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“The Core Members call us into an openness and spirituality that disregards the cerebral differences 
in religion and, instead, focuses on one’s ability to love, forgive, and find delight in the everyday.”  

 -- A survey respondent 
 

 
Preface 
The spirituality project team was commissioned in January, 2016 to: 

 uphold and develop the value, commitment to and intentional practice of L’Arche spirituality 
within L’Arche;  

 encourage an ongoing reflection on L’Arche spirituality in different denominations and faith 
traditions, and none; 

 communicate and teach L’Arche’s spirituality through tools and projects to appropriate 
external audiences; 

 act as a resource for communities and retreat-givers; 

 liaise with L’Arche International and other national groups on this issue. 
 
The team created a survey and asked the communities to complete it by having conversations in 
homes and programs. These conversations were to include core members, assistants, leadership, 
and friends where possible. The survey questions and full transcript of the communities’ responses 
is attached (Appendix I). What follows here are the team’s observations and tentative conclusions 
after reviewing the responses. In this document, we seek not to provide definitive answers, but to 
surface questions and issues for reflection, discussion, and mutual learning. We hope that these 
observations will not simply repeat what has been said before about the spirituality of L’Arche, but 
will provide new perspectives and challenges to help stimulate deep reflection and intentional 
engagement with what the lived spirituality of L’Arche USA has to offer members of communities and 
the wider world.1   

 
 
The Spiritual Heart of L’Arche 

It is not easy to define spirituality. It is even more difficult to tease out the significance of 
terms like “religion,” and “faith” in relation to “spirituality” in the context of the L’Arche 
movement and daily experience of life in a L’Arche community. This is particularly 
challenging at a time in our culture when these terms are both highly contested and very 
fluid. And yet, there is no doubt that there has always been a spiritual heart to life in L’Arche 
homes and programs. This spiritual center, conveyed in Jean Vanier’s original vision, is 
integral to the identity of L’Arche, and is the thing that sets L’Arche apart from other 

                                                      
1 For excellent earlier work in this area, we commend to readers the Learning Guide for 
L’Arche Spirituality (2011), which can be accessed through the L’Arche USA website.  
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programs. The intentional cultivation and practice of spirituality is what makes L’Arche “not a 
group home,” in the words of one assistant.  

 
While it is clear that spirituality is integral to life in L’Arche, it is not always clear how to live 
that commitment in a pluralistic religious context.  Nor is it always clear how L’Arche 
spirituality has connected to the religious or faith commitments (or absence of these) of its 
community members. L’Arche was founded as a faith-based movement, strongly connected 
to the Catholic Christian tradition, which then expanded across the globe to include 
communities with multiple faith perspectives. L’Arche USA, with its strong historic ties to 
Christianity and Catholicism, acknowledges in its Charter being called by God to its mission, 
and places its mission in the context of faith and trust in God. L’Arche USA now faces the 
challenge defining, living, and communicating the spiritual message of L’Arche in a 
dramatically changed religious landscape.  
 
What does “L’Arche spirituality” mean in the current environment of the United States, and 
how tied is that meaning to a particular religious framework? How do L’Arche USA 
communities live the vision and mission of L’Arche as a faith-based movement, while 
honoring the changing landscape of faith, religion, and spirituality in America today? How 
are community members understanding and living the spirituality of L’Arche in “real life?” 
How do communities, homes, and programs nurture the unique spiritual values of L’Arche in 
a way that is respectful, inclusive, and open to all? And what can L’Arche offer to the wider 
world in terms of a lived, transformational spirituality that embodies L’Arche’s mission to be a 
sign of hope?  
 

 
Survey Says . . .  

The spirituality survey revealed a wide range of experiences with spirituality, faith, and 
religion in L’Arche. It also revealed some important tensions and deep gifts that can be a 
source of rich conversation and growth. And yet the responses from all communities make 
clear that the daily experience of relationship – the “littleness” of daily life – is the place 
where spiritual transformation and growth happens in L’Arche. What surfaced is a vibrant 
image of the profound transformative potential of a spirituality based on mutual relationships 
of vulnerability and trust.  
 
There is tremendous diversity when it comes to the experience of spirituality within any given 
community, and among the various communities of L’Arche USA. Almost every community 
identifies its founding religious context as Christian, and most identify as Catholic, yet every 
community is engaged with the issue of religious or spiritual difference in some way.  
 
