
Community and 
Growth

JEAN VANIER

Revised edition

Paulist Press 
New York •  Mahwah



Contents

Preface xiii
Acknowledgements xvi
Introduction 1

1 O ne  Heart, O ne  Soul, O ne  Spirit 13
Community as belonging 13
Community as openness 18
Community as caring 20
Community and co-operation 24
Community, a place o f healing and growth 25
Sympathies and antipathies 31
Community as forgiveness 35
Have patience 38
Mutual trust 41
The right to be oneself 42
Called by God just as we are 44
Share your weakness 47
Community is a living body 49
Using our gifts 50
From ‘the community for myself* to ‘myself for the

community* 55

2 W alking T ow ard  the Covenant 61
A birth o f hope 61
The call to families 64
Other paths 66
The first call 68
Leave your father, your mother, your culture 72



V1U CONTENTS

The beginning o f the journey 76
Recognising the bonds 78
Choice for rooting 79
The final ‘Yes’ 82

3 Mission 84
Coming together for a purpose 84
Universal mission to give life 85
General and specific mission 88
Clarifying the goals 90
The yearning for God and the cry o f the poor 93
Jesus is the poor 95
The cry for love 97
Inner pain 98
The waters flowing over humanity 101

4 Growth 104
A community grows like a child 104
From heroism to dailiness 108
The vision is clarified 109
From monarchy to democracy 113
Openness to the neighbourhood and the world 115
Times o f trial: a step towards growth 118
Tensions 120
Sending people away 126
The outsider’s eye, or external authority 128
Growth in individuals and growth in community 131
Losing illusions 134
The second call 139
Prayer, service and community life 141
From doing to listening 142
Signs o f sickness and health in community 143
Openness to others 144
The focal point o f fidelity 149
Generating life 152
Expulsion and taking root 155
Bom from a wound 155
The role o f Providence 157
The dangers o f becoming rich 158



The risk o f growth 160
I was a stranger and you welcomed me 161
Be zealous and repent! 162

5 N ourishm ent: Give U s O u r Daily Bread 165
Growth needs nourishment 165
Food for each day 169
Times o f wonder and o f awe 171
Affirmation from outside 173
The Word as bread 174
Rest and relaxation: ‘the Sabbath Day* 177
Food for thought 181
Growth as nourishment 182
The friend 183
Sharing 185
The eyes o f the poor 185
Personal prayer 189
Becoming bread 194
Communal prayer and Eucharist 195
The bread o f pain 199
The bread of unity anticipated 203

6 A uthority  as a Gift 205
Authority 205
A mission from God 209
Being a servant 212
The danger of pride 216
Sharing responsibility 218
Community structures 221
Learning to listen and to exercise authority 224
Don’t hide! 227
Personalised authority 229
Attitudes to authority 231
The sign o f forgiveness 236
Letting the community evolve. 238

7 O ther Gifts in C om m unity  240
The spiritual guide 240
The specific role o f the priest or ordained minister 247

CONTENTS IX



X CONTENTS

Community and work accompaniment 249
Psychological accompaniment 250
Each person has a gift to share 251
The gift o f  listening 253
The gift o f  discernment 254
Fidelity over time 254
The gift o f wonderment 255
The gift o f  the ‘grandmother* 255
The gift o f  men and women 256
The anti-gift 260
The gift o f  animation 260
The gift o f availability 261
The gift o f the poor 262

8 W elcome 265
Giving space 265
Who welcomes? 270
Welcome: true and false 272
Welcoming Providence 273
Welcoming the vulnerable 274
Marginal people at the heart o f the community 280
Welcome and service 282
The need for community 283

9 M eetings 284
Coming together to share 284
Coming together in the Spirit 288
Leading a meeting 290

10 Living w ith  Every D ay 297
Daily rhythm 300
Spirituality o f movement and spirituality o f the circle 302 
The laws o f matter 303
Love and poverty 304
The conflict between living littleness and political

commitment 307
Political dimension o f the community 308

11 Celebration 313
At the heart o f community: celebration 313



Meals 322
Preparing the celebration 325
Invited to the wedding feast 328

CONTENTS x i

Conclusion 329



7

Other Gifts in Community

The spiritual guide

At the start o f human life, the child receives everything from his 
parents -  nourishment, bodily care and, above all, security. Their 
love and gift of themselves nourish and awaken its heart. Then 
the child grows and they give it language and are present at the 
awakening of its intelligence. They transmit a religious and moral 
tradition; they answer their child’s first questions.

But gradually the child discovers that its parents are not enough. 
The teacher feeds its intelligence; the priest, or man or woman of 
God, helps it grow in prayer and the knowledge o f God. As 
different aspects o f the child are stimulated, it discovers different 
sources o f inspiration and different forms o f authority. The parents’ 
role becomes more specific: they teach it to live in the community 
o f the family, with brothers and sisters, and they pass on a tradition 
and a sense o f what is and isn’t done. The priest develops the 
conscience and secret part of the person, where the seeds o f the 
eternal are sown. This part may be closed to the parents, who 
have no right to enter it. If the child wishes to divulge its secret, 
they must receive this with great respect. Teachers at school are 
different again. They help the child discover the meaning o f the 
universe and of human history, and to be equipped in every way 
to take its place in society.

