinks my blood abides in me, and I in him’ 
(John 6:56). At the moment of consecration, the priest repeats 
Jesus’ words: ‘Take this all o f you and eat it, this is my body 
which will be given up for you.’ It is the ‘given up for you’ which 
is striking. It is only when we have eaten this body that we can 
give ourselves to others. Only God could invent something like 
that. This sacrifice, which is also a wedding feast, calls us to offer 
our lives to the Father, to become bread for others, and to rejoice 
in the wedding feast o f love.

Being in 1’Arche, I am very sensitive to the reality of the body. 
Many of our people cannot speak, but all express love and fear 
through their bodies. The body is more fundamental than the 
word. The Body of Christ is more fundamental than his Word. 
Many handicapped people cannot understand the Word but they 
can eat his Body. And they seem to have a deep understanding of 
what communion means. They live off communion between 
people, so they are eminently prepared for communion with 
Christ.

Communities are becoming more and more aware of the central 
aspect o f the Eucharist in their lives. Jesus came into the world to 
give us a new bread o f life, a new nourishment, his word and his 
body; and the word is for the body; it is for communion. Jesus 
told his apostles to do the Eucharist in his memory. It is at his 
command that the priest celebrates the Eucharist which renders 
Jesus present in a sacramental way.

When the Eucharist is celebrated in a community, all the mem-

6 Third Canon o f the Mass.
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bers are gathered together in communion one with another, offer
ing themselves to the Father with and in and through his Son, 
Jesus, so that the whole community may be a place o f the presence 
o f the Kingdom on this earth and may be life-giving with the love 
of the Holy Spirit.

The Word is essential in bringing about co-operation. Symbols and 
touch are vital to bring about communion, which is the essence of 
community. The celebration o f the Body of Christ and the Euchar
ist are powerful symbols and signs to create communion.

The gospels, however, and the writings of the saints over the ages, 
show clearly the polarity within the Church between the Body of 
Christ and the poor. Jesus became poor and he announced that the 
poor are himself. The broken body of Christ in the Eucharist is 
only clearly understood when it is seen in relation to the broken 
bodies and hearts of the poor; and their broken bodies and hearts 
find the meaning in the broken Body of Christ. The two are so 
intimately linked that St John in his gospel does not mention the 
Eucharist at the Last Supper, but only the washing o f the feet. The 
washing o f the feet o f the poor is Eucharist.

Unfortunately, over the ages the priest, because he presided over 
the Eucharist, has come to preside over the church community. 
He became the authority, as if lay people had not received the Holy 
Spirit and were unable to think and assume responsibility in the 
Church. The Church became terribly clerical; priests carried all the 
power. Forgotten was the mystery o f the Church as a community, 
as a body where each person has a place.

With the priest assuming all the power somehow the poor have 
been forgotten. The Church remained centred upon the Eucharist 
and worship, but lost sight of its other pole: the broken body of 
the poor and the community o f believers called together to wel
come them. For this reason the Church has become rich; it has 
lost a lot o f its credibility; frequently it is no longer a visible sign 
o f the Kingdom of love.
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When the vulnerable body becomes central in community, there 
is a specific place for Mary, the Mother of Jesus. She was the first 
to welcome the body of Jesus, the Word made flesh. The apostles 
and disciples were sanctified by the word o f Jesus; Mary was 
sanctified by his Body, by his real presence. And she was there, 
at the foot of the cross, close to his broken and dying body, when 
the others had fled.

All Christians are perhaps called to make the passage from the 
light and beauty o f the Word to the poverty and littleness o f the 
body. Mary, before the Word became flesh in her, was filled with 
grace, filled with light. She loved the words o f the prophets which 
united her to the light of the Invisible God. When the Word 
became flesh in her; when Jesus was born; her heart was touched 
by a deeper, more hidden, more mystical presence and com
munion. God became visible in the poverty o f the body of a little 
child needing to be held, nourished and loved; a little child seeking 
and giving communion.

The day Joseph and Mary presented their child, Jesus, in the temple 
has become a precious feast day for communities o f Faith and 
Light. Simeon, the high priest, said to Mary that a sword would 
pierce her heart. Many parents o f children with a handicap have 
had their hearts broken and pierced with pain. But in some mysteri
ous way, their son or daughter is called to renew the Church and 
society. But they, with all their brokenness and weakness, will 
only be able to renew the Church if people within the Church 
listen to them and live in communion with them.

