
Transcript – Interview with Jean Vanier

Inclusion – Clip 1
You remember, as I remember, those words of Martin Luther King-- "I have a dream." And he said this in front of hundreds of thousands of people. "I have a dream "that every person, black or white--" because it was around the whole "black" question-- I have a dream that every person finds their place, that each person may have a dream, and it's true that I myself have a dream, and I think, when I began living with people with disabilities, it wasn't just because a few people with intellectual disabilities were in difficulty, and I wanted to help a few people, but somewhere, I think, it comes down deeply to my own dream. Isn't it possible that there could be a world of peace, where each person-- where people who have been put away because they have a disability-- that they can find their place? And, unfortunately, in our world, there are so many people who are pushed to the margins of societies. 

They could even be the First Nation people, but it could be other people, people with disabilities, it could be people, also, with Alzheimer's. We're pushing people away and creating a world where it's good for the strong, it's good for the powerful. 
To tell you the truth, my own story is a long story of struggle, because I joined the Royal Navy when I was 13, in 1942, and... joined the Navy and it was during the middle of the war, but, somewhere, I think, inside of me, it was a struggle for peace and for freedom, and to tell you the truth, also, I saw horrible things. Like in 1945, when the... uh, the... Paris had been liberated three months previously, and people were arriving at the station in Paris, the Gare d'Orsay, and my mother was in the Canadian French Red Cross, and we were welcoming people from Dachau, Buchenwald—these were the terrible, horrible concentration camps, similar to the one that was in Auschwitz-- and these men arrived-- men and women-- skeletons in their black-and-white uniforms. What people can do to people... How to take out, from the heart of someone, the powers of hatred and fear so we can learn to be together. 
So, somewhere, this has been my dream, and I hope it'll be the dream of many more people, so together, because, together, we can do beautiful things. Alone, I can do nothing, but with you and me, and, together, we can do beautiful things. Each one in our place, each one in the place where we can do something by welcoming those who are different, because peace comes as we work, as we welcome those who are different. 

Citizenship – Clip 2
My own journey is a long, has been quite a long journey. I'm 80 now, and, of course, obviously, I've seen many things. There was the war and that reality, and then I left the--the... the world of the war and the military to discover isn't there another way of doing it? 
That's where I came to France. I was in a community in France with many other people from other countries who also were searching. This is 1950, the war ended in 1945. There'd been the whole Asia, Japan, Germany... and many people were searching and wanting. "What is the way ahead? Is peace-- is peace possible?" I did studies. Eventually I started teaching at the University of Toronto at St. Michael's College, and then in 1960-- whatever it was, '63, '64—I visited a priest friend of mine who'd been very important in my life when I left the navy, and he was chaplain of a small institution for people with disabilities. 
So I discovered a world of which I'd never known, because people with disabilities had been shoved away. I mean, in Alberta, there was a big institution at Red Deer, and many other institutions in Ontario. There were eight big institutions from 80 to about 200 people. In Staten Island, New York, there was an institution for 7,000 people with intellectual disabilities. So I began to discover a world which was favouring the strong, the powerful, and this was pushing others away. So, in France, I discovered this in psychiatric hospitals, in institutions. Hundreds of people had just been pushed away, and, on one side, visiting the institution where this priest was, I discovered they were wonderful people. 

They were beautiful people, and then suddenly to discover that many were just be-- So, fundamentally, I have that vision, that every person, whatever their capacities or incapacities, whatever their religion, whatever their culture, their origins, that every person is important. I dare say every person is sacred. So this brought me to opening the first home of L'Arche, welcoming a few people, and that it was, yes, to look after a few people, but maybe more fundamentally it was a struggle for justice, a struggle to have a dream, and so-- Obviously, I could do nothing for myself, by myself. 

It's by working together with other people, discovering together that we are citizens of a locality, we are citizens of a country, we're citizens of a world, and we must be responsible to each other, and to work for each other, and so that's how L'Arche began, and that's how it began also in France, but also in Canada-- discovering that people with disabilities throughout the world have been pushed aside by those who are stronger, and we must do something about it to enhance-- because we can do something, because we're together, we can have a dream. 
Change – Clip 3
Things are changing in our world, you see? Our world is in constant evolution. At the end of the war, countries were-- had been drained of their wealth and their capacities to build a world of peace, and so something has been happening. In my particular area, which is that wonderful area of being able to welcome people and to create community with people with intellectual disabilities-- not doing things for them, but, together, building something together-- things have changed immensely. 

I mean, in Canada there'd been the big institutions. The big institutions are moving away, I mean, and there's been a re-insertion of people with disabilities into the mainstream, and this is a huge progress. There's been a gradual shift from a group who wants power to the realization that each person is important. I mean, we see this with our First Nation people. There's been a huge movement since, say, the 1950s, but even later, that each person of the First Nation people, each one is important, each one has value, each one has a gift to give, be they the Dene people from further up north, or be it others, that each one has a value. 

