
Father Henri Nouwen was an academic and prolific author of spiritual 
books who in the later years of his priestly ministry was a chaplain to 
the L’Arche community near Toronto.  L’Arche is an international 
movement founded by the Canadian Jean Vanier which tries to form 
homes where those with mental and physical difficulties live in 
community with their assistants.   
 
For the most part, the basis for Nouwen’s spiritual writing was his own 
experiences as a disciple of Jesus trying to live daily with his own 
personal foibles, emotions and sins.  One of the key experiences in his 
life was the move from being an academic, a professor at Harvard and 
Yale to being a member of the L’Arche community. The University was a 
world of intense competition and in particular Harvard and Yale were 
elite schools priming the best of the best for worldly success and 
influence.   
 
This is what he writes, “So, here I am in my new surroundings.  I may 
say that the contrast between my university life and my life here in 
L’Arche is greater than I realized at the outset.  The contrast isn’t so 
much elite students and those who struggle with mental and physical 
handicaps as in the ‘ascending’ style of the University and the 
‘descending’ style of L’Arche.  You might say that Yale and Harvard 
they’re principally interested in upward mobility, whereas here they 
believe in the importance of downward mobility.  That’s the radical 
difference: and I notice in myself how difficult it is to change direction 
on the ladder.” 
 
And when Nouwen uses this expression “downward mobility” he is 
describing that value system that pays attention first and foremost to 
the needs of the little ones, the poor ones the ones in need.  Downward 
mobility is the movement of the kingdom of God, from God to us, 
which is visible in Jesus.  In Christ we are invited to go the self-denying, 
self-emptying way of Christ.  This is all completely opposed to what we 



find in ourselves and our society. As Nouwen writes “Downward 
mobility with Jesus goes radically against my inclinations, against the 
advice of the world surrounding me, and against the culture of which I 
am a part” 
 
On the second Sunday of Lent the Gospel reading is always about the 
Transfiguration.  Jesus, takes his closest friends, and goes up the 
mountain where there is this tremendous experience of the Glory of 
God.  There is the affirmation of the presence of the two great Old 
Testament figures Moses and Elijah and above all there is the voice of 
the Father that says, “This is my Son the beloved, listen to him”.  St. 
Peter is summarily impressed with this mountain top moment and 
wants to stay there.  Let us make three tents, three dwellings so we can 
stay.  Jesus is on his way up, or as Nouwen would say he is showing us 
his upward mobility.   
 
But alas Jesus says no.  He comes down from the mountain and he 
silences them, they are not to speak about it until he rises from the 
dead.  And where does the journey down the mountain lead Jesus?  To 
the cross, to his death, to the self-emptying act of giving his life for the 
salvation of the world.  
 
Lent is a special time to attune ourselves to that movement of Jesus.  
To pray the Stations of the Cross, to meditate on his passion and enter 
into the mystery of his death.   
 
It is a time to stop trying to conquer the world through the power of 
our strength but to serve the world through the gift of our weakness.  It 
is a time to try to follow Jesus in his self-denying, self-emptying way, to 
follow him on the path of downward mobility.    


