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6

Authority as a Gift1

Authority

The role of authority can only be understood if it is seen as one 
of the many gifts or ministries which we need to build community. 
It is, of course, a very important gift, because the community’s 
well being and growth depend to a great extent on the way it is 
exercised. But too often authority is seen as the only gift; the role 
of everyone else in the community is seen simply as obedience to 
it. This, however, is an industrial or military model of authority. 
In a community authority needs to be exercised in a completely 
different way. The leaders do not have a monopoly of insights and 
gifts; their role, on the contrary, is to help all the community’s 
members to exercise their own gifts for the good of the whole. A 
community can only become a harmonious whole, with ‘one heart, 
one soul, one spirit', if all its members are exercising their own 
gifts fully. If the model o f their relationship to authority is worker 
to boss, or soldier to officer, then there is no understanding of 
what community means.

When I speak of ‘authority’ in the following pages, I do not 
mean only the leader o f a community, but all those who are giving 
direction, support and formation to others. At l’Arche that means 
those in charge of the workshops, the houses and the garden teams, 
as well as anyone in the administration, the kitchens and the service 
of welcome, who has charge over the work o f others. Each person 
has to learn how to exercise authority.
1 I was greatly helped in writing this section by the many valuable insights into 

authority of Robert K. Greenleaf, in his book Servant Leadership (Paulist Press, 
New York, 1977).
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A child's first models of authority are the mother and father. Both 
are necessary, not only for the conception of the child, but also 
for its growth. Together, in unity, they are responsible for the 
child and its development. Authority is linked to growth. The 
word itself comes from the Latin augere to grow. This is very far 
from the way many people see authority: the guardian of the law; 
the person who punishes and who stifles growth towards freedom 
and fulfilment.

The mother cherishes and envelops, holds and comforts the 
child. She is close to bodily needs and is presence. It is in her 
womb that the child begins to grow. It is her body that nourishes 
it.

But authority must also encourage the child to advance, to make 
efforts and to be equipped to leave the family. This is essentially 
the father's role2 (obviously in unity with and not in opposition 
to the mother). He encourages his son or daughter to go forward; 
he ‘authorises', that is to say, opens up new doors and new 
avenues. He affirms: ‘Go, you can do it. Take the risk, move on!’ 
And the father can encourage in that way because he himself has 
attained a certain fullness and wholeness in his humanity and inner 
freedom. He urges the child not to remain a prisoner, frightened 
and closed up in itself, but to walk forward towards maturity, 
wholeness and freedom, the freedom to give oneself and to love.

There is much confusion today about the role o f the father. The 
mother's role is somewhat clearer. Many children, particularly 
during their adolescence, suffer from a lack o f presence and atten
tion from their father. They are craving for a father and angry 
with him at the same time. They lack affirmation. They are not 
sure where their gifts lie. They lack confidence in themselves. 
They do not know what direction to take. In fact, even with a 
very affirming father, most children need to meet another father- 
figure, a spiritual father or teacher, or someone to whom the child 
is attracted and whom it sees as a model.

A man who serves as a father-figure must love the person in a

2 O f course, one cannot categorise and generalise too much concerning the 
mother’s role and the father’s role. Both are important. According to different 
temperaments, situations, cultures and so on, these two aspects o f comfort and 
confirmation or encouragement ate shared.
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unique and personal way. A relationship of trust is bom between 
them. The father-figure recognises the gifts o f the young person 
even if they are only in the seed stage, and so he is able to affirm, 
encourage, teach, give support and counsel and, if necessary, cor
rect in order to help the person to have trust in him or herself and 
to grow to greater maturity, wisdom and freedom. This form of 
authority is not necessarily attached to a function. It is something 
more fundamental.

To exercise authority is to feel truly responsible for others and 
their growth, knowing too that the ‘others’ are not their property, 
are not objects but people with hearts in whom resides the light 
of God, and who are called to grow to the freedom of truth and 
love. The greatest danger for someone in authority is to manipulate 
people and to control them for his or her own goals and need for 
power.

Many people seem to have a strange concept of authority. They 
are afraid of it and of taking it on. To them authority seems to lack 
tenderness and relationship. They see it only as bad and bullying. 
Perhaps they had an authoritarian father who was neither tender 
nor trusting. Perhaps too, this is one o f the ills of our times; the 
tendency everywhere seems to be to separate authority from love 
and to make it legalistic.

True authority is exercised in the context of justice for all, 
with special attention to the weakest people, who cannot defend 
themselves and are part of the oppressed minority. This is an 
authority ready to give its life, which does not accept any compro
mise with evil, deceit, and the forces o f oppression. A family or 
community authority, as well as having this sense o f justice and 
truth, needs personal relationships, sensitivity in its action and the 
ability to listen, trust, and forgive. None o f this, o f course, 
excludes moments o f firmness.

At the same time, and perhaps for the same reasons, many 
people confuse authority and the power o f efficiency, as if  the first 
role o f people with responsibility is to take decisions, command
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effectively and so exercise power. But their role is first o f all to 
be a person to whom others can turn to for help and advice, to 
provide security, to affirm, to support, to encourage and to guide.

In biblical language authority is a rock; it is solid and gives 
support. It is a source o f water, giving life, cleansing, forgiving, 
nourishing. It is the shepherd leading the flock to green pastures. It 
is a gardener watering seeds so that they may bear fruit.

In the tenth chapter of St John’s gospel, Jesus talks o f himself as 
the good shepherd. The qualities he gives to this good shepherd 
are truly those every shepherd o f a community needs. Shepherds 
lead the flock and give direction. They must also ‘know each one 
by name*. In the biblical vision the name signifies the gift and the 
call or the mission o f a person. Shepherds must have a personal 
relationship with each one, know their specific gifts in order to 
help them grow; know their wounds in order to give strength, 
comfort and compassion, especially in times of pain. Shepherds 
must be bonded to people with bonds o f love and be ready to give 
their lives for them, sacrificing thir own personal interests.

Leaders of communities need to organise the community so that 
each member is in the right place and things work smoothly. They 
need to animate it, so that it continues to be alive and the eyes of 
all are fixed on the essential goals. They need to love each person 
and be concerned about their growth. Members can sense very 
quickly if  those with responsibility in the community love and 
trust them and want to help them to grow, or if they are there 
just to prove their authority, impose the rules and their own vision, 
or else are seeking to please.

To lead is to judge situations and make wise decisions. And judge
ment is always in respect to certain criteria; these criteria are the 
goal or objectives o f the community. That is why the leader must 
continually keep the goal in view; even more, they must live it 
and love it. The Abbot o f a contemplative monastery must be a
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man of prayer, a contemplative himself. Leaders of l’Arche com
munities must enjoy the company of people with a handicap and 
find in them a source o f life. The leader is always a model, and 
teaches more by the way he or she lives than by what he or she 
says.

