
Pa r ac l e t e  P r e s s 
BREWSTER, MASSACHUSETTS

We need each other_format2019.indd   1 6/20/19   10:15 AM



We Need Each Other: Responding to God’s 
Call to Live Together

Copyright © 2018 The Jean Vanier Association, Trosly, France

ISBN 978-1-64060-450-6

All quotations from Holy Scripture are the author’s own translations and 
paraphrases. 

The Paraclete Press name and logo (dove on cross) are trademarks of  
Paraclete Press, Inc.

The Library of Congress has catalogued the hardcover edition as follows:
Names: Vanier, Jean, 1928- author. 

Title: We need each other : responding to God’s call to live together / Jean Vanier. 
Description: Brewster, MA : Paraclete Press, Inc., 2018. 

Identifiers: LCCN 2018005600 | ISBN 9781640600966 (hardcover) 
Subjects:  LCSH: Love —Religious aspects—Christianity. 

Classification: LCC BV4639 .V26 2018 | DDC 241/.4—dc23 
LC record available at https://lccn.loc.gov/2018005600

10  9  8  7  6  5  4  3  2  1

All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced, stored in an 
electronic retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—

electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, or any other—except for brief 
quotations in printed reviews, without the prior permission of the publisher.

Published by Paraclete Press
Brewster, Massachusetts
www.paracletepress.com

Printed in the United States 
of America

2019 First Printing This Edition

2018 First Printing Hardcover Edition

We need each other_format2019.indd   2 6/20/19   12:58 PM



Contents

Preface 1

CHAPTER 1:  What Are You Looking For? 5

CHAPTER 2:  The Cry of the Poor 19

CHAPTER 3:  The Feast Is Ready 37

CHAPTER 4:  To Live in Unity 57

CHAPTER 5:  Be Open 73

CHAPTER 6:  Encountering the Other 93

CHAPTER 7:  The Washing of the Feet 115

CHAPTER 8:  Come Out 125

About Jean Vanier, L’Arche,  
and Faith and Light 137

We need each other_format2019.indd   3 6/20/19   9:56 AM



We need each other_format2019.indd   4 6/20/19   9:56 AM



Preface

o

I was happy in April of 2008 to visit the wonderful 
community of Saint Martin in Nyahururu, a small 

town in the central part of Kenya. That year was a 
memorable one in Kenya as it opened with violence 
and bloodshed in literally all parts of the country, par-
ticularly in the territory, major towns, and villages of 
the Great Rift Valley. In the wake of that violence, pain, 
and loss it was a gift to be able to gather together people 
from diverse cultural and religious backgrounds for a 
retreat, to listen and to reflect on the word of God. This 
book comprises the talks I gave during that retreat.

At my home, in the community of L’Arche in 
France, I have lived for fifty-three years with people 
with disabilities. They have revealed to me the face of 
God, his compassion and exquisite tenderness and love 
for each one of us. Those with disabilities have been my 
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We  N e e d  E a c h  O t h e r2

teachers and have gradually opened me to know and 
accept my own fears and disabilities. Their friendship 
has opened my heart to love and to growth. Their love 
has led me deeper into the loving heart of Jesus. The 
original community has now grown throughout the 
world.  It is always the same message—people being 
transformed by people who are fragile. There are now 
140 communities around the world with eighteen in 
the United States.

Around the world these communities offer hope to 
those who are marginalized in our competitive societies 
where few win, many lose, and more are victims.  In 
1967, together with Marie-Hélène Matthieu we 
founded communities of Faith and Light, small groups 
of friendship, support, and celebration for people with 
disabilities, their families, and friends.  These groups 
offer hope and transform lives, affirming the impor-
tance of each human being.

The title of this book—We Need Each Other: 
Responding to God’s Call to Live Together—is a reflection 
on the invitation of Jesus, who is asking us to become 
a friend of the poor and to befriend those we reject 
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because of their color, their poverty, or their disabil-
ity. This is not easy unless we go through a process of 
transformation that occurs as we listen to the message 
of Jesus. This message is that each one of us is precious 
to Jesus, whatever our culture, language, background, 
faith, ability, or disability. If we open our hearts to him, 
if we hear and respond to the cry of the needy, and if we 
enter in relationship with them and ask each other for 
forgiveness, we are gradually transformed.

Even though this book was originally a retreat 
given in Kenya, the words and message are essentially 
the truth of the Gospel, which is for people in all 
circumstances.  Today we are living in a very stressed 
world. There is a lot of fear and even hatred for those 
who are different.  Jesus came to preach peace and to 
break down the barriers that separate people. May this 
little book help each one of us become messengers of 
peace, of mercy, and of forgiveness.

