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9

Meetings

Coming together to share

If  a community is to forge its unity, its members have to be able 
to meet as people, as brothers and sisters, and not just as 'job- 
doers'. When a community is small, it is easy for all its members 
to get together and share -  meetings happen spontaneously 
throughout the day. But when it grows and work increases and 
there are more and more visitors, there is a danger that the mem
bers meet only to organise things. So it is essential to set aside a 
definite time -  a day, an evening each week -  when there are no 
visitors and the community's members can meet among them
selves more personally.

Community life implies a personal commitment which is made 
real in meetings between people. But we are very quick to flee 
from these meetings. They frighten us, just because they commit 
us. We flee into administration, law, rules, the search for 'objective 
truth'; we flee into work and activity. We flee from meeting people; 
we would rather do things for them. But if  we are to love, we 
have to meet.

Creating community is something different from just meeting 
one with another, as individuals. It is creating a body and a sense 
of belonging, a place o f communion, and this means meetings!

There are different types of meetings, but in a community they 
all have the same goal: communion, the building o f one body, 
creating a sense o f belonging together. No matter how much
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business has to be discussed, all must be directed toward this final 
goal: a coming together of people in love.

There are meetings to give out information. It is important that 
people know what is happening in the community, in the immedi
ate area and in other communities to which they are linked; what 
is happening too in specific areas of interest for the community 
and its vision in other parts o f the country and o f the world. And 
this information should not just be written down on paper and 
given out to save going to another meeting. Written information 
is different from spoken information, the purpose o f which is to 
inspire and nourish hearts and mind, and to create unity.

There are meetings where business and community matters are 
brought up in order to deepen together a vision and, after discern
ment, to come to decisions.

There are meetings where people share together in depth, reveal
ing their thoughts and feelings and what is happening in their lives.

There are meetings where the vision is announced, hearts are 
touched, nourished and strengthened.

There are meetings where people just relax together, not hiding 
behind a function or role, just enjoying each others* company.

There are meetings which are celebrations.
There are meetings where members pray together, interceding 

for the community, crying out to God their pain and their needs; 
crying out to be saved, but also giving thanks to God and worship
ping him in silence.

Each meeting must have clear goals. These will vary and that 
means that different meetings have to be conducted in different 
ways. Each sort of meeting has its own discipline and ways of 
participation. Leaders must know how to animate the different 
types o f meetings and the method involved.

O f course in every specific meeting will be found elements of 
the other types. In a business meeting, there should also be a time 
for prayer, at least to begin the meeting, and maybe a time of 
personal sharing, if that can relax tensions and help people liberate 
themselves from inner stress. It is not good to bring these tensions 
out during the business meeting; that would only cloud up the
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issues. And sometimes in the middle of a meeting it is good to 
have a moment o f relaxation and fun. Leaders have to be wise in 
using all the different ways and methods to deepen communion 
and at the same time to be efficient, because decisions must be 
made.

It takes time to discover the gift and needs o f each different type 
of meeting and how each one builds community and nourishes 
our hearts and intellects; how we must prepare for and live the 
difficulties o f each one.

We have to be able to bear a lot o f suffering, to go through 
some hard discussions and even some battles. All that is to be 
expected, because it takes time for us to let go o f our own ideas 
and projects and to support those o f the community instead. It 
takes time to have confidence in the judgement o f others and in 
the community.

We shouldn’t expect too much nourishment from a meeting 
which has to do with administration or other business. Com
munity life means service and these meetings are services we render 
for the good of the whole. But there can still be a joy  and peace 
in them, if we try to listen to each other’s ideas and opinions, and 
to discover the best way o f organising something for the good of 
us all.

It can sometimes be hard to share in those meetings where we are 
called to share in depth about our life in the community. We are 
quick to escape into business discussions, for such meetings imply 
that we reveal something o f ourselves, and thus become vulnerable 
one to another, letting down our barriers and defence systems and 
letting go o f our desire to prove that we are right and others 
wrong. For some people this can be difficult, even dangerous. 
That is why we have to try to make these meetings safe, confiden
tial, and a place o f trust. But it can take a long time for some 
people who have been hurt in the past to truly trust in the group.

