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A Kind of Upside-Downness: Learning Disability, 
Community, and Shabbat Wisdom for the Church

De bo r a h  Ha r d y  Fo r d *

Lyns House, in Cambridge, England, is a community committed 
to building friendships among people with and without learning dis-
abilities.* 1 There is a house where three or four members live in inten-
tional Christian community, and a circle (open to those of all faiths 
and none) of core friends, volunteers, parents, carers, and other 
friends, all supported by a steering group. There is a pattern of hospi-
tality for meals, tea parties, special events and celebrations.

Lyns House was inspired by Jean Vanier on a visit to Cambridge 
about twenty-five years ago, when he challenged me to start a LArche 
community there. His key message was this: Cambridge has many 
people with learning abilities; they need relationships with people 
with learning disabilities and vice versa. Eventually, seven years ago, 
after consulting with Jean and others in LArche, a group of us in Cam-
bridge were encouraged to explore an alternative to the traditional 
model of LArche (residential shared living and care). Lyns House 
aims to be true to the spirit of LArche through creating a hospitable 
space where people with different gifts and vulnerabilities can come 
together as friends on a regular basis.

As I began to explore various categories and “ways in” to under-
stand how Lyns House might be related to the church, it suddenly 
struck me that there is something very Jewish about what happens in

* Deborah Hardy Ford is an Anglican minister in Cambridge, UK. She has worked 
for many years as a chaplain at Addenbrooke s Hospital and has a psychotherapy and 
pastoral supervision practice.

Permission has been granted for the use of the poem “Making Peace,” by De-
nise Levertov, from BREATHING THE WATER, copyright ©1987 by Denise Le- 
vertov. Reprinted by permission of New Directions Publishing Corp. In the British 
Commonwealth, Denise Levertov, New Selected Poems (Bloodaxe Books, 2003). Re-
produced with permission of Bloodaxe Books, www.bloodaxebooks.com.

1 A version of this essay is due to be published as “The Spirit Speaks to the 
Church,” in A Kind of Upside-Downness: Learning Disabilities and Transformational 
Community, ed. David F. Ford, Deborah Hardy Ford, and Ian Randall (London: Jes-
sica Kingsley Publishers, 2020).
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Lyn’s House. There is something about its quality of time, relationship, 
celebration, and joy that is deeply Shabbat, the Jewish day of rest.

Welcoming a Mystery, Being More at Home

Despite the many wonderful meals, parties, and celebrations of 
different Christian feasts and seasons Fve hosted or been invited to 
over the years, there is still an extra something about Shabbat: some-
thing that, in my experience at least, my own (Christian) tradition sim-
ply doesn’t “get.” Some years ago now, when I was fortunate enough 
through the practice of Scriptural Reasoning to begin to make friends, 
read sacred texts, and celebrate Shabbat with those of other faiths, I 
started to have a wonderful recurrent dream:

I find myself in the midst of an animated Jewish gathering.
Vm anxious as to whether they will accept and welcome me 
as a non-Jew (let alone as a Christian priest), but Fm long-
ing to stay and spend more time with them. I know that they 
have the secret to something wonderful that I need to dis-
cover too. Sometimes I am with them for a long time—some-
times only fleetingly—and I always awaken from the dream 
with a sense of longing for more.

The dream began then, I guess, because—although I’m not sure 
quite how or why—the more I have listened and learned about life 
and about God through Jewish friends, the more I have discovered 
the depths of my Christian heritage and identity in God. And the pro-
cess has been great: I have laughed more fully and more deeply dur-
ing these moments than anywhere else.

That is, until Lyn’s House . . .

