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At the centre of the Christian Gospel is the paradox of strength revealed through weakness. This is a book that thrills with this paradox. It demonstrates that the way to full, strong humanity is through the acceptance of weakness and disability around one and within one.

In 1964 Jean Vanier founded L'Arche, a network of communities where people with intellectual disabilities share their lives with others called to share and live with them. This book distils Vanier's experience of enrichment and growth in humanity through the challenge to trust, open-ness and vulnerability presented by life shared with the handicapped.  

'I believe in the sacredness of every human being and that each one is called to be fully alive' writes Vanier. Such coming to life is a business of ongoing liberation from the things that compel us, notably our need to succeed and be loved and our fear of failure and rejection. 

As a young naval officer Jean Vanier was trained to high professional standards of competency and efficiency. 'My energies were goal oriented' he writes. 'Power and cleverness call forth admiration but also a certain separation, a sense of distance; we are reminded of who we are not, of what we cannot do. On the other hand, sharing weaknesses and needs calls us together into "oneness". We welcome those who love us into our heart…the masks and barriers behind which we hide are dropped; new life flows. We no longer have to prove ourselves; we are free to be ourselves. We find a new wholeness, a new inner unity'. 

Wellsprings of compassion, understanding and trustfulness in relationships are seen to flow when people belong together in community. In every place of belonging, starting with basic family, there is the potential mediation of what is human. 'We find structures and discipline, where we can search for truth together, where we find healing for our hearts that are incapable of relating to others in a healthy way…we learn not to be locked up in our own needs and desires but to welcome others as they are, to accept that they have different gifts and capacities, that they are important and have value'.

'We tend to reduce being human to acquiring knowledge, power and social status' writes Vanier. 'We have disregarded the heart, seeing it as a symbol of weakness, the centre of sentimentality and emotion, instead of as a powerhouse of love that can reorient us from our self-centredness, revealing to us and to others the basic beauty of humanity, empowering us to grow.'

Healing communities strike a careful balance between the inclusivity and openness necessary to welcome and care for those outside and the clarity of identity that fosters the health and spirituality of the group. The example of Jesus, Vanier claims, justifies greater emphasis on the former, as in the Parable of the Good Samaritan. 'Throughout his life, Jesus taught and led people into a vision of our common humanity, where mercy and kindness are more important than ideology.'

The book concludes with a Chapter on forgiveness, which quotes Christ alongside the Koran and the Dalai Lama. It gives less emphasis to prayer for grace than to forgiveness as something almost latent to true humanity: 'we work and God works'. There is little mention of the saving work of Christ which is one shortfall in a powerful book that should engage open minded readers by its own generous tone.
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