The bread o f pain

Many o f our 1’Arche communities are interdenominational, that is 
to say, where Roman Catholics, Anglicans and Protestants live 
together. In these times of division and o f anguish, such communi
ties are an immense grace. They come from a very particular call 
of God. Jesus thirsts for unity; before he died, he prayed: ‘May
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they be one, as the Father and I are one. * But while there is a real 
gift and grace in these communities, there is also much pain.

Four people were living in an apartment belonging to our 
London community. One o f them was Nick, who has a mental 
handicap. He himself has come from a family where the parents 
have separated. He found it intolerable on Sundays when everyone 
in the apartment went off to separate communion services. He 
could not bear the separation. On Sunday evenings, each one 
would take their turn in preparing the supper. One Sunday, it was 
Nick’s turn, and when he called the others to the table, they were 
surprised to find only bread and water. Nick then took the bread 
and said, ’This is my body. ’ He handed a piece to each one and 
then passed the glass of water. Then he said: ‘Now we have all 
been to communion together\  Yes, the pain o f separation is difficult 
to bear when we live together.

An interdenominational community does not want to become 
another church with its own services and sacraments. There are 
enough already! No, an interdenominational community is called 
to bring people together and, through them, their churches. Its 
role is to help people discover each other more deeply, their beliefs 
and their beauty, and to help people discover that the things that 
unite are far deeper than the things that divide.

This means that people in the community must be rooted each 
in their own parish and religious traditions. Today however -  and 
this is a real problem and I am not sure what the answer is -  there 
are more and more young people who wish to follow Jesus but 
who are not affiliated to any specific church; they have no spiritual 
roots. They too must be helped to deepen and to grow in a sense 
of belonging.

We did not plan to be ecumenical in l’Arche; it was given to us 
through our people. We discovered that we were ecumenical when 
we started welcoming people with a mental handicap from insti
tutions; they needed a place to live, a new family. We did not, of 
course, ask them what their religious affiliation was; we received
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them because we saw their need. So, once they were with us, we 
had to see how to help them grow also in their faith. That implied 
contacts with the local priests and ministers. Then, o f course, we 
realised that we could not all participate in the same Eucharist or 
communion service. And then the pain began!

Some people felt we should just go ahead and have intercom
munion. Then there would be no pain. It would be much easier. 
Were not handicapped people prophetic? And anyway, how would 
they be able to understand all the differences? How could they 
ever understand why they would be refused communion at one 
service and given it at another? Those arguments were very real. 
And yet, how can we belong to a church, a parish, if we refuse to 
abide by the ways, traditions, theology and rules o f the particular 
church? For the Roman Catholic and Orthodox Churches inter
communion, except in very special cases, is not allowed. Were we 
to refuse to obey these rules because people with a mental handicap 
are prophetic? No matter what decision we made, there would be 
pain. We chose to live the pain in the community and not to 
separate people from their church.

Does that mean that we can never have the Eucharist in the 
community or at community gatherings? For Roman Catholics, 
Anglicans and the Orthodox the Eucharist is at the centre o f a 
Christian community. It creates and nourishes community, 
because it is the real presence of Jesus. And l’Arche cannot live if 
its members are not rooted and grounded in a deep spiritual life, 
united to Jesus, nourished by him. L’Arche is not just a nice group 
home; it’s much more than that; it is a new way of living Christian 
community with the poor at the heart and centre.

Sometimes communities which have welcomed only people 
from one religious tradition feel guilty because they are not ecu
menical enough. No, that is not our way. Ecumenism is a gift. It 
is also a beautiful gift to welcome people coming from the same 
church and to be able fully to live the Eucharist together. Each 
one o f us is called to have an ecumenical heart, but not all com
munities are called to be interdenominational.

If Jesus called l’Arche into being, then he will guide it through 
and with the pain. I believe our communities are precious to his 
heart, for he yearns for unity, and every gesture for unity is
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inspired by his love. So, if he is calling us, he will give us the 
wisdom and the strength to follow the right road, in face of 
misunderstanding, difficulties, criticism and sometimes even per
secution. O f course, we will make mistakes, but we will learn 
from them.

If the Eucharist, which is at the heart o f community for many 
Christians, cannot be at the heart o f interdenominational communi
ties, then we must discover the bread of pain at the heart o f these 
communities. When the Eucharist is not there, or when it is there 
but we cannot eat from the same table, the division in the Church 
becomes terribly present in broken hearts. But in this bread of 
pain there is a nourishment and a hope. For many in our world 
today, the division in our churches is not a source of pain; it is 
simply a historical and theological fact. When this pain becomes 
anguish and agony -  as it did in the heart o f Christ -  then we can 
offer ourselves up in sacrifice, for unity. We crave for unity; we 
work for unity.