O f course, this time of community sharing doesn’t mean a total 
openness. We all have a secret which only God, our closest friends
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or our spiritual guide knows. Married couples have a secret they 
do not share with their children or other members o f the family. 
So our meetings are there for us to share what we are living in 
community. The line that separates our personal secret from what 
should be shared is, however, a very fine one. That is why some 
people find it impossible to share at all. Either they reveal every
thing, using the community almost like a confessional, and delight
ing in their attentive audience. Or they close up, unable to talk 
about anything except externals, because they are afraid o f reveal
ing too much. But it is right and good to share where we are in 
the community, what is happening in our lives, and how we are 
reacting to people and events. It is right to become implicated 
through our words. It is good to offer a little o f ourselves so that 
others know what community means to us and what our difficult
ies are.

It is by knowing each other in this way, with our problems and 
weaknesses, our trust in Jesus and in the commiinity, that we are 
encouraged to be faithful to each other and to Jesus. If  we are 
concerned only to show our strength, qualities and successes, we 
will be admired rather than loved and others will keep their dis
tance. The sharing o f weaknesses and difficulties and the request 
for help and prayer are like cement to the community; they bind 
people and create unity; they help us discover that we need each 
other if we are to remain faithful and use our gifts. When we meet 
at a personal level, and are honest about our failings, words flow 
spontaneously into the silence, which becomes a prayer. And from 
the depths o f the silence can spring another prayer, o f intercession 
or of thanksgiving. So we journey towards a community which 
is one soul, one heart, one spirit, and one body.

Jesus says that when two or three are gathered in his name, he is 
among them. Meeting implies a union. Jesus cannot be there if 
people come together physically but refuse to be in communion. 
one with another.
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Coming together in the Spirit

In some l’Arche communities they have what they call ‘sacred* 
meetings. These may be held in the chapel -  though not necessarily 
-  and start with a prayer and a period o f silence. Then people 
speak, in a sort o f discontinued conversation, each in turn saying 
what they are experiencing and how they perceive community life. 
It is entirely subjective; there is no discussion or search for objective 
truth, but simply a statement o f what each person is experiencing. 
The aim o f the meeting is to enable each person to know where 
the others are, and so to meet them at a personal level. The essential 
element is that people listen sympathetically; there is nothing to 
attack, defend or reproach each other for. Many blocks among 
people in community come from the fact that they do not dare 
express certain feelings -  perhaps for fear o f being judged. But 
when they can express them, this brings freedom. There may 
be no solutions, but at least, when we know what people are 
experiencing, we can try to modify our own conduct towards 
them. The simple fact of stating our difficulties or joys can bring 
us closer together, increase our understanding o f each other, and 
strengthen the bonds between us. When we have all had our say, 
we pray together. And once the meeting is over, we do not return 
to it. What was said remains hidden in the heart of God.

We must not go to a meeting carrying within us the pain o f another 
meeting or the frustration coming from a disturbing situation or 
event in the community. The art of good meetings is in the way 
people prepare inwardly for them. If members come with an inner 
space o f silence, availability and even excitement, then the meeting 
will be a living and nourishing one. If  they arrive disgruntled and 
angry -  ‘Oh, another meeting!* -  then we can be sure that it is not 
going to be a nourishing one! And bad meetings (like good ones) 
become contagious. If  we expect them to be bad and a waste of 
time, then they will be just that! If leaders are responsible for the 
animation o f a meeting, we are all responsible for the quality o f it 
by the way we live it.

Some people enjoy meetings. They find thefn relaxing -
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especially if they are then enabled to escape the demands o f work! 
Others don’t like meetings at all. They find them a waste o f time, 
a contagious disease. Some people come to meetings as consumers, 
for a nice chat. Others resent being dragged from what they are 
doing and feel threatened when they have to listen to other people. 
Their activity motor is running so fast that they find it hard to sit 
and relax.