A  mission from God

The people who carry responsibility in a community have received 
a mission which has been bestowed on them either by the com
munity, which has elected them, or by a superior (or some other 
external authority) who has appointed them and to whom they 
are accountable. But the mission is always received from God. We 
cannot assume responsibility towards other people without his call 
and help, for, as St Paul says;

‘There is no authority except from God, and those that exist 
have been instituted by God’ (Rom. 13:1). Anyone who carries 
authority which comes from God must be accountable to God. 
That is the limitation and the scope of human authority.

Authority is there to help the freedom and growth o f individ
uals. It is a work o f love. Just as God watches over his children 
to see that they grow in love and truth, so the people responsible 
for a community must be at the service o f God and individuals, 
so that they too can grow in love and truth.

To carry authority is a huge responsibility. But it is also beauti
ful, because people set in authority have the assurance that God 
will send the insight, strength and gifts they need to accomplish 
the task. That is why those in authority have to do more than 
refer to those who appointed them, as the secretary o f an associ
ation would do. They must refer to God and discover the divine 
light in their own hearts. I am a great believer in the grace that is 
given to carry out a mission or to assume a function. God will 
always come to the aid o f people in authority if they are humble 
and try in truth to serve. To really understand that becomes very 
liberating for leaders, who then do not have to carry all the worries 
of the world. God is there; it is he whq has called them, to leader
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ship, and he will give them the strength and wisdom they need. 
They can remain peaceful and relaxed. They must just do their 
best and then leave everything in God’s hands, and go to bed with 
a smile.

Cardinal Danneels, the Archbishop of Bruxelles, sharing with all 
the leaders o f l’Arche communities, said:

When I get home after a long day, I go to the chapel and pray. 
I say to the Lord, ‘There it is for today; things are finished. 
N ow  let’s be serious, is this diocese mine or yours?’ The Lord 
says, ‘What do you think?’ I answer, ‘I think it’s yours. ’ ‘That 
is true,’ the Lord says, ‘it is mine.’ And so I say, ‘Listen, Lord’ 
it is your turn to take responsibility for and direct the diocese. 
I’m going now to sleep. ’

Then he added, ‘This principle is just as valid for parents as for 
a person responsible for a diocese’ . . .  or for a community!

The people who carry final authority in communities are always, 
in a sense, alone. Even if there is a community council, they will 
have to take some decisions by themselves. This loneliness is their 
cross, but it is also the guarantee o f presence, light and the strength 
o f God. That is why they, more than anyone else in the com
munity, must have time to be alone with God. It is in these 
moments o f solitude that inspiration is bom in them and they will 
sense what direction to take. They must have confidence in these 
intuitions, especially if  they are accompanied by a deep peace. But 
they must also confirm them, by sharing them with some people in 
whom they have real trust and then with the community council.

Faced with difficult decisions about the future, they must of 
course reason and reflect, using all the information available. But 
at the end o f the day, because o f the complexity o f the problems 
and the impossibility o f foreseeing every detail, they must, having 
assimilated everything, rely on the deep intuitions which come to 
them when they are alone. This is the only way that people with
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authority can acquire the freedom which will allow them to go 
forward and take decisions without fearing the consequences.

I discover more and more the marvellous way in which responsi
bility leads to spiritual growth. O f course it is a cross, and some 
people mope and groan under it. Others see responsibility as some
thing deserved which brings prestige and advantages. But if we 
are aware o f the gravity o f responsibility and what it means to 
carry people, and if we accept the cross with all its implications, 
this is a marvellous way to grow.

But if we are to carry our cross lightly, with patience and 
wisdom, we have to cling to the Spirit of God. More than anyone 
else, we need time with our God. Otherwise, we will lose peace; 
we will lose the light if  we do not have time to listen.

We always need to remember the words of Jesus to Peter: ‘Feed 
my flock.’ Yes, the community is essentially the flock of Jesus. 
We are but his instruments. So, if we have been called to assume 
leadership, Jesus will always be there to help us nourish the flock 
and to guide us and give us the necessary strength and wisdom.

Sometimes at PArche I feel a bit overwhelmed by problems. A 
member of the community may be in a state o f crisis. One o f the 
houses may be struggling. A group of assistants may be united 
against something which I feel to be essential. There may be 
divisions in the community, especially between the professionally- 
oriented, who want more competence, and the spiritually-oriented, 
who want a more religious life. Things like these can upset me.

But it doesn’t do for me to take myself too seriously or to 
dramatise things. I have to be aware of situations and not hide 
from them or pretend they do not exist. But I have to remember 
too that I don’t have to solve all problems single-handed. First o f 
all, there are several of us who share responsibility. But, most 
important, God has promised to help us. So, we shouldn’t get too 
worked up. We have to be aware o f what is going on and discern
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calmly what has to be done and act accordingly, taking small steps 
forward, even if  the horizon is blurred.

People with responsibility will be faced by many complex pro
blems. They must keep the heart o f a child, confident that Jesus 
will always come to their help in their weakness. They have to 
put their worries into God’s hands and then do whatever they can.

No one will be happy in the community if  the people in auth
ority are always preoccupied, anxious, serious and closed in on 
themselves. Responsibility is certainly a cross which has to be 
picked up each day. But we have to learn to carry it lightly. The 
secret is to stay young, open, and capable o f wonder. And the best 
way to do that is to stay open to the Holy Spirit who will keep 
us young.

Leaders should remember that God chose as leaders men who were 
very broken: Moses, who had murdered an Egyptian; Peter, who 
had denied Christ; Paul, who had participated in the killing of 
Stephen. Maybe because they were broken and not really trust
worthy from a human point o f view, they were more humble and 
thus better instruments o f God.

People in authority must take heed o f what others think. But they 
must not be imprisoned by these views. They have a responsibility 
before God and so have no right to compromise, deceive, or be 
instruments o f injustice.

Being a servant

There are different ways of exercising authority and command: 
the military model, the industrial model and the community 
model. The general’s goal is victory; the factory manager’s goal is 
profit. The goal o f the leader o f a community is the growth of 
individuals in love and truth.

Leaders o f a community have a double mission. They must keep
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their, eyes and those o f the community fixed on what is essential, 
on the fundamental aims o f the community. They must give direc
tion, so that the community doesn’t get lost in small wrangles, 
which are secondary and incidental. At l’Arche, those with 
responsibility have always to remind people that the community 
exists essentially to welcome people with handicaps and help them 
grow, in the spirit of the Beatitudes. The members o f a community 
of prayer have always to be reminded that the demands o f work 
are subordinate to those of prayer. The mission o f people in auth
ority is to keep the community in touch with essentials. That is 
why they must clearly and frequently announce the vision and see 
that others announce it. A community needs continually to be 
nourished in this respect.

But the leaders’ mission is also to create an atmosphere of mutual 
love, confidence, sharing, peace and joy among the community’s 
members. Through their relationship with individuals, through 
the trust shown in them, they will lead each member to trust the 
others. Human beings grow best in a relaxed environment built 
on mutual confidence. When there is rivalry, jealousy, and sus
picion, and where people are blocked against each other, there can 
be no community, no growth, and no life of witness.

