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1 1

Celebration

A t  the heart o f community: celebration

Forgiveness and celebration are at the heart o f community. These 
are the two faces o f love. Celebration is a communal experience 
o f joy, a song o f thanksgiving. We celebrate the fact o f being 
together; we give thanks for the gifts we have been given. Cel
ebration nourishes us, restores hope, and brings us the strength to 
live with the suffering and difficulties o f everyday life. The poorer 
people are, the more they love to celebrate. The festivals o f the 
poorest people in Africa last for several days. They use all their 
savings on huge feasts and beautiful clothes. They make garlands 
o f flowers and they set off fireworks - for light and explosions 
are an integral part o f celebration. These festivals nearly always 
commemorate a divine or religious event -  they are sacred 
occasions.

In richer countries we have lost the art o f celebrating. People 
go to movies or watch television or have other leisure activities; 
they go to parties, but they do not celebrate.

Rich societies have lost their sense of tradition and so their sense 
o f celebration as well. Celebration is linked to family and religious 
tradition. As soon as it gets away from this, it tends to become 
artificial, and people need stimulants like alcohol to get it moving. 
Then it is no longer a celebration. It may be a party, where we 
come together to eat and drink, but when we dance it is usually 
in couples and often alone. We have become spectators. Our
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society has its theatres, cinema, and television. But it has lost its 
sense o f celebration.

Celebration is the specific act o f a community as people rejoice 
and give thanks to the Father for he has bonded them together; he is 
looking after them and loves them. They are no longer individuals 
locked up in their own loneliness and independence. They are one 
body and each o f them has their place in the body. Celebration is 
a cry o f joy from all of them covenanted together, for they have 
been led through the passage o f loneliness to love, o f discourage
ment to hope.

Celebrations certainly have a role in helping people to accept 
the sufferings o f everyday life by offering them the chance to relax 
and let go. But to see them as nothing but a form of escapism or 
drug, is to fail to understand human nature. We all live a daily life 
which brings its own weariness: we make things dirty, we clean 
them, we plough, sow, and harvest. We have long hours to travel 
to work, which is frustrating; and at work there is discipline, 
efficiency and a programme to be respected, and then there is 
the stress. In family life there are sometimes barriers and lack of 
communication between people; we may close ourselves off from 
others in television, books or other things, feeling guilty and 
making others feel guilty; inside us there is a lot o f inner pain. As 
we need the day for work, activity, prayer, rejoicing and the night 
for sleep, and as we need the four seasons with their different 
climates, so too we need the drudgery o f dailiness and the joys of 
celebration; we need the work day and the sabbath. Our human 
hearts need something beyond the limitations and frustrations of 
the daily grind. We thirst for a happiness which seems unattainable 
on earth, We crave the infinite, the universal, the eternal -  some
thing which gives a sense to human life and its irksome daily 
routines. A festival is a sign o f heaven. It symbolises our deepest 
aspiration -  an experience o f total communion.

Celebration expresses the true meaning o f community in a concrete 
and tangible way. So it is an essential element in community life. 
Celebration sweeps away the irritations of daily life; we forget our 
little quarrels. The aspect o f ecstasy in a celebration unites our
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hearts; a current of life goes through us all. Celebration is a mo
ment of wonder when the joy of the body arid the senses are linked 
to the joy o f the spirit. It unites everything that is most human 
and most divine in community life. The liturgy of the celebration 
-  which brings together music, dance, song, light and the fruit 
and flowers of the earth -  brings us into communion with God 
and each other, through prayer, thanksgiving and good food. (And 
the celebratory meal is important!) The harder and more irksome 
our daily life, the more our hearts need these moments o f cel
ebration and wonder. We need times when we all come together 
to give thanks, sing, dance, and enjoy special meals. Each com
munity, like each people, needs its festival liturgy.

Celebration is nourishment and resource. It makes present the 
goals of the community in symbolic form, and so brings hope and 
a new strength to take up again everyday life with more love. 
Celebration is a sign of the resurrection which gives us strength 
to carry the cross of each day. There is an intimate bond between 
celebration and the cross.

The greatest pain of human beings is separation and loneliness, 
which always produce guilt, anger, vengeance, jealousy and such 
like; these are the seeds of war. All this is a foretaste o f death. The 
deepest cry in the heart o f the human person is a cry for life, and 
life is unity and peace. Joy flows from unity. And unity is bom 
from daily love, mutual acceptance and forgiveness. Celebration 
is the song o f joy and thanksgiving flowing from a sense o f unity 
but also creating and deepening it.

