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The Ability to Judge: Critique and Surprise in Theology, Anthropology, and L’Arche

What role does judgment play in certain kinds of critical anthropology and theology, and in attempts to bring the two disciplines together? I turn to L’Arche - a network of Christian communities in which people with ‘intellectual disabilities’ share life with the cognitively able that scholars commend as a critical alternative to our obsession with judging ability as the marker of moral worth. I describe how this evaluative stance on L’Arche failed me in trying to make sense of my own fieldwork on a L’Arche community where care-givers emphasised the abilities of those they supported all the time. By relating the surprising role that a work of theology played in helping me understand the relationship between agency and judgment in this context, I argue that critique offers an unhelpful point of intersection between anthropology and theology. I propose, instead, that we explore the role of surprise in analysis and dialogue.
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Main Text

Anthropologists and theologians are often judgmental. Or, to put it more precisely, certain kinds of anthropological and theological writing appear quite comfortable passing judgment on the structures within which people live and the situations they are involved in. Commonly, this involves working out the extent to which a given social practice reproduces the ‘western’, ‘capitalist’, or ‘neoliberal’ social orders – such as agency, achievement, and competition – over and above other patterns of social life such as compassion, solidarity, and inclusion (Ferguson, 2015; Ganti, 2014). In recent years, a number of authors have taken this similarity between these critical forms of both anthropological and theological writing as the basis for a closer rapprochement between the two disciplines; suggesting that ethnographic fieldwork might help theologians pay closer and more critical attention to both the Church and the ‘world’ (e.g. C. Scharen & Vigen, 2011). 
	In this article, I reflect on this mode of scholarship and dialogue by describing my fieldwork on L’Arche - a network of Christian communities for people with intellectual disabilities. Writing on L’Arche has typically taken it as enabling people with disabilities to be accorded dignity even while they are dependent and incapable. And so it is frequently used as a counter-example that proves just how problematic our contemporary obsession with agency and achievement is for the people with disabilities living under this regime of judgment. I, however, argue that carers in the British L’Arche community I studied were taught to see people with intellectual disabilities as agentive in a way that escapes the dichotomous categories of this dominant interpretation. This points, I contend, towards more complicated ways of thinking about ability and worth, agency and judgment, than the debate typically countenances.
	I narrate the surprising role that an encounter with a work of local theology played in coming to these conclusions about L’Arche. And I take this as a way to think about the role of surprise as a method – not just within each discipline, but also as a form of conducting dialogue between them. I draw attention to a shared limitation of critical forms of theology and anthropology: their neglect of the role of surprise in coming to judgment. And I argue that a dialogue conducted between these respectively limited modes of scholarship risks being similarly predictable: that is, reinforcing rather than challenging the way each discipline already sees the world. I propose, instead, riskier forms of dialogue that have the potential to reveal new ways of seeing not just the material we are working with, but the way we practise our respective disciplines altogether.