The Brothers in the Taize community no longer call their leader 
‘the Prior’, but ‘the Servant o f Communion’. This touches me 
deeply. Yes, the leader's role is to facilitate communion; a com
munity is fundamentally more a place o f communion than a place 
of collaboration.

If the leader or prior is a servant o f communion, then he or she 
must be a person o f communion, seeking communion with the 
Father and communion with people. Then the leader will create 
space for communion in the community.

We must remember that all o f us, and not only the leader, are 
called to be servants o f communion.

Jesus is the model o f authority for Christians. On the night before 
he died, he washed the feet o f his disciples like a common slave. 
Peter was shocked out o f his wits by this gesture. And then Jesus 
told his disciples they should do likewise: ‘Blessed are you if you
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do what I have done. * This is such a different way of exercising 
authority and goes against our wish to be superior and above 
others. Jesus leads by going lower than others. We truly need the 
Spirit o f Jesus to teach us to be humble servants o f communion.

214 COMMUNITY AND GROWTH

Different people exercise authority in different ways, according to 
their own temperaments. Some people are leaders and have a 
creativity which gives them a vision o f the future: they lead from 
the front. Others are more shy and humble: they walk among the 
others and make excellent co-ordinators. The essential, for all 
people with authority, is that they are servants before they are 
bosses. People who assume responsibility to prove something, 
because they tend to be dominating and controlling, because they 
need to see themselves at the top or because they are looking for 
privileges and prestige, will always exercise their responsibility 
badly. They must first want to be servants.

Some communities choose their leaders for their administrative 
ability or ascendancy over others. But leaders should be chosen 
because they have shown that they put the interests o f the com
munity above their own. People who are humble and who want 
to serve the community and others, and who know how to seek 
advice from the right people, are worth more, even if they are shy 
and lack certain abilities, than people who know they are ‘capable’ 
but are caught up in themselves and lack humility. But, o f course, 
a leader has to have some areas o f competence and some natural 
abilities.

The people who carry responsibility best are those who receive it 
as a mission of God and lean on his strength and the gifts o f the 
Holy Spirit. They will feel poor and incapable, but they will always 
act humbly for the good of the community. They will have the 
community’s confidence, for it will sense that they trust not in 
themselves and their own vision, but in God. The community will 
sense that such leaders have no need to prove anything, that they 
are not seeking anything for themselves and that their vision isn’t
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clouded by their own problems. It will sense that they are willing 
to disappear when the moment comes.

People who assume responsibility should remember that, in the 
perspective o f the Gospel, it is the poorest people who are the 
most precious and close to God, not the leaders. It is they whom 
God has chosen to confound the strong and who are at the heart 
o f Christian community. The whole ministry of government must 
be concerned for them and their growth in love.

People with responsibility must always be concerned for the min
orities in a community and those who have no voice, listening to 
them, and interpreting for them. The leaders must defend individ
uals because the interests o f the individual must never be sacrificed 
to those o f the group. A community is always built around people; 
people should not be shaped to suit community.

The leader is the guardian o f unity. He or she must thirst for unity 
and work for it day and night. For this, the leader must not fear 
conflict, but rather accept it and strive to be an instrument o f 
reconciliation; the leader must be in contact with all the different 
elements in the community, and particularly with those who are 
in pain or who are angry with the community.

To be a servant leader is to be more concerned for people than for 
the institution. There is always an institutional aspect to a com
munity: things have to be done, work must go on, the accounts 
must be wisely administered, the cows must be milked, etc. It is 
a bad sign when leaders become more preoccupied by the insti
tutional aspect than by the growth o f people. Sometimes people 
for their growth and well-being should leave the community or 
work less, at least for a short while -  even if  that involves difficult
ies for the institution.

At l’Arche there is a whole institutional aspect around the needs
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and the growth o f people with a handicap. Leaders can become so 
preoccupied with that aspect that they forget the growth and well
being of assistants. They must seek wisdom and harmony here. 
Obviously leaders must be concerned by the institutional aspects, 
but they must never forget the needs and growth o f assistants.

The danger of pride

I see increasingly how difficult it is to exercise authority in a 
community. We are so inclined to want authority for the honour, 
prestige and admiration that comes with it. Inside each o f us is a 
little tyrant who wants power and the associated prestige, who 
wants to dominate, to be superior and to control. We are fright
ened o f criticism. We feel we are the only ones to see the truth -  
and that, sometimes, in the name of God. We interfere with the 
work o f others, taking charge of everything and jealously guarding 
our authority. The others are reduced to simply carrying out our 
ideas, as if  they were incapable of making judgements themselves. 
We only allow freedom when it doesn't challenge our own auth
ority and we can control it. We want our ideas to be put into 
action, and straight away. So the community becomes ‘our’ 
project.

All these tendencies can very easily filter into the exercise of 
authority, to one degree or another. And Christians can sometimes 
hide these tendencies behind a mask o f virtue, doing what they do 
for ‘good’ reasons. There is nothing more terrible than a tyrant 
using religion as his or her cover. I know my own tendencies 
towards this and 1 have to struggle against them constantly.

It is important that the limits of individual power in a com
munity are clearly understood and even written down. A father 
can so quickly go beyond his proper power over his children, 
wanting them to turn out according to his own ideas; he so quickly 
fails to take their freedom and their wishes into account.

It is not easy for people in authority to find the mean between 
too much command and too little. The dangers o f pride and the 
desire to dominate are so great for all leaders that they need limits
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set to their power, and systems of control which help them to be 
objective and remain truly at the service of the community.

There is often the danger of failing to take a decision because 
we are afraid o f making the wrong one, afraid of being unpopular, 
afraid of entering into conflict with others. And some people just 
have difficulty in making decisions. They like analysing a situation, 
seeing all the pros and cons, but they have trouble in deciding to 
make changes.

But not to take a decision is in fact to take one. People with 
responsibility certainly need patience; they should not act in the 
flush of anger. They have to know how to listen, find out the facts 
and take their time. But, after prayer and discussion, they also have 
to be able to take decisions and not let themselves be controlled by 
circumstances or past events.

Some people in authority, because they want to be close to every
one, tend to say ‘yes1 to everyone. They frequently lack a sense 
of the community as a whole and do not like working through 
the structures. This can lead to chaos!

Rivalry for power between members of the community and jeal
ousy of the others’ radiance is a terrible force for destruction. A 
united community is like a rock; a community which is divided 
against itself rapidly destroys itself.

Even the apostles around Jesus, sometimes hehind his back, 
argued about who was the greatest among them (Mark 9:34; 
10:35-41). St Luke says they were talking about this during the 
Last Supper. Is that why Jesus got up from the table and washed 
their feet?

Rivalry between members o f a community often becomes more 
apparent when there is a vote for a position o f responsibility. There 
can also be rivalry over who is the most spiritual and intellectual. 
Such struggles for power and influence are deeply rooted in our 
human hearts. We are afraid for our very existence if we do not 
win the vote, or a certain position. We are so quick to equate 
function with person, and popularity with quality of being.
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N o authority is free from over-hasty judgements which hurt 
people and get them caught up in a vicious circle o f anger and 
sadness. Unity grows from the soil o f humility, which is the 
safeguard against schisms and division. The spirit o f evil is power
less against humility. And it is the spirit o f evil which creates 
deceit, illusion, a partisan spirit producing internal feuds, struggles, 
unhealthy criticism, and provoking pride.

