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First Reading

Our first reading this morning is from an interview with Jean Vanier.

In 1964, Jean, a Canadian Royal Navy Officer in World War II, made 

What could be considered a solid career move when he invited two mentally

Disabled men from a local asylum to come live with him at his home in

A small French village north of Paris, and he named the little community

L’Arche – French for ‘the ark,’ the biblical symbol of refuge and deliverance.

Since then, L’Arche has blossomed into a federation of more than 130 communities

In 33 countries on six continents, 

Communities where the disabled people live with nondisabled people,

And who are able to purse what Vanier sees as the opportunity of a lifetime –

‘to go down the social ladder, not up.’
These words are from an interview with Vanier that was published

In a 2006 edition of Religion and Ethics NewsWeekly.

[The hardest times I’ve had living here] is when we lose the sense of why we are in community.

We can be tired and start thinking, ‘let’s get out of here and do something else.’

Yet, through all this fatigue, we are seeing incredible things:

People are being transformed, and we ourselves are being transformed.

Something has changed within us.

We realize that we don’t have to be in a world of power,

Rivalry, and competition in order to find our value;

Its okay just to be ourselves.

So we in L’Arche are continually in this paradox of pain, suffering, and redemption.

Celebrations are one of the most beautiful things in L’Arche,

When we all gather to celebrate someone’s birthday, or arrival,

Or departure, 

Or twenty years in L’Arche, when we celebrate Christmas or Easter.

We sing, we dance, mime, laugh, and have fun together.

There’s something so beautiful that we know we are called to be there.

It all reminds me how I think we become more human as we discover

We are able to love people.

And when I say ‘love people,” I mean to see their value and their beauty,

To love people who have been pushed aside, humiliated, seen as having no value.

Then we see that they are gradually being changed.

At the same time,

Sharing our lives in community with the weak and the poor,

We come in touch with our own limits, pain, and brokenness.

We realize that we, too, have our handicaps which are often around our need

For power and the feeling that our value lies in being powerful.

So we’re confronted here by two visions of society: a vision of the pyramid,
Where you have to have more and more power in order to get to the top,

Or a vision of a body where everyone has a place.

So, fundamentally, community living is about trust and growth in trust.

You trust me, I trust you.

You know I’m not going to reject you or let you down.

I know you’re not going to reject me or let me down.

You can tell your story, share your pain.

You can talk about what happened in your family.

We come together in truthfulness.

Mother Teresa said something very beautiful and true:

“When you meet someone in pain or dying, your first reaction

Can be repulsion.

But if you get close and take care of his or her body in pain,

You touch compassion.”

And then she went on, “If you go a little further in the relationship,

You enter into wonderment.”

That wonderment is the heart-to-heart encounter,

Where you see and meet what is most beautiful in that person.

And at the same time you see in yourself what is most beautiful and truthful.

And in that movement, that encounter, one to another, you sense the presence of [the holy.].

There is nothing more beautiful when we come together, you and I, 

In a moment of wonderment.

 Second Reading

Our second reading comes from celebrated author, Henri Nouwen.

At the age of 64, after teaching at Norte Dame, Yale and Harvard,

Nouwen found himself burned out.

He went to spend what turned out to be last decade of his life at a L’Arche 

Community in Toronto, which is called Daybreak.

One of the books he wrote from Daybreak was about what he learned

From a single member of that community, a severely disabled 25-year-old man

Named Adam who could not speak, dress himself, walk, or eat without help.

This is an excerpt from that book, called “Adam: God’s Beloved.”

Recently, I moved from Harvard to a place near Toronto called Daybreak. That is, from an institution for the best and brightest to a community where mentally handicapped people and their assistants try to live together in the spirit of the beatitudes. In my house ten of us form a family. Gradually, I'm forgetting who is handicapped and who is not. We are simply John, Bill, Trevor, Raymond, Rose, Steve, Jane, Naomi, Henri, and Adam.

I want to tell you Adam's story. After a month of working with Adam, something started to happen to me that had never happened before. This severely handicapped young man whom outsiders sometimes describe with very hurtful words started to become my dearest companion. As I carried him into his bath and made waves to let the water run fast around him and told him all sorts of stories, I knew that two friends were communicating far beyond the realm of thought.