There have been a number of what I would call profound mo-
ments that stand out for me in the life of Lyn’s House. Initially I 
thought they were simply random moments, but they have kept hap-
pening, and made me think again . . . and begin to wonder whether, 
perhaps—for those who have ears to hear—our friends with intel-
lectual disabilities might be in touch with, and expressing something 
about, a much deeper reality than most of us are attuned to.2

Anglican Theological Review

2 Through his experience communicating and working with those suffering with 
schizophrenia, Harold Searles suggests that his patients are deeply in touch with a
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One such profound moment was a birthday party early on in the 

life of Lyns House. It happened to be my birthday and I realized 
what I really wanted to do was share it with friends at Lyns House. 
So we organized pizza, cake, and a data projector, sent out invitations, 
and a diverse crowd of us gathered and ate, watched, and sang (word 
for word) our way through The Sound of Music.3 We shared tears of 
deep hope and joy, as well as those of fear, grief, and pain. It was a 
rare and beautiful thing, and there was an almost liturgical quality to 
the experience.

During the break for the intermission, one of our core friends, 
whom I will call Hannah, suddenly exited the room.4 She reemerged 
a short time later, bedecked as a bride, her face covered by a delicate 
lacy veil, full of longing and anticipation, ready to meet her bride-
groom in the wedding scene we were about to watch.

Its one of the ways to understand Shabbat: preparing oneself 
and ones home with great care, both physically and spiritually, in an-
ticipation of welcoming, in this case, the Sabbath Bride or Queen.5 
One of the opening refrains in the prayers to welcome Shabbat is the 
following:

“Come my Beloved, to greet the bride; 
let us welcome the Sabbath. ... 99 
To greet the Sabbath, let us go, 
for of blessing, she is the source.
From the outset, as of old, ordained:
Last in deed and first in thought.
“Come, my Beloved, to greet the bride,
Let us welcome the Sabbath. "6

Shabbat is about cultivating practices, patterns, and rhythms that help 
to orient our deepest desire as human beings: to welcome and honor

reality that most of us find too much to bear. See H. F. Searles, Collected Papers on 
Schizophrenia and Related Subjects (London: Karnac Books, 1965).

3 The parent of one of my core friends told me it was the first time in her life that 
her daughter had received a personal invitation to a birthday party and just how much 
it had meant.

4 Actual names of those involved have been changed to protect confidentiality.
5 See A. J. Heschel, The Sabbath: Its Meaning for Modem Man (London: Farrar, 

Straus and Giroux, 2005).
6 Authorised Daily Prayer Book of the United Hebrew Congregations of the 

Commonwealth, with New Translation and Commentary by Chief Rabbi Sir Jona-
than Sacks (London: Collins, 2006), 267.
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the divine presence within and among us: “You are great, Lord, and 
highly to be praised (Ps. 47:2): great is your power and your wisdom is 
immeasurable (Ps. 146:5) ... to praise you is our desire, a little piece 
of your creation. You stir us to take pleasure in praising you, because 
you have made us for yourself, and our heart is restless until it rests in 
you/’7

No matter how much we long to meet a soulmate or lover with 
whom to share this life, our deeper human longing is for even more. 
Like Shabbat, Lyns House is about going deeper into that longing, 
together. Its about welcoming and receiving the divine presence in 
one another, Gods mutual indwelling, and the mysterious “to and fro” 
of being both host and guest where those who, on the surface, at least, 
appear to be doing the hosting gradually discover that, somehow, in 
serving and giving, they are actually just as much guests, receiving.

In the (Jewish) Kabalistic tradition, Shabbat is often known as 
“the face” (Hebrew panim): the place where the “inside” or “inner-
most” (“holy of holies”) of someone is revealed:

We welcome the Shekinah—the glory of the Divine—and 
(as we do) welcome our own soul back home. . . . Its a time 
and space to welcome God in our midst and to remember, 
to listen and to see afresh. . . . Shabbat is an invitation . . . 
to come home and to greet the shining face of the Shekinah 
in all of those around us. ... In the glorious paradox of the 
spirit, by letting a lover enter, we ourselves are let in as well 
. . . the true lover lets us realise the Eden we are dwelling in 
every day. That is what it means to feel at home in your life.8

I remember Jean Vanier once saying, as he held up a huge hand 
to make a tiny space between his thumb and finger, “You know, we 
only ever see or know this much of a person, only God sees and knows 
the rest: their real beauty—they are so precious.” In Lyns House, 
where for many residents language and words are often difficult, faces 
and other forms of communication take on new depths of meaning. 
And all those involved in the community of Lyns House, in whatever 
way or level, speak of it being a place where they can—sometimes

7 Augustine of Hippo, Confessions, trans. and notes by Henry Chadwick (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1992), 4.

