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In February 2020 Jean Vanier was unmasked. The much loved and enormously 

respected, even venerated, founder of the wonderful L’Arche movement was – it became 

known – a serial sexual predator. In a series of spiritual direction sessions he had abused the 

trust of women who came to him for private counsel, and had used mystical language to 

initiate consensual sexual encounters with them. This was, it transpired, a pattern set by his 

own mentor Pere Thomas Phillippe, who had apparently taught Vanier and others that this 

was a legitimate form of mystical spirituality. With the publication of the findings of an 

internal investigation into Vanier, the legacy of this apparently humble, hard working and 

deeply spiritual man, who had influenced thousands of others to devote their lives to a 

different way of thinking was turned on its head. No longer was he the Christian hero, 

instead he was yet another villain in a grotesque rogues gallery, those blue eyes peering out 

from underneath the bushy white eyebrows no longer seeming quite so gentle, now seeming 

to have a leer to them instead. 

 

FALLEN IDOLS 

The unmasking of Jean Vanier was particularly hard to take for those who had seen 

in him something that they had struggled to find elsewhere. An authentic holiness which 

informed every part of his life, and led to the establishment of a movement which is roundly 

considered to be a beautiful expression of the way in which humans can live harmoniously 

regardless of ‘ability’ or ‘disability’. He had been so widely respected and loved that his fall 

from grace was spectacularly difficult to take. But of course he was not alone, he walked his 

own version of the same precarious path that so many have walked previously. Because the 

truth is hard to escape, we all contain within us, at all times, the capacity to heal and to hurt. 

We are masters of self-deception too, and we are skilful at finding ways to tell ourselves that 

the harmful things we do are justified or somehow righteous. That we are all a combination 

of good and evil – for want of a more subtle set of contrasts – is hardly a surprise. We know 

it of ourselves, we see it around us all the time, and yet we remain determinedly devoted to 

idolising those we perceive as the personification of good, and the demonising of those we 

perceive as the personification of evil. This dualistic thinking infects our politics and our 

friendships, and it creates unsustainable templates for anyone to whom we might turn to 

look for spiritual leadership.  
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The problem of idolisation is one which particularly bedevils Christianity. The stories 

of individuals who have been set up as great leaders only for their fatal and/or tragic flaw to 

be eventually revealed in yet another story of betrayal and suffering are too many to count. 

They range from the small town pastor whose affair with his co-worker threw his 

congregation into disarray, or the church treasurer who has been purloining funds to pay for 

a guilty secret, to the scale of the radical political and spiritual leader Jim Jones who led his 

hundreds of followers to their deaths in a South American jungle. This same story of 

idolisation, failure and betrayal is to be found in the Bible too – the stories of darkness 

revealed in the lives of ‘great’ leaders are plentiful, among the most obvious to spring readily 

to mind is that of the mythic King David. In his story, he makes the ascent from humble 

shepherd boy with a good sling arm, to great King, only to eventually reveal his darkness in 

the form of the rape of Bathsheba and the murder of her husband. Another fallen idol. Or 

perhaps we should think of the story of Noah, legendarily the only man deemed righteous by 

God and allowed to be saved from the flood in his ark. After all his travails, Noah revealed 

that his darkness was never any further away than the bottom of a wine bottle. 

 

“COWBOYS AND INDIANS” 

The Western is an enduring genre, perhaps because of its underlying narrative simplicity 

and its satisfying archetypes of hero and villain. There are countless iterations and updates of the 

classic Western story of struggle and revenge, some more subtle than others. In the late 1970s it 

was updated for the space age in the form of George Lucas’ Star Wars, six-shooters were 

replaced with light sabres, and space ships for horses and wagons, but in many ways it was quite 

a straight-forward swap. One of the enduring figures from the franchise is the talismanic Darth 

