THE VISIT OF JEAN VANIER TO SAUGHTON PRISON:  1.03.07

BY FR JOCK DALRYMPLE

In 1964 Jean Vanier, the  six foot seven inch 35 year old son  of a former Governor General of Canada, moved by the desperate plight of the people with learning difficulties he had met in what were then known as lunatic asylums, settled in the little French village of Trosly-Breuil, fifty miles north of Paris.  There in the small house he had bought he invited Raphael Simi and Philippe Seux to live with him as friends; they called their little community L’Arche – The Ark.

Forty-three years later there are now 131 L’Arche communites in 34 countries where 5,000 people with and without leaning difficulties share their lives. They look to Jean Vanier as their founder and inspiration, as do the 1,500 Faith and Light non-residential communities in 85 countries where people with a learning disability – still sometimes referred to as the mentally handicapped – pray and celebrate together.

Jean himself still lives in the founding community in Trosly, but he also travels round the world visiting communities and giving talks and retreats.  When Andrew McLellan , Church of Scotland minister and Inspector of Prisons in Scotland, heard that Jean was visiting Edinburgh for a Middle Eastern festival, he invited him to come to Saughton to speak. From past experience Andrew knew that Jean has often mentioned how moved he is to visit and meet prisoners, viewing them as similar to members of his own communities in the way they are so frequently victims of prejudice and discrimination; and as having much to offer the world because of the way their hearts are moulded as they so often battle bravely to cope with the searing experiences of failure, brokenness and rejection. 

So it was that 60 or so prisoners and staff assembled in the Saughton Prison Chapel on March 1st for a buffet lunch and then waited with a mixture of wariness and anticipation for Jean to appear.  As he came in, the mood palpably changed as he greeted those at the end of the rows, taking time to gaze at each person as his huge hands enveloped their rather smaller ones.  Then a hush descended on the room as sitting informally on a table he began to speak.  It’s not easy with space so limited to do justice to what he said, not least because the timbre of his voice and his whole demeanour is of a piece with his words, and an essential part of his message.  That message – communicated as he talked fluently for forty-five minutes without a note in sight, and in the way he very thoughtfully answered questions – was of the need for hope, forgiveness and self-acceptance.  I offer this summary, sadly forced to omit the many moving stories and anecdotes with which he illustrated his message.

‘To love someone is to take them seriously as a person – not just as someone with a disability as in L’Arche; or as someone who has done something stupid in their lives, as so often with prisoners.

My person is deeper than my sickness, or than what I might have done in my past.  But how to get to that deeper self?  One of the difficulties in being in prison is being tense, in not being able to relax.  When you’re relaxed the deeper self emerges.

We have to try and discover where our anger comes from.  In my years in L’Arche, living in close proximity to people who have been wounded and rejected, I have discovered both my own violence and anger, and that all of us are broken people.

Martin Luther King used to ask the question ‘how is it that so many people despise others?’  And then he would give his opinion that people are unable to stop doing so until they accept what is despicable in themselves. 

There are so many situations of pain in our world, so many impossible situations.  I have no answers.  But the big questions are ‘What will help me live with reality in the best way I can?’ and ‘What is the experience that will transform me?’ 

Cultivate moments of peace.  If there is no peace for you at this time, try and remember and reflect on times in the past when you felt at peace.

Each one of us has to become a witness of hope.  If one person can say ‘I have changed’, others are able to say ‘I want to change’.

Forgiveness – of oneself and of others – is a long road, a spiritual and human reality.  The first step in forgiveness of others is no longer seeking vengeance.  We will begin to forgive ourselves when we cultivate those moments of peace and so have an experience of being loved by God, whether we call God Allah, Yahweh or Jesus.’

Personally, my most vivid memory of the talk was observing the heads of the three prisoners on my right nodding in entranced unison as Jean stressed how important it was to find a way ‘to live with reality in the best way I can’.  But for almost every single individual present – whether prison governor or prisoner, prison officer or guest – it seemed to be an Emmaus time.  Just as the two disciples on the road to Emmaus that first Easter Sunday were met by Jesus as they walked along and found their hearts burning within them as he explained the scriptures – and life – to them; so many of us present - on what was aptly later described as a historic day - found our hearts on fire within us.  Each of us seemed to realise, consciously or unconsciously, that Jean Vanier was offering us a vision not just for coping with what life thrusts at us, but rather for living life in all its fullness, whatever the personal chains that constrain us.  As Jean said so eloquently, ‘the challenge to change the world can only happen by changing one heart at a time – and that heart is my heart.’ 