Participation in a meeting means something much deeper than 
simply knowing how to talk. It implies a certain death to imposing 
our ideas or defending or proving something about ourselves. That 
sort o f approach does not get you far in community. To participate 
in a community meeting you must have the certitude that Jesus is 
present, that he is leading us together and that each one has a gift 
to bring to the meeting. Our participation then comes from a 
desire to work together to find the truth and the Will o f God. And 
so participation is a way of listening, in a real effort to understand 
what the other is saying. It is knowing when to talk, neither 
interrupting nor challenging. It is knowing how to refrain from 
whispering to your neighbour or reading your mail. It is a way 
of sitting -  a whole message o f the body which tells people either 
that they are boring or that they are worth listening to. The quality 
of attention we bring to meetings and the courtesy with which we 
listen to people who may be stammering or even talking nonsense, 
out o f sheer nerves, are the best indicators of the quality o f our 
participation. People who are shy and lack confidence may express 
themselves awkwardly or aggressively. If  we listen to them dis
dainfully, we will increase their nervousness. If we really welcome 
what they have to say, we can help them find self-confidence and 
discover that they really do have something worth saying.

If we cannot come to meetings in this frame o f mind, they will 
quickly become heavy. One person will have a lot of difficulty in 
leading them, while the others vasdllate between sanctimonious 
attention and aggression that shows itself in boredom or anger.
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Leading a meeting

The first important thing is to start and finish the meeting on time 
-  and that demands its own discipline! It is always good to start 
with a time o f silence* even o f prayer, if  that is what people want. 
When there are major decisions to make, it is important to put 
ourselves before God, so that we can overcome our own ideas, 
desires and passions. Maybe reading a passage from Scripture can 
bring people together to greater centredness and communion.

The next important thing is to have a clear agenda, which allows 
essential questions the time they need and saves us from drowning 
in long discussions on unimportant details. The leader needs to be 
firm enough to keep the meeting to the agenda and cut short useless 
digressions. But it’s good to be flexible, too, because sometimes a 
digression can open up new ideas and help people feel more 
involved. We have to know how to seize on these moments, 
without interrupting the flow of the discussion. It's good too to 
draw out or create moments o f relaxation and laughter. Knowing 
how to make a meeting interesting and nourishing is an art in 
itself. It comes with experience and a certain creativity, confidence, 
and humility.

Those of us who lead meetings have to know how to enable 
everyone to have their say. We have to try to avoid pushing our 
own ideas. I f  we do have an opinion, it is better to wait and see 
if someone else puts the same point, and to encourage them to 
develop it. There is a danger that it is always the same people who 
speak -  and they are the ones who find it easy. Their interventions 
can seem useful because they fill the silences and stimulate others. 
But they can make others aggressive or too submissive, and they 
are not necessarily the most perceptive nor those who say the most 
important or interesting things. It is often people who find it hard 
to talk or who lack self-confidence who do that.

So we have to create structures which encourage everyone to 
participate, and especially the shy people. Those who have the 
most light to shed often dare not show it; they are afraid of 
appearing stupid. They do not recognise their own gift -  perhaps 
because others haven't recognised it either. We have to help those 
who talk too much to hold their tongues and listen. One way to
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do this is to ask everyone for their opinion in turn. I f  there are 
too many people for this, we can divide them into small groups 
where they can share more easily. The important thing is that 
everyone has their say.

Leaders should not be surprised if  meetings sometimes bring explo
sions. If  people express themselves violently, this is because of 
an anguish which we should respect. People who shout are not 
necessarily marginal, revolutionary, cantankerous, or destructive. 
They should not be made to feel guilty. They may feel wronged, 
or maybe going through a difficult time; they may be on the verge 
of healing or-commitment, for this too brings anguish. In any 
event, they are suffering. If  we respond too abruptly, we will not 
help them to become free and move towards a greater peace and 
harmony with the life of the community, its structure and its 
authority. The expression o f feelings brings freedom. A com
munity has to be able to listen well enough to allow all its members 
to find this freedom.

We shouldn’t get discouraged when meetings go badly and there 
are tensions. Each o f us has to grow, each o f us has the right to 
a bad patch and to weariness, to moments of doubt and confusion. 
We have to know how to hold on through these difficult times 
and wait for happier ones. And we have to discover, through 
difficult meetings, how to defuse the situation, how to meet in a 
calmer and more joyful way. People with responsibility have to 
know how to choose the right moment to bring out a good bottle 
or a delicious cake. These can bring unity too!