Sharing responsibility

People with responsibility must always share their work, even if 
others do it less well than they do or in a different way. It is 
always easier to do things ourselves than to teach others to do 
them. People with responsibility who fall into the trap o f wanting 
to do everything themselves are in danger o f becoming isolated, 
and overstressed, and o f losing the vision.

Even very limited and fragile people, if they can work with a 
leader who has vision, compassion and firmness, can do marvel
lous things. They participate in the leader’s vision and they benefit 
from his gifts. The wealth o f a community lies in the fact that all 
its members can share the qualities and gifts of the others.

It is sometimes difficult for those who carry responsibility at a 
lower level to fit harmoniously into the whole. They are answer- 
able to those immediately above them -  as indeed is everyone who 
carries responsibility, up to the director who is accountable to the 
Board of Directors. But it is not always easy for people in the 
middle range o f responsibility to see when they can take initiatives 
on their own, and when they need to refer to their immediate 
superior, get his opinion and recognise his authority. Some people 
refuse to consult with their immediate superior, feeling more free 
to do what they want without this control; they act as if  they were 
in sole charge. Others take the completely opposite line: they are 
so afraid o f accepting authority and unsure o f themselves that they 
refer the last detail upwards, becoming servile and taking no real
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responsibility themselves. We have to find the middle way between 
these two extremes, assuming our responsibility fully before God 
and referring truthfully to him and to the next person up the 
line. This demands an open heart, which is not trying to prove 
anything.

The superior authority can err in the same way: either letting 
the intermediate authority do everything without any dialogue 
or accountability; or, on the other hand, telling the intermediate 
authority everything that has to be done and how. True authority 
enters into dialogue, gives general directions and ideas, and then 
leaves others to fulfil their responsibility and get on with the job. 
But, of course, there must be dialogue also after the job has been 
done -  whether it has been well done or not -  in order to confirm 
and support or maybe correct.

Leaders must take great care of those who have been given 
responsibility in the community and who for one reason or another 
(health, tiredness, lack of certain qualities, etc.) cannot exercise it 
well. Sometimes they must be relieved of their responsibility; in 
other cases, the leader must be more demanding and encourage 
them to do better. Much wisdom is needed here.

Obviously there must be dialogue, unity and love between those 
carrying responsibility. If there are barriers between them and they 
are criticising each other, there is danger for the community. If 
there is no communion and sharing between leaders, how can they 
become servants o f communion? They risk becoming agents of 
division and thus of death.

In the community of 1’Arche in Ouagadougou in Burkina Faso, 
West Africa, we welcomed Karim from a local orphanage, where 
he had been put after the death of his mother. Soon afterwards he 
fell sick with meningitis and was isolated from the other children. 
The consequences o f his sickness were serious: he could neither 
walk nor talk. Unfortunately he was kept for many years in iso
lation. When we welcomed him at the age o f seven, he was in 
terrible anguish and would hit his head frequendy.
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After a number o f years in the community, he became peaceful, 
able to walk and to do some work; he belonged to a new family 
and felt safe. However, whenever there were tensions between 
assistants and they were unable to communicate with each other 
or to share, Karim felt this and anguish would rise up in him; he 
would begin again to hit his head. There was no point in seeking 
a psychologist to help Karim to stop hitting himself. The need 
was for a reconciler to bring the assistants together again in love.

O f course to be in communion one with another does not mean 
there are no differences o f opinion. One can still appreciate and 
love others and be determined to struggle for the same goals, 
without always having the same ideas.

At the start o f communities, founders base their actions on their 
own vision. Gradually the people who join them become one body 
with all the life and inevitable tensions that that must bring. Then 
founders can no longer behave as if  they were the only ones to 
have the vision. They must listen to the community and respect 
its life and vision. The role o f founders is to understand the life of 
the community and allow it to flourish under their guidance.

Perhaps the hardest thing founders have to do is to accept that the 
vision of others may reflect the community and its fundamental 
goals more clearly and truly than does their own.

One of the most important things for people in authority is to be 
clear about their priorities. If they lose themselves in a thousand 
details, they are in danger of losing the vision. They have to keep 
their eyes fixed firmly on essentials. The best authority is the one 
which does very little itself but reminds others of these essentials in 
their activities and their life, calls them to assume responsibilities, 
supports them, confirms them, and directs them.

Good leaders are aware o f both their strengths and weaknesses.
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They are not afraid to admit to the latter. They know how to find 
support and are humble enough to ask for it. There is no perfect 
leader who has all the gifts necessary for good leadership.

Community structures

At l’Arche we have a community council o f seventeen people, 
elected by assistants who have been with us for more than two 
years. This council meets for a morning each week to share about 
fundamental questions and options for the community and take 
major decisions. I have learned a lot from these meetings. 1 have 
learned about the difficulties o f sharing and searching together not 
for our own will, but for the will of the community and o f God. 
We so quickly become possessive and emotionally involved. I have 
been helped to discover how I myself have to grow, to become 
more open to the Spirit and more objective. It seems to me now 
that all community leaders should have a council like this, where 
they can discern together, where authority is shared, supported, 
and directed, and where they can grow to be better able to carry 
responsibility together.

But it is not easy for a group to discuss peacefully and come to 
the right decision. They must learn the ways o f discernment. I 
speak about this in the chapter on meetings (ch. 9).

Many leaders are fearful o f and too dependent on their community 
council. They do not seem to be able to give true leadership. I am 
not sure that a community council can be prophetic, and frequently 
leadership needs to be prophetic. A council made up of elders is 
important; it permits the leaders to see all sides of a question. But 
a council will tend to be conservative: ‘We have always done 
things this way.* Elders can block the growth and evolution o f a 
community. They are often happy with the status quo and fearful 
of change. A leader needs to know how to use the council wisely, 
how to help it and how to be helped by it to come to the right 
decisions.
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But how can a leader find the balance and inner freedom between 
a certain form of dictatorship -  telling the council what to do -  
and just letting the council decide without giving it leadership?

As I write this, Gorbachev is having difficulty developing his 
policies of reform in the Soviet Union. The old guard is fearful of 
losing their privileges and want to block perestroika. Gorbachev 
needs support from somewhere, so he is seeking it among the 
people. Each leader must find his or her charisma to find ways of 
influencing the elders and advancing in truth and in justice.

It is important for each community to have a constitution defining 
its structure and mode o f government: who makes what decisions 
and so on. When structures are unclear, and nobody knows who 
decides what or who is responsible for what, then people will be 
hurt. Leaders then tend to make decisions secretly, with those they 
choose, often out o f fear o f conflict or out o f a need always to 
have their own way. Bad leaders tend to surround themselves with 
‘yes’ people. Such lack o f clarity in decision-making will gradually 
create serious tensions, until eventually an explosion occurs. Then 
either structures will be defined and a constitution accepted by all, 
or else some will leave the community in anger, and the leader 
will continue to lead badly.