In the same way, at the start o f a community there is a father- 
or mother-figure who assumes more or less all the functions. They 
can be at the same time the leader o f the community and its 
authority, the spiritual father/mother or shepherd, and the edu
cator. But gradually, these functions are diversified. Leaders have
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to help people find spiritual guides who will guide them in the 
secret o f their hearts, in their union with God. Leaders must also 
give place to a teacher, someone who can develop the intelligence.

As people grow spiritually, their relationship to a spiritual guide 
evolves. At first this spiritual guide is like a spiritual father or 
mother who in some ways brings the person to birth in their inner 
life and communion with God. Young people who have had an 
experience of God and heard an inner call to grow in love, need 
a directive kind o f guide, because they are still inexperienced and 
find it impossible to distinguish between dream and reality. If they 
are to take a first step in inner growth, they need someone who 
is firm and loving to whom they can be obedient. If they are not 
obedient and do not accept a guide they will become dispersed, 
fluttering around and touching upon many things; they will not 
grow in the knowledge and love of God and in prayer. As the 
person grows and becomes more centred spiritually and more 
mature, the spiritual guide becomes more of a counsellor, a witness 
to their growth and a spiritual companion.

In all ages holy people have been seen as teachers in the ways of 
God. People would go to hermits, the desert fathers or monks, to 
ask for healing and for prayers and to seek guidance. These holy 
people were seen as messengers of God. In the early Middle Ages 
spiritual direction was linked to confession. The penitent shared 
with the priest or monk, who encouraged, gave counsel and words 
of wisdom, and then -  in the name of the Father, the Son and the 
Holy Spirit -  forgave sins, even very minor ones. Today there is 
a tendency to separate the role o f the spiritual director from the 
confessor. We are beginning to recognise that many women and 
lay people have the gift o f spiritual guide or companion. Neverthe
less, for me having a spiritual guide who is also a priest-confessor 
was and is very helpful. All the sharing is in some ways made 
sacred through the sacrament where the priest is just an instrument 
of Jesus’ forgiving power.

Jesus was attacked because he dared to tell people that their sins
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would be forgiven. The scribes and pharisees said that he was 
blaspheming. That is why he was crucified.

After his resurrection, he said to the apostles: ‘Receive the Holy 
Spirit. If you forgive the sins o f any, they are forgiven; if  you 
retain the sins o f any, they are retained* (John 20:22-3). The priest 
can help people to discover this forgiveness and so to go forward 
in renewed hope. This spiritual power o f the priest is a good reason 
for him not to hold temporal power in a community.

Teresa of Avila insisted on spiritual guides being truly wise theo
logians. This is particularly necessary for some people whose spiri
tual path is difficult and complex.

Spiritual guides must not only be holy -  that is to say, wanting 
truly to put their lives totally under the light o f the Holy Spirit 
and growing in the Spirit -  but also wise in a knowledge of 
spiritual things, o f the Word o f God, the teaching o f the saints 
and spiritual masters, as well as wise about people, their needs and 
their growth.

As people are called inwardly to a change in life, to follow Jesus 
along a particular spiritual road or in a particular community, it is 
important for them to talk to a spiritual guide. Such a guide, once 
they have come to know the person, and trust has been established, 
will be able to counsel the person on how to respond to the call. 
They will confirm the call, assure the person that it is not an 
illusion, and encourage him or her to go forward.

In 1’Arche we are seeing how important it is for assistants to 
have a spiritual guide to help them in their struggles to love and 
to be true, to help them to be rooted in the gospel values and in 
the community, to give them support in times o f anguish and 
doubt or when they have particularly hard decisions or choices to 
make at turning points in their lives.

These spiritual guides help them to know themselves and to see 
how Jesus is working in and through them. They become a safe 
person to turn to; they hold them in prayer; they carry them 
through the days and nights, the winters and the summers, the
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times o f darkness and the times o f clarity. It is so important for 
assistants to find someone who knows the secret o f their hearts* 
calls them to growth and fidelity, reminds them of their initial call 
and remains close to them over the years.

Some communities fall into the trap o f seeing the leader as the 
prophet and the spiritual guide o f individuals all in one. Then 
this person becomes an all-powerful shepherd. This can be very 
dangerous, just as it is dangerous if the leader o f the community 
is a psychoanalyst with all the staff under analysis.

If the leader does have these two roles, there is a danger o f his 
using spiritual power to manipulate people for the smooth running 
of the community. The leader no longer seeks then to help people 
to be faithful to God in order to grow to greater inner freedom, 
but acts from the premise that they have to work for the com
munity. That is a situation which can lead to all sorts of abuse.

In the same way, a community’s members can trap the leader. 
Their confidences bind them to the leader which makes the proper 
exercise o f authority difficult. They can even convince the leader 
that no one else can understand or help them. Then the leader is 
trapped by a sort o f emotional blackmail. People in authority must 
not be afraid to tell members of the community that they cannot 
help with their emotional or spiritual life. Their role is to help 
them find their place in the community and to do their work well, 
and find the right spiritual guide for them.

I am concerned when I see leaders who are also priests or psycho
therapists. These three areas of responsibility should not be con
fused. There is the role o f the father/ mother figure called to help 
each one find their place in community. There is the role o f the 
priest called to evoke the presence o f Jesus in the sacraments and 
the Word; and there is the role o f the therapist or doctor called to 
help members on their road to healing. If these three roles are 
separated and work well in harmony together, each one according 
to their gift, then the members will grow to greater inner freedom.

