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WHAT IS A L'ARCHE COMMUNITY? 

 

 

 

Introduction 

Since the foundation of L’Arche, there has been a progressive diversification among L’Arche 
communities. This has led, little by little, to questions about what defines the nature of a L’Arche 
community and about its sustainability. In answer to these questions a collective discernment 
process in 2008 led to a single Identity and Mission Statement, around which all of the 
communities were united. 

And yet, at regular intervals, the same question keeps coming up about what limitations to give 
to this diversification. Stemming from this, wouldn’t certain communities without “traditional” 
homes or workshops be better off if they were part of the Faith and Light movement (whose 
founding intuition is very close to that of L’Arche)? What specifically defines a L’Arche 
community1? 

To answer this question, we give primacy to an historical  approach . 
Only by returning to the founding charism, examining the first stages of development of L’Arche, 
can we confidently try to come up with a definition. 

Other approaches bring complementary clarity.  We have retained three of them in appendix: 

• An  intentional, or vocational, approach : The commitment to implement the Identity and 
Mission statement, in accordance with each cultural context. 

• A functional approach : The codes and behaviours that define living together. 
• An  inductive  approach 2: The approach of the International Reflection Council3, who 

gathered together to study this question. 

 

Four elements which appeared successively in our Fo unding History 
and which define us as a L’Arche community  

Jean Vanier founded L’Arche in four stages.  Each of these stages responded to a cry from the 
heart, a movement, a VALUE…a way of love.  Each gave birth to one of the four DIMENSIONS 
of community. 

 

1. Stage I : COMPASSION / GENEROSITY 

On August 4th, 1964, Jean Vanier sensed a call to give his life to God4.  

                                                 
1
 Dictionaries agree on the word “community” : “Social group whose members share common interests.” 

2
 Federation Leadership workgroup (Vilnius, March 2016) and International Reflection Council (Barcelona, June 2016) 

3
 The IRC is composed of people with disabilities and assistants. It reflects on the fundamentals of L’Arche (Article 19, 

International Constitution) 
4
 For Jean, this desire of giving his life to God is linked to giving his life for humanity 
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He chose to welcome Philippe, Raphael and Dany, for whom he felt “COMPASSION.” He 
desired to give his life to them, in an outpouring of “GENEROSITY”5 - a gift of self. 
The project was to live as a family in a small home, with the days structured by prayer. 
This stage, characterized by responding to a call from God, founded the SPIRITUAL 
DIMENSION of L’Arche communities. 
 

2. Stage II : COMPETENCE 

In March 1965, Jean Vanier accepted to take responsibility for the “Le Val Fleuri” institution. 

From one day to the next, he needed to become familiar with health and social service 
regulations, and the worlds of psychology, psychiatry and pedagogy. Generosity was not 
enough. Competence was needed. 

This value of “COMPETENCE” is associated with, and contemporary to, the dimension of 
SERVICE6. From then on, L’Arche communities would strive to offer the best quality of service 
possible. 

 

3. Stage III : COMMUNION 

This stage would continue into the 1980’s.  

In his daily relationships, Jean Vanier gradually became aware of a process of inner 
transformation. This process would take place in each person in the form of relaxation, 
simplification, sometimes even little healings, and as a pathway to God. Mutual relationships 
and friendships would produce a reverse effect, a “Copernican revolution.”  ‘I am no longer the 
one helping “the poor”, but rather they are the ones helping me.’  The word “Covenant” 
describes this experience of COMMUNION, symbolized in the act of “washing of the feet.” 

This third stage is at the foundation of the dimension of MUTUAL RELATONSHIP7 
characterizing L’Arche communities. This third stage closes the foundation process (per se) of 
L’Arche.  

 

4. Stage IV : OUTWARD FRUITFULNESS 

This stage extends over the entire timeline of the foundation.  

Jean Vanier had, from the very start, gone out from Trosly to talk in churches, hospitals, and 
prisons, about what he was witnessing at L’Arche. 

The “come and see” was not enough.  This fourth stage of community development gave birth 
to the dimension of “OUTREACH” that characterizes L’Arche communities. 

                                                 
5
 This founding value of generosity and compassion came second after the value of communion when this defined L’Arche. It 

remains a “gate of entry” in certain contexts, notably for those who are not Christian, such as Islam or non-religious contexts. 

Generosity takes form notably in gratuitousness (giving more of one’s time than one is paid for) 
6
 In certain presentations of L’Arche, the term “Professional Dimension” is used.  We prefer “Dimension of Service” because it 

applies also to volunteers and to the people with disabilities themselves who are very knowledgeable in their areas of 

expertise, in particular, relationships. “Service” can mean formal funded contracted service or it could equally mean informal 

volontary service. 
7
 We invite you to substitute the terms with those that are accepted in your country 
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Today it is no longer Jean Vanier but assistants who provide people with disabilities the 
opportunity to use their gifts by going out together to visit such places as prisons, hospitals, and 
food banks… 

 

A L’Arche community is a body in movement,  

through compassion, competence, communion and the desire for outward fruitfulness. 