Charismatic leaders tend to be frightened o f structures, and 
hesitate in creating them. And yet, structures are essential if a 
community and its members are to grow.

Structures call for mandates and accountability; they define how 
leaders are voted or nominated and for how long. They set out 
how major decisions are to be made and by whom. They define 
the limits o f power and areas of responsibility. They define also 
the relationship between the leader and the community council. 
Such structures can sometimes appear heavy, but they are necess
ary for a healthy community life. If each and every person is called 
to be responsible for the community, then all must know how 
decisions are made, even if  not all can participate in the process of 
decision-making.

But, o f course, structures must evolve and be redefined as a 
community grows and matures. I find it unhealthy when a consti
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tution is set from the start and no provisions are made for modifi
cations when they become necessary. People must remain faithful 
to their community’s structures. It is a big mistake when leaders 
take decisions which should be referred to the council. That process 
of decision-making takes longer, and it is sometimes hard for 
leaders to restrain their own ‘inspirations’. But this is the way a 
community comes to mature decisions together.

When leaders of communities are not reappointed as leaders -  
when their mandate has come to an end -  they may suffer very 
deeply, particularly if they were founding leaders or were expect
ing to be reappointed. They may go through a form of depression 
or grief which is hard to bear. And this grief may also make life 
unbearable for others in the community. Sometimes they even 
have to leave the community, especially if  the new leader is young 
and inexperienced and is afraid o f their presence. Such people need 
a lot o f compassion and help from wise people who accompany 
them; it can be a time when the cross becomes a reality. They 
must wait prayerfully for the time o f resurrection, when they will 
again find a place where they can give life.

In l’Arche we give considerable responsibility to the Board of 
Directors of each o f our communities. Like many associations in 
civil life, there must be legal statutes or a charter according to the 
laws o f each country. The Board of Directors with its chairperson, 
is legally responsible for property, finances and other matters. It 
is also legally responsible for what goes on in the community, 
particularly in respect to people with a handicap who have been 
entrusted to the community by local authorities.

Our experience has shown that these men and women on the 
Board are not only competent in legal and financial matters, but 
that they also play an important role in helping the community to 
work through crises, to keep its feet well on the ground, to define 
and develop structures and, in a general way, to help the com-' 
munity to be clear about its established goals.

This means, of course, that Board members must really under
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stand the vocation and the reality o f 1’Arche, that they must dis
cover how people with a handicap can nourish them too and bring 
them closer to God, and also realise that these people have a specific 
role in the church and in society. That means that Board members 
must come together not just for business matters but also to enjoy 
each others’ company, to share together on a deeper level, and 
particularly to enjoy being with the community members.

In some communities o f 1’Arche serious conflicts have erupted 
between the Board and the leader. This is natural, o f course, when 
one acts without referring to the other, or makes decisions about 
matters in which they were not solely competent. In such cases 
there must be some external authority (see chapter 4) to whom 
both parties can refer. This external authority becomes a reconciler 
who helps to restore dialogue so that a real partnership is bom, 
but where responsibilities are also clearly defined.

Learning to listen and to exercise authority

People who are given responsibility must be allowed to carry it 
out. Over-protection is ultimately a refusal to share responsibility. 
People have a right to make their own mistakes, and fall on their 
faces. Doing everything for them may protect them from set
backs, but it also prevents them from succeeding -  however irrel
evant the concepts o f ‘success’ and ‘failure’ are in community.

However, people should not be left to carry responsibility alone. 
They need someone who will counsel, support, and encourage 
them. They should not be left to muddle through situations and 
tensions which are too difficult for them to handle. They need 
someone to whom they can talk freely, who understands and 
confirms them in their responsibility. This person should be a 
discreet presence who does not judge, who has experience in 
human affairs and who instils confidence. Without such support, 
leaders will be in danger o f closing in on themselves or o f cracking 
up, and this is particularly true for leaders o f communities. All 
leaders in communities, like others in the Church and in society,
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need help, formation, support, accountability and evaluation in 
order to exercise their responsibility with greater wisdom and love.

Jesus promised the Paraclete to his disciples, and we all have to 
be paracletes (counsellors who give support and love) for each 
other, responsive to their call. The cross o f responsibility is some
times heavy and we need a friend who understands, an older 
brother or sister, to make our task less onerous.

In order to be able to assume the responsibility for other people's 
growth, leaders must themselves have grown to true maturity and 
inner freedom. They must not be locked up in a prison o f illusion 
or selfishness, and they must have allowed others to guide them.

We can only command if we know how to obey. We can only be 
a leader if we know how to be a servant. We can only be a mother- 
or father-figure if we are conscious o f ourself as a daughter or a 
son. Jesus is the Lamb before he is the Shepherd. His authority 
comes from the Father; he is the beloved son o f the Father.

I am discovering more and more how hard it is to carry authority. 
I very quickly come up against a hard and defensive aspect of 
myself. I sometimes find it difficult to link listening to people and 
compassion with firmness, objectivity, and the hope that they will 
grow. I am too often either timid and indecisive, letting people 
go their own way, frightened o f speaking out clearly to them, 
or else rigid and legalistic. Each day I have to gain wisdom in 
responsibility, as well as strength and patience. My brothers and 
sisters on the council of l’Arche have helped me a lot. But I have 
a long way to go yet!

One of the essential qualities of people with responsibility is an 
ability to listen to everyone and not just to their friends and 
admirers. They have to know how people are feeling about the 
community and how they are growing. They have to create bonds
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with them which are true and, if possible, warm. People who 
carry responsibility badly hide behind prestige, power, the rule- 
book and their own commands; they listen only to their friends. 
They talk a lot but don’t stop to listen to how others are receiving 
what they say. Above all, they do not try to understand other 
people’s deep needs, aspirations, difficulties and sufferings or the 
way God has called them. People with authority who do not know 
how to listen to those who disagree with them, or to grasp the 
grain of truth hidden among the weeds of discontent, are living 
in insecurity. They would do well to allow the members of the 
community to discuss with the ‘external authority’ their view of 
how authority should be exercised (see chapter 4).

One reason that people with responsibility fail to listen is that 
they are unable to see the community as it really is. They become 
lazy optimists: ‘Everything will sort itself out,’ becomes their 
slogan. Basically, they are frightened o f acting, or feel incompetent 
in the face of reality. It is hard to be constantly conscious o f reality, 
because it can be disturbing. But it sharpens our awareness too. 
An aware authority is one which seeks to understand, prays, and 
cries out to God. Its thirst for truth will grow and God will answer 
its cry. But at the same time, it has to be very patient, a true friend 
to time.

Bad leaders are concerned only with rules and regulations. They 
do not try to understand how these affect people. It is easy to use 
the law to cover an inability to understand and listen. We tend to 
impose rules when we are frightened of people.