The challenges of welcome, inclusion, and safety were raised in relation to experiences of 
communal prayer in particular, but also the faith life of communities in general. Sometimes 
the founding story of a community is clearly set in a Christian context, but many people in 
the community do not identify as Christian. In other instances, respondents feel alienated or 
unsafe despite the community’s efforts to be “inclusive.” In yet others, there is a sense of 
“stuckness” in traditional practices that no longer feel relevant or alive. For some, the effort 
to be inclusive translates to a feeling of “watering down” traditional practices in order not to 
offend anyone, while for others the practice of inclusion does not go far enough.  
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Beyond the specific issues of difference and diversity, the responses highlighted the 
existence of tensions that seem to be inherent in the spiritual life of L’Arche communities in 
the USA (and probably many communities around the world). These tensions may often go 
unnamed or even unnoticed, but they can be the source of rich conversations and growth. 
Recognition of these tensions, as well as the powerful transformative potential of L’Arche 
spirituality, seems vital to help L’Arche move into the future with a conscious, reflective 
spiritual heart. Recognizing these tensions, along with the reality of current trends in 
religious affiliation and spiritual expression in the USA, can help L’Arche USA realize more 
fully its mission to be a sign of hope in a divided world.   

 
 
Naming the Tensions 

There appear to be several central tensions that run through the way spirituality is 
understood, communicated, and lived in L’Arche USA communities. Some of these have 
likely always been a part of life in L’Arche. Others reflect the dramatic changes in the 
religious environment in the USA in the past decades.  These include tensions between: 

 “Religion” and “Spirituality”  
Religion, and the religions (from religio, “to bind again”), place in a more formalized 
and shared context the human longing for connection with the holy, sacred, or 
transcendent. Religious traditions often hold shared texts, practices, and teachings 
or beliefs meant to mediate personal and group relationship with that which is 
designated sacred. Religion can be a source of deep growth and positive social 
change in a community context outlined by shared stories, values, and moral codes 
that create a sense of belonging and common identity. It can facilitate deep 
experiences of surrender, love, and engagement with the suffering of others. It is 
also possible for religion, with its sense of belonging connected to “ultimate truth”, to 
create experiences of exclusion and even oppression for those outside of a 
particular group identity.     
 
Spirituality, which may or may not be held in a religious context, is the expression of 
a human longing to experience a deep and real connection to self, others, and the 
holy, sacred, or “more.” Spirituality can certainly be expressed and experienced in 
religious terms, but in this definition, one can be legitimately “spiritual but not 
religious.” Journalist Krista Tippett writes, “Spiritual life is . . . in the end about 
befriending reality, the common human experience of mystery included. It 
acknowledges the full drama of the human condition; it attends to beauty and 
pleasure; it attends to grief and pain and the enigma of our capacity to resist the 
very things we long for and need.”2 These are the same experiences of humanness 
that Jean Vanier names, and to which L’Arche spirituality calls the world.  
 
Spirituality may be deeply integrated within a religious framework, but for increasing 
numbers of people, spiritual life is independent of religion.  
 

 Tradition/founding story and lived experience  

                                                      
2 Krista Tippett, “Religion does not Have a Monopoly on Faith,” America Magazine, June 
8, 2015. 
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L’Arche was never meant to become the primary religious home of its members.  
Because rich spiritual values and practices are inseparable from life in L’Arche, many 
experience it as a kind of spiritual home, yet it is not a “church” or faith community in the 
traditional sense (meaning a religious group with a shared set of beliefs/faith).  Prayer 
and “trust in God” are essential elements of L’Arche spirituality, but how these values 
relate to particular religious practices is not prescribed for L’Arche communities, and in 
lived experience this relationship is not entirely clear or consistent.  
 
At the founding of L’Arche, Jean Vanier’s own spirituality was deeply integrated with his 
Catholicism, and this has been a strong influence on communities around the world. But 
from the beginning, L’Arche was also challenged to engage a vision of prayer and trust 
in God that could encompass a wide variety of religious frameworks. The tension 
between the founding story of L’Arche as a Christian/Catholic project and the diverse 
spiritual experience of its members has perhaps become more evident in recent times, 
as religious affiliation has become both more fluid and less significant in the lives of 
many in the US.  
 