8 Naomi Sachs Zion and Shawn Fields-Meyer, A Day Apart: Shabbat at Home 
(Jerusalem: Shalom Hartman Institute, 2004), 11. Shekinah is the feminine or “ma-
ternal” aspect of the Divine.

Anglican Theological Review
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rather tentatively and gradually—be more and more at home. As a 
parent member said,

Its somewhere she hasn’t got carers and she hasn’t got us: 
she can just be Lizzie. Everywhere else—even at home with 
us—there are certain rules, expectations, or contractual obli-
gations. At Lyn’s House she’s free; she just goes in and treats 
it as if it were her home. It’s hard to say how much it means 
to her because it means so much. I honestly can’t think of 
anywhere else she’d rather go or be, except, perhaps, her 
sister’s or brother’s. It’s very, very important to her. And part 
of it is because it’s a place where she can be at home in faith.

Although spiritual needs are meant to be taken into account as 
part of a comprehensive “care package” for anyone with learning dis-
abilities, the reality is that it is difficult to ensure that spiritual care 
is actually provided on the ground, and when it is, spiritual care is 
often very dependent on any particular caregiver or provider’s own 
stance and priorities. One parent described how her daughter had 
been in tears when her caregiver had presented her with an impos-
sible choice: “Would you rather go to church, or would you rather go 
to the pub and have a curry?”—both things she loved and wanted to 
do. Or, as another parent recounted,

Amy loves coming and loves the attention she gets at Lyn’s 
House. We’re quite a large family and she easily gets “lost” 
in a crowd because she’s quite reserved. I don’t really know 
what happens when she’s there, because she doesn’t talk, but 
she loves it! If I ever had to say she wasn’t going to be able to 
go—if we were in the middle of a snow storm and couldn’t 
physically get there, for example—she’d be devastated. She 
has to go: she loves it. And she certainly wouldn’t go if she 
didn’t want to. She’d make that very clear.

Again and again, people speak of what they encounter at Lyn’s 
House as being mysteriously profound. As a resident member puts it, 
“It’s been very challenging at times, but it’s been deeply meaningful 
and life-changing. I can honestly say it’s been one of the most sig-
nificant things I’ve ever done in my life.” There is something deeply 
transformational about the experience of Lyn’s House, and it is not 
unrelated to God.
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Someone else describes Lyns House as “a place where time stands 

still/7 Thats another way to understand Shabbat, as an “architecture of 
holiness77 or a “cathedral77 in time. A. J. Heschel said of Shabbat,

Its a kingdom for all. It is not a date but an atmosphere . . . 
when the Sabbath is entering the world, man is touched 
by a moment of actual redemption; as if for a moment the 
spirit of the Messiah moved over the face of the earth. . . .
The meaning of the Sabbath is to celebrate time rather than 
space. Six days a week we live under the tyranny of things of 
space; on the Sabbath we try to become attuned to holiness 
in time. It is a day on which we are called upon to share in 
what is eternal in time, to turn from the results of creation 
to the mystery of creation; from the world of creation to the 
created world.9 10

Both Shabbat and Lyns House are about creating a special qual-
ity of space in time to welcome and honor Gods presence in our midst. 
Its a time when we humbly open ourselves to the mystery of God, and 
to the mystery of one another, and of all that is yet to come. It is a time 
when heaven and earth meet, “where the modern and mundane open 
up to yield glimpses of something else.7710 There are no blueprints for 
Shabbat, but its not something that simply happens on its own, either. 
And careful preparations play an important part.

Being Reshaped

As soon as one celebration of Shabbat is over, preparations for the 
next one begin. Part of heading back into the week of work is about 
anticipating Shabbats coming again: its about cultivating a mood of 
longing and, as before any wedding feast, eyes are kept open for spe-
cial food and little extras that will help to heighten and add that spe-
cial something to enhance the quality of celebration on the day itself.