Before this I had come to believe that what makes us human is our minds, but Adam keeps showing me that what makes us human is our heart, the center of our being where God has hidden trust, hope and love. Whoever sees in Adam merely a burden to society misses the sacred mystery that Adam is fully capable of receiving and giving love. He is fully human--not half human, not nearly human, but fully, completely human because he is all heart. The longer I stay with Adam, the more clearly I see him as a gentle teacher, teaching me what no book or professor ever could.

Once, when Adam's parents came for a visit I asked "Tell me, during all the years you had Adam in your house, what did he give you?" His father smiled and said without hesitation,"He brought us peace." I know he is right. After months of being with Adam, I am discovering within myself an inner quiet that I did not know before. Adam is one of the most broken persons among us, but without doubt our strongest bond. Because of Adam there is always someone home. Because of Adam there is a quiet rhythm in the house. Because of Adam there are moments of silence. Because of Adam there are always words of reception and tenderness. Because of Adam there is patience and endurance. Because of Adam there are smiles and tears visible to all. Because of Adam there is always time and space for forgiveness and healing. Yes, because of Adam there is peace among us.

“Where the Weak and the Strong Dance Together”

I was in a meeting this week where one of you said that during the winter

I always give sermons that seem to make you want to cry – 

Not tears of boredom, hopefully, but tears of emotion.

In the profession these are called tissue sermons.

I want you to know they are certainly not intentional.  

I don’t get a nickel for every unfolded Kleenex.  

I’ll share what I said to this person, 

Which is that with this time we have together, these Sunday mornings,

I strive to listen to us and for us in this, our little corner of the world,

And maybe there is something about the winter season that draws us in 

And makes us feel things more deeply than in other seasons.

I also told them how I believe that a faith community like ours is perhaps

One of the last places in our culture where we can give each other 
permission to be human,

Where we shouldn’t have to pretend to believe or feel something we don’t,

Where looking good in our Sunday best 
is less important than wearing our authentic self.

And finally I told them not to worry – because spring and hope are just around the corner.

Does this mean we have another tissue sermon today?

Maybe.

Our title for this morning – “Where the Weak and the Strong Dance Together” – 

Comes from my exploring this week about this community we’ve heard 
about in both of our readings – L’Arche or ‘The Ark’, 

a place I learned about only this week after hearing a radio program 
that told its story.

This line  - Where the Weak and the Strong Dance Together – 

is one of the community’s motto’s 

And I think it spoke to me so directly because I have wanted over these 

Last couple Sundays to speak to our role, both as individuals and as a church,

In caring for those who need care,

Sort of an unintended sermon series,

That was sparked initially by my awareness that there are many in our midst now

Who either are struggling with illness themselves or are caring for loved ones who are struggling. 

Last week I ended up talking about loss and learning from it – 

And please understand I wasn’t trying to be prophetic, giving what happened

Later that night in the Superbowl.

And today I come to us wanting to engage what it means to be in relationship

With those who are different from us, who for whatever number of reasons

Have more or less strength, more or less health, more or less resources than we do.

A single question can help center our thoughts:

What does it mean for the weak and the strong to ‘dance together,’

To be in community?  

Or put another way, what does it mean to say that we are called to be

A community of brokenness and beauty?

Meaning number one, the first of several I’m thinking of:

The weak and the strong dance together wherever or whenever 

we are called out from our own lives and respond to other lives

more broken than ours.

Jean Vanier, the founder of L’Arche, speaks about when this moment

Came for him.

“In the early 1960’s I began to visit different centers for people with mental handicaps,” 

he says.

“And I was quite overwhelmed by what I saw, especially in an asylum south of Paris. 

Huge concrete walls surrounded the buildings made of cement block;

eighty men lived in dormitories with no work. 

All day long they just walked around in circles. 

From 2 to 4 p.m. there was a compulsory siesta, then time for a walk all together. 

There I was struck by the screams and the atmosphere of sadness, but also by a mysterious presence of God. 

In that asylum I met Phillip Seux and Raphael Simi for the first time, 

Who had been placed there following the death of their parents and 

Who would later join me in my home.