For example, most communities observe the Christian religious calendar (observations 
of Lent, Advent, etc.), whether all members of the community are Christian or not. On 
the one hand, these rituals and practices create a rhythm and flow of community 
spiritual life, and honor the religious foundations of a given community. They often 
reflect the religious commitments of the core members, if not the assistants or 
leadership. On the other, they can make people feel uncomfortable, or excluded, or can 
feel “stale” or not relevant. This tension may be particularly apparent in communities that 
were founded as “interfaith” or “ecumenical.” 
 
It is important to acknowledge the founding religious identity of each community in 
L’Arche USA, and also to examine both the religious and spiritual elements (as we have 
defined them) in communities. It is a challenge to honor the founding religious identity of 
a given community while also acknowledging that “L’Arche spirituality” need not be 
bound to any particular religious framework.  
 
We return to the clear sense that what defines L’Arche spirituality is not a particular 
religious context, but the transformative potential of mutual relationships grounded in the 
acknowledgment of our shared human vulnerability. What defines L’Arche “spiritual 
practice” in the broadest sense is not the particular religious rituals or observances in 
any community, but the daily and moment-to-moment practice of becoming human 
together. This spirituality is supported by the “pillars” of our ongoing practices of 
welcome, simplicity, forgiveness, celebration, authentic relationships, suffering and joy, 
prayer, loss and grief, growth, and the commitment to be a light for the world. 

 

 Welcome and Inclusion 
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Jean Vanier has written much about belonging and welcome. Welcome, as one of the 
pillars of L’Arche spirituality, is an invitation to the “stranger.” It expresses the 
commitment to openness to and engagement with the other, whose humanity is seen as 
sacred and valuable. Those who have spent time in L’Arche knows the delight of feeling 
welcomed and welcoming others – it’s truly joyful!  
 
It is safe to say that in a pluralistic context, the idea of welcome itself can be ambiguous. 
- who is welcoming whom? When it comes to spirituality and religion in L’Arche, this 
question takes on particular meaning. In most USA communities, Christianity (often 
Catholicism) is generally assumed to be the “default” faith position. This may reflect the 
faith commitments of core members, but sometimes it is simply taken for granted. What 
this can mean is that when communities talk about welcoming people of “other faiths,” it 
is Catholics and/or Protestants welcoming “others” into a framework of their religious 
language and practice. Some survey respondents felt the attempt to welcome and even 
integrate diverse religious frameworks of members (CMs, assistants, friends) feels less 
than fully inclusive - the welcome does not extend far enough. For others, incorporating 
language, symbols, or rituals from different faith traditions defines inclusion. And some 
noted that efforts toward inclusion can feel like “watering down” traditions in order not to 
offend anyone.  
 
While we often talk of diversity (say, across differences in ability, race, gender, class, 
sexual orientation, age, religion, etc.), notions of diversity alone cannot address the 
relational aspect of engaging those we experience as different. In thinking about truly 
connecting across differences, there is a continuum of ways of relating.  There is, at the 
most basic end, tolerance: I put up with you, I will not harm you, live and let live.  There 
is welcome: I am glad that you are you and I am me, and invite you, in what you are and 
do, to be with me in what I am and do. I can enjoy your presence and your difference 
from me, and we can share our experiences with one another. Then there is inclusion: I 
celebrate you and am willing to learn from you and be transformed by you.  Inclusion – 
truly embracing the other and acknowledging our interdependence – by definition 
implies change. And change is not always comfortable.  
 

 Inclusion and dilution (or syncretism, or tokenism) 
Inclusion recognizes the inherent challenge in encountering difference and diversity. In a 
community context, it is tempting to incorporate traditions and practices from “other” faith 
groups into the dominant group’s practice in order to be more inclusive. For example, a 
mainline Protestant church in California (with an almost entirely white congregation) 
includes in its Sunday worship African cloth for vestments, a procession of the scripture 
reading in the Jewish style of processing the Torah, and a “guru’s chair” for the 
preaching of the sermon. Another predominantly white church is proud to welcome 
families of color, but features Gospel music and spirituals only once a year on Martin 
Luther King, Jr., weekend. Without context or connection to the lived experience of 
those in the community, such practices can represent disrespectful appropriation or 
tokenism, which causes hurt, and fails to draw out deeper, shared spiritual experience.  
 