If meetings are well led, if  everyone recognises them as a necess
ary part of community life, respects their discipline and really 
participates in them, they can become life-giving times when we 
are aware o f the community as a place o f communion. Then we 
are really meeting, recognising each other as brothers and sisters 
and nourishing each other. Then meetings become celebrations, 
manifestations that we are indeed members o f the same body.
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Community discernment is essentially a way o f enabling people 
in a group to come to a common decision where each one has 
internalised the decision and made it their own. This is different 
from a group seeing no objection to an idea proposed by the leader 
and accepting it in a passive and submissive way. It is different 
also from a decision made after argument and heated discussion. 
Community discernment implies that each person reflects and 
chooses in a personal way* after different options have been clearly 
looked at; it implies that all are seeking only the truth and the will 
o f God, rising above passions and the need to impose their ideas 
and have their way. But discernment is not easy; groups have to 
learn how to do it.

I am sometimes concerned by the way some groups are directed 
by a charismatic leader and when decisions are taken in a very 
spontaneous and sometimes emotional way, charismatically or pro
phetically. The leader acts as if he has a direct line to the Holy 
Spirit. Some people do have special charisma, but the spirit of 
prophecy must always be tested by wise people. There are also 
false prophets. There are also leaders who unconsciously use the 
emotional and the spiritual to avoid conflict and to maintain his 
or her role o f leadership, and thus a feeling of superiority or of 
being blessed by God in a special way.

The role o f any leader is to help each member to reflect more 
personally, to discern and make wise decisions and assume 
responsibility. A leader must call each one to growth and to assume 
responsibility.

When the International Council o f l'Arche met in February 1977, 
we decided to hold a large meeting for all the communities fifteen 
months later. The meeting would be in two parts: the first would 
bring together directors and delegates from the communities, 
together with members o f their Boards o f Directors; the second 
would bring more participants to join them, including handicapped 
people. But when the Council met the following September, some 
people questioned these decisions, and some for good reasons.
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Instead of saying that the decisions had been made and that was 
it, we took time to listen to people’s disquiet. We started a process 
o f discernment, trying to see as clearly as we could the advantages 
and disadvantages of the meeting as planned. After several hours, 
we reaffirmed the original decision.

Seen from the outside and from the standpoint of efficiency, this 
dialogue and discernment could seem a complete waste o f time. 
But we discovered that it was important. It allowed all o f us to 
clarify our choice, to see the difficulties and even the risks; it 
created an inner cohesion in the group which had accepted the 
original decision in a rather superficial way; our confidence in 
ourselves and each other grew, and this gave the group as a whole 
greater creativity. Basically, when people have an inner conviction 
that something is God’s will and not just an individual project, 
they find a new strength, peace, and creativity.

It will always take time for every member o f a group -  and 
especially the slowest and least alert -  to reach a point where they 
have made a decision their own.

Paulo Freire speaks of time that is ‘wasted’ in dialogue as only 
an apparent waste o f time, for in the long run one has gained a 
lot in certainty, self-confidence, trust in each other -  things which 
we can never attain when there is a lack o f dialogue.1

I’m told that in the villages o f Papua New Guinea, nothing is 
decided until everyone involved agrees -  however many hours that 
takes! It is certainly important to take time to discover everyone's 
opinion and the deep reasons for disagreement. We really have to 
examine the advantages and disadvantages o f a particular course 
o f action until we arrive at a consensus.

Some communities take no decision until there is unanimous 
agreement, and if necessary, they fast until they reach it. The 
principle could be a good one -  but some people could find fasting 
difficult! We have to accept that disagreements exist and that we 
won’t always reach unanimity, however much we’d like to. Then

1 Paulo Freire, Education fo r Critical Consciousness (Seabury Press, New York,
1973; Sheed and Ward, London, 1974).
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we have to vote. For important things, a simple majority isn’t 
enough. If  there is not a substantial majority, it can be better to 
wait until time has clarified the issue.