Although its not about keeping kosher, Lyns House has plenty 
of dietary restrictions and other details that need to be kept in mind 
when planning food for meals and celebrations, too. Prayer is an

Anglican Theological Review

9 A. J. Heschel, The Sabbath: Its Meaning for Modern Man (New York: Farrar, 
Straus & Giroux, 2005).

10 Judith Shulevitz, The Sabbath World: Glimpses of a Different Order of Time 
(New York: Random House, 2011), 20.
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integral rhythm and part of getting ready to welcome and receive the 
fullness of the spirit of Shabbat when it comes, too:

Beloved of the soul, Father of compassion, 
draw Your servant close to your will.
Like a deer will Your servant run 
and fall prostrate before your beauty,
To him Your love is sweeter
than honey from the comb, than any taste.
Glorious, beautiful, radiance of the world, 
my soul is sick with love for You.
Please, God, heal her now 
by showing Your tender radiance.
Then she will recover her strength and be healed, 
and have everlasting joy. . . .
Reveal Yourself, my beloved, and spread over me
the tabernacle of your peace,
let the earth shine with Your glory,
let us be overjoyed and rejoice in You.
Hurry, beloved, for the appointed time has come, 
and be gracious to us as in the times of old.11

Both Shabbat and Lyn s House have a place for prayer, candle light-
ing, reading Scripture, breaking bread, eating, talking, listening, sing-
ing, dancing, playing games, and enjoying quality time and attention 
together. Both Shabbat and Lyn s House are fundamentally about re-
ceiving what and who we have been given.12

I have a friend who is a rabbi, and in conversation she described 
Shabbat this way: “If s a stepping back day: it s a day of humility and 
gratitude . . . with lots of talking, attention and listening.”

11 Yedid Nefesh (a song sung before the Welcoming Shabbat Service), in Sacks, 
Authorised Daily Prayer Book, 257. Kiddush prayers mark the transition from secular 
to holy time.

12 See Naomi Levy, “To Begin Again” (a prayer of preparation for Shabbat), in Zion 
and Fields-Meyer, A Day Apart, 22:

I love to change the world, but I rarely appreciate things as they are.
I know how to give, but I don’t always know how to receive.
I know how to keep busy, but I don’t always know how to be still.
I talk, but I don’t often listen. I look, but I don’t often see.
I yearn to succeed, but I often forget what is truly important.
Teach me, God, to slow down. May my resting revive me.
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One of the things that comes up again and again in Lyn s House 

is how hard it is when our time together comes to an end and it s time 
to leave. We have yet to incorporate the wisdom of the little ceremony 
of Havdalah (meaning “separation”), which marks the end of Shab- 
bat and easing the transition back into the rest of the day, week, and 
wider world.13 According to rabbinic tradition, the deeper meaning 
of Havdalah relates to the story of Adam and Eve, sentenced to exile 
from the garden of Eden on the sixth day of creation for their sin. 
But “God granted them stay of sentence, allowing them to spend one 
day, Shabbat itself, in the garden. During that day, say the Sages, the 
sun did not set. Havdalah recalls the moment at the end of Shabbat, 
when darkness falls and Adam and Eve, have to leave paradise for 
the first time and enter the world outside, with its darkness and dan-
gers. As a gift, God showed them how to make light. Hence the light 
of Havdalah ” Prayers include, “I call to you, Lord: save me. Make 
known to me the path of life. . . . Behold, God is my salvation. I will 
trust and not be afraid. The Lord, the Lord is my strength and my 
song. He has become my salvation. With joy you will draw water from 
the springs of salvation. Your people is Your blessing, Selah. The Lord 
of hosts is with us, the God of Jacob our stronghold, Selah.”14

The discipline, wisdom, and rhythms of Shabbat are about a radi-
cal reordering and rebalancing of whole chapters of time: not just 
weeks, but months, years, and the whole of life within the perspective 
of eternity. It is a rebalancing of ecology and relationships, both with 
God and with creation, with oneself and with one another; a rebal-
ancing of “human” economies and power dynamics based on scarcity, 
competition, dominance, and exchange, to those based on a divine 
economy of abundance, mercy, blessing, and plenty for all. Shabbat 
is a rebalancing of where, and in whom, we place our deepest trust 
and hope.