There can be a danger too when a spiritual guide begins to see the
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flaws in a community and in the leader, and then starts to criticise 
them in front o f the person they are guiding. It is good for a 
spiritual guide to be independent of the community, but they are 
called to help the person accept the community that has been given 
to him or her, and to grow in difficult situations. Spiritual guides 
need to be wise in the way they work with communities and 
community leaders.

On. the other hand, leaders in society and in communities can 
feel threatened by priests and spiritual guides; they can seek to lock 
them up in the sacristy or in the church and to silence them when 
they speak up against injustices.

The place of priests, outside of the Eucharist and spiritual direc
tion, can only be discovered when there is a community which is 
truly a body; when there is communion.

My experience with our l’Arche communities is that when the 
leader and the priest work truly together, in communion one with 
the other, recognising humbly that each has a gift to offer to the 
other and to the community as a whole, each one.helping the other 
find their place; then the community will grow in light and in 
love. But I am not sure that one can define clearly the specific places 
in the community where each one exercises their responsibility. It 
will depend so much on the gifts and the temperaments o f each 
one. But priests will obviously have a share in questions touching 
upon the formation and growth of individuals to greater love 
and wisdom. They will be called to defend individuals against 
community abuses. And they will be called to be in communion 
in and through their priesthood with others outside the com
munity, with the greater church o f the diocese and, through the 
diocese, with the universal Church. A priest is never ordained just 
for the people of one community, but for the universal Church.

I am sometimes a bit worried about new communities which are 
carried by a single strong shepherd or a solidly united team of 
shepherds. As these communities have no traditions, no history 
and no constitutional control by a recognised ecclesiastic or legal 
authority, such as a board o f directors, there is hardly any check 
on their activities. The leaders may develop a taste for their role,
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seeing themselves as indispensable, and so unconsciously dominat
ing others. There is also the risk of mixing community and spiri
tual power. It is good and useful if  these leaders quickly hand over 
the spiritual direction of individuals to other guides.

A shepherd should never become all-powerful. He or she should 
never be put on a pedestal as a saint, prophet, or holder of power. 
The greatest danger for any shepherd or leader is to believe that 
they are always right, and that God is with them in all their 
decisions. Every person is fallible. Weak people can tend to seek 
security by deifying their shepherd. This is unhealthy and wrong. 
It is their insecurity which makes them want to turn their shepherd 
into a saint who will instruct them in everything.

Every person is a mixture o f good and evil, light and darkness. 
Spiritual guides must be humble, know their limitations, not inter
fere where they shouldn’t, and respect the gifts and charism of 
others. They should also know how to disappear. They carry the 
secret of individuals, their bonds with God, but they leave others 
to help them End their places in the community.

We should be wary o f people who call themselves shepherds or 
spiritual counsellors without having received the mission or auth
ority for this. They may be wanting spiritual power unsubjected 
by any controls.

I am struck by how difficult it is for many people to discern well. 
In the past, judgements were made according to the law and 
objective criteria; people obeyed and that was it. Now, discern
ment is increasingly made by subjective criteria. People gauge their 
own emotions, and if they feel troubled, they think this is because 
they are not acting according to God’s will. We are passing from 
objectivity and the rule o f law to subjectivity. People seem to 
forget that there is a huge difference between the peace which is a 
gift of God and passes all understanding, and peace in the psycho
logical sense. If we are living in a dream or illusion, or have certain 
psychological blocks, we should not be surprised that we become 
troubled when someone brings us face to face with reality. Some
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times we have to lose psychological peace before we can live in 
true peace. Divine peace often grows from humiliation and accept
ance o f a psychological problem. It is a gift o f God which springs 
from our inner selves and a desire to serve our brothers and sisters. 
It helps us to carry our cross.

In the same way, people who are searching for their vocation 
are sometimes so taken up by their own small concerns that they 
no longer hear the cry o f those who suffer or the call o f the poor. 
We often discover our own call only when we listen to the call of 
others.

The present time is also characterised by a struggle in many 
people between a desire for independence and acceptance o f inter
dependence. Some modem psychology seems to tell us that we 
have to become free o f the father, as if  we would then be totally 
independent in our thought, judgement and emotional life. But 
often, when we believe ourselves to be free o f the father-figure, 
we are in fact influenced by, and so dependent on, the currents of 
thought around us. It is not easy to know when and how to be 
free. The important thing is not freedom for its own sake, but 
freedom to love and serve better.

There is then an increasing need for spiritual guides who can 
help people go beyond their search for psychological peace and 
their own identity, so that they can listen to the call o f God and 
o f those in distress, and enter into covenant with them.

. Spiritual guides must understand the workings o f the human heart. 
But they must also, and above all, understand the ways of God, 
and how the Holy Spirit, the master o f love, is leading people. 
Psychology is helpful as far as it goes, in its aim to bring a certain 
psychological freedom. But men and women of God help others 
to live with their psychological blocks and to grow in the will of 
God and in love for Jesus and their brothers and sisters. They help 
them to do this in fidelity and in humility, in the certainty that 
this is one o f the best ways to make the blocks disappear. They 
help people to stay in the light of God.

It is the men and women of God who help us discover the meaning
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of our setbacks and how to use them constructively. When we are 
going through difficult times in community life and feel rejected, 
these people remind us, ‘Don’t worry; it’s just a difficult moment. 
It’s a time of death -  but don’t you know that you have to die 
with Christ in order to rise again with him? Wait for the dawn. 
Be patient. Remember your covenant. ’ We have to learn to draw 
on our suffering, distress and setbacks so that we can grow spiri
tually. It is so easy for us to get locked into frustration, anger and 
depression.