For married couples, their love and tenderness expressed through 
their bodies is a celebration o f unity. They are one body, one 
being; they belong to each other. Members o f communities are 
called to celebrate their unity, the fact that they belong to one 
another, and to God. If they don't, then their emotional lives will 
be frustrated and hurt and they will have more difficulty integrat
ing their sexuality into their capacity to relate.

It is so important for a family to celebrate all together. It is so
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important for the children to laugh and play and sing with their 
parents and to see their parents happy to be together.

By contrast, there is a sadness about commemorations of politi
cal liberation. There is no dancing, no feasting; there are military 
parades and fly-pasts instead. There is a show of power which 
people may watch with a certain emotion. But there is no cel
ebration. In France, even in non-Christian quarters, there is a great 
difference between the tenderness and sweetness o f Christmas, 
when people quite naturally wish each other ‘Happy Christmas" 
and the national celebration o f the Fourteenth o f July, when there 
is a slightly serious moment at the war memorial, when you salute 
the Republic -  then it’s off to the caf6 for a drink. In the old days, 
people used to dance in the cafes -  but they don’t even do much 
o f that now.

In the same way when people come to honour success and power 
or to give out prizes to winners; they do not celebrate. They clap 
and applaud. They are proud if  the winners come from their club 
or group or family or country. In some ways they identify with 
the winner and feel they are the best. But there are so many who 
are losers, who have no success nor power. Celebration is a shout 
of love, and of openness, not a feeling o f power and superiority.

Very often these days we have joy without God, or God without 
joy. That is the result of a certain tradition of God as all-powerful 
and severe, a tradition which separated joy from the divine. But 
celebration is joy with God. Each culture and each tradition ex
presses this joy in a different way, with more or less restraint. At 
l’Arche, we can celebrate with a burst o f laughter and song, and 
then immediately go into prayer and silence. Shouldn’t every cel
ebration end in the silent prayer which is the celebration o f our 
personal meeting with God?

True belly laughs are important in community life. When a group 
laughs in this way, many pains are swept away.

Laughter is something very human. I am not sure angels laugh! 
They adore. When human beings are too serious they become
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tense. Laughter is the greatest of relaxations. And there is some
thing funny about humanity. Little as we are, poor as we are, with 
all our ‘animal’ needs, we are called to become more than angels; 
brothers and sisters o f God, the Word made flesh. It seems so 
ludicrous and wonderful, so crazy and yet so ecstatic. And the most 
rejected are called to be at the heart o f the Kingdom. Everything is 
upside down. No wonder some people at sacred moments have 
the giggles.

Celebration is a time to thank God for an event in the past when 
he showed his loving presence to humanity itself or the community 
in particular. It is also a reminder that he is always there, today, 
watching over his people and the community, as a loving father 
watches over his children. We are celebrating not only something 
which happened in the past, but something which is happening 
now. For the Jewish people, Passover is a reminder of the time 
when the angel of Yahweh passed by and God freed his people; 
they give thanks to Yahweh today, who continues in the same 
way to be their guide, pastor, protector and loving Father.

When people celebrate Christmas, they are celebrating the same 
reality, the same love o f the Father who sent his only beloved son 
into the world to save it. And Jesus is bom in our hearts to heal 
us, to make us whole and to save us. The feast day reactualises 
the event that happened long ago. It is not just remembering what 
happened; it is living it today.

It is sad when people forget what it means to celebrate 
Christmas, and when everything is reduced to food and drink, and 
to giving expensive toys to already spoilt children.

Christmas is the celebration o f the poor and the children. It is 
the celebration o f the family. It is a time of peace.

In many of our l'Arche homes on Holy Thursday, after the Euch- 
arisdc celebration when we celebrate Jesus transforming for the 
Erst time the bread into his body, we eat the paschal meal. During 
this meal, we bring to mind all the moments of grace we have 
lived together during the past year. Then we wash each other’s
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feet and ask forgiveness one of another. All this is done with love 
and simplicity and a real sense o f the sacred. After that we go to 
pray in the chapel, spending time with jesus who had said in the 
Garden of Olives: ‘Can you not watch one hour with me?’

Each community should celebrate its anniversaries according to its 
own history and traditions -  like the moment God inspired the 
foundation, or a particular occasion when he protected the 
community.