Founders of communities can be burdensome if communities 
always keep referring to them long after their death on matters 
other than the spirit o f the community. New leaders need in some 
ways to be like founders. They have to adapt the community to 
new situations; they have to feel free to steer it -with vision, accord
ing to the ways of the Spirit. But in order to do this, and to call 
the community to new growth, leaders need a lot o f inner strength, 
particularly as elders o f the community are frequently fearful of



changed Leaders who refer only to the past stifle life and tend to 
be legalistic.

It is important for people in authority to listen to the young people 
who enter the community. Their call, inspiration and wishes can 
reveal a lot. The people in authority have to know how to listen 
to them with interest and marvel at God's work in them. Their 
call can show what the community should be and its failings as 
well. In his rule, St Benedict says that each time there is something 
important to discuss, the Abbot should call the whole community 
together to get the advice o f his brothers. And ‘God often inspires 
the youngest to make the best suggestions'.3
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D on’t hide!

People with responsibility are in danger of throwing up barriers 
between themselves and those for whom they are responsible. 
They give the impression of always being busy. They impress 
others with the size of their car or their office. They give the 
impression that they are superior, or at least the most important 
person around. These leaders are afraid and create fear in others. 
They keep their distance because they are insecure. Truly respon
sible people are open to others. They don’t always use a car, even 
for short distances, because walking gives others the chance to 
meet them and talk to them like friends. They do not hide in their 
offices, and so stay vulnerable to criticism. People in authority 
should always stay close to those for whom they are responsible, 
and encourage true and simple meetings. If they stay aloof, they 
cannot know their people or their people's needs.

It is important for people in authority to reveal themselves as 
they are and to share their difficulties and weaknesses. If they try 
to hide these, one day people will see their faults and become 
angry. After having put their leaders on a pedestal, they may

3 Rule of St Benedict, vol 15 (Regency Publishers, USA, 1968).
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throw them into the pit. Leaders have to be seen as fallible and 
human, but at the same time as trusting and trying to grow. If 
leaders are to be true servants o f communion, they must them
selves be in communion with other people as a person, not as a 
leader. They must set the example o f sharing.

A community is a body. The way a leader exercises authority is 
not from ‘on top’. The diagram for community is not a pyramid 
but a circle. A community leader leads with others, and amongst 
others. The pyramid is the diagram for an army or for industry.

We do not think so much of Brother Roger as being at the head 
of the community, as being at the centre o f it. We are inspired 
by his vision and he is very good at expressing what the com
munity is trying to live. He is a man who listens and he has an 
extremely practical side to him, but if he has gifts that others 
have not, the reverse is also true. Brother Roger is searching 
with his brothers. Together they are seeking to mature in the 
common life and in their ‘adventure with God’, and so no 
brother is looked upon as more advanced than any other.4

It is good if  people with a responsibility do a bit o f manual work, 
whether this is washing up or cooking the occasional meal. This 
keeps their feet on the ground and ensures that they get their hands 
dirty. It creates new relationships; those who work with them see 
them as people and not just as functionaries.

Some people in authority will always need to have someone close 
to them who knows how to knock them off their pedestal, tease 
them, and sometimes give them a kick in the pants. They so often 
meet either adulation or aggression. They can very quickly shut 
themselves up in their role because they are afraid or believe them
selves to be a little god; then they will lose touch with reality. 
They need people who refuse to take them too seriously, who see

4 This is a quote from one o f the brothers o f Taizl in Kathryn Spink, A  Universal 
Heart (SPCK, London, 1986), p. 55.
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them as they really are and bring them back to earth. O f course, 
they must have confidence in these people and know that they are 
loved by them.

Personalised authority

Some communities refuse to have anyone in charge o f them at all. 
They want to be governed democratically, through consensus with 
no co-ordinator or leader. It would be silly to say that this is 
impossible. But, from my experience of l'Arche, it seems to me 
that the members o f a community need someone to whom they 
can refer and with whom they can have a personal relationship. 
People can reject all personal authority because they feel that it is 
always subjective and to do with personal prestige: for them, only 
consensus allows for objectivity.

It is true that consensus or collegiate government does allow for 
greater objectivity (though as we have already said, the elders of 
a community can get closed in on themselves). It is also true that 
none o f us is more intelligent than all o f us together. A group will 
tend to make juster rules than an individual. But, on the other 
hand, a group will always have difficulty in allowing for exceptions 
to its rules and will lack a prophetic vision to move wisely into 
the future, adapting the community to changing needs. In a com
munity which has to do with the growth o f people, it is good for 
there to be an authority which speaks to individuals and establishes 
trusting relationships with them. Communities which refuse the 
idea o f a leader are often made up o f people who are oriented 
towards effective and absorbing work, or else to causes and other 
forms o f action. An older community, which knows the weak
nesses of its members and which welcomes vulnerable people of 
all sorts, realises its need for an authority which is personal, loving, 
trusting and confirming.

The quality o f life o f a community can decline very quickly; 
weakness, fragility, egoism and apathy are quick to appear. The 
role o f the ‘father’ or ‘elder brother’ is to nourish, encourage, 
support, forgive and sometimes to direct and restore order, so that
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the quality o f life remains high. We enter community not because 
we are perfect, objective and intelligent, but because we want to 
grow towards a truer wisdom and love. And if this human growth 
is to be possible there must be someone who listens very per
sonally, affirms, supports, brings security and helps people regain 
confidence in themselves, so that they can walk with greater cour
age and trust. Community questions have also, o f course, to be 
settled through communal discernment, and people with responsi
bility help with this. But there are always those whose human, 
spiritual or psychological weaknesses makes them exceptional. 
They need to find another, compassionate human heart, to which 
they can open in confidence. We don’t open our heart to a group; 
we open it to an individual.
Aristotle speaks o f epiki as one o f the virtues o f the leader. It is 
this which enables him to interpret the law. The people who make 
that law cannot foresee every case. The leader, faced with the 
exceptional case, has a sense of justice and o f the needs o f individ
uals which enables him to act as the lawgivers themselves would 
have acted in the circumstances.

A group tends to act according to the precepts o f justice and the 
law. It is impossible in a community to take each decision on its 
individual merits -  that would lead to all sorts of comparisons, 
jealousies, claims, and counter-claims. There must be a rule. But 
at the same time, there must be the possibility o f allowing for 
exceptions to that rule. A personalised authority will always put 
the good of the individual before that of the group and before the 
law; such an authority will show compassion and goodness 
towards the weak and be able to deal with the exceptional cases.

All this, of course, presupposes a loving authority which is at 
the service o f individuals!

There is a crisis o f authority these days, partly perhaps because 
some psychoanalytic doctrines tend to undermine the role o f the 
father and o f all authority. But we cannot accept a law unless 
we first have confidence in the person in whom it is embodied. 
Delinquents rebel against the law because they have not made the 
transition from reliance on the tenderness of their mother to trust
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in their father; that is why they find authority unbearable. We can 
only accept a law if  it is embodied in a person who is able to 
forgive, take account o f exceptions to the rule and, above all, to 
understand and have mercy.