A spiritual guide does not always need to give advice. We all have 
the light of truth in our hearts, and if we are peaceful and mature 
enough, we will discover the answer within ourselves. But we 
always need someone who will ask the right questions.

The specific role of the priest or ordained minister

I have already mentioned the role o f the priest as spiritual guide, 
but a spiritual guide can be a lay person. The priest’s essential 
responsibility is for the sacramental life o f the members of the 
community, in particular, the transforming o f bread and wine into 
the body and blood o f Christ. The priest is ultimately linked to 
the Eucharist.

Our l’Arche communities are always in need o f these priest- 
shepherds who bring the nourishment of the Eucharist and the gift 
of forgiveness. As a community and as individuals we need them; 
we need to put the secret of our hearts in the heart o f God through 
the priest. But they must be men of prayer, transparent, gentle 
and yet firm and sometimes even bold in the struggle against the 
powers o f darkness and evil. And, by the word they preach, they 
must remind us constantly how the Body of Christ in the Eucharist 
calls us to see the Body of Christ in the broken bodies o f the poor.

If a community finds its centre in the Eucharist which is sacrifice 
and union, then the priest will necessarily have an important role 
in the community -  not in its government or structures, but by
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offering himself up in prayer and sacrifice for the community and 
by nourishing the community members with the Body of Christ. 
It is the Body o f Jesus welcomed with love, that sanctifies each 
member and makes them holy and whole, and that unites all in 
one body of the community and o f the Church. The priest is not 
holier than others; he is the chosen minister and servant o f the 
Lord Jesus. The holiest person, the most loving one is the one 
who welcomes the body of Christ with the greatest desire and 
love. And this may be a very weak and broken person.

Priests have a further role when they are members o f the com
munity or have a mandate to help the community in its growth.

Here we touch upon the very delicate question o f links between 
spiritual and temporal power. Human beings are always craving 
for power, and priests are no exception to this. Very quickly they 
can feel uneasy in a spiritual role and then use spiritual power for 
temporal power and privileges.

When the priest or minister has no power, other than that which 
comes from his ordination, he has enormous freedom to be truly 
present throughout the community, and in all aspects of com
munity life, on equal terms with everyone. He is stranger to 
nobody and there is no situation beyond his touch -  which must 
always be that o f Jesus. He is free to meet everyone, to be any
where, and by his presence to be a living reminder of the place of 
Jesus and the gospels in the community. It is by simply being 
present among his people that the priest will come to know their 
joys and anxieties and there he will find a thousand opportunities 
for shining the light of God on all that touches the lives of the 
members o f the community.

We are discovering in l’Arche the special place a priest or ordained 
minister has in accompanying someone who is in their final passage 
of death. They seem to be able to bring something to the person, 
and to the community that bears the pain o f loss, that others 
cannot.
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Community and work accompaniment

In 1’Arche we use the word ‘accompaniment' in a way that is 
very unusual in English. It is the noun coming from the verb 
‘accompany’, and we have not found a better way to express the 
reality o f being alongside people as a companion and friend in 
order to help them grow in freedom and in the spirit o f the 
community. ‘Accompaniment’ has its roots in the Latin cum pane, 
eating bread together, which signifies a bond of friendship, a 
covenant.

We distinguish three forms of accompaniment. Spiritual 
accompaniment touches the deepest part of our being, our life in the 
Spirit and our union with God. It is carried out by the spiritual 
guide. Work accompaniment is a kind o f walking with a person, by 
someone ‘higher’ in authority to whom the person is accountable 
for the work they do; he or she shows them what has to be done 
and how. The leader o f a community, for example, accompanies 
the heads of houses and heads o f work projects; the head of house 
accompanies the assistants in the house and so on. This kind of 
‘walking with’ is not just helping someone to work with greater 
competence, but also with greater love and in a certain spirit.

Community accompaniment is carried out by somebody who is 
outside the assistant’s immediate work hierarchy and who is 
appointed by the community to accompany him or her. This 
person is called to enter into a more personal relationship, to share 
together about the spirit and traditions o f the community, the 
needs and difficulties and the growth o f the assistant in the com
munity and in the, place of work. It is a relationship in which 
assistants can share on a more personal level about their day-to- 
day life; and they can be helped to look at problems that come up, 
to see where their own wounds and blockages are causing conflicts 
and difficulties. In this way they can be helped to deepen, and to 
grow in truth and love and wisdom in community life. Many 
people need desperately to be able to communicate some of their 
inner pains and joys to someone who can hold them without 
making judgements, but with understanding, compassion and a 
certain wisdom.

Because in l’Arche there is no one rule o f life for all assistants,
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no fixed spiritual formation for all, these three forms o f accompani
ment are vital in order to make the transition from the values of 
the world to the values of the community, and particularly the 
values o f the Gospel. Only if  there is a wise and clear accompani
ment will people be able to root themselves in a community of 
faith and in a covenant with the poor.

The essential aspects o f these three forms o f accompaniment are: 
listening, caring, clarifying, affirming and challenging. Assistants 
need to feel that they are listened to, that someone cares for them 
and clarifies with them work expectations, community expec
tations and expectations in their spiritual life; and finally, they need 
to be challenged and affirmed in their growth and struggle to make 
choices and efforts. All this rests on a basis o f trust.