It is important to remember and to re-read our own personal 
histories and the history of the community on certain feast-days, 
and then to give thanks for the way God has watched over us, 
protected us and saved us over the years. Remembering too that 
if  he called the community into being and looked after it in the 
past, then he will continue to do so today with all our questions, 
difficulties and tensions. Yes, he continues to watch over us.

There is also the celebration at the end of the year when a com
munity gives thanks for and rejoices in what it has received in the 
past twelve months. And then there are smaller celebrations -  
birthdays, weddings, christenings -  through which we recognise 
the uniqueness, the particular place and the gift o f each individual. 
There are also the small daily celebrations which spring up around 
meals and happen spontaneously when we meet. When the prodi
gal son returned, his father told the servants: 'Bring quickly the 
best robe, and put it on him; and put a ring on his hand and shoes 
on his feet; and bring the fatted calf and kill it, and let us eat and 
make merry; for this my son was dead, and is alive again; he was 
lost and is found’ (Luke 15:22r-4).

The Gospels speak continually o f feast-days and celebrations. Jesus’ 
first miracle was at the wedding feast at Cana where he turned 
water into wine so that the celebration could be more beautiful, 
and not just a few good bottles but over four hundred litres and 
for people who had already had quite a lot to drink! The generosity
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of God! It was often at a moment o f celebration that Jesus appeared 
at the Temple and announced a special good news. And he died 
on the feast o f the Passover. We need to learn how to use each 
feast day, each celebration to bring the appropriate message o f love 
and hope through the Word and through mime: there is a message 
for each day that can nourish the heart and renew and deepen the 
vision, giving new life.

At the heart o f celebration, there are the poor. If the least significant 
is excluded, it is no longer a celebration. We have to find dances 
and games in which the children, the old people, and the weak 
can join equally. A celebration must always be a festival o f the 
poor, and with the poor, not for the poor.

Some people are reluctant to go to celebrations in a community. 
They feel tired and a bit closed up in themselves. When they do 
go, however, they come away refreshed and feel liberated inside. 
But no one should be obliged to go to a celebration. There is 
always someone who is in pain and who does not want to cel
ebrate. And then there are those who have difficulty being in a 
group; so they remain outside, listening to everything that is going 
on. They are in and out o f the group at the same time. And then 
there are some who feel called by Jesus to remain silently with 
him in the chapel; they participate also in a secret, mystical way.

Visitors are often astonished at the joy they sense at 1* Arche. Their 
impression surprises me, too, because I know how much suffering 
some people in our communities are carrying. I wonder then if all 
joy doesn't somehow spring from suffering and sacrifice. Can 
those who are rich and live in comfort and security with everything 
they need, and refuse to be close to those who are suffering, be 
truly joyful? Isn’t there a lot o f unconscious guilt in them which 
closes them up? Joy comes from openness. But I am sure that 
poor people can be joyful. At times o f celebration, they seem to 
overcome all their suffering and frustration in an explosion o f joy.
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They shed the burden of daily life and they live a moment o f 
freedom in which their hearts simply bound with joy. It is so too 
with people in community who have learnt to accept their wounds, 
limitations and poverty. They are forgiven; they are loved. They 
have discovered liberation; they are not frightened o f being them
selves; they do not have to hide away; they are free with the 
freedom of the Spirit.

A wedding is one of the great celebrations. It is a time when all 
that is most divine seems to meet all that is most human in joy. 
*1116 Kingdom of God is like a wedding feast.* The celebration is 
a sign o f the eternal celebration. And each small celebration in our 
communities has to be this sign too.

A celebration is very different from a spectacle, where actors or 
musicians play to entertain an audience. In a celebration, we are all 
actors and all audience. It is not a true celebration unless everyone 
participates.

But there is always an element o f sadness in celebration. We 
cannot celebrate without alluding to it, because there are people 
on this earth o f ours who are not celebrating, who are despairing, 
anguished, starving and mourning. That is why all celebration, 
which is like a great ‘Alleluia’ and song o f thanksgiving, should 
end with a silence in which we remember before God all those 
who cannot celebrate and who are in pain today.

Each community has its own traditions o f celebration. Each has 
its own liturgy, or special Eucharist, its own way of decorating 
the chapel; each has its own special meal and way of serving it and 
decorating the dining room with candles, garlands, and flowers; 
each has its own songs, party clothes, and dances.