In a L’Arche community, there is an inherent tension between the desire to create an 
environment that is truly welcoming and inclusive, but also to preserve a sense of 
respect and authenticity that does not simply create a “kitchen sink” spirituality. The 
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spirituality of the core members, particularly their gift of authenticity and open-hearted 
welcome, can serve as a touchstone.  

 
Once we move closer to inclusion, we are willing to be changed by the presence of the 
other, without assuming we already know what that change should look like. The 
philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer writes of believing that the other always has 
something to teach us, that honest engagement requires openness to being changed. 
This is of course tricky when it comes to matters of religious faith, especially as they 
touch on the sense of identity. We can feel that openness to being changed by the other 
might mean we lose our identity or ourselves, or even our God. However, transformation 
does not mean becoming someone else, but becoming one’s best self in relation to the 
deeply valued other who we acknowledge truly affect us.  
 

 The particular and the universal  
The very commitment to a religious system (Christianity, Islam, Judaism, Hinduism, 
even atheism) implies an identity that in some sense excludes by definition. Like other 
group affiliations, religious affiliation draws lines around parameters of identity and 
belonging (if I am Jewish, I am not Christian; if I am Christian, I am not Muslim). By 
contrast, the heart of L’Arche spirituality is grounded in the recognition of our shared 
humanity and the universal need for love, acceptance, relationship, and meaning. The 
particular religious element of life in any L’Arche community is held in the universal 
context of humanness.  
 
In this tension between the universal and the particular, owning and sharing one’s 
unique story is essential to living L’Arche spirituality, where the story of each person is a 
point of celebration. Krista Tippett writes, “the more particular you can get with your own 
story, the more universally it can be applied.” Claiming one’s own story creates the 
space to welcome and engage others from a place of authenticity. In L’Arche 
communities, it is the core members’ authenticity and willingness to own and share their 
stories that creates a center where all can share their story, and both the particular and 
the universal can be held.   
 
So the spirituality of L’Arche embraces both the particular and the universal. The fact 
that L’Arche communities in the USA and around the world can exist as L’Arche within 
multiple religious contexts underlines the fact that the spirituality of L’Arche is a 
“moveable feast.” It can exist and thrive in almost any religious context, and indeed can 
evoke the best of all of them. 

 
 

 Spirituality for the community and spirituality for the world 
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One of the missions of L’Arche is to be a sign of hope and a light to the world. The 
spiritual mission to the world is held in tension with the needs of communities to nurture 
and sustain their own spiritual life and that of their members. In a given community, the 
spiritual framework or religious affiliation of core members, assistants, staff, and friends 
will (and should) have a direct influence on the community’s practices. In the wider 
world, the presentation of L’Arche spirituality may be more universally available as one 
that can resonate with almost any religious context, and indeed outside of any named 
religious context. 
 
The gifts that L’Arche USA has to offer to a nation facing increasing division and fear of 
the other are profound indeed. It is the spiritual values of L’Arche, the recognition of the 
worth of each person and the transformative power of mutual relationships of love, that 
have the potential to inspire real change. L’Arche USA has the potential to communicate 
a powerful message of love and acceptance that can build bridges across the categories 
that divide and exclude, including religious ones. In living in the tension between 
spirituality for the community and spirituality for the world, L’Arche can generate real 
wisdom for individual and societal transformation.  
     

 
 
 
L’Arche USA and the changing American religious landscape 
 

Over the more than 50 years since L’Arche’s founding, the cultural and personal dynamics of 
religion, faith, and spirituality have changed dramatically in the U.S. Over all, the number of 
people identifying as religiously affiliated is decreasing, and while Christianity remains the 
largest religious group in America, its numbers have been steadily declining. In what has 
come to be called post-Christian society, the cultural and political dominance of Christianity 
and “Christian values” can no longer be taken for granted. This in no way means that 
Christianity is irrelevant in America (far from it), but that it can no longer be assumed as the 
common denominator of American politics and life.  
 