Disability, Judgment, and L’Arche 
Anthropologists are often highly critical of contemporary society. They are, for instance, often condemnatory of neoliberal regimes of judgment that assess individuals as well- or poorly-developed bundles of mental and physical capacities and achievements (Gershon, 2011, 2016; Rose, 1996), commodify important areas of human life (Ehrenreich & Hochschild, 2004; Hochschild, 1983), and force us to compete rather than rely on the state or form mutual relationships with one another (Biehl, 2005; Foucault, 2008; Han, 2012; Zigon, 2010). The job of the anthropologist, in these works, is frequently figured as witnessing to the pain and injustices caused by particular social arrangements (see also Scheper-Hughes, 1995; Robbins, 2013). 
Theologians also often criticise what they see as worrying trends in modern life amidst their reflections on doctrine (Milbank, 1993; R. Williams, 2000), moral theology (Banner, 1999; Hauerwas, 1986), or practical theology (D. S. Browning, 1990; Cameron, Bhatti, Duce, Sweeney, & Watkins, 2010). Many, particularly in Christian ethics and practical theology, elevate this critical aspect of scholarship and so take their task to be an essentially evaluative one – passing judgment on particular practices or structures by classifying them as a hindrance to the Christian life or the good of society (see also Banner, 2014). Judgment, in both theology and anthropology, thus constitutes a powerful way of imagining intellectual inquiry as a method to diagnose ideas and practises that de-humanise us, compete with one another, and reject the most vulnerable from our midst (McKearney, 2016; see also Cook, 2016, p. 151). 
The similarity between these compelling ways of undertaking research has been explored by one group of scholars interested in using the ethnographic richness of anthropological studies to aid the work of theological critique (C. Scharen, 2012; C. Scharen & Vigen, 2011; Ward, 2012). Many of the contributions to these edited volumes consist of short descriptions of different social settings that draw on ethnographic fieldwork in order to diagnose deleterious ways of organising social life – in and outside of the church - and thus lay the ground for theological and social critiques of them (M. Browning, 2011; Gathje, 2011; Reimer-Barry, 2011; Whitmore, 2011; Cameron & Watkins, 2012; see also Fulkerson, 2007). Using the shared interest in critique in both disciplines offers a substantially new way of advancing the dialogue between theology and anthropology; one that has received approval from many theologians and even from João Biehl, a prominent anthropologist who might be taken as a flag bearer for the critical project in contemporary anthropology.
	In this article, I reflect on this way of conducting scholarship and dialogue, by focusing on a topic where anthropologists and theologians have, though largely unbeknownst to one another, been in considerable agreement: in their studies of the problematic effects of contemporary ideologies and structures on people with various kinds of physical, psychiatric, and intellectual disabilities. Authors across the two disciplines have argued, alike: that when rational agency is taken as the marker of personhood, those who do not conform to its strictures are imagined as beyond the boundaries of the human (Biehl, 2012; Cushing, 2010; Swinton & McIntosh, 2016; Taylor, 2010); that when independent productivity is the precondition of getting by, those who depend heavily upon others are at risk, as are those who work to care for them (Eurich, 2010; Hauerwas, 1986; Reynolds, 2008; Rivas, 2004); and that when individual ability and achievement are endowed with so much social value, those who lack the capacity to turn themselves into bright neoliberal sparks are judged, rejected, and neglected (Reinders, 2008; Owen & Harris, 2012; Gershon, 2016; Mitchell & Snyder, 2015). 
	Inspired by this work, and aiming to contribute to it, I turned to the L’Arche communities. L’Arche was founded in 1964 when a Canadian Roman Catholic named Jean Vanier invited three men with intellectual disabilities (that is, those assessed to have significant enough mental impairments to stand in need of care) who were living in an asylum to move into his home in a small village in the French countryside (Vanier, 1995b, p. 15). Before too long this radical experiment in combining welfare provision through communal living grew and inspired the creation of other ventures. L’Arche is now an international federation of around 150 communities across the world. In each, people with and without intellectual disabilities, as people in L’Arche put it, ‘share life together’ (L’Arche International, 1993). 
This growth was partly due to the fact that, soon after its founding, Vanier began to give talks and write books about his own spiritual transformation in L’Arche that have been highly influential. In these works he writes that he began the community thinking that it was his duty as a cognitively able person to help people who were disabled (Vanier, 1995a). But he was surprised to find that he quickly developed relationships with those with intellectual disabilities which were, instead, intimate and mutual (Downey, 1986). 
Vanier articulated the emerging philosophy of this way of living as a critique of an individualistic meritocracy in which each person is valuable only in as much as they are intellectually, economically, or aesthetically impressive. People with intellectual disabilities, he contends, will only ever be at the bottom of any hierarchy based on this kind of competitive game. Vanier described L’Arche as playing by different rules: that is, as a place where this kind of hierarchy of ability did not matter and a solidarity based around mutual care was emerging in its place (Vanier, 1992). Vanier’s articulation of L’Arche as standing in direct opposition to precisely those exclusionary features of contemporary society that so worry critical theologians and anthropologists has meant that L’Arche is regularly described in theological and social-scientific texts as a kind of exemplar of the Christian life, or of compassion more generally (Hauerwas & Vanier, 2008; K. Reimer, 2009, 2010; Reinders, 2008, 2010). 
My aim, as a young graduate student, in choosing to embark upon fieldwork on a L’Arche community in the UK was quite simple. I intended to use descriptions of my fieldwork on this counter-cultural organisation to add weight to theological and anthropological critiques of our focus on independence, achievement, and agency by demonstrating just what life would look like for people with intellectual disabilities if we focused instead on vulnerability, mutuality, and receptivity. I describe how these critical aims fared when I encountered the complexity of my fieldsite, in order to reflect on judgment as a mode of scholarship and of dialogue.