Psychological accompaniment

Some people need yet another kind o f accompaniment. Because 
of severe conflicts with their parents or the indifference or absence 
of their parents during early childhood, they were obliged to create 
strong barriers around their hearts. In this way they protected 
themselves from the pain, anguish, loneliness, guilt, confusion and 
anger which could have overwhelmed and killed them if these had 
remained on the surface o f their consciousness. In order to live 
and get on with life, human nature is such that children can hide 
all this pain away in the secret recesses o f their being and forget 
it. But this inner pain or darkness, stored up in the shadow side 
o f their being in a sort o f inner tomb, continues to govern uncon
sciously many of their attitudes and actions.

Sometimes, hidden in this secret place, there is too much un
resolved anger, too deep a yearning to be seen and loved as unique; 
too much loneliness transformed into guilt and lack o f self-confi
dence; too much ambivalence in respect to authority for them to 
be able to live harmoniously in community.

Some people with a lot of pain in them are able to enter com
munity; their generosity and deep need for belonging seem to 
cover it up. They are able to function quite well, obey all the rules
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and find quite a lot o f personal satisfaction and peace. Their hidden 
anguish can even become a drive toward greater competence and 
achievement. But when they are finally accepted as permanent 
members, and frequently at a moment o f a personal set-back, there 
can be a terrible explosion. All the mess hidden in the tomb seems 
to rise up into the consciousness. Living in community becomes 
unbearable for them.

It is then that they will need far more professional, psychological 
help, or some more specialised spiritual support. They will need 
someone to whom they can reveal all the pain, even all that their 
mind had forgotten but which their being had not. Then they can 
gradually be liberated from these deep powers that have been 
governing them, or at least come to a better understanding and 
acceptance o f them. They start then on a journey towards inner 
healing and wholeness.

It is not the scope o f this book to elaborate on the values and 
dangers of these more specialised forms o f accompaniment. There 
are so many therapies and therapists today, so many healers. Suf
fice it to say that great wisdom must be exercised in the choice of 
therapy and of therapist, and the person him or herself must want 
and request the therapy. There is always a danger o f a community 
wanting a person to be healed and to get therapy because the 
person is a thorn in their flesh.

Each person has a gift to share

A community is like an orchestra: each instrument is beautiful 
when it plays alone, but when they all play together, each given 
its own weight in turn, the result is even more beautiful. A com
munity is like a garden full o f flowers, shrubs and trees. Each helps 
to give life to the other. Together, they bear witness to the beauty 
o f God, creator and gardener-extraordinary.

Community brings together people o f very different tempera
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ments. Some are organised, quick, precise and efficient; they tend 
to be defensive and legalistic. Others are open, flexible and love 
personal contact; they are less efficient -  to say the least! Others 
are shy and tend to become depressed and pessimistic. Others 
again are extrovert, optimistic, and even a bit exalted. God calls 
all these opposites together to create the wealth of the community. 
It may not be very easy at first. But gradually we discover what 
a richness it is to live with such a diversity of people, and such 
diversity o f gifts. We discover that difference is not a threat but a 
treasure, or that Variety is evidence o f life: cold conformity pre
sages death’.1

When people are using their gifts, it is important that the com
munity prays for them to be more open to inspiration and more 
an instrument o f God, so that they can use those gifts better. It is 
important, too, that the community welcomes those gifts in love 
and gratitude. It should also pray for the people who carry auth
ority and those who inspire through their words. So we participate 
in each other’s gifts, and help each other build community.

At 1’Arche, we need people who are competent teachers and trained 
workers. We also need people to live in our houses who are open 
to whatever comes, love community life, and above all want to 
live with and discover the gifts o f people with a handicap. We 
need people who are well rooted in their spiritual and religious 
life, who spend time with God in prayer. They all bring their own 
gift, and all these gifts are needed for the building, well-being, 
radiance and unity o f the community. Each person is indispensable 
in his or her own way.

O f course we all have to grow in wholeness, becoming more 
competent, more open to the demands o f community life, closer 
to the handicapped people, and more prayerful. Some people are 
called to exercise in a special way their own particular gift.

1 Parker J. Palmer, A  Place Called Community (Pendle Hill, Philadelphia, 1977).
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To love people is to recognise their gift and to help them use and 
deepen it. A community is beautiful when all its members are 
using their gifts folly.

‘Bear one another’s burdens, and so fulfil the law of Christ’ (Gal. 
6:2). The burden for a Christian is above all the freedom of 
another.

The freedom of the other person includes all that we mean by 
a person’s nature, individuality, endowment. It also includes his 
weaknesses and oddities, which are such a trial to our patience, 
everything that produces friction, conflicts and collisions among 
us. To bear the burdens of the other person means involvement 
with the created reality o f the other, to accept and affirm it, 
and, in bearing with it, to break through to the point where we 
take joy in it. . . . The service of forgiveness is rendered by one 
to the others daily. It occurs, without words, in the intercessions 
for one another. And every member of the fellowship, who 
does not grow weary in this ministry, can depend upon it, that 
this service is also being rendered him by the brethren. He who 
is bearing others knows that he himself is being borne and only 
in this strength can he go on bearing.2

The gift of listening

This is an important gift in community. But if we are to be able 
to listen, we must offer security. None o f us would speak to people 
unless we knew that they were safe and would respect our secret. 
An assurance o f confidentiality is an essential part of being a list
ener. This means knowing how to respect the wounds and the 
sufferings o f others and not divulging these.