Jean Vanier 
Trosly-Breuil, France 

Pr e f a c e 3
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C H A P T E R  1

What Are You Looking For?

{
The next day John was there again with two 

of his disciples.
When he saw Jesus passing by he said, “Look, 

the Lamb of God!”
When the two disciples heard him say this, 

they followed Jesus.
Turning round, Jesus saw them following 

and asked, “What are you looking for?”
They said, “Rabbi, where are you staying?”
“Come,” he replied, “and you will see.”
So they went and saw where he was staying, 

and spent that day with him.
It was about the tenth hour.

(from John 1)
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Before coming to Kenya I was invited to a 
secondary school in Paris, and the students 

asked me why I was going to Kenya during such a 
turbulent time in the country. Could it become a 
dangerous experience?

I replied that I was going to Kenya to visit the com-
munity of Saint Martin, because I was convinced that 
I could find Jesus there. For me, faith is not enough! I 
need to touch, I need to feel, and I need to see Jesus in 
the life of the people. That is why I am going to visit the 
community of Saint Martin, because I am convinced 
that there I can touch, feel, and see Jesus. If you tell 
me that there is another community where I can meet 
Jesus—in China or any other place very far—I will go 
there because faith has never been enough for me.

I am happy to be with you here in Nyahururu. 
We come together at a moment when many have been 
deeply affected in recent days and months by violence 
in this and surrounding regions. We come together 
from many different places and cultures, bringing 
with us different histories, customs, and languages. 
We give thanks for the gift of being able to gather in 
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peace and safety to reflect, share, pray, and celebrate 
together.

Each of us has a beautiful culture, and our mother 
tongue is the language that we receive from our culture. 
In my case, for many decades I’ve lived with people, 
many of whom do not speak with words. They speak 
with their bodies, they speak with their tears, and they 
speak with their smiles. It is important to understand 
these other languages, as well, that we all share. What 
are you saying? What are you living? Where is your 
pain? Where are your dreams? The reality of the world 
is that although we cannot always speak each other’s 
language, we can still attempt to understand each 
other’s pain, joys, hopes, and dreams.

c Look at Jesus
 
We read in the prologue of the Gospel of John that 

the Word became flesh to lead us into the knowledge of 
the Father, so that we can discover who God is. Right 

W h a t  A r e  Yo u  L o o k i n g  Fo r ? 7
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after the prologue, we hear of an incredible man, John 
the Baptist, who was sent by God to prepare the way, 
to help people to trust and to believe. John the Baptist 
is an extraordinary witness of God because he points to 
Jesus and says, “I am not important, he is important. I 
am nothing. I am not even worthy to undo the laces of 
his sandals. Look at Jesus.” At one moment, John the 
Baptist sees Jesus from afar and he says to the people 
around, “Behold, look carefully, here is the Lamb of 
God who has come to take away all the hatred and vio-
lence and negativity that is in us.” Jesus came to take 
away from our hearts all that is sin, our refusal of love 
and our closing ourselves up in fear.

a What are you looking for?

The next day, John the Baptist is with a few of 
his disciples. Again, he sees Jesus and he says to his 
disciples, “Behold, look carefully, the Lamb of God.” 
At that moment, two of his disciples break off from 
him and start to follow Jesus. One of these men is 
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Andrew and the other is probably John, who wrote 
the Gospel. Here we find Jesus walking and these two 
men start to follow him. Jesus turns around, and we 
hear his first words in the Gospel of John, “What are 
you looking for?” 

This is beautiful. The first words of Jesus are not a 
command. He gently asks, “What are you looking for? 
What are your desires? What do you long for?”

I use these words of Jesus as a question to each one 
of you. Why are you here? What do you want and what 
are you looking for? It is very important to clarify what 
it is that you want, what your deepest desire is, and 
what you are looking for.

} Where do you live?

The two disciples were surprised that Jesus threw 
a question at them, so they simply asked, “Master, 
where do you live?” They had heard John the Baptist 
say that Jesus was the Lamb of God who would take 
away those fears that prevented them from welcoming 
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people who were different. They realized that sin was 
the rejection of what was different and that hatred of 
the different could lead to warfare. These two disciples 
had also heard from John the Baptist that the man 
who stood in front of them was someone familiar with 
the ways of God and that he was somebody import-
ant. Then comes the question from these two disci-
ples, “Where do you live?” 

They are telling Jesus, “I want to spend time with you; 
I want to listen to you and possibly to be transformed 
by you. I want to escape the powers of egoism and 
selfishness that hold me to myself and prevent me from 
opening up, that prevent me from listening and from 
being in relationships with people who are different.” 
Jesus questions the two men, “What are you looking 
for?” And they answer, “Master, where do you live?” to 
which Jesus simply says, “Come and see.” So the disciples 
go, they see, and they spend time with him.

