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 My wife and I met Father Joseph Larsen, the Faith and 
Light  International Chaplain, on many occasions between 
1994 and 2005, and finally at Lourdes in 2008 (he was 84 
years old at that time). His simplicity and coherence, as 
well as his kindness and his love of men, had a great 
impact on our first interview. Let us remember his great 
gentleness and his great trust that even now impacts the 
feelings of friendship that we have for him. “This friendship 
at Faith and Light is a miracle of God”, he said. A few years 
later, on a visit to Teteringen, (in the Netherlands), he gave 
us his blessing.    
 
 He dreamt of transforming Life through trust in God 
and love for men. On 22 August 2013, he left for a new Life 
where he has surely met “the Great Love” that awaited him 
and that he himself had hoped for with much peace of 
mind.  
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 Childhood and youth 
 How did the life of this man, radiant with joy, began? He 
was born in 1924 in Vienna, Austria; his nationality was Dutch. 
Ten months after his birth, his father died. His mother, 
pregnant with his little sister, moved to the Netherlands. In 
1931, she got married again to Jean, the brother of his father. 
Into this happy family, seven other children were to be born.  In 
his book “My Life”, Joseph wrote that he had had a severely 
physically and intellectually disabled sister. She died very 
young. In total, his mother had nine children. 
 His home was very Christian. In the evenings, his mum 
would recite the rosary and read aloud the book about the 
appearances of Mary in Fatima. Joseph had a happy youth. As a 
choirboy, he felt very close to Jesus. After high school, he chose 
to become a missionary as his mum had always hoped he 
would. At university, he got a degree in English and Dutch.  
Later, his students characterised him as a teacher with a sense 
of discipline. In the small seminary at Sparrendaal, he staged a 
play by Shakespeare and developed his talent for drawing. In 
the Netherlands, he remained a man very focussed on himself, 
an introverted person  
 In July 1949, he was ordained as a priest and became a 
Scheut missionary (CICM: Congregation of the Immaculate 
Heart of Mary). Their motto is: “Proclaim the life and death of 
Jesus through your own life”. He wanted to be a shepherd and 
show his flock the way to Jesus. He read the publications of J. 
H. Newman from which he held: “Let us preach You without 
preaching”. He was a gifted preacher who dreamt of going off 
on missions. Finally in 1970, his superior gave him permission 
to make a commitment to the Philippines. He learnt a new 
language there, which facilitated meeting the people who lived 
there.   
 In the country of Marcos (Philippines), he began to “see” 
people differently. His students at the seminary thanked him in 
another way that seemed to him rather astonishing. The 
mentality of the people shocked him at first, because his work 
in itself was no longer rewarded, but it was his person who was 
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honoured. In this way, he learnt to be “person-oriented, like 
Jesus”.  
 In the Philippines, the man is important. This consensus 
would have a huge impact on his way of visiting and seeing 
people. 
  