And of course, the way a Trappist monastery celebrates a feast 
day or a birthday will be different from the way the Church of 
the Saviour or a 1’Arche community celebrates. Each community 
has its charism and its way of announcing that all together they 
give thanks for being called by God in one body; all give thanks 
for a particular meaningful day, a feast day. In communities where
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there is a great deal o f silence and prayer, these gestures will be 
simpler but maybe all the more expressive.

In communities like the l’Arche ones in Africa, where the members 
come from different cultures, each person has their own idea of 
how leisure time should be spent. Canadians like to have a drink; 
people from Burkina Faso like to visit the neighbours; others want 
to shut themselves away and read a book. Individuals all have their 
own preferences. Celebration isn't simply a time for relaxation 
according to our own culture, a moment ‘for ourselves’. It is a 
well-prepared meeting of joy and wonderment, which goes 
beyond cultural differences.

It is wonderful to see how the Roman Catholic Church has kept 
its sense o f celebration. Almost every day is a feast day -  either a 
great liturgical festival or a saint’s day. And then at the heart of 
each day we ‘celebrate’ the Mass. I am always struck by the 
vocabulary o f the Mass: celebration and feast, presence and com
munion, meal and sacrifice, forgiveness, eucharist and thanksgiv
ing. These words sum up community life well. We have to be 
truly present, in communion, with each other because we are in 
communion with Jesus. And that is feast and celebration. This 
communion, this celebration, is a time of nourishment. We become 
bread for each other because God became bread for us; it is a meal 
at the heart of the community. Sacrifice is always at the centre of 
community life, because it has to do with the sacrifice o f our own 
interests for those o f others, as Jesus sacrificed his life so that we 
could receive the Spirit. We begin the celebration by asking for 
forgiveness and we complete it in thanksgiving.

The Eucharist is not there just to feed our personal piety. It is 
celebration and thanksgiving for the whole community, for the 
whole Church, and for all humanity. The celebration o f the 
Eucharist is one of the moments in community life when we are 
most united; everything is offered to the Father in Jesus. For
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Christians it is the summit and the heart of all celebrations; it is 
the centre o f community.

These days, when there are so many people who are depressed 
and frightened for the future, it is important to announce and 
celebrate our hope in God. There may be wars and revolutions; 
there may be sickness and natural catastrophes, but God is watch
ing over humanity with love. Death is not the end of all. Love 
has conquered hate and death. Celebrations do not have to be loud 
nor boisterous; they can be very sober, simply announcing our 
trust and our love; announcing the unity o f the body; announcing 
the good news: God is present amongst us, he is in our hearts; 
Jesus is risen and is alive.

Meals

Meals are daily celebrations where we meet each other around the 
same table to be nourished and share in joy. They are a particular 
delight for the body and the senses. So we shouldn’t bolt our food 
under the pretext o f having more important or more spiritual 
things to do than sit at table. A meal is an important community 
event which has to be well prepared and fully lived. It is a time 
when the joy o f eating and drinking well merge with the joy of 
meeting -  a marvellous human moment. Meals and love have been 
linked for us all since we were infants. When a mother feeds her 
baby, there is mutual presence, joy and play. An infant who is not 
fed with love and who takes the nipple mechanically, is going to 
have indigestion. Human beings don’t eat like animals, all in their 
own comer. Friendship and love make the activity human.

This is why meals must not be times for contentious discussion 
or serious educational attitudes. Working meals are not to be 
encouraged either. A meal is a time of relaxation for the body and 
the spirit. Laughter is excellent for the digestion. Serious discus
sions cause ulcers and other intestinal problems. Some children 
really do have terrible problems if they can’t eat in an atmosphere
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of relaxation. 1 know that tensions at table cut my appetite and go 
straight to my liver!

During the course of a meal, each person has to have the chance 
to meet all the others. Even the simple gesture o f passing the 
potatoes is a natural moment o f communication which can bring 
people out o f their isolation. They cannot remain behind the bar
riers of their depression when they have to ask for the salt. The 
need for food encourages communication.

Self-service is the worst o f inventions. There we are, all with 
our own tray, own little bottle o f wine, own little sachets o f sugar, 
salt, and pepper. It's like spending every mealtime on an aeroplane. 
It's terrible to assume that everyone is going to eat and drink a 
standard quantity, and do it alone into the bargain. How much 
more human to have a nice big bottle, from which everyone can 
pour as much as they want, and one nice big dish, so that everyone 
can make sure that the others have what they need and be willing 
to offer the best bits to their neighbour. Then meals are no longer 
a solitary and egoistical business, but a time when each person 
shares and loves.