The Complications of Fieldwork

In 2013, I embarked on my research in a L’Arche community in the British town of Endsleigh[footnoteRef:1] by moving into one of its large, shared houses where people with intellectual disabilities live with their caregivers, and taking a full-time job as one of those carers. I joined four others aged 18-25 from around Europe; all about to start, or having just finished. tertiary education in one form or another. We were there to support five people with intellectual disabilities between thirty-five and seventy, all of whom grew up in Britain. And we were managed by several women in their thirties and forties from Britain and Europe, most of whom had lived and worked in L’Arche for at least ten years by that point. [1:  The name of the town, along with the names of all informants, are pseudonyms for the purposes of anonymity.] 

	I arrived at the house one evening shortly before supper, and took my seat on the crumbling sofas in the sitting room next to the people with intellectual disabilities who lived there, while their carers (in this case: Peter, Maria, and Amy) finished preparing the medication and cooking the food. I tried to initiate conversation with those in the room but, much to my dismay, I found myself quite incapable of communicating with anyone. Bob spoke back to me so fast I could not understand what he was saying, Martha repeated the same phrases over and over, Rachel gesticulated at me as if I should understand her, and Sarah did not appear to hear me or to be capable of saying words at all. 
I was thrown. In L’Arche, I had been hoping to find and participate in mutual relationships, in which I would recognise the dignity of the disabled even as they were dependent. Instead, I felt a profound sense of alienation from them, and thus felt quite unable to see and respect them as ‘people’. Others carers I spoke to, after the event, told me they had experienced a similar difficulty when they first arrived. Their hope that they could contribute to L’Arche’s exciting communal project – or that such a project was even possible – had been severely dented, just like mine, by their initial encounter with the cognitive limitations of people with intellectual disabilities. I began to wonder, was the romantic image of L’Arche I had encountered in books just a projection?
I was still reeling from these unsettling thoughts when Peter showed us all through to the dining room. I sat opposite Rachel who was helping Maria to serve the food. Amy turned to me and explained:

Wednesday is Rachel’s night. Tonight you always cook your favourite, don’t you Rachel? Sausage, beans, eggs, and potatoes. And it was your night last night, wasn’t it Sarah? You cooked some delicious couscous; always something Mediterranean.

This was very confusing. I really did not think that Rachel could cook a meal, and I was almost certain that Sarah, a wheelchair user who looked to me like she had severe mental and physical impairments, could not either. So why was Amy claiming that she could? Fearing that voicing these thoughts might be rude, I decided not to ask. 
During the lull in conversation, Amy turned to Sarah to help her eat – cutting up her food, pushing it onto her specially shaped spoon, and encouraging her to bring it to her mouth. While she did this, she spoke in full sentences to Sarah. And then Maria began to tell us all a story:

One time when Sarah, Hibbert, and I were on holiday we saw a horse. And you know how Hibbert is with horses? He loves them. And do you know his word for horse? It’s ‘Ita’. That evening when we were sat round at dinner, we started to talk to Hibbert about the horse he’d seen that day and he just kept on saying ‘Ita! Ita!’ We did this for a while, Sarah, and then out of nowhere you just said ‘Ita!’ We all spun around to look at you in shock. But then you said it again: ‘Ita! Ita!’’

At this point Sarah laughed out loud.

And now whenever I tell the story, you remember, don’t you, Sarah?

I had previously thought Sarah was entirely incapable of understanding verbal communication. But Maria’s story claimed precisely the opposite: that Sarah, in fact, knows perfectly well what is going on. Amy then joined in and told another story about Sarah that reinforced the point.