 A way to wait for God 
 So Joseph went in search of himself and his vocation. Over 
the years, he lived with the “Little Brothers of Charles de 
Foucauld”. There, he practised contemplation, which was for 
him a way “to reach God”. At the same time, he wanted to live 
with and in the homes of the poor. He had an experience that 
was going to change his life. Some poor people said to him: 
Only when you share our joys, do you have the right to carry our 
cross. 
 This same slogan came from the chapter of his own 
congregation. It is important to experience the universal 
brotherhood! In 1981, this chapter marked another turn in his 
life. Here, the vital message preferential option for the poor was 
proclaimed. In practice, Joseph was going to accept a way of 
living that put him close to the poor. So he embarked upon 
visiting the sick and celebrating masses at crossroads for the 
poor of the slums.   
 A year later, he noted in his biography that God always 
accompanied him invisibly. He entered the skin of Bartimaeus. 
Like him, we must all be healed; we are all struck by a spiritual 
blindness. Later, meditating one day on the word of Jesus: Get 
behind me Satan, (Mt. 16, 23), Father Joseph accepted the 
message to follow Jesus who was on his way to Golgotha.  
These disciples would attain glory, but not without suffering 
and dying one day like their master. The total trust in God 
engulfed his heart. He called it the trust walk with God.  
 This spiritual discovery resulted in an unexpected 
experience. A woman living under a bridge invited him to 
come to her home. Her house was a “cardboard” shack. Her 
very great poverty totally overwhelmed him and he asked the 
woman how it was possible to survive there. She answered: 
may Diyos pa rin.(There is still God!) This was precisely what his 
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friend, Bernard, a Little Brother of Charles de Foucauld, had told 
him. Joseph had truly heard the cry of the poor. All the poor 
could do was shout out their desperation. Following this 
realisation, he took a sabbatical year because he wanted to 
experience this message of poverty and total availability to 
God. So, in the Philippines, he started a pilgrimage around a 
large lake. 
 After this experience of having abandoned all that was 
previously important to him, he met these little brothers and 
he learnt to be small, like a child of God. First of all, he went to 
meet non-Christians. He deepened his knowledge of Islam, 
which means submission. He joined prayers in the mosque 
every Friday. For nearly ten years, he lived amongst the poor of 
Bicutan. His dwelling was a shack with only one room. As with 
the poor, his front door was always open to invite others who 
needed him to enter his shack. To earn his living, he gave 
retreats to missionaries and drew portraits that he sold for a 
low price.  
 At the end of February 1984, the elections for a new 
president took place and he joined the people with other 
sisters and priests to demonstrate against the Marcos 
dictatorship. On election day, he took his place in front of the 
polling station in one of the neighbourhoods. He fasted all day 
and dressed in a cassock, carrying in one hand his rosary and, in 
the other, a placard on which was written: for a clean and non-
violent election. A few days later, Marcos and his family fled and 
went into exile.  
 In this troubled period, he took part in one of Jean Vanier’s 
retreats. He heard in his heart the message of Faith and Light 
which was the same as what he was experiencing in his mission 
with the poor. This cry was: there is a poverty that derives from 
an insurmountable disability. The only answer for him was to 
become a companion of poverty. This was manifested by a 
gesture: putting your hand on the shoulder of another because 
this way, we are helpless together! It was obvious for Joseph 
that these two pillars were inseparable: poverty and 
abandoned to Providence.  
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In this powerlessness, he experienced what he proclaimed. The 
poor are my masters. When he became gravely ill, he wanted to 
be hospitalised in the ward where the poorest were treated.  
 