Shabbat sets us free from ourselves and from our own compul-
sions, from all the things that define and confine us conventionally. 
Shabbat is intended to “set apart one day a week for freedom, a day 
on which we do not use the instruments which have been so easily 
turned into weapons of destruction; a day for being with ourselves; 
a day of detachment from the vulgar; of independence from external 
obligations; a day on which we stop worshipping the idols of technical

Anglican Theological Review

13 Sacks, Authorised Daily Prayer Book, 578, 608.
14 Sacks, Authorised DailyPrayer Book, 578, 608.
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civilization; a day on which we use no money; a day of armistice in the 
economic struggle with our fellow men and the forces of nature. Is 
there any institution that holds out greater hope for human progress 
than the Sabbath?”15

One of the particular gifts of most, if not all, of my friends with 
learning disabilities, is that they are not in the slightest bit interested 
or taken in by the things that so often seduce and define us: status, im-
age, power, success, and material wealth. In a place like Cambridge, 
where those things are often highly valued, it is a deeply liberating, if 
somewhat disconcerting, thing that our core friends have the ability 
to see right through those things to something much deeper: right to 
the heart of who you are and what you really value.

Time UShma

Like Shabbat, Lyns House is about “resetting our clocks” and 
finding our balance again. It s about refinding our rhythms and “com-
ing home,” being reconciled to God, to ourselves, to one another, and 
to all creation. That’s what happened at the Sound of Music birthday 
party. Thats why its so hard to leave when it all comes to an end— 
even when there is already a next time on its way. Its based on Gods 
Fourth Commandment for wise living: “Remember the Sabbath Day, 
to keep it holy” —just as God rested on the seventh day of creation: 
“And on the seventh day God finished the work that he had done, and 
he rested on the seventh day from all the work that he had done. So 
God blessed the seventh day and hallowed it, because on it God rested 
from all the work that he had done in creation” (Gen. 2:2-3).16

The fulfillment of creation is when God sanctifies (or “blesses” 
or “hallows”) it.17 It is not simply a matter of resting from work: the 
sanctifying and the resting are interwoven, like the logic of praise, 
with praise somehow “perfecting perfection.”18 Making and having 
the opportunity to recognize and celebrate the joy and wonder of 
someone or something together (something those with learning

15 Zion and Fields-Meyer, A Day Apart, quoting Heschel.
16 See the biblical narrative in Exodus 19, where, following the deliverance from 

Egypt, God speaks the words of his covenant to Moses for his children on Mount 
Sinai: guidelines for living fully and well together.

17 Sanctifies is “the key word of the betrothal declaration under the bridal canopy 
in a [Jewish] wedding.” Sacks, Authorised Daily Prayer Book, 287.

18 D. W. Hardy and D. F. Ford, Jubilate: Theology in Praise (London: Darton, 
Longman and Todd Ltd., 1984).



106
disabilities are very good at) makes it even better. Its the dynamic or 
“crown” of creation that fulfills something even deeper, and there is a 
deep and innate longing in us all for sharing joy. Jean Vanier describes 
it as “wasting time together to become who we really are.”19 It is part 
of becoming fully human.

Last year I was lucky enough to be in Trosly-Breuil (home of the 
first LArche Community in France many years ago) when the Sum-
mer in the Forest, which had been filmed and featured a number of 
those living there, was being shown. Although the whole community 
in Trosly, which has now expanded considerably, had clearly “lived” 
with the film and crew for several years during its making, this was the 
first time they were seeing it.