When I first arrived, I didn’t do personal care with you, Sarah, for a while. And when I first did it I assumed that you didn’t really know what was happening. I didn’t know what I was doing, and at one point had to think for ages about what to do next. And you just sat there very patiently and quietly. When I finally worked out what the right thing to do was, you looked at me dead in the eye, and then laughed at me!

My considerable confusion at this point was twofold. First, I was confused about what the actual abilities of these individuals were. Could Sarah recognise what others were saying to her? Could she really copy their words? Did she really have that much intelligence? Had I really got it so wrong?
          	But this, in turn, generated a second set of more pressing questions. Why were carers in L’Arche so eager to tell stories that emphasised the achievements and capacities of the disabled, beyond what seemed plausible to me at the time? Even if this worked, and I was persuaded mentally to locate these individuals higher up a cognitive hierarchy than I had done before, was this not entering them into the kind of worldly and meritocratic games in which, as Vanier argues, they always come off worst? Was this not the kind of ‘inspiration porn’ that Stella Young (2014) has so acutely diagnosed as reinforcing the value of ability through disabled narratives, rather than the kind of challenge to the ideology of individual achievement that L’Arche hopes to be (see also Mitchell & Snyder, 2000)? What, in short, were these stories doing in a community that distinguished itself by its opposition to a judgmental and individualistic neoliberalism? Was I being encouraged to judge those with disabilities, and how should I judge L’Arche as a result?
	I pressed on through these doubts for the first few weeks of my fieldwork, as I learnt – alongside around ten other new carers across the organiation – how to do my job. The care and housing L’Arche provides depends on its funding by the government through disability benefits. In this sense, L’Arche is very much an agent of the neoliberal state – which, at this point, was being run by the coalition of the Liberal Democrats and Conservatives (who had recently passed the Welfare Reform Act that had significantly cut the kind of funding on which L’Arche relied). As a result, us new carers had to complete the government’s online training course, aimed at instilling in us a sense of the importance of the independence of people with intellectual disabilities – their capacity to be recognised as normal people like any others and take responsibility for their life.
The managers of the house also put new carers such as myself through an extensive training programme in L’Arche that went far beyond this official programme. This is where I was expecting to find a challenge to the neoliberal ideology of independence I encountered in the government training and, unnervingly, in the stories in L’Arche. Much to my surprise, however, this training continued swiftly down the path the stories had set us on. We were taught, for instance, to use only language which expressed, embodied, and trained our belief in the agency and capacity of those we were supporting. Whenever we used the third-person to refer to someone with intellectual disabilities who was present in the room, we were reprimanded. And we were encouraged also to describe any caring activity we did in relation to a particular person as something we did with them, or something that they themselves had done – such as when Rachel was described as having cooked the dinner (see also Rivas, 2004). One document that laid out the rules for how to communicate with people with learning disabilities said that choosing to communicate in this way would ‘reflect the respect we have for one another’.
	As this training continued, I also came to notice that the stories I heard round the dinner table were part of a broader set of practices through which carers related to people with intellectual disabilities not just as equal agents, but as especially autonomous, agentive, and capable people. For instance, more experienced carers such as Peter would often make self-deprecatory jokes about certain people with disabilities being totally uninterested in his petty concerns with unimportant social mores or egoistic drives. Others carers would describe the people with disabilities they supported as especially compassionate, clever, perceptive and so on (see also McKearney, 2018). The point always seemed to be – just as in those most neo-liberal of enterprises, the television talent show (Reder, 2008; Reijnders, Rooijakkers, & van Zoonen, 2007) - that the people with intellectual disabilities were more than you expected them to be from first impressions. And this seemed connected to a kind of wonder and awe at these individuals, a reverence in which they were held in the community. It amounted to an affective relationship with these individuals not totally dissimilar from that which others might have with celebrities – an analogy made all the more pertinent by the very real fame that these practices endow people with disabilities with in L’Arche.
As my informants impressed upon me the importance of these individuals’  autonomy, agency, and abilities, my confusion grew deeper. It deepened in the way I have already mentioned. I was quite confused about what these practices were doing in L’Arche given that they seemed to have far more affinities to the surrounding neoliberal culture that the community rhetorically set itself in contrast to. But my confusion also deepened in another respect. For these practices clearly did not result in the kind of marginalisation or neglect of people with intellectual disabilities that the academic literature had led me to believe an emphasis on ability would. Instead, it was inextricably bound up with the centrality of people with intellectual disabilities to L’Arche and their evident worth in the community.
This placed significant obstacles in the path of the critical bandwagon I was hoping to hitch my ethnographic project to. I could see no way to line up either L’Arche or these specific set of practices within it on the side of either neoliberalism or its opposite. Instead, I felt that more experienced carers and managers in L’Arche were drawing my attention to a complicated relationship between judgment and social status, capacity and personhood, that neither I nor the literature had the categories to describe. And so the sharp critical edge that I had hoped my fieldwork would give me was blunted. I knew of no way to mobilise the confusing melee of ideas about agency and worth I was encountering in order to come to any kind of judgment. Instead, I simply felt stuck with the sheer complexity of my ethnographic material and its resistance to any kind of narrative I had thought I would tell.

