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Fr. Henri Nouwen, in 1985, moves into L’Arche a community in Trosly, France.  It is a time of tremendous mental turmoil for him.  He spent most of his adult years as a priest teaching in such places as the Universities of Notre Dame, Yale and Harvard.  As the years pass, however, he discovers ‘a restlessness’ that he cannot shake.  Now he accepts the invitation to live with people, who are physically and/or mentally handicapped.  During this time, Nouwen makes a discovery that changes his life.  He realizes that he craves being in the spotlight of important events.

One evening, he listens to Jean Vanier, the founder of L’Arche, who reflects upon a Scripture passage.  Vanier says to the group, ‘Jesus always leads us to littleness (vulnerability).  It is the place where misery and mercy meet.  It is the place where we [meet] God.’
He reminds those gathered that ‘we are called not just to serve the poor but to be poor – to choose the little people, the little joys, the little sorrows, and to trust that it is there that God will come close – that is the hard way of Jesus.’  (He invites them to live in mutuality and acceptance.)
Nouwen then writes, ‘I am quite willing to work for and even with little people, but I want it to be a great event!  Something in me always wants to turn the way of Jesus into a way that is honorable in the eyes of the world.  I always want the little way to become the big way.  But Jesus’ movement toward the places the world wants to move away from cannot be made into a success story.
‘Every time we think we have touched a place of poverty,’ Nouwen continues, ‘we will discover greater poverty beyond that place.  There is really no way back to riches, wealth, success, acclaim, and prizes.  Beyond physical poverty there is mental poverty, beyond mental poverty there is spiritual poverty, and beyond that there is nothing, nothing but the naked trust that God is mercy.

‘It is not a way we can walk alone.’ he concludes.  ‘Only with Jesus [the Christ] can we go to the place where there is nothing but mercy.  It is the place [of mercy] from which Jesus cries, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”  It is also the place from which Jesus was raised up to new life.’
We can walk the way of Jesus only with Jesus the Christ and each other.  We cannot choose to walk the path that leads to vulnerability alone.  If we try, we disguise what Nouwen discovers within himself ‘I can do this on my own.  Look at me!’  Jesus needs God to walk with him to his acceptance of utter poverty.  We need Jesus the Christ to walk with us to our place of vulnerability and mercy.

We tend to think of the crucifixion as an event that vindicates Jesus in the eyes of the world.  It is not.  Jesus, in the eyes of his religion and society, is a failure.  God transforms his failure for our good.

We like to search for what we want, and to strive for what we desire.  When we journey with Christ, however, he takes us to a place ‘we do not want to go.’  He leads us to ‘the place where misery and mercy meet – the place where we [meet] God.’
Living mutually and equally with others is not possible for us until – like St. Paul – we experience ourselves living in Christ.  That is, we live in the flow of God that embraces all peoples and creation.  The experience begins with our choosing to be vulnerable briefly each day.
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