The emergence of the post-Christian culture has been accompanied by a decline in the 
importance of religious affiliation, especially among younger people. The USA has seen a 
significant trend of young people disaffiliating with “organized religion.” Many people identify 
with multiple religious groups, or with none. In a recent Pew study, close to 40% of 
Americans under the age of 30 denied any religious affiliation. These “nones” are less 
interested in dogmatic propositions or formalized rituals than in service and acts of justice.  
They are not disinterested in questions of meaning, but feel far less connection to questions 
of “belief” or theological ideas. Despite the diminished draw of religious affiliation, the thirst 
for meaning and purpose remains alive, and continues to draw people to L’Arche. These 
trends in American religious life challenge L’Arche USA to address the issue of connecting 
to those who will come to L’Arche seeking meaning and purpose, but without any connection 
to, or even interest in, religion.  

 
Religion scholar Elizabeth Drescher notes that the nones see choosing one religion as 
unnecessarily narrow. These “free-range faithful” view the various religious traditions as 
offering wisdom and guidance for an ethical and meaningful life, but not necessarily as a 
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place of identity.3 Drescher also observes that the nones are inevitably in relationship with 
“somes” (the religiously affiliated) in their daily lives, and the “liminal space” between them 
shapes today’s religious reality. She writes: 

 
The religious engagement of nones and somes unfolds, then, in the 
rich in-between of everyday life, in their shared spiritual experiences 
– however differently they might interpret them. This mutually 
influencing interaction creates liminal religiosity that I consider the 
defining character of religion in the United States today. It is widely 
distributed rather than congregationally confined. It is relational and 
experiential, oriented toward being present to the spiritual based in 
the self, the other, and the world instead of in structures of belief, 
belonging and behaving associated with traditional religions.4 

 
This “liminal religiosity” exists in relationship. It describes in some way the tension of the 
religious identity/identities in L’Arche and its welcoming, open-ended spirituality that 
embraces all that is human. Life in L’Arche is a daily experience of the spiritual gift of 
relationship, and so can be an especially fruitful meeting ground in this new religious 
environment.  
 

  
What Is the Gift of L’Arche Spirituality? 

 It is relational 
The responses to the spirituality survey bear witness to what has always been at the spiritual 
heart of L’Arche.  The thing that has the deepest spiritual impact in community life is not the 
sectarian (usually Christian) element in spiritual practices, but the spiritual growth nurtured in 
the daily interactions and relational moments in homes and programs. L’Arche spirituality is 
transformative not because everyone shares the same faith language or personal spiritual 
practice (they don’t), but that members are committed to walking together through their 
human journeys. The willingness to enter into intimate relationships where the common 
human desire for love, acceptance, and connection is shared in an atmosphere of trust 
creates the possibility for deep experiences of the sacred, God, or the “more.”  
 

 It is a challenge 
What makes L’Arche spirituality unique is its call to every person to be open to “disruptions 
of the heart.” Life in L’Arche, and the message of L’Arche, offers an image of a world where 
value resides exactly where it is least expected. L’Arche raises up the human condition as 
one of vulnerability and imperfection, where no one can thrive alone. In this way, L’Arche 
spirituality will always be counter-cultural as long as society values power, independence, 
and success over human relationships.  

                                                      
3 Elizabeth Drescher, “The Gospel According to the ‘Nones’: Reading Scripture without 
religion.” America Magazine, June 8, 2015.   
 
4 Ibid.  
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It is not just that L’Arche spirituality challenges the values of our dominant culture, it also 
challenges the conventions of religions themselves. L’Arche spirituality disrupts notions of 
correct theology or proper practice with the reality of the face and heart of the other who is 
both vulnerable and infinitely beautiful.  Whether its members are Muslim, Christian, Jewish, 
Hindu, Buddhist, or no religion at all, L’Arche is inherently challenging to any matrix of belief 
it encounters.  By keeping the most vulnerable at the center, L’Arche spirituality upends all 
our notions of knowing, of helping, and of learning. L’Arche spirituality disrupts every 
religious framework, because no system can uniquely contain its message of radical love, 
hope, humility, vulnerability, joy, celebration, connection, forgiveness, and peace. 