They stayed with him that day and they saw. What 
touches me is that this Gospel was written sometime 
around the year 90 ce. It was announced many times 
and finally it came to be written. I like to think of the 
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old John, now maybe over ninety years old, saying: “I 
remember the first time I met Jesus . . . I was a disciple 
of John the Baptist. One day John the Baptist pointed 
at him and announced that he was the Lamb of God 
who had come to take away the powers of negativity 
and evil within me. So I followed him.”

| Have you met Jesus?
 
I ask you the same question, the first question 

Jesus asked: Why have you come here and what are 
you looking for? When was the first time you had an 
experience of Jesus, that you really met him? I am not 
asking about the time you were baptized, but rather, 
about that moment when your heart opened, when you 
sensed that God loves you, and that you are important 
to him. When was that first moment?

Each one of us has a story. The story begins 
when our mothers conceive us after being in union 
with our fathers, and then as tiny little beings in the 
womb of our mothers we grow and finally experience 
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that extraordinary moment of being born. It is not a 
moment we remember, but from the moment we are 
born, held by our mothers and then nourished from 
their breasts, we discover that we are loved. This is fol-
lowed by moments of joy and of pain in the family and 
finally, at some point in our lives, there is a meeting 
with Jesus. Somehow a belief that Jesus is alive is born 
within us, a belief that he loves me and I am important 
to him. But this belief can become clouded when we are 
caught up in our different cultures and we forget about 
our meeting with him.

Our lives are filled with important moments. We 
have the moment of birth, the moments of childhood, 
and of sickness. Sometimes there are very painful 
moments when a parent or loved one dies, or when 
there are conflicts in the family. There are also moments 
when we make choices, moments when we want to get 
married, and so on. Each one of us has a complex emo-
tional history. 

It is also important to recall our spiritual history, 
the history of our relationship with Jesus. When was 
that moment, that precious moment when you sensed 
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that you are loved? Maybe it was a moment in one of 
our churches, or you might have simply been praying 
with your family, or maybe you were simply walking 
outside and suddenly there was a moment of belief that 
Jesus lives, that he loves you, and that you are import-
ant to him!

I offer you these questions and encourage you to 
reflect on your deepest desire, to recall your spiritual 
history, and to rest in your belief that Jesus loves you.

{ My own story
 
I have my own story of meeting Jesus, my story of 

important moments. One of the important moments 
in my life, which I only discovered a number of years 
later, took place when I was thirteen years old. I had 
been in France with my family when the German 
army invaded France. We fled with other refugees and 
went to Canada. At thirteen, in 1942, I felt a desire to 
join the armed forces, specifically, the navy. I talked to 
my dad, asking him if I could do so even if it meant 
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that I had to go back to the United Kingdom, travel-
ing across the Atlantic Ocean by ship. At that time, 
many ships were being sunk in the Atlantic Ocean. I 
remember him asking me, “Tell me why you want to 
go?” I forget what I answered, but I remember what 
he said: “I trust you. If that is what you want, that is 
what you must do. I trust you.” I think that the fact 
that he trusted me gave me the chance to trust myself; 
the very fact that he accepted my intuition to join 
the navy allowed me to know that my intuitions and 
desires were trustworthy. This was a very important 
moment for me. My father, whom I respected, trusted 
me! I hope that each one of you, at one moment in 
your lives, has heard someone say to you, “I trust you. 
I trust your desires.” I am praying and hoping that at 
one moment during our time together, you will hear 
Jesus say, “I trust you.” May you know that God trusts 
you and that you are important to him.

For eight years, I served in the armed forces and 
I was taught the art of war. War is a terrible reality. 
Where there is war, there is hate, and where there is 
hate, people are killed. Shortly after the liberation of 
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Paris, my mother and I had to go back to France to 
see our family. We were welcomed at the Paris station, 
and at the same station there were people coming from 
the concentration camps in Germany. They were men 
and women who had just been liberated, and they still 
wore the white and blue striped concentration-camp 
uniforms. They were like skeletons, the living dead.

I was in Rwanda shortly after the genocide, and I 
saw the open graves where 700,000 people had been 
tortured and killed. What human beings can do to 
other human beings! We must rise up and say, “Never 
again hatred!” We must do everything we can, so 
that children and adults are never tortured, hurt, or 
pushed down. This is the message for Christians: stand 
up so that no child, no person, for whatever reason, 
is ever hurt, tortured, denied, or killed in genocide. 
Our world is a dangerous world where hatred can rise 
suddenly and explode, leading to torture and death. 
We must find our place in this world, stand up for 
the truth, and announce the message of Jesus that 
every person is important. Each one of us must be 
committed to children, to people with disabilities, to 
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