[It was then, in seeing them, that I first became vulnerable in front of places

where people are not respected as human beings.]

And it was then that I knew I had to choose between two visions of society,

One of the pyramid where you have to have more to get to the top,

And one of a body where every person has a place.”

In our Unitarian Universalist faith we talk about the inherent worth and dignity of every person 

And this is what I think of when I listen to Jean Vanier talking about 
becoming vulnerable

To the places where human beings aren’t respected and choosing

The vision of society that says we’re a body and not a pyramid.

I think how our faith asks us to develop this vulnerability, to nurture this vision of a body.

I think how we’re asked, as one of you asked last Sunday, to have soft eyes,

Eyes for seeing the most broken places and people.

I think how we’re asked to see Iraq on the news, to see tornadoes 
devastating the south

And have soft eyes in our seeing, eyes that see these aren’t just places,

But they’re people who are part of us, part of our body.

I think how we’re asked to see New Orleans, see Kenya, see Chad, see Darfur

And though its overwhelming, its numbing, 

We’re asked to have soft eyes, eyes that see these aren’t just places,

But people who are part of us, part of our body.

And I think about how we’re asked, 

as many of you have demonstrated in your care for parents and partners, 

to care for someone who is broken in body or spirit,

And how seeing them with soft eyes means you try to see them

For who they are beyond their brokenness.

So one thing being a place where the weak and the strong dance together means

Is that we’re asked constantly to do hard work – youth trips, 
painting crews in Framingham,

Salvation army dinners, winterwalks, meals, visiting with someone who maybe doesn’t recognize us anymore, moving someone into a care facility,

Being with someone who is in pain, us feeling our pain and their pain together,

work that is never done,

But work that can be redemptive, work that that has the power to redeem.

I think about being a church where the weak and the strong are in community

Means that we ask each other to do that work.

Another meaning:

Being a place where the weak and the strong dance together means 

Seeing that whatever our gifts and limitations,

Each person is unique and of sacred value.

In their charter, L’Arche says this beautifully, better than our principles, I believe.

It says, “The fundamental rights of every person include the right to life,

To care, to a home, to education and to work.

And since the deepest need of a human being is to love and to be loved,

Each person has a right to friendship, to communion, and to a spiritual life.”

While reading this, I was drawn this week to that time in my life right after college,

When if you told me I would become a minister I would have laughed at you,

When I worked for a year in San Francisco as live-in counselor at a home for children

Who suffered severe emotional and physical abuse by their caregivers

And were now wards of the state.

I can’t even begin to tell you how difficult this work was,

How difficult these children were to love,

Because they never learned how to love.

Frequently they were violent and they knew more curse words than I did.

But during my daily shift from 3 in the afternoon until midnight it was my job to love them anyway – to play with them, make dinner for them, brush their teeth, read them stories,

And basically provide them with a stable, safe environment in which they could begin to heal

And learn to be kids again.

I didn’t have the religious language for it then, or, frankly, the maturity,

But I think that perhaps my biggest job that year

Was to see them, as Henri Nouwen says, as one of God’s beloved,

As souls that were distressed and wounded,

And who therefore needed to love and be loved even more.

I carry this work forward with me now, a line drawn from there to here,

And though I am the minister

I believe we are all called to this ministry of seeing and responding to the sacred

Within those for whom it is hardest to glimpse.

Isn’t this the holy work before all of us?  

Can’t this be our spiritual practice?

To nurture the light, as Mary Oliver says, that shines out of a life,

Shines out of all life, no matter how weak or downtrodden?

The church where the weak and the strong dance together says that it is.

It says Love is the Spirit of this Church and Service is Our Law.

And as Vanier says, by love we mean

Able to see a person’s value and beauty,

Loving people who have bee pushed aside, humiliated, seen as having no value.

A third meaning:

The church where the weak and the strong dance together is the place

Where we meet pain and do not gloss over or avoid.

For those who weren’t here last Sunday, this was the sermon.

For those who were here, you won’t mind this variation on a theme,

Because surely it deserves more than one Sunday morning.

Vanier writes about a man who came to stay at one of the L’Arche communities

And had a very deep experience.