They watched and listened attentively as they appeared before 
themselves, beaming and bursting with laughter as they recognized 
one another and their stories. The quality of their delighted inno-
cence and joy was a rare and beautiful thing. There was no “edge” 
to it at all, but only the “primal” or child-like innocence and joy Jean 
Vanier sometimes describes, the child-like “second naivete” we are 
all invited to discover. “Beyond the desert of criticism [critical and 
rational thinking], we need to be called again ... to the discovery of 
a 'second naivete,’ which is a return to the joy of our first naivete, but 
now totally new, inclusive and mature thinking.”20

Second naivete is what the quality of joyful trust and innocence at 
the heart of Shabbat and Lyn’s House are about. It’s not a utopia, but 
it’s not an illusory fantasy or some sort of wish fulfillment either. But 
the irony is, of course, that even when something as good as the expe-
rience of Lyn’s House is on offer, it is not easy to receive. It’s against 
the grain in more ways than one and takes real effort to help it hap-
pen, and lots of encouragement and solidarity in commitment. Over 
the years in Lyn’s House, I’ve heard more than one person express, in 
a variety of ways, this idea: “To be honest, it was the last thing I felt 
like doing. I’d had a nonstop day at work and still had masses to do, 
and all I really wanted to do was go home for the evening, but I knew 
the others were all relying on me to be there. And by the end of the 
evening, I have to say, I was also completely re-energized.”

19 Vanier speaking in the film documentary Summer in the Forest, http://www 
.summerintheforest.com/

20 Paul Ricoeur, quoted in Julia Marks, “SIMPLICITY: A Second Simplicity 
by Richard Rohr,” The Value of Sparrows (blog), April 22, 2014, https://thevalueof 
sparrows, com/2014/04/22/simpIicity-a-second-simplicity-by-richard-rohr/.
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Its not that the reality of life at Lyns House isn’t often very dif-

ficult: living face to face is sometimes being honest about some of 
the very painful things that are going on for, and between, people, 
too. But being at home means its a safe enough place to gradually 
be honest and open about some of the less beautiful things and parts 
of ourselves, and the world we inhabit. Living with difference at any 
depth means having to hold the tension and discomfort around things 
we sometimes disagree vehemently about, and yet to keep talking, 
listening, and trying to understand each other.

Paradoxically, however, putting Lyns House and its “upside- 
down” values first pays off. The very keeping of the discipline or laws 
of Shabbat—or their equivalent in Lyns House—is what creates the 
space for being genuinely free and open to being surprised by some-
thing new. Its something my Jewish friends are very good at: simply 
“doing it” and “getting on with it,” whether you feel like it or not, and 
trusting the doing—letting yourself live into it.21

One of the disciplines of Shabbat table talk is to focus on celebrat-
ing the good things, simply for the sake of it. This is as in LShma— 
the Jewish prayer “Hear O Israel, the Lord our God is One” that is 
prayed “for the sake of the name”—giving thanks and praise to God 
for Gods goodness, not for anything to be gained or received by it. It 
is also just as God does again and again at each stage of creation: “and 
God saw that it was good" and at the end of the sixth day, on the eve 
of Shabbat, it was “very good” (Gen. 1). Its certainly not a denial of 
the terrible things happening in the world around—Shabbat includes 
serious prayers for the suffering in the world as it is—but it s about 
celebrating the fact that God is good and Gods redemptive love goes 
even deeper than whatever The balance is tipped: that’s why we can 
rest and celebrate in deep gratitude, relief and joy.

Shabbat is a moment of realized eschatology—a glimpse of 
heaven—and the spirit of the prayer Jesus encourages his disciples 
to pray,

Our Father in heaven, 
hallowed be thy name. 
Your kingdom come.