So there's a shift, but, also, let's admit it, there is also fear, and fear brings people to living-- closing up barriers, frightened of each other, and it can come also to the realization that people, when a child in the womb of a mother is seen as having a disability, there is abortion. There can be, even, talking about euthanasia. You see, a rich country can, at one time, become a little bit frightened of all those who are poorer, because that's going to cost money, but there has been an evolution, and the greatest evolution is the realization that every person is important. In a way, this came after the terrible war, which ended in 1945, when, on one side, there was Hiroshima, which in one moment killed 100,000 people and then many others through the nuclear fallout, and Auschwitz, where millions of Jews had been gassed and killed.

And, so, a realization that we must get out of the group and discover the person, and that each person has a value, each one has beauty, and we must help each one to grow and to develop their gifts. So there is a movement in that direction, but let's face it, there's also fear. 
Challenges and Opportunities – Clip 4
Of course, all that-- this evolution of L'Arche-- has taken years and there have been challenges, and there's been all sorts of things. You see, when I began L'Arche, it was small. I would say it was prophetic. It was taking a few people from an institution and living together, laughing together, fighting together, praying together, working together, because this is what community life is about. It's being together and rejoicing and celebrating in the fact that we are together. 

But L'Arche has grown, and we've discovered many things, and we're moving, as I say, from the more closed, maybe religious aspect of L'Arche, which was deeply founded upon the vision of a Christian vision, and a Catholic vision, but then, with India, then the discovery that L'Arche was for all people-- whether they were Hindus, whether they were Muslims, whether they were Christians, whether the people had no particular religious belief-- that we can live together. So, from a more centred Christian vision, there was a discovery that a Christian vision opens us up, that God loves all people, and so the challenge was how to start a community in India, in Calcutta, how to start communities in Zimbabwe or in Ivory Coast, people with very different cultures. 

To begin with, I think L'Arche began with-- we have one way of doing it, and then we move it into India, or we move it into Africa. The challenge is, how to do things in an African way, how to do things in an Indian way. So I think the whole of-- It has been a challenge. It's a challenge, also, today, that a lot of young people... there's incredible goodness in young people, incredible vision in young people, but, also, for many young people, there's a certain depression, as if our world is a closed world of money, and so even young people have changed from the 1960s to today, and the challenge today is to be able to say to young people, “Do not be afraid. You have this force within you.

"You have capacities in you, and you can do beautiful things," but that means accepting to a certain commitment, and maybe some people are frightened of commitment. So we're in a new world, a world that is evolving, and what is maybe being lost in our world is the human contact, relationship. So work together to live something beautiful, this is the challenge-- in a world of high technology, high aspects of video games and-- ...that to remember that the important thing is people, relationships with people. Maybe mobiles are important, but as long as it's you and me, and all the technology's important, not to go into the world of the virtuality and the imagination, that people are being killed today, not just on movies and films, but in the reality, and so let's come together…discover, to be human, what it is to be human, to love each other and to build something together so we become truly citizens of our country, but also citizens of the world. 
Mentors – Clip 5
My own journey, there have been situations that inference may quite-- When my ship docked in New York, it was HMCS Magnificent, I visited a community which was called "Friendship House" in Harlem, and this moved me. It was... whites and blacks, Canadians, French, and we were living together, or they were living together in Harlem, which, all of you know, is the particularly difficult black area of New York, or was then, anyway, in 1950. So, I discovered something where people were becoming responsible for each other.

I was also a great friend of Tony Walsh. Tony Walsh had worked within the reserves of the First Nation people, helping them to develop their culture and their language at a time when many times they were trying to stop them speaking their language, but there is a language and helping them to speak the Dene or the Mi'kmaq or whatever language it is, and develop their culture, and then Tony lived down in Montreal and took in people who were on the streets. So these opened up, you know, that we can work together to make a world which is a little bit different. Then, in 1969, I received a letter from someone asking, "Could L'Arche start in India?" Crazy idea! I'd just begun in 1964, but I did go to India, and I discovered something amazing. I discovered Mahatma Gandhi. Mahatma Gandhi, an incredible man who had worked and struggled through non-violence, for all those who have been the most pushed down and the most humiliated. 

He had begun in South Africa with people of his own country, Indians who had been pushed aside, and then he struggled for freedom from the British rule in India, but it wasn't just for them. It was also for all those who were crushed, those that were called the "untouchables," the rights of women, and so on. So I discovered a man who wanted to bring peace through love of the enemy, but, by manifesting the injustices of the enemy, the enemy being the oppressor, and so on. So, men like Tony Walsh, Friendship House formed and founded by Baroness de Hueck, Mahatma Gandhi, and many others-- Martin Luther King, all these. There is a vision that it is possible to work together, and, of course, this greatly influenced me, the vision that I had at the beginning of L'Arche. 

