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No matter how
wonderful

a person Is
putting them

on a spiritual
pedestal

will lead to
disappointment,
writes Prof.
Salvador Ryan

evelations of psy-

chological  and

sexual abuse of a

umber of women

by Jean Vanier, founder of
across the world,

Thoughts quickly turned

first to the wvictims who

experienced his manipula-

tion and abuse, and who

been preyed upon when

were at their

able,
sel; then to all

of

When it comes
P9 to saints, there is
ol wisdom in letting
the dust settle

ings | greatly admire. People
who quoted Mr Vanier on
| vulnerability. Who saw him
as a bona fide spiritual giant
(but, refreshingly. wearing
the humblest apparel; no ego
| seemingly in sight).
| _And so, 1 admired Mr
| Vanier from a distanc
| ond-hand, as it were, t gh
the lens of the admiration of
others, because | implicitly
trusted their judgment. |t
was a case of “show me your
admirers and il tell you who
ane”,

And that led me as far as
occasionally sharing video
clips of his wisdom on social

| media without having per-

ost vulner- | sopally vetted them first
| coun- |

[always a risky business). But
Mr Vanier was kosher. His

ists, and spiritual writers. By
the time of his death last year.
and in the midst of a torrent
of tributes from the great and
the good, there were few who
didn't expect his cause for
canonisalion o Open Soon
afterwards. But this would
only be the official recogni-
tien of what so many already
h to be the case,

Yes, we'd done it again.
We had created a saint; cer-
emoniously placed him on a
pedestal, and then looked up
to him as another role model
whiose life was worthy of imi-
tation. And, in doing so, we
also helped create the cult of
personality that surrounded
him, despite his seemingly
shy and retiring nature,

As eve e of the most
perilous of inclinations i
towards the creation

cult of personality, A “f
more perilous, the cult of the
spiritual personality. It was

that largely enabled Mr

to behave in the way

‘we had created?
who a per-
how won-

extreme view on human
nature and its capacity to
good. He belie

good actio

est deeds

Saings, are, 1n a

selves, mortal sins.

tendency towards

the wrong things, whi

him, is itself sinful and some-

thing we can never shake ofl.
For Martin Luther, we love

ourselves over and above

Whatever abo

Luther’s seemingly pe

tic take on human nature, it
does mean that, taken seri-
ously, one could never hold
any spiritual figure 50 aloft as
to forget that. ultimately, we
all have feet of clay (or. for

T

Jom

u

> Are clay through

indeed, he will
than that)
I cravings
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gazer, It also allows mutual
entry into the realm of hon-
esty, reality and authenticity.

The rush 0 recognise a
saint in their own lifetime
is rarely a healthy move and
can easily lead to disaster. In
the recent film The Two Popes
one cardinal is heard remark-
ing in advance of a papal con-
clave: “The most important
quah or a leader is not
wanting o be a leader.” We
could very profitably adapt
t tement to the realm

[ the maost disturh-

of the Jean Vanier

15 how he used the

language of spinitual mysti-
cism to justify his actions to
people whom he was sup-

posed to be spintually coun-
selling: and in each case,
where there was 3 hugely
significant power differential
at play.

The Church historian Hubert
'-'u'_ﬂi_! In his work The Nuns
of Sant” Ambrogio, ser in a
Roman convent in the 19th
Century and based on ap

exhaustive study of records
the period, describes
mowice mistress,

Sr Maria Luisa, 2 supposed
visionary and mystic whose
body was understood to
exude a heavenly perd
used her position of
and her reputation ol sancyry
not only to abuse s
sexually, but also 1o clim
these abusive acts as signs of
divine favour, during which
she was communicating$s
blessing through her sancti=
fied body. s
Drawing on a meticulowsss
study of Inquisition reconds,
Prof. Wolf found that Maria
Luisa had herself been initi=
ated by a former abbess who
saw hersell as passing on the
miraculous bodily favour of
the convent founder Sr Mapa
Agnese Firrao, who estab-
lished the religious house’in
1806, |
There are some stark
parallels with the case of
Jean Vanier. Here we havea
revered figure, a man withan
unquestioned reputation for
sanctity, using his moral and
spintual authority to allow
him to exert a psyc !
hold over women who held

; him in such esteem.

As in the case of Sr Mana
Luisa, Mr Vanier's sexual mis-
conduct was often i
with alleged “spiritual and
mystical justifications” 25
found by the independent
investigation commisst
by LArche. According to one
of the women he said: This s
not us, this is Mary and jesus
‘l'ml| aIT chosen, you ane spe
c1al, this is secret”™.

Another stated: ] realised
that jean Vanier was
by hundreds of people, &
a living saint who gave his
support to victims of
abuse. It seemed like camot-
fNlage and | found it difficult®
raise the issue.”

Also, as in the case of 5¢
Maria Luisa, Mr Vanier hi
had been deeply infl
by a mentor, his spif
father’ Pére Thomas
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5. Who are not invited t

iternational events to v
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in their case
the insider
these activity
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dowedow t and let’s try f IT VETY Nam
that Mr Va these traits ns of people w

ves. But let's
in their own

his lifetime? Is it still
Do his words rem.
have they becor
void on acco "
now know; and henceforth
devoid of value
himsell a serial abuser who | his victims. In light of what There's one thing
Justified his actions with mys- | we now know, the follow- | - preachers, retreat

knew the name Je

and what he st
for; yet. | suspect fe
it serves nel- | could actually claim to kr
wm, and often | the man
ish adherence know him
¥ utterance,  attached to figures
e critical facul- | Vanier can make that v

Jean Vanier,

sure
lors

tical claims. ing words of Vanier from his | and spiritual writers, who hetised. At its | Fcult
What has struck many of | interview with Krista Tippett | routinely drew on Mr Vanier t for es manipu And one more thing: can
Mr Vanier's erstwhile admir- | in 2007 are striking: “We | in the past, will keep clear of 1 ever - ur of alarming | we ask that the sine 1

for 'saints’ in the g
ply be decent human being?

ers in recent days is not just | don't know what to do with | him in the future. Books by, or Sim
the coercive psychological | our own weakness except | about, Jean Vanier will disap- 1

and sexual abuse which he | hide it or pretend it doesn’t | pear from bookstore sh anger I pr all kinds of abuse can flour-
| was responsible for, but his | exist. So how can we welcome | Institutions named after him | found loss which accompany ~ ish: ps_-,-cr-u.u gical, sexual, | @ Sahador Ryan is a
1 ability to remain in denial fully the weakness Ilfinﬂlhﬂ' \lﬂn ﬁnd alternative hono- | such revelations. e and spintual, leaving a dev- | Professor of Ecclesiastical
that his actions were abusive, | if we haven't welco 'Ehnpﬂ.mc have But, later, there is much to | astating trail of destruction | History in 5t Patrick’s Colfege
even when confronted by uwnwealmnn_ ERoic. As Giles | be discussed about trees and = behind. Predators thrive on | Maynooth.
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