 The discovery of Faith and Light 
 When a brother asked for a replacement to go on a 
pilgrimage to Novaliches with Faith and Light, he said yes.  
There, in front of a replica of the Lourdes grotto, he preached 
on the Beatitudes. The first verse of this pericope from the 
Gospel of St Matthew says: Blessed are the poor in spirit, (Mt. 5, 
3). Suddenly, he said, I saw these people with their intellectual 
disability. I realised how much “poorer” they were than the poor 
with their “material” disability with whom I lived. The individualist 
that he was until then changed completely. He finally decided 
to choose the camp of the poorest, to have trust in God and to 
live the message of the Gospel in the Providence of God.   
 Little by little, he discovered the vocation of Faith and Light 
where there was no inequality. He was touched by the great 
friendship and joy that prevailed and the kindness of the poor.  
He noticed that the pain arising from total helplessness could 
be shared. Faith and Light was the continuation of his way of 
living in Bicutan. He testified to the fact that the mysterious 
force of these disabled people overwhelmed him. In addition, 
he was convinced that we all have our disability. He saw 
miracles. The community meeting places were as good in the 
slums as they were in areas with beautiful houses.  He had the 
feeling of, until now, just having worked with his head, copying 
texts and ideas.  With these “special” people, he said, I cannot do 
anything with my words and ideas. There had to be another way 
to visit them. This way was being with!   
 Gradually as the months passed, he felt the Spirit of God in 
his heart. It was as if he was being assured that he had to keep 
listening because the Lord was going to take care of the rest. In 
his Book of Life, he prays: Jesus, I want to tell you how much you 
have inspired me “to give life” to my life. There is a force that is 
working in my life; this force is You.  And I know it and see it.  
 Meanwhile, Joseph was appointed as the Faith and Light 
National Chaplain for the Philippines. He took part in the Faith 
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and Light International meeting in Poland in 1994. At the end 
of this great celebration, Maureen O’Reilly, the International 
Coordinator of Faith and Light, asked him a quite unexpected 
question: Would you like to become our International Chaplain?  
After careful consideration and with permission from his direct 
superiors, he accepted this new task. A few weeks later, he 
packed his cases to return to Europe. However, the Provincial of 
his congregation was against this decision. He was of the 
opinion that Joseph should consult a psychiatrist in the 
Netherlands, but his friend Gabriel, a member of the same 
congregation in the Philippines, had convinced Joseph that it 
was the will of God. He told him not to go and lead a bourgeois 
existence.  
 His choice for Faith and Light was not at all easy. Should he 
contact his Province in the Netherlands again? What 
uncertainty! At Trosly-Breuil (where Jean Vanier founded 
l’Arche), he was greeted with much friendship. He became a 
member of the La Semence home. He rejoiced in the 
atmosphere of prayer and he witnessed the warm care of the 
person with disability, but he did not stay there for long. Sadly, 
he couldn’t do a lot to help. He wasn’t officially appointed as an 
assistant. He felt quite small.   
 A few weeks after, he gave a talk to the Faith and Light 
communities from the Ile de France region. He gave them a 
testimony of his life amongst the poor in his mission. Two days 
later, two members of a community suggested he went to 
Conflans Sainte Honorine. There, Father Arthur welcomed him 
on his canal boat called Je sers (I serve). The latter had seen the 
badge – a heart with the cross – of the Small Brothers that 
Joseph wore on the lapel of his coat. When Father Arthur 
offered him a room without a view, but with a light, Joseph 
agreed to live there. This place was to be his pied-à-terre for 
eleven years. 
 His presence on the boat reflected the image of a shy but 
joyful man who prayed. Mass was celebrated every day. He 
fulfilled many duties because life was very hectic and 
fascinating.  
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An arm on the shoulder An arm on the shoulder   
of other oneof other one  

Self-portrait, on pilgrimage 

Steyl, 2011 

Syria, 2004 

The icon of Faith and LightThe icon of Faith and Light  

With MarieWith Marie--Hélène Mathieu, 2001Hélène Mathieu, 2001  
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Sixty years of priesthood, 2009 with Ghislain du ChénéSixty years of priesthood, 2009 with Ghislain du Chéné  

Steyl, 2011 

Madagascar 2003 
with Bernadette Rasoavololona 

Self-portrait 



10 

 

 

1943, self-portrait 

Lourdes 2008 Lourdes 2008   
With Father Hans PutmanWith Father Hans Putman  

Philippines, 2013 

Teteringen,2012 
With Father Isaac Martinez 

Sixty years of priesthood, 2009Sixty years of priesthood, 2009  
with Corinne Chatainwith Corinne Chatain  Hear the voice of the poorestHear the voice of the poorest  
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Lourdes 2008 Lourdes 2008   
with Ghislain du Chénéwith Ghislain du Chéné  

Warsaw 1998 Warsaw 1998   

Lourdes 2011 
with Jean Vanier et Gwen Llano 

Philippines,1986 

Ispra 1997 
Mime of the wedding at Cana 
In father of the bride! 
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 At the same time, Faith and Light asked a huge commitment 
of him. As International Chaplain, he was going to visit 35 
countries including several five times. Each month, he wrote 
(ten times a year) a letter of friendship whose aim was to 
deepen the spirituality for those who asked it. During these 
eleven years, he wrote almost 60 letters to 70 Faith and Light 
friends across the world. 
 At the age of 81, in October 2005, Joseph left his post as 
International Chaplain. There was a great joy in his heart for all 
that he had been able to do for his organisation and for all that 
he had received. For nine years, he gave the best of himself.  
After this extraordinary commitment, he went in search of 
other commitments because he wanted to help with the birth 
of this New Church of which he had dreamed all his life and 
which he had had experience of in Faith and Light.   
  
