Henri Nouwen – A Prophet to be Heeded      
Many people have become disillusioned with the Church because of (her focus on the morality of human behaviour)... but when the moral life gets all the attention, we are in danger of forgetting the primacy of the mystical life, which is the life of the heart. 

So wrote the late Henri Nouwen in his autobiography ‘The Road to Daybreak’. Nouwen (pronounced Now-an) must be one of the most widely read contemporary spiritual authors from the Western Catholic tradition with up to 40 publications over his 64 years. He died in 1996. 

Somehow his evangelical fervour, which burns from the heart of the Church, has a capacity to ignite a Christian readership stretching from Baptists to Eastern Orthodox. This fervour is intent upon challenging the moralistic tendencies of the Churches, with a call back to grace as the dynamic of the Christian Faith and the mystical life.

In his autobiography he tells the tale of a spiritual journey from a privileged position as a professor at Harvard Divinity School to live among people with developmental disabilities at the L'Arche Daybreak Community in Canada.

This is a movement he describes, in reference to his reluctance, as “going downward mobile" with God, to use a memorable phrase from the book.

People seek glory by moving upward. God reveals his glory by moving downward. If we truly want to see the glory of God, we must move downward with Jesus. This is the deepest reason for living in solidarity with poor, oppressed and handicapped people. They are the ones through whom God's glory can manifest itself to us. They show us the way to God, the way to salvation.

Yet everything in me wants to move upward. Downward mobility with Jesus goes radically against my inclinations, against the advice of the world surrounding me.

Nouwen in the end decides the issue is not where you are, but how you live where you are... that means a constant choosing of what is important and a willingness to accept that the urgent things can wait or be left undone... You have to decide to whom you want to be obedient. 

His convictions about meeting Jesus in the poor link to the gift of Jesus in the Eucharist, as in this quotation from Jean Vanier, founder of L’Arche:

There is an intimate connection between the presence of Jesus in the Eucharist and the presence of Jesus in the deprived person. The deprived person sends us back to Jesus in the Eucharist. To receive the Body of Jesus is to have his eyes and his heart to see him in the poor.

Elsewhere, thinking about the Feast of Corpus Christi  he writes:

The greatest mystery of the Christian faith is that God came to us in the body, suffered with us in the body, rose in the body, and gave us his body as food. No religion takes the body as seriously as the Christian religion... My body is much more than a mortal instrument of pleasure and pain. It is a home where God wants to manifest the fullness of the divine glory.... The abuse of the body - whether it be psychological (eg. instilling fear), physical (eg. torture), economic (eg. exploitation), or sexual (eg. hedonistic pleasure seeking) - is a distortion of true human destiny: to live in the body eternally with God. The loving care given to our bodies and the bodies of others is therefore a truly spiritual act, since it leads the body closer toward its glorious existence.

Nouwen settles himself on two priorities for support - prayer (one hour a day plus the Eucharist)  and spiritual friendship:

The most important criterion is prayer. As long as I pray daily, intimately and long, I stay in the right place and continue to walk on the road to faithfulness. But when I let my prayer go because of fatigue, distraction, or laziness, I know that I will soon be on the other side of the fence. The second criterion is a deep, confessing friendship. I now realise that I need regular contact with a friend who keeps me close to Jesus and continues to call me to faithfulness. 

To adore is to be drawn away from my own preoccupations into the presence of Jesus. It means letting go of what I want, desire, and have planned and fully trusting Jesus and his love.

I now understand much better why Jesus sent his disciples into the world in groups of two rather than alone. Together they could maintain the spirit of peace and love they found in his company and could share these gifts with everyone they met.

Prayer and friendship are therefore seen not just as the receipe for the growth of the Church but for the growth of every Christian.
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Some books by Nouwen to be recommended: The Road to Daybreak £9-95, Bread for the Journey – Daily Reflections £9-95, The Return of the Prodigal Son £8-95.  