 
 

 
A L’Arche community is defined by its four dimensio ns - 

Spiritual, Service, Mutual Relationship and Outreac h. 
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 Appendices 

 
 
Definition according to a vocational / intentional approach 
 

We are people with and without intellectual disabil ities, sharing life in communities 
belonging to an International Federation.  

• Together we form a body, motivated by our fundamental values of compassion, 
competence, communion and outward fruitfulness. 

• We share community life through a wide network of mutual relationships, united in the 
same mission and spirit. 

• We belong to a large international family located throughout the world, calling us to 
solidarity and to welcome diversity. 
 

Mutual relationships and trust in God are at the he art of our journey together.  

• Mutual relationships, friendships with people with intellectual disabilities, call us to an 
inversion of the usual relationships of care and power. We are called to “grow together” 
as persons, as sisters and brothers in community, and as “partners’’ in the same 
mission. 

• Trust in God, for those of us who recognize ourselves in a faith tradition, is at the heart of 
our commitment and our journey in L’Arche. For those of us who do not recognize 
ourselves in a faith tradition, an attitude of trust (in the ‘other’, in life) is at the heart of our 
commitment and our journey in L’Arche. 
 

We celebrate the unique value of every person and r ecognize our need of one another.  

• We believe in the unique and sacred value of each person. 
• We recognize that we are “interdependent” and that we need one another to grow in 

truth and love. 
 

Our mission is to make known the gifts of people wi th intellectual disabilities, revealed 
through mutually transforming relationships.  

• A L’Arche community is a means for revealing the gifts of people with an intellectual 
disability, to themselves and to the world, so that society benefits from these gifts and 
becomes more human.  

• It is through mutual relationships of friendship and fraternity that these gifts are revealed. 
 

Our mission is to foster an environment in the comm unity that responds to the changing 
needs of our members, while being faithful to the c ore values of our founding story.  

• This is why we are encouraged to develop new models. 
• At the same time, we are called to remain faithful to our founding values of compassion, 

competence, communion and outward fruitfulness. 
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Our mission is to engage in our diverse cultures, w orking together toward a more human 
society.  

• A L’Arche community is welcoming, open to the world that surrounds it, and plays an 
integral role in local life.  

• L’Arche seeks to work with all of those who advocate, in a spirit of justice and peace, for 
people with a disability. 

• With many other movements, L’Arche wants to be a sign of hope. Its communities, 
founded on relationships of respect and friendship among people of different intellectual, 
social, religious and cultural backgrounds, are a sign of unity, fidelity and reconciliation. 

 
 

Definition according to a functional approach: esse ntial elements 
 
1. In a L’Arche community, we want to be a response to the evolving needs of people with 

disabilities, of those who are most in need, listening to new ‘cries’. We want to help people 
with intellectual disabilities develop their gifts and find their place in society in order to render 
it more human.  

2. In a L'Arche community we have a specific spirit and mission, expressed in our Identity and 
Mission statement, our values, our founding history, the vision of Jean Vanier, our Charter 
and faith traditions. Our Identity and Mission can be reflected in particular evolving traditions, 
and in an atmosphere of joy, celebration and forgiveness, in our trust in God. We recognize 
and want to develop our spiritual life together (individually and in community), in all that we 
live and do.  

3. Mutual relationships, source of friendship and of transformation, are at the heart of a L’Arche 
community.  

4. In a L’Arche community, we try to help our members grow in competence; we have access to 
outside professionals and human resources.  

5. In a L’Arche community, we find a place of belonging and of support of one another. A 
L’Arche community sustains the commitment of community members to the mission. It is a 
place to journey and grow humanly and spiritually.  

6. In a L’Arche community, we have particular structures and a way to exercise authority which 
reflect its spirit (servant leadership; discernment processes for nomination of leaders; 
relationship of partnership between Board and community; inclusive and participatory 
decision-making processes; conflict resolution...).  

7. In a L’Arche community, we strive for unity and peace; situated at many crossroads, and 
welcoming a large diversity of people, we want to be part of the struggles of our society and 
a sign in the cultures/neighbourhoods where we are integrated.  

8. In a L’Arche community, we are fully part of our neighbourhoods and local cultures, beyond 
our own ‘borders’.  

9. We develop relationships with other L’Arche communities and participate in the life of the 
international Federation. 
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Definition of an ‘inductive’ approach of a L’Arche community 
 

In a L’Arche community we live with four experience s that feed off each other: 

 

 

 
 
We are bound 
together: we share 
with others joyfully, 
and with pride, what 
we have learned from 
our experience. 
 

 
Community life, 
composed of 
differences, tensions, 
reconciliation, 
thanksgiving… 

 
Encountering and 
welcoming the life of 
the Spirit:  intimate 
cries and tensions, 
aspiring to a life in 
God, finding rest… 

 
Surprise and 
gratitude, for having 
found a home. 

(Conclusions of the International Reflection Council who gathered together to examine this question in June 2016) 
 
 

 
Knowing that community life includes and integrates : 

 
 

Stories of friendship and love, celebrations, shared meals, home, money  
(for necessities, salaries and solidarity),  

Being in relationship with the culture and the surrounding local area. 
 

 
(Taken from the workgroup of people with a disability at the Extended Leadership Meeting of the Federation-March 
2016) 

 

 