Father L£on, founder of a community in Brussels, La Poudriere, 
has said that when no one carries responsibility in a community, 
its aggression is directed against its weaker members. Something 
is always going badly in a community and it is important that the 
people with responsibility recognise that one of their roles is to 
receive and channel the aggression, arising from this.

Attitudes to authority

Some people in community say that they cannot obey authority 
unless they have trust -  and they mean complete trust -  in those 
in whom authority is vested. There is something infantile in that; 
it is like the attitude o f children who obey their parents until the 
day they discover that their parents have human failings.

Authority in a community is not all-powerful. There are always 
limits to it. The responsibility o f the leader should be well defined 
in the community’s constitution, and that constitution must also 
guarantee the right o f all members to express their concerns about 
the way authority is exercised. If it does not do this, the door is 
open to division and dissent.

When people say that they can only obey an authority in which 
they have total confidence, they are looking for an ideal father. 
Their demand excludes any authority elected for a limited period; 
it excludes any real sharing o f responsibility. We have to learn 
how to obey people who have been appointed or elected to 
responsibility according to the constitution, even if  we do not feel 
any great friendship or affection for them. If we can feel this, so 
much the better; but it is unrealistic to expect it. If the condition 
o f obedience is emotional trust, the way is open to anarchy and 
the possible death o f the community.
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It is not necessary to have total trust in the individuals with 
authority. But we should trust the people who have elected them 
and the constitution, the community’s structures, dialogue, and 
God, who is watching over the community. He knows how to 
use even those who appear incompetent; he knows how to give 
them the grace to achieve their tasks without too many mistakes. 
We have to believe that the people with responsibility will find 
the grace necessary for the task.

In one community I visited, a person holding an important role 
told me; *1 have no trust in the director.' I was surprised and rather 
shocked. I said to the person: ‘My goodness, do you think he 
might leave with all the money in the bank?’ She answered rather 
sheepishly, 'N o .’ Then I said: ‘Do you think he might sexually 
abuse a person with a handicap?’ The person replied even more 
sheepishly ‘N o.’ ‘Tell me then in what precise ways you do not 
trust him.’ People say too quickly: 'I do not trust someone.’ It is 
not fair to continue saying that; trust is always relative.

If there is no obedience the community will fall apart, because 
obedience is trust. But this obedience is not something external 
and servile. It is an internalised support of legitimate authority, of 
the structures o f decision-making and of the communal conscience 
o f the community; it is a search for a communal vision; it is a 
belief in the principles on which the community’s life and action 
are based.

If this communal conscience is rejected, there will be division. 
We create division when we believe that we are the only ones to 
see the truth, when we set ourselves as saviours against authority, 
when we reject the legal structures and when we want to prove 
we are right.

O f course people in authority can make mistakes. They may 
refuse to make decisions and to act at times when there is real 
danger for people and for the community and a decision is necess
ary. They may seek to defend their privileges or their way of 
doing things and no longer behave like servants o f the common
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good. Individual members should then confront leaders but in a 
friendly dialogue. Those with responsibility are often criticised 
behind their backs; people are sometimes frightened to speak to 
them directly, in truth and in love.

It can be very difficult when leaders o f communities lack vision 
and wisdom, or when, because o f their limitations, prejudices or 
insecurity, they make serious mistakes and hurt people and the 
community. Mistakes in governing or shepherding can have ter
rible consequences, and particularly they may sap energies, destroy 
the spirit of a community and bring about a sort o f inner depression 
in the group.

In face of recognised incompetence and serious limitations on 
the part of leaders, the danger for community members -  or at 
least for the most perspicacious of them -  is to become frustrated, 
angry and to create pockets of criticism and resistance; or else just 
to submit passively, watching the community slide down a path 
of disintegration.

O f course, some members can assume unjustly that leaders are 
incompetent, prejudiced, or are making the wrong decisions. Lead
ers are not necessarily bad leaders simply because they are not 
doing what these members think they should do. But when there 
is objective evidence o f incompetence, lack of openness and vision, 
and this has been confirmed by a few wise and experienced mem
bers, then there can be a great deal o f pain and anguish. What is 
to be done?

The first and most fundamental need is for patience and prayer. 
Members will be called to carry and offer the pain of such a 
situation, in silence and love, without harsh judgement and with
out creating divisions. They will also be called to be wise and 
vigilant in order to help the leaders come to right decisions, either 
through personal contacts with the leaders or through the appro
priate structures. Members learn thus to wait and to put their trust 
in God. O f course, when necessary, an external authority and 
those who accompany the community should be advised of the 
situation; they will be called upon to influence such leaders and to 
rectify situations, but they cannot always turn a person who does 
not have the qualities o f leadership, into a loving, good and wise 
leader. Once everything has been done to help the leader, there is
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always the possiblity that the Board o f Directors, or another 
exterior authority, can ask him or her to resign. But this is excep
tional. It is better to help the leader to finish the mandate, possibly 
with special help.

I have found so many communities living in such pain, not because 
the leaders were bad, but because there was nobody capable of 
wise leadership. Because of this, young people leave, others are 
hurt, and the spirit of love is wounded or, at least, not enhanced.

It is so painful to see a community disintegrating and yet, even 
then, this disintegration can become a source o f life, if  it is accepted 
and held in prayer and offered to the Father in sacrifice. And God 
in his time can bring about the rebirth o f the community, by 
calling new people to it.

We must always remember; a community is not an end in itself; 
it is each individual person that is important. And people can grow 
in holiness and in communion with God in the midst o f a broken, 
dying community, and through persecutions o f all kinds.

We all look for perfect leaders who are compassionate and wise; 
we can all be disappointed when we see their failings and limi
tations. We risk then closing up against them. One o f the greatest 
pains o f a child is when it discovers that its parents are not perfect; 
that they have many failings, and even hardness, in them; and yet, 
it is called to obey its parents. It is then that the child risks closing 
up to authority, and this causes something to break deep inside 
the child, so that it says ‘yes’ outwardly, but remains angry and 
in revolt inwardly.

Members o f communities who see the failings o f their leaders 
may close up as Well. They may relive certain pains and anger of 
their childhood. Yet they are called to learn how to remain in 
communion with their leaders, even if  the latter do have failings. 
They are called to give their leaders support, to pray for them 
and to help them to grow. Leaders have their inner wounds and 
limitations like everyone else; we are called to love them as bro
thers and sisters. Members who have difficulty with authority and
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with the limitations of their leaders need good accompaniment in 
order to avoid falling into the trap of closing up.