2 Dietrich BonhoefFer, Life Together (Harper & Row, New York, 1976).
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The gift of discernment

Some people have a true gift of discernment. They can seize what 
is essential in a complicated discussion or a confused story. They 
are quick to understand what is really needed and at the same time, 
if they are practical, they can suggest the first steps towards putting 
people on the road to healing. Some people in a community who 
do not have an important position may have this gift o f light for 
us. We have to learn to listen to them.

Fidelity over time

A Benedictine abbot once told me how he marvelled at the fidelity 
o f his monks. But, he added, they also needed refreshment and 
rejuvenation.

At a time when so many new communities are being bom, 
which are sometimes clamorous in their songs, youth and excite
ment, we should not forget the old communities, which have 
worked the earth and lived peacefully, in prayer, silence, worship 
and forgiveness, and whose tradition goes back for centuries. 
People who are coming into community have a lot to learn from 
the wisdom of these foundations which are living fidelity without 
making too much noise about it. Many young communities, with 
all their enthusiasm and emotionalism, will die, while those which 
are more silent and serene will continue their journey through the 
generations.

We who are young in community should beware o f believing 
that we have the only answer and can teach these wise men and 
women who have so much experience o f the human and the divine, 
and have been walking with Jesus for so many years. They have 
the gift o f fidelity.
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The gift of wonderment

People who have spent a long time in community tend to forget 
what is beautiful in it. They may be too taken up with immediate 
needs; they may have got stuck in a rut. They have lost the grace 
o f wonderment. They need to be renewed by listening to the 
sense of wonder in the younger people who feel called to commit 
themselves to the community.

The greatest sin o f people who have spent a long time in com
munity is to accuse the newcomers o f naivity and condemn their 
enthusiasm and generosity. The sense o f wonderment in the young 
can blend with the fidelity, wisdom, and ability to listen o f the 
older members to make a community which is really beautiful.

A grandmother is always given new life by her grandchildren. 
Communities need ‘grandmothers’, who may have more time to 
marvel than other people, because they carry few responsibilities. 
It is always good when a community has a wide spread o f ages, 
from the very young to the very old. The complementarity, as in 
a family, brings peace. When everyone is the same age, it can be 
exciting for a time, but weariness soon sets in. We need to refind 
the gift o f youth and the peaceful wisdom of age.

The gift of the ‘grandmother’

A community needs this gift too, especially if their ‘grandmother’ 
also has a fund o f commonsense. We too often tend to dramatise 
our weariness and anguish. We weep and forget why we are 
weeping. We identify with the agony of Christ or with the most 
disadvantaged o f the world. An older woman who has experience, 
who is comfortable with herself, knows that what we really need 
is a week at the seaside. St Teresa o f Avila advised her sisters who 
were going through a bad patch to eat a good steak rather than 
force themselves to pray. We have to remember that we have a 
body which has its own laws, and that the physical has its effect 
on the spiritual. We have to respect our body and its needs, and 
care for it even more than a craftsman cares for his tools. Our
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body is more than a tool. It will be resurrected. It is an integral 
part o f our being, o f our self.

‘Grandmothers' sense certain things. And there are things which 
can be confided only to them. They are important to a community. 
And of course the same could be said about wise ‘grandfathers*.

The gift of men and women

L’Arche communities are a great mixture -  men and women, 
single people and married couples. This is precious and indeed 
vital. The men and women we welcome sometimes have deep 
emotional wounds. They need people they can turn to as mother- 
or father-figures, older people who are a source o f healing and 
growth. They also need models of femininity and masculinity lived 
in beauty and truth. People o f different sexes who live together in 
communities can discover a richness and call to growth and fulfil
ment that is truly God-given. This is so, particularly, when people 
have not come to a mature knowledge o f their identity and call. 
There is the difficulty o f people in community who fall in love 
and cannot take the distance they need from each other to see if 
this is real love, which will lead to marriage, or a love which has 
grown in each o f them out o f their loneliness. There are many 
people who have emotional difficulties because o f a lack of love 
in their own childhood; they can confuse their search for the 
security o f a parent with their search for a husband or wife. The 
community can help them to integrate their sexuality and find 
emotional stability, especially if it has very clear and challenging 
goals, if  there is a lot o f laughter, and if  there is acceptance o f clear 
ethical values concerning relationships between men and women.

It is important in such communities that there be a continual 
and deepening reflection on the meaning and needs o f the human 
heart -  this heart so vulnerable and yet so yearning for a total and 
a healing love. In these days there is much confusion around the 
whole area o f sexuality and o f the place o f man and woman in 
society. People need to see sexuality in a holistic view o f the 
person; not cut off from faithful and covenant relationships, but
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rather flowing from and to them; not cut off from fecundity and 
responsibility but always in view of a true fecundity and o f giving 
life; not seen in a vision o f competition and aggression but rather 
of complementarity and o f unity in the same body of community. 
In such a vision people will discover the great gift it is for men and 
women to be united together in the service o f God, in communities 
oriented towards the giving o f life to the poor and the broken.

There is a trend today to suppress the differences between men 
and women. We seek equality in everything. O f course we are all 
equally human, and of course for equal work there should be equal 
pay. But in our bodies and in our psychology there is a difference. 
It is this difference we must love and respect, and then men and 
women can discover how much they need each other. In com
munity we are called to discover that that difference is not a threat 
but a treasure and that each one o f us can develop our own gifts.