21 Letting ourselves and our wills be “bent” to the gentle will of Gods love: in the 
prayer “The Blessing of Light,” Evening Prayer, Form 2, Monday and daily in Pente-
cost in Common Worship: Daily Prayer (London: Church House Publishing, 2011).
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Your will be done,
on earth as it is in heaven. (Matt. 6:9-13)

As Jonathan Sacks describes it, Shabbat is a “foretaste” of the day 
when all Gods promises will be fulfilled in the ultimate wedding feast:

Shabbat is not merely a day of rest, it is a rehearsal within 
time, for the age beyond time, when humanity, guided by the 
call of God, moves beyond strife, evil and oppression, to cre-
ate a world of harmony, respecting the integrity of creation 
as Gods work, and the human person as Gods image. At 
that time people looking back at history will see that though 
evil flourished “like grass,” it was short-lived, while the righ-
teous grow slowly but stand tall “like the cedar of Lebanon.” 
Because our time perspective is short, we seem to inhabit a 
world in which evil prevails. Were we able to see history as 
a whole, we would know that good wins the final victory; in 
the long run justice prevails.22

On this day and in Shabbat time, the party has already begun. A 
friend who is a rabbi characterized the celebration this way:

When Shabbat preparations are finally over, the week has 
been “washed off’ (with a shower), special food has been 
set on a special table, the candles have been lit, and Gods 
presence and love prayed and welcomed in, those gathered 
greet one another with the words, “Shabbat shalom! May 
you dwell in completeness on this seventh day!”23 And at that 
moment there is a new sense of time: something new has 
begun—like the moment in a marriage when the celebrant 
declares, “I now pronounce that they are husband and wife.”

A new dawn, with new possibilities, arrives with Shabbat, just as it 
does at the outset of a marriage. That’s the spirit and focus of the film 
Summer in the Forest, too. After I first saw the film in Cambridge, 
I spoke briefly with its director Randall Wright about why he had

22 Sacks, Authorised Daily Prayer Book, 270, 271.
23 Or a variation on it, depending on the Jewish line of descent.



chosen not to show more of the tensions or difficulties involved in the 
life of the community. He turned to me and said, “People keep ask-
ing me that! I’ve made lots of films about suffering and tragedy—and 
so have lots of others. There’s no shortage of films about all the bad 
things going on in the world. But anyone can make those. What I 
wanted to capture instead was the quality of laughter, joy and peace I 
found in L’Arche: that’s a much rarer thing.”24

He had chosen to do what Denise Levertov captures in her poem 
“Making Peace”:

A voice from the dark called out,
“The poets must give us
imagination of peace, to oust the intense, familiar 
imagination of disaster: Peace, not only 
the absence of war.”

But peace, like a poem, 
is not there ahead of itself, 
can’t be imagined before it is made, 
can’t be known except 
in the words of its making, 
grammar of justice, 
syntax of mutual aid.

A feeling towards it, 
dimly sensing a rhythm, is all we have 
until we begin to utter its metaphors, 
learning them as we speak.

A line of peace might appear 
if we restructured the sentence our lives are making, 
revoked its affirmation of profit and power, 
questioned our needs, allowed 
long pauses. . . .

A cadence of peace might balance its weight 
on that different fulcrum; peace, a presence; 
an energy field more intense than war, 
might pulse then, 
stanza by stanza into the world, 
each act of living

Le a r n in g  Dis a b il it y  a n d  Sh a b b a t  Wis d o m 109

24 In conversation.



110
one of its words, each word 
a vibration of light—facets 
of the forming crystal.25

Thats what Shabbat is about and that’s what Lyn’s House is about: 
creating an energy field more intense than war—or anything else that 
threatens to undermine or get in the way of it.

Invitation to the Church

A few months ago, I contacted the personal assistant of one of “the 
great and good” in the church: someone who’s been a good friend and 
supporter of Lyn’s House over the years but is very busy, and whom 
we hadn’t seen for several years. So I emailed his assistant to see if he 
would like to come for a meal at Lyn’s House. The answer was “Yes 
please” and we liaised about the details. The correspondence then 
went like this:

PA: Dear Debbie,
Many thanks for this and I assume he just needs to turn up so 
that will be fine thank you.
Me: Dear [Assistant],
Yes, turning up is all that’s required: simply <£wasting time” 
together for its own sake!
PA: Pm sure its not and that you all get a lot from it. It is in 
the diary now.