Disorientating Agency

Things began to change when I picked up a book that members of the house had given to me at my birthday party in the community: a series of essays called Broken Hearts and New Creations by James Alison (2010), a Roman Catholic theologian I had never come across before. As I began to read, Alison’s theological emphasis on humanity, embodiment and vulnerability (in short, on the messiness of incarnate existence as opposed to demanding, transcendent ideals) suggested to me that it was very much of a piece with the distinctive post-Vatican II climate in which it was written, and in which L’Arche has emerged and received so much acclaim within the Catholic church. And I learnt quickly, as well, that Alison has implicit and explicit connections to a diverse group of prominent British and American theologians who directly engage with and write about the L’Arche communities, such as Henry Nouwen (1988, 1994, 2007), Stanley Hauerwas (1986; Hauerwas & Vanier, 2008), and David Ford (2007, 2014). I initially found the book interesting, therefore, as another piece of data: a helpful insight into the particular kinds of Catholic theology surrounding L’Arche that my informants were clearly tapping into. 
But when I turned to a piece called ‘God and Desire’ (2010, pp. 109–124), in which Alison discusses the themes of agency and judgment, his work moved from being merely informative to generative for me – principally, by enabling me to think differently about the emphasis on capacity in L’Arche. I turn, now, to narrate the basic lines of Alison’s argument in that essay in order to reconstruct the possibilities of creative interpretation that it opened up for me.
Alison begins ‘God and Desire’ by describing the drama of several two-act operas from the early nineteenth century (Alison, 2010, p. 109). All the characters spend Act I pursuing various schemes on the basis of who they take the others to be, perhaps trying to get one character to fall in love with them while plotting against another. But a moment comes at the very end of Act I when someone who seems to be just another part of the plot, and often a victim of the schemes of the protagonists, is revealed to be not who they said they were but someone far more powerful (Alison, 2010, p. 109). This revelation, Alison contends, is not just about switching positions within the same scheming game. Rather, encountering ‘a formerly weak, and now powerful, player’ makes vulnerable the particular standpoint from which the protagonists judged and positioned any and all players in the first place (Alison, 2010, pp. 110, 118). The judge’s authority as a judge:

has now been undermined from within by someone who they took to be simply another agent with their own story, but who now appears as the protagonist of a different story… one in which each of them is assigned a much more peripheral role than he or she had bargained for.
(Alison, 2010, p. 110)