We must always pay attention to the minority which disagrees 
with a decision or is upset by it. This minority can sometimes be 
prophetic; it can have a presentiment that something isn’t right. 
Perhaps it says so awkwardly and aggressively; perhaps also it 
rejects the decision for reasons which have nothing to do with the 
particular case but go far deeper and have to do with rejection of 
structures or authority, or with personal problems. If  possible, 
these deeper reasons for opposition should be brought to the sur
face. In any case, we should always be attentive to disagreements 
and give people time to express them in the greatest possible clarity 
and peace, without feeling guilty or that they are being disloyal to 
the group or to the leader. It is so important in a community for 
each person to feel free to speak according to the truth of his or 
her own conscience. It is sad when the individual conscience is 
stifled and dulled by the fear of disloyalty or, even worse, o f 
religious disobedience. Community is not the stifling o f individual 
conscience but rather the enhancing o f it, in truth. Communities 
must learn to accept and cherish difference.

There is always a tension in a community between, on the one 
hand, unity and cohesion which give security and efficiency and, 
on the other, acceptance of difference and encouragement for each 
one to grow personally in wisdom and to express the truth as each 
one sees it, So often, through an exaggerated form o f obedience, 
members are expected to obey like children and not to think at 
all for themselves! That is why discernment is so important in 
community. It allows disagreements and differences to come up 
in an open, non-threatening way; it permits the formation o f indi
vidual consciences; and it permits the Holy Spirit to act in the 
members to bring about change. There is always a danger that a 
leader may stifle any form o f division and disagreement and be 
fearful o f any conflict, and thus prevent change, evolution and 
growth in the community. At the same time people must learn to 
listen to others and understand their points o f view.
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It is obvious that a community cannot take time for a lengthy 
consideration of every question. Otherwise it would spend all its 
time in meetings! They must take time only with essential ques
tions. A community which cannot distinguish what is important 
from what is secondary has lost sight of its goals. Those who 
spend a lot o f time wrangling over secondary questions are doing 
so, perhaps unconsciously, in order to avoid looking at the more 
serious ones.

The basic, necessary attitudes in community discernment are 
openness, the seeking o f truth, and trust that it will be given to the 
group. It means that members accept that they do not already have 
the answer and that they are willing to abide by the spirit and 
method of discernment.

In order to discern well, the question or the problem has to be 
clearly stated in its simplest form, if possible in a way that brings 
forth a 'yes’ or ‘no’ answer. If  the question itself is muddled, or if 
there are a number o f questions in one, then necessarily the answers 
will be muddled and unclear.

Once the question is clearly stated, and after a fitting time for 
reflection, members one after the other give their reasons ‘for’; 
then, after another time o f reflection, their reasons ‘against’. After 
every one has heard all the ‘fors’ and all the ‘againsts’, there should 
be another time o f silence, prayer and reflection. Then each one is 
asked to write on a paper their ‘yes’ or ‘no’ and the basic reason 
that brought them to that decision.

If there is disagreement, as there probably will be; those who 
are in the minority will be called to develop their reasons. The 
leader o f the discernment will then try to name the fundamental 
point of division, the ultimate reason for the disagreement. And 
he or she will try to formulate that in a new question, which again 
should be stated as clearly as possible. Then, there will be another 
discernment about this new question, each person giving the ‘fors’ 
and the ‘againsts', and people will again be asked to write down 
their ‘yes’ or ‘no*, with the basic reason for their choice. So, little 
by little, questions are clarified and the group comes to a final 
decision.
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I do not believe that there always has to be unanimity, but obvi
ously in important matters there should be a high majority in 
agreement.

It can happen that the leaders o f a community are unhappy with 
the result o f a vote and feel that it goes against their conscience as 
community leaders. As they have the grace o f leadership, they 
should have the right to suspend the final decision in order to seek 
advice from an external authority, or reference person, who would 
then be called in to help the group discern again or to help the 
leader to accept the decision.

O f course, I cannot here go into all the intricacies of community 
discernment. We need wise people to help us come to wise 
decisions.

A community discernment, even if  well done and in a spirit of 
prayer, does not mean that the decision comes straight from God. 
We are mortals and weak, but we are trying to overcome our 
passions and emotions and to live in truth and the Will o f God. 
We are trying to do our best with what we are and what we have.

The discernment process is thus a unifying one for the com
munity. The fact that differences and concerns are voiced in a 
positive and non-threatening way is formative for all. People are 
listening to each other and understanding better the different points 
o f view. Thus, the group is evolving; people’s consciences are 
being modified. Isn’t this what is important?