Anyone who runs a house knows that a good meal takes careful 
preparation -  from drawing up the menu, to buying the food, to 
cooking it, to setting the table, and presenting the meal attract
ively. Everything has to be thought of: the wine, the flowers, who 
sits next to whom, the way conversations can be encouraged. It 
is good if people have time to talk to their neighbours. But it is 
good too to have times when everyone can share in conversations 
o f general interest and laugh together.

I think it was St Louis o f Gonzaguez who each day prepared funny 
stories to make his brothers laugh during recreation. He wasn't 
naturally gifted for this and would rather perhaps have stayed out 
of the limelight. But for love o f his brothers, he tried to inject 
gaiety into those recreation times. Things can't always be left to
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spontaneity, because this is often a question o f sensitivity or the 
emotion o f the moment.

We have a duty to learn more creative ways o f celebrating. We 
need to find more rousing and funnier songs, stories, and snippets 
o f information. If these are well prepared, the meal and other 
community activities can become moments o f sharing, celebration 
and pooling o f knowledge, with all-the opening of the spirit that 
these imply. Too many people come to a meal simply as con
sumers. They don't realise the role which meals can play in the 
building o f community.

When we’ve had oranges for dessert at l'Arche, we sometimes 
start chucking the peel about at the end o f the meal. Everyone gets 
into it. An Englishman once asked me if this was a traditional 
French custom. I don’t know about that! But I do know that it is 
one way to bring people out of their isolation to express themselves 
joyfully -  especially if  they can’t communicate with words. People 
who cannot participate in interesting conversations can participate 
through play. When a piece o f orange peel arrives on their nose, 
they are delighted -  and they throw it back.

I was once explaining this way of celebrating during a retreat I 
was giving in New Zealand for superiors of religious orders. The 
last evening, we had a celebratory meal to which the bishop came. 
And, by chance, there were oranges for dessert. It was quite some
thing to see those serious and until now rather formal mothers 
provincial joyfully chucking orange peel about under the aston
ished gaze o f the bishop! He, o f course, didn’t know how it had 
all started. There was a bit o f explaining to do!

The way the table is set is important. So is the placing o f people 
around it. If some are a bit strung up, there are others who 
shouldn’t be put next to them. There is a whole discernment o f 
love to be made here. In the same way, when people are sad, we 
try to make some food they really enjoy. A meal offers the chance 
o f very many gestures o f sensitivity and tenderness.
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Eating well doesn’t mean eating expensively. There is a lot of 
good food that is cheap too. It’s a question of creativity, of culinary 
skill, especially with sauces -  think o f spaghetti without sauce! A 
sauce is a gesture of gratuite. A community which eats nothing but 
plain pasta because ‘it’s cheaper to buy in bulk’ will never be a 
very cheerful place.

A silent meal, by candlelight and against a background of good 
music, can create a very warm community atmosphere. Silent 
meals are often the rule in monasteries, where people, after all, 
don't have too much news to share. But silence also encourages 
reflection and inwardness. And it doesn’t exclude sensitive non
verbal communication which can sometimes forge unity more 
strongly than words.

Preparing the celebration

A celebration or other community activity should be at least as 
carefully prepared as a meal. Things cannot be left to happen 
spontaneously. A small group of people have to discern the goal 
and how it is to be reached, for it is within a well-prepared frame
work that we can best encourage spontaneity and changes in the 
programme. And we have to know how to capture and prolong 
the unexpected -  the moment o f unity, of grace and recollection, 
or o f wonder, the times when the current of life is flowing joyfully. 
If a celebration is not well prepared, you can be sure that either 
someone will seize the chance to turn the occasion into ‘their* 
project and impose their view, put themselves at the heart o f the 
spectacle and collect the applause; or that everything will disperse 
into boredom, with no sense of unity or celebration at all.

Every community activity should be evaluated afterwards, to 
see whether we have done what we set out to do. We have to 
recognise our mistakes and omissions, so that we can do better next 
time. God gave us an intelligence, a memory, and an imagination -  
and we should use them. Americans love evaluating and they 
sometimes concentrate a bit too heavily on the material aspects, 
which is why they are good at commerce. The French are not too
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fond o f evaluation. We should always try to evaluate our activities 
-  but qualitatively.