Alison proceeds to read the New Testament as working along similar lines (see also Alison, 1996, 2010, pp. 116–120). Born to a carpenter’s family, Jesus is an unlikely candidate to be King of Israel, Son of God, and the Messiah. Instead of occupying a place of strength from which he can position others, Jesus instead is depicted as lowly, ‘taking the form of a slave, being born in human likeness’ (Philippians 2:7; see also John 1:14). To those with the power to judge in this Act I (Caiaphas, Pilate, the crowds etc.) Jesus is simply a troublemaker who needs to be done away with, and the victim of their schemes. The culmination of Act I is the crucifixion, in which these authoritative protagonists seem finally to have won their decisive victory over Jesus and to have put an end to his trouble making forever. 
But becoming an ‘executed criminal who occupied the place of pain and shame and death’ turns out to be the necessary condition of Act II when Jesus rises, still bearing the scars of the cross, to meet the disciples (Alison, 2010, p. 119). Alison argues, therefore, that Jesus is not just another agent who can be contained or positioned by the judgments of even the most powerful on earth (Philippians 2:11; John 1:14). Instead, the revelation of his unanticipated vivaciousness disrupts anyone’s authority to judge him, and pulls those who will recognise his extraordinary presence into a new story. This ‘Act II’ involves finding hope and trust, not in a controlled assessment of another, but rather in an unexpected, intimate, and exposing relationship with an unusual and disconcerting subject that one neither understands nor controls (Alison, 2010, p. 113). Alison reads the Gospels as stories about judgment – but ones that do not reinforce nor even invert our judgments, but rather that undermine our ability to judge altogether. 

Displacing Judgment

Alison’s reading of the New Testament clearly does not reduce Jesus to an especially capable human, but neither does it altogether do away with questions of agency and its recognition by others. And this suggested to me categories that went beyond the confines of the critical theological and anthropological literature’s condemnation of any emphasis on appraising people on the basis of their abilities. Alison points to another way in which we might think about expressions of agency: as not always reinforcing, but sometimes surpassing and overturning both individual judgments and the very practice of judging itself.
Might we therefore re-read the stories I encountered in L’Arche as not so much about changing the place of people with disabilities within a given hierarchy, as about subverting the basis of that hierarchy altogether? In Act I, the person with disabilities conforms to the narrator’s expectations of passivity and incapacity. Think, for instance, of Maria’s story about going on holiday with Sarah, or Fleur’s story of washing her. Initially, Sarah does not position herself or anyone else – rather, she is passively positioned by others. But at an unexpected moment, Sarah speaks. She laughs at Fleur’s confusion over the care routine, she imitates Hibbert’s word ‘ita’. The very grammar of the stories at this point renders Sarah not a third person about whom the narrator nor the listener can have objective knowledge about, or do things to, but an active agent that does things back. The narrator loses control of the action, and it is the person with intellectual disabilities who becomes the unforeseen protagonist.
In disrupting the narrative flow, the person with intellectual disabilities reveals that the narrator’s seeming control over Act I turns out to have been based on a misrecognition of the Act II breaking through in its midst. Sarah’s seeming unanticipated vivaciousness takes the narrator off guard and forces them to concede that they, in fact, do not have the categories to contain her. Though they were acting as if they were competent judges, it turns out that they “never succeeded, and could not succeed, in answering the question, by what right” they were judging (B. Williams, 1981, p. x). According to Alison, in the Gospels it is precisely those who judge Jesus to be impotent who are shown, themselves, to lack power. And in these stories in L’Arche, it is not the intellectually disabled, but the carers, who are revealed to have the ‘learning difficulties’ (F. Young, 2013, pp. 141–2, 183–4, see also 1997; R. Williams, 2014, p. 125). It turns out that the cognitively able people who seem to be directing the action are, in fact, the objects who are acted upon by the agentive people with disabilities. The judge comes to lose their authority as they are forced to recognise the potent agency of another.
In this process of re-interpretation, Alison’s theology transformed from an object in the ethnographic world I was trying to understand into an analytical tool to make sense of it (Col & Graeber, 2011; see also Robbins, 2017). Joel Robbins (2006) describes a similar change in his use of John Milbank’s (1993) Theology and Social Theory; from drawing on it as a potential source of information about Christians (e.g. Harding, 2001), and a way to reflect on anthropology’s own Christian genealogy (e.g. Asad, 1993; Keane, 1997; Sahlins, 1996), to using it to reshape his own analysis more directly. In my own process, Alison’s essay played a more modest role from that which Robbins found Milbank’s work playing for him: not a representative of a foundationally different set of scholarly assumptions that ‘might lead anthropologists to revise their core projects’ (Robbins, 2006, p. 287), but an aid to creative re-interpretation that suggested new categories and forms of analysis.
This more creative and untidy way of working with theological ideas in ethnographic material has been explored implicitly by a number of anthropological authors who work with Christian ideas to interpret ethnographic data in profoundly productive ways (e.g. Bourdillon & Fortes, 1980; Elisha, 2011; Evans-Pritchard, 1956; see also Larsen, 2014). I have often seen this scrambling of any neat relationship between data and theory open up new territory in conversational encounters between theologians and anthropologists too. It has not, to my knowledge, been seriously and explicitly advocated for within discussions about the relationship between theology and anthropology (although see Adams & Elliott, 2000). But I want to argue that it was precisely this kind of creative re-reading that unpicked the central knot in my own ethnographic analysis: why L’Arche focuses so much on the agency of people with intellectual disabilities. I thus suggest this use of theological texts as another way to think across the disciplines. 