Vader, an apparently semi-human figure, revealed at last to be disfigured and tragic. Until his end 

he epitomises a kind of robotic evil, he is, or appears to be ‘all bad’ just as the classic villains of 

the piece in an old school Western do. But of course he isn’t as two dimensional as he appears, 

as we later discover when his complex humanity is fleshed out by means of a back story. Still 

though the idea of Darth Vader is a powerful one, and this is partly because of the semiotics, the 

black robes and boots, the mask, the theme tune, they all speak of his powerful and deep seated 

malignity. In Vader we recognise the archetypal villain, while in his youthful and white rbed 

opponents we find the hero archetypes. These two symbols make sense to us because we’ve seen 

them a thousand times, they are the Dragon and the Saint of legendary tales, the goodie and 

baddie of childhood games.  
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Having been trained to do so from childhood, it’s natural enough then to attempt to 

impose these same fundamental models upon the world around us, particularly on those remote 

enough to appear real in the same way that a figure on a film or from the pages of a book does. 

Political figures are another fine example of our tendency toward this way of thinking – we 

demonise those who represent the kind of politics we dislike, and lionise those who represent 

our views, feeling reassured when one or the other acts according to our expectations, and 

discomfited when our ideas are confounded in some way. Both of these approaches ignore the 

subtleties and complexities of human character, the fact that the most apparently repugnant or 

cartoonishly villainesque rogue has their redeeming qualities, the most saintly soul has their ‘dark 

side’. Our inability to recognise this then often leads us focus on the actions of an individual, 

over and above the ideologies and interests they represent. This is a mistake, one which we seem 

determined to repeat. The gun fighters approach one another, one with a white hat, the other 

with a black one. The guns blare, and one man slumps to the floor clutching his chest, our hearts 

leap or sink accordingly.  

 

CHARISMADDICTION 

The Greek word ‘Charism’ means ‘gift’ – charismatic Christians believe they have been 

given gifts by God in the form of supernatural powers, languages or experiences. When we talk 

of individuals being ‘charismatic’ though, we think of them as being gifted with something 

special, great charm perhaps or the power to inspire. Charismatic individuals are exciting to be 

around, they fill us with inspiration and enthusiasm, because of this they tend to get our 

attention. They attract followers and garner media attention, and when this is used well, they are 

often able to galvanise popular movements and inspire social change.  Their gifts however mean 

that we begin to allocate to them the persona of hero or villain, according to our personal 

preference. As such they become symbols rather than human individuals and are promoted by 

people whose identity or living may start to be co-dependent on theirs. Western society is replete 

with these very popular charismatic personalities, Vanier was one, but there are many others. 

Our obsession with or addiction to these charismatic heroes is problematic on a number of 

levels, not least the fact that it makes it much harder for them to be open about their struggles 

and difficulties, even if they are minded to. It also means that others are sometimes less likely to 

seek openness from them, jobs, charities, sometimes entire industries are based around the hero 

archetype, the person becomes too big to fail. Respect must be paid to those in L’Arche who 

went against the flow to instigate and publish the report into Vanier’s wrong doings, they must 

have known that doing so could spell grave danger for the movement they are part of. 
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We all play a part in this tragedy, our addiction to charisma leads us into complicity at 

times with the development of problematic personality cults. Our reductive sense of ‘the hero’ 

and ‘the villain’ causes hardship for everyone, perhaps most of all for those who end up being 

hurt and damaged by the fallen idol. In order to get beyond this we must learn to see more 

nuance in everything and everyone, we need to learn to look for the darkness whenever we see 

someone presented as a hero, and not to condemn them for it, but to recognise that darkness is 

never far from any of us. We must all hold one another to account, but in love rather than in 

condemnation, and we must recognise that in any individual there is always good – waiting to be 

found, just as there is a shadow side lurking just around the corner.  

 

 
WHAT HAVE I JUST READ? 

You’ve just read a piece of writing from my ‘longform’ project, available from 

simonjcross.com/longform . Usually these are written as conversational pieces of writing 

which are written for thoughtful readers outside of academia, although some are more 

academic than others.  

These articles are entirely free. However, if you feel able to donate to support this 

work, you can do so, there is also a Paypal link on the longform page. There is also an option 

to subscribe, and have the monthly articles sent directly to you.  

You are free to use (not republish) the longform material, but I’d be grateful if 

you’d attribute it in the relevant manner (if in any doubt, get in touch).  
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