Some people refuse to take on the organisation o f celebrations 'as 
a job’ because they want others to have a chance and because they 
don’t want to be typed as 'animators’. But if this is their gift, why 
do they deny it to the community? Perhaps they could teach others 
how to be animators. The same holds true for all the arts - theatre, 
dance, mime. Every artistic activity can carry a message which 
can touch people and make their hearts beat in unison. The arts 
shouldn’t be neglected, and each community should find its own 
expression. Every human activity can be put at the service of the 
divine and of love. Everyone should exercise their gift to build 
community.

Song has a primary importance in community. The members of 
Bundeena in Australia told me that because some of their people 
couldn’t read, they set some passages o f the Bible to music, so 
that the word of God could penetrate more deeply into people’s 
spirits. St Marie Louise Grignon of Montfort set prayers and 
hymns to popular music. At 1’Arche, it seems to me, we are 
turning more and more to melancholy songs, perhaps because we 
want to help people reflect. We need to find some more cheerful 
ones. There is a whole art in discerning the right song for the right 
moment: there are some which encourage prayer and reflection, 
others which encourage us to push ahead. More people in our 
communities should be thinking about and specialising in this. We 
too often leave everything to the emotion o f the moment. Cer
tainly people shouldn’t choose songs just because they like them 
or they reflect the way they themselves are feeling. We need to 
find the right song for each occasion.

Wolf Wolfensberger, professor in the special education and 
rehabilitation division o f an American university^ told me recently 
that he felt we should invent universal dances, easy to learn and 
perform, and set words to them. In our celebrations, we always 
dance farandols -  but only because we have never learned anything
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else. There must be some other dances in which people with 
disabilities can join.

Sometimes we feel we lack a particular gift, because we don’t want 
to push ourselves forward. But we can still ask God to give us 
gifts, especially if these are to be used to create community. Each 
aspect o f community life is important; sometimes we have to work 
hard to participate in it as fully as possible, and to create the 
atmosphere of joy and awareness which enables it to flourish.

In celebrations -  and in any community discussions and prayers as 
well -  those who speak must always make sure that everyone can 
hear and understand what is going on. That means speaking loudly 
and clearly, for a start. Meetings where people mumble shyly into 
their beards so that only their closest neighbours can hear them, 
are deadly. When we speak in any sort of community meeting, 
we have to think of the person at the furthest end of the room 
and, if necessary, stand up. We have to talk simply, thinking of 
the composition of the audience. It is better to get across one or 
two ideas that they can grasp easily than to confuse them with a 
jumble of thoughts that they only half understand. And we have 
to remember too that what we say is not as important as the 
faith and enthusiasm with which we say it and touch hearts. It is 
important that we know how to get across the message we want 
to communicate.

Nourishment comes in those moments when the whole com
munity becomes aware o f the current o f life which flows through 
it. These are times o f grace and gift when the community lives 
the joy o f being together in celebration, feasting, and prayer. I 
remember an evening in one of our communities which had just 
started. The meal I shared with them was rather sad; each person 
spoke only to their neighbour and there was no sense of unity 
round the table. After the meal, we all met in the living room. 
Someone picked up a guitar and we began to sing. And then, one
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after another, everyone began to clap their hands and beat out the 
rhythm with a glass and spoon, or any improvised instrument 
they could find. You could feel the current o f life! Faces began to 
light up -  it was a moment o f grace. We were really together, our 
hearts, hands and voices beating in unison. But it didn’t last. Some 
of the people with disabilities couldn’t bear to feel too relaxed and 
happy; their families’ rejection had left them with too much anger. 
Sometimes we have to wait for a long time for everyone to be 
able to join fully in a celebration.

Invited to the wedding feast

I have always loved what the King said to his servants in St 
Matthew’s Gospel: ‘Go therefore to the thoroughfares, and invite 
to the marriage feast as many as you find’ (Matt. 22:9). We are 
not made to be sad and to work all the time, to do nothing but 
obey the law and struggle. We are all invited to the wedding feast!

Our communities should be signs of joy and celebration. If they 
are, people will commit themselves with us. Communities which 
are sad are sterile; they are places of death. O f course our joy on 
earth is far from complete. But our celebrations are small signs of 
the eternal celebration, o f the wedding feast to which we are all 
invited.



Conclusion

This book has been about community -  community as the place 
of forgiveness and celebration, growth and liberation. But when 
all is said and done, each of us, and in the deepest part o f our self, 
has to learn to accept our own essential solitude.