Beyond Critique

When I re-read the stories in L’Arche through Alison’s work, it drew my attention to aspects of the L’Arche’s theology that theologians and cultural critics rarely pay attention to. One of the distinctive features of Jean Vanier’s writing, as well as the devotional practice within L’Arche, is an emphasis on the passages of the Gospels where things are reversed: such as the beatitudes within the sermon on the mount (e.g. Matthew 5:3-11), the numerous versions of the ‘last will be first’ (e.g. Matthew 20:16), and the passage in which the ‘stone the builders threw away’ becomes the cornerstone (Matthew 21:42, Mark 12:10, Luke 20.17). 
These carnivalesque transformations from low to high, capable to incapable, and passive to agentive do not fit neatly with a description of L’Arche as a kind of solidarity with people who passively depend upon others. But neither do they look like a model of neoliberal agency. Instead, what Alison’s work suggests is that these engagements with the themes of ability and judgment serve to draw our attention, not so much to the particular qualities of the agent in question, but rather to the new relationships that are brought about by the act of revelation and reversal. And that suggests a way to think anew about the role that this emphasis on agency plays within L’Arche communities.
As I described above, new assistants are often disoriented by their first encounters with people with intellectual disabilities and struggle to see how they might ever form relationships with them (for an illuminating parallel see Harding, 1987). Hearing the stories over dinner deepens this sense of confusion by making it even harder to get to grips with what is going on. This reverses the hierarchy: where carers arrive expecting to be better at communicating than people with intellectual disabilities, they instead find that the people with intellectual disabilities can get on just fine with the more experienced carers. It is they, as new carers, who are speechless (Harding, 1987, p. 170). Their categories from an Act I outside of L’Arche simply will not cut it in the face of this unexpected agency.
But hearing the stories, just like reading the Gospels, also points towards a way to enter Act II. By coming to recognise and defer to Jesus’ extraordinary authority Jesus can show people the way out of darkness. Similarly, the narrators in L’Arche show how it was through contact with the hard-to-detect agency of the person with disabilities that they learnt to escape their predicament. The stories thus call newcomers to confess their ignorance, their inability to comprehend this unexpected subject, and ask them instead to listen for the voice of the intellectually disabled. This demands they stop focusing on these individuals’ limitations, and instead look at the paucity of their own evaluations so that they attribute agency and authority entirely differently (Keane, 1997, 2007; Mittermaier, 2012; Evans, 2016). It deliberately frustrates any way of assessing the cognitive capacities of another in order to transfer authority away from the carer and onto a deference to this unexpected presence in their midst. 
Alison’s work opened up an alternative way to read the seemingly discordant insistence of more experienced members of L’Arche on the agency of people with intellectual disabilities: as concerned with not raising people with intellectual disabilities up a hierarchy of cognitive ability, but the transformation that encountering their surprising capacities brings about for the narrator. Within just a few of months of hearing these stories, other new carers and I had started to focus on, to remember, and to narrate the dramatic actions of the people with intellectual disabilities we found so hard to recognise at first. We returned to the dinner table to test out our conversion on more experienced assistants, and we began to testify to assistants newer than ourselves by telling them new stories ourselves. 
It was, for me, in learning to tell these stories myself that I felt as if I had got to the bottom of this puzzle. Those who trained me clearly approved of it when I and other new carers stepped from sceptical confusion and into inhabiting this way of recognising and speaking about agency,. And they became more explicit with me about the signifiance of this transformation to the community’s life. As Peter once put it,

These stories are so important to L’Arche. If we don’t have people who know them, then people might not know how to listen anymore to all the hilarious, moving, and amazing things that people with disabilities do. You know, to be changed by them. And I don’t know, but that for me is kind of at the centre of it.