It is certainly still true that men sometimes see themselves as 
superior -  more powerful, strong, and intelligent -  and tend to 
relegate women to a subordinate place, as if  only they have gifts. 
There is something shocking about men who spend their time and 
money in bars while women raise their children. We can under
stand that, when men behave like this, they are trying to prove 
their virility and putting all their energies into external things -  
like physical strength and the ability to use this to dominate. 
Women are often more internalised and, by their physical capacity 
for having children, much closer to the reality o f love and the 
world o f emotions. They have their gift, which is called to grow 
and to flourish.

Men are in danger of fleeing from their own vulnerability and 
capacity for tenderness. They seek a wife-mother and then, very 
quickly and like small boys, they reject her because they want their 
freedom. They will throw themselves into the world o f efficiency 
and organisation and reject tenderness and true mutuality. But in 
doing that, they will cut themselves off from an essential part o f 
their nature. Then they will either idealise women as pure virgins 
or condemn them as sirens, instruments o f the devil and pro
stitutes, or else use them as servants. This is a rejection o f sexuality,
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whether it is condemned as wicked or is denied. Either way, the 
man will reject any true relationship with a woman because he can 
see her only as a symbol o f either purity or sin or as somebody 
inferior.

A man has to grow into mature relationships with women, to 
get beyond the stage o f mother-child or seducdon-revulsion. This 
means he has to discover his own true identity as a man and to be 
able to integrate his sexuality into clear community relationships. 
He will often need a woman who is comfortable with herself to 
help him discover his own capacity for tenderness and his own 
vulnerability, without any threat to his own disturbed and disturb
ing sexuality. Then he will find a balance between the virility of 
effective action and power, and his own heart. He will be on the 
journey to healing and to wholeness.

Women have to find their balance too. They must neither reject 
their femininity to seek masculine power, nor envy the masculine 
capacity for organisation. They have to discover the wealth of 
their own femininity, the power they have in their weakness, the 
light and the wisdom of their intelligence, and the capacities to 
heal and to be compassionate. And in the weakness which comes 
from their separation from power, women sometimes have clearer 
and truer intuition, less adulterated with the passions of pride and 
power which often colour masculine intelligence.

Men who hold responsibility in their communities can be jealous 
o f their own vision. There may be women in the community 
who are more intelligent than they are, more sensitive in their 
discernment, and more sure o f their own purpose. The man in 
charge can reject these women because he feels it would be a sign 
o f weakness to admit that they have a truer vision and greater 
discernment than he does. The same thing can happen in a mar
riage. In our civilisation, where the man has to be virile and 
powerful, there can be a curious struggle between the sexes; a man 
can be afraid o f losing something if  he admits that a woman is 
right. Yet each should be able to recognise the gift o f the other. 
God sometimes gives a man power without the ability to discern 
and a woman discernment but no power. When men and women
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refuse to work together, it can become a subtle form of warfare 
which can lead to chaos. When they do work together, it is 
community.

Clearly we should not generalise too much. There is a quality of 
receptivity in men just as there are qualities o f thrust in women. 
True creativity depends on the development o f both. But it 
remains true that their different physiological make-up give men 
and women particular tendencies; men are more turned towards 
the external world and women, by their physical capacity to bear 
children, towards relationships. Neither is superior in the heart of 
God. But women are more sensitive to the realities o f community 
life and men are more sensitive to reason, efficiency and structures. 
This does not mean that either is necessarily incompetent in the 
other area, but it is why there has to be co-operation and recog
nition of the gifts of both sexes.

It is clear that the very first community is that between man and 
woman. They are one family, one body. If their differences cannot 
be loved and respected by each other, then unity breaks down; 
they become rivals and are no longer members o f the same body. 
So it is in community; men and women bring so much to each 
other and to the community. Much should be said about this 
question in a book on community. But I have already written a 
great deal about it in Man and Woman He Made Them and in The 
Broken Body.

To exercise authority one has to grow to wholeness, seeking con
tinually to harmonise the masculine and the feminine. For many 
years I have exercised authority together with women. I have seen 
how we help each other. I had certain gifts that were less developed 
in them, as they had gifts that were less developed in me. It is 
good for men and women to exercise authority together.
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The anti-gift

A community is founded on the trust its members have for each 
other. This trust is very fragile and very weak. There is a place in 
all our hearts where doubt lives. People who sow discord have a 
flair for finding that place and feeding the doubt, which is how 
they can destroy community. And that is an anti-gift.

1 am struck by the people who come into our communities to stay 
for a time and very quickly put their finger on failings -  o f which, 
God knows, there are enough! -  without being able to see anything 
good. They come to see me, to criticise others, and suggest sol
utions. They present their own projects -  usually involving a 
particular therapy -  and explain how this will resolve the difficulty 
and put the community or the people with a handicap onto the 
right track. They believe that their gift is to be a saviour.

These ‘saviours’ certainly have the intelligence to understand 
and sometimes to exploit the failings o f a community. They are 
attractive; they talk well. And they are dangerous because they 
want to do their own thing. They lack self-confidence and they 
are deeply unhappy. They need to prove that they exist through 
their projects and so they tend to be aggressive.