We beseech you, brethren, to respect those who labour among 
you and are over you in the Lord and admonish you, and to 
esteem them very highly in love because o f their work. Be at 
peace among yourselves. And we exhort you, brethren, admon
ish the idle, encourage the faint-hearted, help the weak, be 
patient with them all. See that none of you repays evil for evil, 
but always seek to do,good to one another and to all. Rejoice 
always, pray constantly, give thanks in all circumstances; for 
this is the will of God in Jesus Christ for you. Do not quench 
the Spirit, do not despise prophesying, but test everything; hold 
fast what is good, abstain from every form of evil. (1 Thess. 
5:12-22)

People in authority often become the focus for all sorts o f personal 
and community discontents. Someone has to be the target for 
blame! We often expect too much of them; we seek an ideal father 
who knows everything, has all the gifts of a leader and can resolve 
all problems. We want ideal leaders who bring us security; then 
we feel insecure when we realise that they do not have all the gifts 
we are looking for. And so we reject those who fail to live up to 
our ideal.

We are often too dependent on the people with responsibility. 
We look constantly for their approval. We become servile. And 
then, discontented with our own servility, we criticise them behind 
their back. The leader often attracts either servility or aggression.

The relationship that people have with authority is often linked to 
the relationship they had as children with their parents. When this 
was difficult, when the parents lacked respect for their children’s 
freedom and imposed their own wishes, the children may be left 
with a lasting anger and suspicion o f all authority. Their relation
ships with it will be coloured by these emotions and psychological 
blocks. As soon as the leader intervenes, they will rebel against 
him and reject his command. They want him to approve o f every
thing they do. As soon as he seems to question them, they clam
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up. They often have problems in seeing the person behind the 
position, who is not all-powerful and all-knowing, but equally 
does have his or her own gift to offer and has to grow in order 
to use that gift better each day. They often cannot admit that 
authority too has its failings. The relationship is a complicated 
one, and it is hard to talk together in simplicity and truth, because 
everything is coloured by childish fears and attitudes.

The leader is very often put on a pedestal and idealised. But that 
can simply mean that he is an easier target for criticism. People 
are careful not to aim for the heart, though; it is enough to wound 
him in the leg. His death, after all, would be a catastrophe, because 
then someone else would have to take on the job and that is not 
what his critics want.

The hardest step o f all human growth may well be that from the 
child’s dependence on and aggression towards its parents, to a 
friendship and dialogue with them, which recognises their grace 
and gifts. We become adult when we have acquired an inner 
freedom and a real capacity for judgement, and when we have 
fully accepted the gift o f others and allow ourselves to be touched 
by the light that is in them. That is the passage from dependence 
to interdependence, and the people in authority should play their 
part in helping all to achieve it. But the passage to a new inner 
freedom cannot be made without pain and anguish.

To know how to talk with and obey authority is an important 
quality in community life and is a sign o f maturity.

The sign offorgiveness

Forgiveness is at the heart o f Christian community and the leaders 
must be the sign and model o f this forgiveness. They must know 
how to forgive seventy times seven all the aggression and apathy 
that are focused on them, and this is not always easy. Each day,
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they have to relearn how to meet people as people and let people 
meet them in the same way, knowing that the road by which 
anyone finds a true relationship with authority is a long one. 
Through forgiveness, the leaders accept their own fears and 
defences, which had led them to be aggressive towards, or dee 
from, others. To forgive is to be open, understanding and patient 
with those who are aggressive.

Stephen Vemey sums it up well: faced with aggression or 
servility,

The leader can react in a number o f ways. He can focus the 
attention o f the group upon its purpose, and thus relieve the 
pressure on himself. He can make warm personal relationships 
with each individual member o f the group, while retaining his 
command over the group as a whole. Both these tactics may 
be beneficial and promote the health o f the group. But if  he 
aspires to enable the group to live the life o f the new age, then 
alongside and in conjunction with these two styles o f leadership 
he must adopt a third, which is to be one step ahead o f the 
group in this very process o f forgiveness which is its essence. 
That is tq say, he must become more aware o f the good and 
evil that interlock both in himself and in the group, and he must 
pass through the experience of death and resurrection by which 
they may be unlocked and transformed. This he will have to 
do not once, but continuously. As Jesus puts it, hyperbolically 
but realistically, he must ‘take up his cross daily’.5

Such forgiveness is particularly necessary when one or more mem
bers are always in opposition to and contest the leader’s authority 
and competence. This can be terribly painful for a leader who feels 
threatened by them. The leader must learn not to avoid these 
people but to try to remain in dialogue with them and always to 
accept and forgive them. The leader should try also to see where 
his or her attitude might have hurt them, in order to change and 
be more open. For that, he or she needs a special grace from God.

In the same way, the leader must be very patient with the 
slowness and mediocrity of his community. By the grace of his

5 Stephen Vemey, Into the New Age (Fontana/Collins, London, 1976).
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position, he may have a more comprehensive vision; he may 
understand its needs better and more rapidly than his brothers and 
sisters; he may have a better sense o f its evolution and o f God's 
purpose for it, and of the urgency o f being more true and faithful. 
But others can be expected to go more slowly. The leader should 
not hustle them or impose his own vision; still less should he make 
them feel guilty. Through his tenderness, gentleness, patience, 
acceptance and, above all, humility, he should engender a spirit of 
confidence. Then the others, in their turn and in their own time, 
will evolve, not according to his vision, but according to the vision 
of God for the community, and will be able to listen, forgive and 
respect each other’s rhythm. I very much like Jacob’s response to 
Esau when Esau invites him to journey with him:

My lord knows that the children are frail, and that the flocks 
and herds giving suck are a care to me; and if they are overdriven 
for one day, all the flocks will die. Let my lord pass on before 
his servant, and 1 will lead on slowly, according to the pace of 
the cattle which are before me and according to the pace o f the 
children. (Gen. 33:13-14)

Letting the community evolve

One of the roles o f the person with responsibility in a community 
is to understand and hold together the group as a whole. This, of 
course is not done by the leader alone, but with others who carry 
responsibilities. ‘By “holding” the group in this way’, says Stephen 
Vemey,

he provides a secure container (room to move, time to face 
things, space to change), within which it is safe to test out 
new ways o f dealing with the world, corresponding to the safe 
containment and control provided by the mother to the foetus 
and later to the infant, and by the mother to the mother/child 
complex and later to the family.6

6 Vemey, Into the New Age.
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Leaders who are themselves insecure, afraid, and anxious about 
their own authority will not allow the community to evolve. The 
leader has to be free enough, and have enough confidence in the 
group and himself, to allow the group’s life to evolve and to allow 
individuals to take initiatives. To achieve this, he must not let 
himself be overwhelmed by everyday concerns; he must keep the 
distance he needs in order to grow and act on new inspiration. 
The leader is not simply the guardian of the law, although that is 
one aspect o f his role. He is there to guarantee the freedom and 
growth o f individuals according to the inspiration o f God. Auth
entic inspiration is that which helps build the community according 
to its fundamental goals, even if  they are not always recognised 
straight away. In fact, such inspiration can often disturb the com
munity, and even the leader, because o f the prophetic challenges 
it brings. But these challenges are necessary to remind the com
munity o f its goal. The leader must recognise their authenticity 
and help the community to recognise them.

Solomon’s prayer should be the prayer o f everyone with responsi
bility: ‘Give thy servant therefore an understanding mind to govern 
thy people, that I may discern between good and evil’ (1 Kings 
3:9).