The beginning of L'Arche was to create community, and to create communities, to do things together, to work together, to have fun together, to celebrate together, and to meet people who are different. This brought me to the starting of our first community with a German woman called Gabrielle, who was at L'Arche, and starting a community in Bangalore, and then later in Calcutta, Madras, or Chennai, and extraordinary-- We can do beautiful things when we discover we're citizens of the world. We are people together, and we can work and do something beautiful. As long as we belong together in community, then we can give a sense to other people, to belonging to a community, which is our big human family, because the danger for our world are all the forms of oppression. The danger of our world is also this widening gap between the rich and the poor.

I remember in Chile, not too long ago, I was going from the airport to where I was going, and as we went along, my driver said, "On the left, all the slum areas. "On the right, all the rich people, "and nobody crosses this road. "We're frightened. People are frightened of each other." So those who have helped me and influenced me is to bring down fear... that we can, together, do beautiful things, and somewhere there is a force of goodness, which can take over the world in front of those forces of evil where people are oppressing each other. 

Contributions – Clip 6
I suppose this evolution of my life, maybe the most fundamental, is belief in people, and that comes from something that was very important. When I joined the navy, I was 13, and I went to my father and said, "I want to join the navy." We were in Canada then, and, of course, it wasn't his plan, it was my plan, because it meant me going to England, and he said, "Why? Why do you want to join the navy?" I forget what I said, but I remember what he said. He said, "I trust you. If that is what you want, that is what you must do." So it was an incredible experience to have my father say, "I trust you," because, if he could trust me, then I could trust myself. I could trust my dream. My dream was to go to England and enter into the whole reality of the conflict of war. I had that dream. So I could trust myself. If I can trust myself, then I can trust others. So the fundamental question is about trust. How to grow in trust, how to—

So... what can I hope for people, is that every young person, and less young, finds people who say, "I trust you, go ahead. "You can do it. You have value. You have ideas." You can do it yourself, but you can find others who will do it with you, and maybe you'll find mentors who are there, who will say, "I trust you. "Go ahead. Your idea is crazy, but do it anyway," and particularly do it if it's to help people to grow in greater love and understanding. So somewhere, I think, within me, there's been a vision, a vision of belief in the person has been, without any doubt, enhanced by my belief in God, my belief in Jesus, my faith. My faith hasn't turned me away from people, it's brought me into people, and not to just a club, which is a sort of Christian club. It's to all people, and particularly those who've been the most broken. 

I mean, I've had wonderful opportunities to give retreats in prisons, in leprosy areas, in slum areas. I mean, I've had many occasions to discover that if we are close to those who have been rejected, they heal us, because they bring down the prejudice. You see, the danger for all of us is to close ourselves up in prejudice, in the sense that "I am better than you "and I don't want any contact with you because I belong to a better group." So the whole question of human growth-- lower the prejudices. By meeting people that you were frightened of, but then discover that they are super. They are people who are in—

So, my faith has helped me discover and go into this world, where I'm hearing, because of community, because of a presence of God, "Do not be afraid, go ahead. You can do it, and I'll give you strength.
Canadian Identity – Clip 7
" Canada's a beautiful country. I mean... From east to west, west to east, with our-- whatever it is-- our prairies, our wonderful mountains, our lakes, our beavers, our maple syrup. I mean, it's a beautiful country and the whole of the vision of Canada has been try to work together. First of all, English and French, then First Nation people, and then the gradual opening up to people from many countries, from Haiti, from China, from Europe, or Eastern Europe. So there's something in the Canadian culture of "Let's do it together." 

Giving, as much as possible, autonomy to the local-- to the province-- but we're more than a province, we're a country. We're a federated country, so learning to bring people together, and Canada is one of the countries where there's been the most work to help people with intellectual disabilities and open other disabilities to find their place. I mean, the integrated schools, I mean, you find this. Canada is a model, too, of personalism, and this is something beautiful. Canada also was, and I would hope is, a country that is trying to forge its own identity in respect to our neighbour down south. Our neighbour down south is a really strong guy. I mean, it is a powerful, powerful group. 

We are small, but we wanted to forge an identity of unity, but, also-- and this goes back to Pearson, Lester Pearson, who was a Nobel Prize winner, because he struggled for peace, and got the Nobel Peace Prize-- ...because Canada, because of its working together, its personalist vision, has a vision also that it can be an intermediary. We're not a big country, like people down south. We're not a big country like some of the places in Europe. We're a little country, but we have an immense capacity to work for unity, an immense capacity of goodness, because we are people who are generally good. We have an immense capacity of welcoming different... 

So, we used to have, and I hope today more and more, we'll forge an identity of being one of the peacemaking countries in a world where there is war, and to show a vision that we're not condemned to warfare, hatred, and all the rest, but there is a vision which we Canadians can give... Not only to bring greater peace to our country, but also to forge peace in a world where there's a lot of war, and we can become a sign and take our place in the United Nations, and in every other place, to work for peace in our world.
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