If people come into community in this state o f mind, it will be 
a disaster for them and for the community. The right way to come 
into a community is to feel at ease there, ready to serve and be 
respectful o f structure and traditions. A project has to grow in 
collaboration with others and not as a way of proving anyone's 
capability.

The gift of animation

It is always important in a community to have people who have 
the gift o f animating, o f giving life to a meeting or celebration. 
Guy once said that the best way for him to prepare for an event 
was to spend some time beforehand just listening to the inner
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music and the needs o f the people who would be there. Coming 
with a prepared text doesn't work. We have to be aware all the 
time of what people are really waiting for and we have to respond 
to this secret, silent wish. A talk, like a celebration, must always 
be a dialogue between the person who is talking or animating and 
the people who are waiting as the earth waits for water. This 
doesn't mean leaving everything to intuition. The person who is 
called to speak should know in advance what people really need 
and what to say, but at the same time there must be sensitive 
response to what people really want as this becomes apparent 
during the meeting.

The gift of availability

Availability for service is one o f the most marvellous gifts that we 
can find in community. People who have this gift trust those in 
authority and the community itself, and take on whatever is asked 
o f them. And if they do not know how to cope, they ask help of 
the Holy Spirit and o f their brothers and sisters.

There is a tendency nowadays to decry obedience, perhaps 
because authority has been badly used in the past; people were 
more ready to take on power than to help others grow spiritually 
and personally. And it has to be admitted, too, that obedience can 
be servile and morose.

But it is marvellous for a community to have among its mem
bers people with this child-like spirit, who are ready to take on 
whatever is asked o f them. They have confidence that it would 
not be asked if  they were not capable o f doing it, by the grace of 
the spirit.

The gift o f availability can be transmitted from one person to 
another, like a fire of love. It brings a community to life.
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Tfo gift of the poor

The people with the best sense of what is essential to a community, 
of what gives and maintains its spirit, are often doing very humble 
manual tasks. They are not taken up with major responsibilities 
or ‘important’ things, so they have a greater freedom to understand 
the essentials. It is often the poorest person -  the one who has a 
handicap or who is ill or old -  who is the most prophetic. These 
people should not be sucked into the structure o f the community; 
that would deflect them from their gift, which is to love and serve 
or, even more, to call out for love and awaken compassion and 
service in the hearts o f others. People who carry responsibility 
must be close to them and know what they think, because it is 
often they who are free enough to see with the greatest clarity the 
needs, beauty and paiii o f the community.

In a mental hospital, it is often the patients who are the most 
prophetic people. They, more than anyone, can say what is going 
badly and who are the good doctors.

Not long ago, in an African country, a religious order sounded 
out local people to see what they wanted o f the missionaries. 
Should they, for instance, dress like local people and eat local food? 
The response was immediate. They knew, the local people said 
which o f the missionaries loved and respected their culture and 
way of life and which did not. The way they dressed and their 
eating habits were irrelevant.

To know whether a community is faithful to its original vision 
ask the insignificant people, those who surround it, and are in 
need. These people know very well if authority is being well used 
and if  the community is being faithful. This is why we have to 
pay heed to them. They nearly always have the best answer to the 
questions the community is asking.

One o f the most precious gifts in a community is to be found 
among the people who cannot take on important responsibilities. 
They have no ability to organise, inspire, look ahead or command, 
but they do have very sensitive and loving hearts. They can recog
nise people in difficulty straight away and, with a smile, a look, a
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flower or a word, make these people feel that they are dose to 
them, carrying their cross with them. These insignificant people 
are at the heart o f the community and carry in their hearts those 
people who are blocked towards each other and who have different 
ideas concerning the community. It is the love o f  the hidden 
people which keeps the community united. The leader brings unity 
through justice, but these loving people are creators of unity just 
by being who they are. In their tenderness they are artisans of 
peace.

The most predous gift in community is rooted in weakness. It is 
when we are frail and poor that we need others, that we call them 
to love and use all their gifts. At the heart of community are 
always the people who are insignificant, weak and poor. Those 
who are ‘useless1, either physically or mentally, those who are 
ill or dying, enter into the mystery of sacrifice. Through their 
humiliation and the offering of their suffering, they become sources 
of life for others. ‘Upon him was the chastisement that made us 
whole’ (Isa. 53:5). This is a mystery of faith.

At the heart of everything beautiful in a community, there is 
always a sacrifidal lamb, united to the Lamb of God.

Many people are good at talking about what they are doing, but 
in fact do little. Others do a lot but don’t talk about it. They are 
the ones who make and sustain community.

There are few things worse than adulation. It stifles love. It kills 
people who want a life which is real, made up of gift and loving 
presence. Adulation is a poison which, if it gets too deep, can 
make the whole body sick. And to purify it then takes many 
periods o f trial. Flatterers should know this, and stop making 
others in community suffer! Confirmation o f someone’s gift is not 
adulation. Recognition o f someone is not flattery. It is good to 
recognise, encourage, and affirm gifts.



264 COMMUNITY AND GROWTH

It is the people who love, forgive and listen who build community. 
It is those who are sensitive, who serve others, and who nourish 
and pray for them. And each of us, by the grace that has been 
given to us, exercises our gifts according to our own good and 
unique expression of love and tenderness. A community is only 
really a community when all its members realise how deeply they 
need the gifts o f others, and try to make themselves more trans
parent and more faithful in the exercise o f their own gift. So a 
community is built by every one o f its members, all in their own 
way.