In the chapels of Mother Teresa’s Sisters there is always a cross 
on the wall and under one o f the arms of the cross are the last 
words of Jesus: ‘I thirst’. In those communities o f Y Arche which 
are interdenominational, I would like to see the words, ‘I thirst 
for unity’. Jesus is saying to each one o f the members: ‘Are you 
prepared to suffer for unity? Will you follow me along the road 
and carry the cross o f this pain?'

With all the suffering o f a divided Eucharist and o f divided 
churches, we can be nourished by this bread o f pain. We know 
the road is uncharted and painful, but we are walking with Jesus; 
we are walking towards unity.

However, all of us hate pain. We try to flee from it; we do 
everything to avoid it. So, time and time again in our communi
ties, the question o f intercommunion comes up, sometimes in 
quite an aggressive way, especially as new assistants arrive. It is 
not easy to keep walking on the right path, particularly as we do 
not always receive the necessary encouragement from the clergy 
in the different churches. Each priest or minister belongs to a 
particular church, where they have their own problems; they are
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not always concerned about an interdenominational community. 
To whom does such a community belong? Perhaps to all the 
churches involved, but only as long as they are yearning for unity 
as Christ does.

The danger for interdenominational communities is that the 
people in them begin to see religion and the churches as a source 
of division. It is so easy to slip away then from all spiritual values 
and religious activities, and to put all our energy into leisure activi
ties and community celebrations where we can be united. But such 
activities are not sufficient for building and sustaining community. 
L’Arche communities could easily become good group homes and 
forget they are communities, with all that that implies.

To live ecumenism, each person is called to live and deepen 
what is essential to their faith in Jesus: to be in communion with 
the Father and to grow in love for others. But they must live and 
deepen what is specific to their own church too. True ecumenism 
is not the suppression o f difference; on the contrary, it is learning 
to respect and love what is different. The members o f the com
munity must then be grounded in their own tradition and love it. 
It means also that they feel truly called by Jesus to eat the bread 
of pain in order to further that unity. In such communities each 
person must be truly nourished spiritually, in order to grow in 
wholeness and in holiness.

The bread o f unity anticipated

If interdenominational communities cannot be nourished by the 
Eucharist, there must be other moments when the presence of 
Jesus is signified to bring about communion. Communities, as I 
have said, are places o f communion before being places o f co
operation. This communion must be nourished. Members of inter
denominational communities are called to deepen their prayer life 
together. They are called to celebrate all that unites Christians of 
different traditions: in particular baptism; the Word o f God; the 
cross o f Jesus and carrying our cross; living in the Holy Spirit, 
prayer and the presence o f Jesus. Together, all the members are
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called to holiness and love. If they cannot celebrate the Eucharist 
together, they can celebrate the washing o f each other's feet; living 
it as a sacrament.

In 1* Arche, if  we cannot eat at the same eucharistic table, we can 
all eat together at the table o f the poor. 'When you give a banquet, ’ 
says Jesus, 'invite the poor, the crippled, the lame and the blind, 
not your friends or relations or rich neighbours' (Luke 14:13-15). 
If we cannot drink together from the same eucharistic chalice, we 
can all drink together from the chalice o f suffering (cf. Matt. 20) 
caused by division amongst Christians and by the rejection o f the 
poor and the weak. These are the specific gifts o f l’Arche.

We can discover also the intimate link between the broken body 
of Christ in the Eucharist and the broken and suffering bodies of 
our people. We can discover that the poor are a path to unity. As 
we are called to love them, and to be loved by them, we are in 
some mysterious way brought together in the heart o f Christ.

What I have said o f interdenominational communities can also be 
said, but in a different way, about inter-religious communities. 
Here the bread o f pain is perhaps even greater. We have to discover 
how to celebrate our common humanity. We must discover the 
cycles o f nature and the presence of God in all the beauty o f our 
universe. We must learn how to celebrate a common prayer to 
God, the Father o f us all.

In all this, we must discover that 1'Arche is called to be a pro
phetic place o f peace and reconciliation. That is our call and our 
gift. And our beloved God will give us the nourishment we need 
as he gave it to his people in the desert with the manna and the 
waters springing from the rock. If we cry out in our pain he will 
feed us.
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