“He had been kept awake all night by one of the people who screamed all night,’

Vanier says.

“He came to see me the next morning and he said, ‘you know, I wept all morning.

I was in the chapel.  I thought I could have killed him.’

We were talking about it and I said to him, ‘You know, I think this is probably

One of the most important days of your life.

You came to L’Arche thinking you could do good to the poor, and you have.

You have.  You’ve done a lot of good.

But today you are discovering that you are poor.”

So we all need help, and it’s only as we discover that ‘I have a handicap,’

That “I am broken,” that ‘We’re all broken,”

And then we can begin to work at that.”

After my year in San Francisco and on my way to the Peace Corps 
in the West Indies,

Still prepared to laugh at you if you told me I would become a minister,

They spoke to us on this theme.

They said, “don’t think you’re going to your host country going to change

Things and show the people a better way.

Some of that may happen, but what’s more likely to happen, what we’re hoping for,

Is that you will be the one who is changed,

That you will learn even more from them than they from you,

And together you will grow.”

The church where the weak and the strong dance together is the church that

Knows that none of us are as strong, together, polished, protected,

Successful or healed as we might like to pretend.

I said that I strive on these Sundays to give us permission to be human

And this is what I mean,

That we will model for each other when and how we need help,

Not because we want to the church of the bleeding heart and exercised emotions

Because the only way we can stand someone’s pain

Is if we can stand our own.

A final meaning:

The church where the weak and the strong dance together is a church

Where we’re drawn together in community, not segregated.

Krista Tippet, host of the radio program Speaking of Faith

Where I first heard about L’Arche,

Spoke at the end of the program about her visit to the community

That is gathered in Clinton, Iowa.

“When I set for Clinton,’ she said,

“I was fascinated by how L’Arche communities attempt

to live a great religious paradox:

the notion that the strength of God often reveals itself in weakness and humility,

in what is outcast and discarded.

L’Arche residents also live the notion of diversity in a way which challenges

Our culture’s commitment to that virtue.

This isn’t diversity born of beautiful and intriguing differences,

At least not on the surface.

The beauty of life at L’Ache appears through brokenness.

How fitting that as I left… the members of that community saw me off

With a blessing, and not the other way around.”

Her words remind me of this observation:

That we, by and large, live our lives from a position 

Of strength.  We live in a wonderful, privileged part of the world.

We have food and shelter, warmth, good schools for our children,

Safe neighborhoods, opportunities, freedom.

The one thing none of this guarantees,

That connects us to the people L’Arche is serving,

That connects us to our friends in the struggling sections of Framingham

Or Roxbury or New Orleans,

That connects us to those in our midst who are hurting,

Is that we all need someone who believes in us, who trusts us,

Who sees in us the presence of the holy,

who nurtures the light that shines out of our life.

I believe the more that we as people and as a congregation spread ourselves out

To the brokenness around us, the more willing we are to risk that kind of diversity,

The more likely we are to grow.

And by grow I mean grow in ways that matter most:

Grow in depth, grow in feeling, grow in generosity, grow in availability to others,

Grow in faith, grow in blessing.

Which leads me, at last, to this:

In just a little while, after the closing hymn and the coffee,

I hope all of us are going to come back in the sanctuary to hear 

Some exciting things about where we as a church are poised to go in the future.

You’ll hear two words that hopefully aren’t dreaded – capital campaign-

And you’ll hear another word, a single word, DREAM.

And in the midst of talking about needed extra space and creating more

Room for those we have yet to meet,

It’s my hope that one of our dreams will be the continued 

And I would say growing ways we are becoming a congregation

that is willing to gather in beauty and brokenness,

and that does want to serve the brokenness around us

by being a place where the weak and the strong dance together.

Jean Vanier, quoting Terasa, put it this way:

“When you meet someone in pain your first reaction can be repulsion.

But if you get close to the person and take care of them,

You touch compassion.

And if you go a little bit further in the relationship, 

You enter into wonderment.  Wonderment is that heart-to-heart encounter.’

My dream for us, individually and collectively, are these encounters,

Is this wonderment.

Can we dream together how to help them happen

even more than they are now?

Yes. I believe we can.

Amen.