 

 It is human 
Jean Vanier’s hope for a “human future” reflects the unique gift of L’Arche spirituality. The 
thing that makes L’Arche spirituality extraordinary is the unapologetic ordinariness of it, the 
daily encounters with the other that are infused with the real: real feelings, real struggles, 
real hopes, real joy, real connection, real grief, real faith. It is through presence to this reality, 
including as it shows up in religious observances and practices, that L’Arche offers a 
connection to the reality of the sacred. The humanness of L’Arche is always consciously 
connected to the spiritual dimension and to God as the ultimate source of love, in whatever 
way that is conceived. The human heart and the spiritual heart of L’Arche are inseparable.  

 
 
 
 
 

Framing Our Call  
By its very nature, life in L'Arche is an incubator for the search for meaning, belonging, and 
connection, in an intentionally spiritual context. There are few places in our society where 
people live together so intensely and engage these questions as deeply as in L’Arche. And 
there are few models for lived spirituality that can extend such a large embrace.  The spirituality 

of L’Arche transcends doctrinal beliefs, but also reaches to the depth and the best of every religious tradition. 
 

This is the gem of great value that L'Arche offers in our post-Christian society. People are 
struggling with questions of faith, identity, connection, belonging, in a context where the 
answers of the past are often either losing their relevance or causing deeper divisions. 
L'Arche has real, living wisdom to offer a world greatly in need of it. L’Arche USA’s call is not 
only to nurture this gift in its communities, but to share this gift with the nation and the world.  

While it is important to honor the founding of L’Arche in the Christian/Catholic tradition, the 
spirituality of L’Arche is not limited by the founding context. The openness of L’Arche 
spirituality does not in any way preclude a particular community from claiming a religious 
identity. Rather it preserves the spirituality of L'Arche as beyond, or inclusive of, the 
“cerebral differences of religion.” This may require some rethinking of what it means to have 
a "religious identity" in a pluralistic world where over time, religious affiliation may become 
less relevant. Continuing to value, nurture, and reflect on the spiritual heart of L’Arche will be 
a vital task as L’Arche USA moves forward in a shifting post-Christian America. This is not 
only so that L’Arche communities can continue to thrive and grow spiritually, but so that the 
gift of L’Arche spirituality can be offered to a world in deep need.  
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In a follow-up to this paper, the spirituality project team will create resources for education, 
retreats, and formation that incorporate the insights from the project. In the meantime, we 
offer these thoughts to stimulate further discussion and frame a process for nurturing 
spirituality in our communities.  

 

 The pillars are really pillars 
The “pillars of L’Arche spirituality” ground and give meaning to life in communities, and form 
the real-life practices that animate the spiritual mission of L’Arche.  Welcome, simplicity, 
forgiveness, celebration, authentic relationships, suffering and joy, prayer, loss and grief, 
growth, and the commitment to be a light for the world – these “little” yet profound practices 
of daily life in L’Arche invite a deepening of spiritual life for both individuals and communities.  
 
These pillars create meaning. They draw the person and the group toward a deeper 
engagement with what is real and meaningful through creating opportunities for love and 
intimacy among human beings. Intentional focus on the pillars as spiritual practices 
underlines the spiritual communion and sense of the holy that is engendered in 
relationships. It is this experience of communion and intimacy that can make a birthday 
celebration a profoundly spiritual event.  
 

 The openings are really openings 
L’Arche spirituality is a spirituality of mutually-transforming relationships. In the spirit of true 
openness, we are willing to be transformed by the other. Rather than beginning with 
answers, L’Arche spirituality approaches life as an open question, a journey toward a 
destination which itself cannot be fully known. It embraces the mystery and sacredness of 
each human life, framed in a shared story that is generative like a parable, rather than 
prescriptive like a code. L’Arche spirituality is an invitation to connect with the ultimate Other, 
the mystery that both surrounds and enters into the ordinariness of life.  
 

 Intentional tensions and sacred space 
L’Arche spirituality comes to life in the spaces between, in the tensions it holds as the 
hallmark of L’Arche which is at once community, movement, and sign. The experience of the 
sacredness of the other, and the holiness of the everyday, reveals that the tensions 
themselves are what make space for the sacred, by whatever name it is called. Holding the 
tensions – between religion and spirituality, particular and universal, self and other – creates 
a generative space in which something real can happen. It is a space in which the divine 
discloses itself. It is by intentionally embracing these tensions, not seeking to resolve them, 
that L’Arche spirituality bears fruit in communities and can become a gift to our world.  
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