In each o f our hearts, there is a wound -  the wound of our own 
loneliness, which hurts at moments o f setback and can be even 
more painful at the time of our death. Death is a passage which 
cannot be made in community. It has to be made completely alone. 
And all suffering, sadness and depression is a foretaste o f that 
death, a manifestation o f our deep wound which is part o f the 
human condition. Because our hearts thirst for the infinite, they 
will never be satisfied with the limitations which are always a sign 
of death. We can touch that infinite in art, music and poetry. We 
can experience moments o f communion and love, o f prayer and 
ecstasy -  but they are only moments. We quickly find ourselves 
back in the incompleteness which is the result o f our immortality 
and limitations and those of others.

We will only find peace when we discover that our setbacks, 
depression, and even our sins can be an offering and a sacrifice, 
and so open the door to the eternal. We will only find trust when 
we have accepted our human condition, with all its limitations and 
contradictions and frantic search for happiness, and when we have 
discovered that the eternal wedding feast will be waiting for us, 
like a gift, after our death.

Even the most beautiful community can never heal the wound 
of loneliness that we carry. It is only when we discover that this 
loneliness can become a sacrament that we touch wisdom, for this 
sacrament is purification and presence o f God. If we stop fleeing
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from our own solitude, and if we accept our wound, we will 
discover that this is the way to meet Jesus Christ. It is when we 
stop fleeing into work and activity, noise and illusion, and when 
we remain conscious o f our wound, that we will meet God. He 
is the Paraclete, the One who responds to our cry, which comes 
from the darkness o f our loneliness.

Those who enter marriage believing that it will slake their thirst 
for communion and heal their wound will not find happiness. In 
the same way, those who enter community hoping that it will 
totally fulfil and heal them, will be disappointed. We will only 
find the true meaning o f marriage or community when we have 
understood and accepted our wound. It is only when we stand up, 
with all our failings and sufferings, and try to support others rather 
than withdraw into ourselves, that we can fully live the life of 
marriage or community. It is only when we stop seeing others as 
a refuge that we will become, despite our wound, a source o f life 
and comfort. It is only then that we will discover peace.

Jesus is master o f community and it is his teaching which leads 
to the creation o f Christian communities, founded in forgiveness 
and completed in celebration. But Jesus died abandoned by his 
friends, crucified on a cross, rejected by society, religious leaders, 
and his own people. Only one person understood and lived that 
reality: Mary, his mother, who stood at the foot of the cross. This 
was no longer community. It was a communion which went 
beyond all community. The master o f community even cried: 
‘Lord, Lord, why have you forsaken me?’ and ‘I thirst’.

Community life is there to help us, not to flee from our deep 
wound, but to remain with the reality o f love. It is there to help 
us believe that our illusions and egoism will be gradually healed 
if we become nourishment for others. We are in community for 
each other, so that all o f  us can grow and uncover our wound 
before the infinite, so that Jesus can manifest himself through it.

But we can only accept our own deep wound when we have 
discovered that community is a place where our heart can put 
down roots, a place where we are at home. The roots are not there 
to comfort us or turn us in on ourselves. Quite the opposite: they 
are there so that each o f us can grow and bear fruit for humanity 
and for God. We put down roots when we discover the covenant
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among people who are called to live together, and the covenant 
with God and with the poor. Community is there not for itself, 
but for others -  the poor, the Church, and society. It is essentially 
mission. It has a message of hope to offer and a love to communi
cate, especially to those who are poor and in distress. So com
munity has a political aspect.

Community can only truly exist if there is this vital and loving 
communication between it and the poor, if it is a source for them 
as they are for it.

So community life takes on a wider meaning. It is lived not 
only among its own members, but in the larger community o f its 
neighbourhood, with the poor, and with all those who want to 
share its hope. So it becomes a place o f reconciliation and forgive
ness, where each person feels carried by the others and carries 
them. It is a place o f friendship among those who know that they 
are weak but know too that they are loved and forgiven. Thus 
community is the place o f celebration.

And celebration is the sign that beyond all the sufferings, purifi
cations and deaths, there is the eternal wedding feast, the great 
celebration o f life with God. It is the sign that there is a personal 
meeting which will fulfil us, that our thirst for the infinite will be 
slaked and that the wound of our loneliness will be healed.

Our journey together, our pilgrimage, is worth while. There is 
hope.