We learnt, in other words, to contribute to the reproduction of a community in which people with intellectual disabilities were far more than the critical theological and anthropological literature had given me terms to describe: neither neoliberal agents, nor simply their opposite. They were not bundles of ability to be assessed and perhaps rejected, nor passive dependents to be valued only for their vulnerability, but rather surprising agents to be encountered and transformed by. In training and perpetuating a recognition of this kind of agency, the stories told around the dinner table play a very real role in creating a community in which people with intellectual disabilities have an extraordinarily high status. I came to see these narratives, therefore, not as a digression from L’Arche’s ethos but as a powerful mechanism to turn carers into new kinds of moral persons within it: or, to put it in terms closer to L’Arche’s own, as a way of putting them in touch with the power of people with disabilities to convert them.

Conclusion

I suggest that there is something that we can learn from L’Arche’s stories. When theology and anthropology operate in their judgmental mode they run a risk similar to the unwitting listeners in these tales: of being so confident in their own evaluative capacities that they fail to notice what escapes their imaginative grasp. This, certainly, was what I did as I ran into my field site with my critical tracks already set, hoping that the ethnographic material would simply provide more coal for my analytical engine. But my informants surprised me and dislodged my critical faculties. In doing so, they forced me to listen to a more complicated story.
	 This suggests to me that there are limits to a critical mode of anthropological and theological analysis. I am not the first to argue that judgmental and moralised analyses are frequently overdetermined in their discovery of either the ubiquity of the same pernicious problems, or of their exact opposite, and that there may be more to forms of independence and responsibility than the degree to which they are ‘neoliberal’ (Cook, 2016; Eriksen, Laidlaw, Mair, & Martin, 2015; Ferguson, 2010; Laidlaw, 2014; Latour, 2004; Robbins, 2013; Trnka & Trundle, 2017; Boellstorff, 2018; see also the discussion to Scheper-Hughes, 1995). I would add to this that proposing to integrate ethnography into theology around this critical task may risk only deepening these problems – that is, garnering more empirical data to reinforce both what we already hold to be true about the world, and a certain way of practising our disciplines.
	It suggests, also, the important role that surprise can play in enabling us to move beyond these difficulties. Authors before me have argued for the importance of listening to the unexpected, and being open to being surprised, in theology and anthropology alike (e.g. Bretherton, 2012; Guyer, 2013; Howe & Takaragawa, 2017; Jenkins, 1994; Quash, 2013). Here, I want to emphasise its importance for dialogue, too, by drawing attention to an unremarked upon affordance of theology for anthropological work: its potential not just as a source of information for existing anthropological projects, but as a hermeneutic aid in suggesting new categories for the creative aspects of ethnographic analysis. What would happen if we took up aspects of this example by treating theology as comprising, not just a body of information and arguments, but also a set of powerful analytic and poetic manoeuvres to help us be better surprised (Higton, 2013)? 
Here, then, is a different way to conduct dialogue: by reading one another’s texts and using them in the work of coming to analytical judgments. In this case, it was a work of theology with some considerable local resonance that managed to take me off guard. Might it also be possible that forms of theological thought further removed from an ethnographic context could do the same, or an even better job on this front? What if we experimented with treating various works of theology not just as examples of another academic discipline with its own norms and standards to contend with and against, but also as artistic and intellectual resources for creative, interpretative thinking (see also Larsen & King, 2018; Seeman, 2018)? 
Were we to take this up as a method of dialogue, we would be deep in each other’s disciplines; theologians interpreting ethnography creatively, and anthropologists using theology for their own attempts to be surprised by their material. That possibility represents a way to do more than just have a respectful conversation as separate academic disciplines, or simply reinforce the limitations of each other’s existing ways of looking at the world. It provides a deeper way for anthropology and theology to engage one another that, simultaneously, offers us the chance to see and practise our disciplines in new ways.
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