Sadly, due to extenuating (all very good) circumstances, he was unable 
to come. It felt a bit like the parable where Jesus describes the king-
dom of heaven as a wedding banquet held by the king for his son 
(Matt. 22:1-14; Luke 14:4-24): the preparations are all finished, ev-
erything is ready, the excitement and anticipation high, but at the last 
minute, those invited are caught up in other things and unable to 
come. They miss the moment.

Surely Jesus’s teaching and reminder that “the sabbath was made 
for humankind, and not humankind for the sabbath” (Mark 2:27) is 
about exactly this—and a corrective to the whole range of ways we
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25 Paul A. Lacey and Anne Dewey, eds., The Collected Poems of Denise Levertov 
(New York: New Directions Publishing, 2013), 757-58.
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human beings distort things, whatever our faith, creed, or philosophy 
of life. Jesus’s words are intentionally (and sometimes hyperbolically) 
sharp about the consequences if we don’t, because it matters! God is 
longing for us to share in his delight with him. If we don’t do it, we 
lose something of our humanity: we’re less than who we are and can 
be, both as individuals and as a whole.

We need to be interrupted and to be freed from ourselves and 
from all the systems, structures, pressures, vanities, and agendas we 
get caught up in (and will always get caught up in, however good or 
'worthy” they might be), so that we mirror God, rather than the val-
ues of the society in which we live.26 Shabbat certainly has an invita-
tion for us all in doing that, and part of it is cultivating an ability to 
laugh at ourselves, lovingly. The poet Patrick Kavanagh describes the 
resurrection as a laugh set free for ever and ever.27

Shabbat also invites us to rediscover and celebrate God in the 
home, which Jonathan Sacks describes as "the matrix” of Judaism, a 
time when strangers and the marginalized are made central, too:

The prophets compared the relationship between God and 
Israel with the covenantal faith between husband and wife 
and parent and child, which is born and sustained within the 
home. Our relationship to Go d and to those closest to us 
are both covenantal—a mutual pledge of loyalty and love. 
Through the family and the quality of its relationships, Di-
vine blessings flow into the world. Before the Friday evening 
meal, we enact sequentially the values on which the home is 
built.28

When so many are too busy for the wedding feast, Jesus says, "So 
invite the poor, the lonely, the disabled instead!” (see Matt. 22:9-10). 
He knows they won’t miss their chance: they see and know what really 
matters. Dietrich Bonhoeffer says,

26 See, for example, Bonhoeffers distinction between a “spiritual community,” 
which serves God, and a “human” one, which ends up serving itself. Life Together and 
Prayer Book of the Bible, Dietrich Bonhoeffer Works, vol. 5 (Minneapolis: Fortress 
Press, 1996), 34-47.

27 Patrick Kavanagh, “Lough Derg: A Poem” (London: Martin Brian and O’Keeffe, 
1978), 12.

28 Sacks, Authorised Daily Prayer Book, 308-9.
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Every Christian community must realize that not only do the 
weak need the strong, but also that the strong cannot exist 
without the weak. The elimination of the weak is the death 
of fellowship. . . . The exclusion of the weak and insignificant, 
the seemingly useless people, from everyday Christian life in 
community may actually mean the exclusion of Christ; for in 
the poor sister or brother, Christ is knocking at the door. 29

Christian Salenson comments,

The good health of a community is shown in its capacity to 
celebrate and feast: it s distance from the daily . . . and there 
are an infinite variety of ways and forms—both religious and 
not (but who is to judge that?). Every celebration worthy of 
the names is festive. The loss of the festive character (as one 
sees in certain liturgies) is the death of celebration. Celebra-
tion reveals the hidden meaning of a community and the 

. “beyond” that keeps it alive, its mystery.30

This is the mystery of Levertovs “an energy field more intense 
than war.” Shabbat and Lyn s House are close to its heart, inviting us 
in. What are we waiting for?

“The Spirit and the bride, say ‘Come’” (Rev. 22:17).
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30 Christian Salenson, Boulversant Fragilite: UArche a I’Epreuve du Handicap 
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