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True Model of Discipleship 

For his immersion in the poor where joy is found, we owe him not just admiration but imitation 

I first hear Jean Vanier speak when I was a 22 year-old seminarian.  For may of my colleagues , he 

was a spiritual rock star, but that idolisation was a negative for me. I went to hear him speak with 

a certain bias: nobody can be that good!  But he was!, writes Ronald Rolheiser. 

Admittedly that ambiguous. Talent and charisma can seduce us toward selfishness just as easily as 

invite us towards nobility of the soul.  Someone can be a powerful speaker and motivator without 

that charisma witnessing to that person’s integrity and without that seductiveness inviting anyone 

to what’s more noble inside him or her. But Jean Vanier’s person, message, and charisma, 

through more than 70 years, suffered no such ambiguity.  

The transparency, simplicity, depth, wisdom and faith that were contained in his person and his 

word beckoned us only in one direction, that is, towards all that’s one, good, true and beautiful. 

And those are the properties of God. Meeting Jean Vanier mad you want, like the disciples, to 

eave your boats and nets and set off on a new road. 

Perhaps the best criterion by which to judge Christian disci0leship is to look at who’s moving for-

ward, who fits the description given in the Letter to the Philippians: “Though he was in the form 

of God, Jesus did not deem equality with God as something to be grasped at.  Rather he emptied 

himself and too the form of a slave.” 

Jean Vanier (1928-2019) was born into a world of privilege, blessed with exceptional parents, a 

gifted intelligence, a handsome body, enviable educational opportunities, financial security and a 

famous name.  Those are a lot of gifts for a person to carry and such privilege has more often ru-

ined a life than blessed one. But, for Jean, these gifts were never something to be grasped at. Ra-

ther he constantly emptied himself by immersing himself in the lives of the poor, letting his gifts 

bless them, even as he received a rich blessing in return. 

Jean Vanier modelled a true discipleship of Jesus, namely stepping downward into a second bap-

tism, immersion with the poor, where community and joy are found.  And to this he invited us. In 

her poem “The Leaf and the Cloud” Mary Oliver write: “I wil sing for the broken doors od the 

poor, and for the sorrow of the rich, who are mistaken and lonely.” Jean Vanier, thorough all the 

years of his life, stepped through the broken doors of the poor ans found community and joy 

there. For this we owe him not just admiration but imitation. 

      (-Ronal Rolheiser OMI in The Tablet, 11 May 2019) 

Jean Vanier: Portrait of a Free Man 

Anne-Sophie Constant 

 It’s a crazy story. In August 1964 a thirty-six-year-old Canadian from a famous family – one who 

has already joined the navy during war at age thirteen, become an officer, earned a PhD, and 

taught ethics at the University of Toronto – takes up residence in a little house he just bought in 

the village of Trosly, France, with two mentally disabled men he has removed from a care home. 

The house, which he calls L’Arche (the Ark), has neither water nor electricity. His plan? None. He 

is just convinced he has to do it, touched by the silent cry of these men shut up in the gloomy, 

violent institution where he found them. His example is contagious; within months the communi-

ty has grown to over fifty. 

Jean Vanier is known and loved around the world for having created L'Arche, those unique com-

munities of people with disabilities and their volunteer caregivers in more than one hundred and 

fifty sites on five continents. But Vanier is also a philosopher, a spiritual master who touches be-

lievers and nonbelievers alike, a tireless messenger of peace and ecumenism, and an adventurer 
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