 In search of other commitments 

First of all in Waskemeer, he took part in an ecumenical 
project. When he returned to a group of nursing homes in 
Teteringen, he joined the “de Koningskinderen” community in 
Oisterwijk. He put himself at the service of the sick and elderly 
and welcomed friends who came to ask his advice. Instead of 
giving advice to visitors, this wise man listened to his guests.  
Indeed, he was thrilled when he was asked to attend an 
international or national meeting with Faith and Light. Then he 
radiated joy because he was amongst his dear friends!  
 During the last years of his life, he wrote to his loved ones: I 
want to continue to give life until the end of my life. He was slowly 
preparing himself to meet Jesus. He wrote regularly in these 
mails that he was in the process of discovering the theology of 
aging, the essence of which was for him the presence of God.  
Whatever could happen, he wanted to go on the last journey in 
trust with God. Besides his physical weakness, he dreamt of the 
Great Love that awaited him. When is Jesus coming to get me? he 
wondered. A few months before his departure, he invited his 
friends and his Faith and Light friends to say goodbye. Was this 
last meeting not celebrated like a sublime wedding?  
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 On the occasion of the celebration of his 60 years in the 
priesthood on 24 July 2009, he explained what a great help the 
poor were for him: 
In their attitude, the trust and abandonment to us, their friends, 
prevails.  This behaviour is the source of their life. They hold a 
mirror up to me. I have seen their poverty and their fragility as well 
as their special wealth and their inner beauty. Through this 
discovery, I have met my own poverty and wealth within me. I 
have begun to love myself and to love all the others as they are.  
My life has suddenly changed. Jesus called quite a list of ignored 
and humiliated people in this world “blessed” (Mt. 5, 3-11). 
 Joseph has left the world many traces of love and friendship.  
In all his writing, he proclaims this good news of joy and trust.  
In his letters to the friends of Faith and Light, he testifies to the 
various occurrences that he has encountered in his daily life.  
So he took what St Francis had conceived as a new type of 
literature, the Fioretti, those small flowers that make us happy. 
  
 The Fioretti 
 The writing of these letters to the friends was a hard task. It 
was painstaking work because he wrote the texts in Dutch, 
translated the text into English and then translated it into 
French. Each letter had a very personal style. At the end, he 
always added a personal word to each reader. A large number 
of his letters have been published in a collection. This small 
masterpiece with the name Faith and Light in daily life, letters to 
my brothers and sisters was published in five languages, 
including English, French, Spanish and Dutch. In the chosen 
texts, he describes our spirituality as the basis for a new Church 
that must soon be born. 
 
 The icon of Faith and Light 
 Not only his letters, but other publications have come from 
his hand. One day, Joseph drew his Icon of Jesus on the cross.  
At the foot of the cross, there was Mary, his mother, as well as 
John, the beloved disciple. The artist invites us to meditate on 
the deep meaning of Faith and Light through this image. It 
presents Jesus as the weakened person. In him, all the 
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disabilities are embraced. Mary is the mother of the disabled 
child and John is the loyal friend of the child. His message is 
that Jesus, Mary and John represent the Icon of our Faith and 
Light communities. The three people are united in pain and 
prayer; a silent prayer, full of trust in God. It is even the 
expression of loyalty, of being with! 
 
 The nine gifts of Faith and Light 
 A few years ago, another meditation from him came to light.  
Joseph defined it as: the nine gifts of Faith and Light. His 
thoughts turned towards our modern society in particular. He 
questioned the gifts of Faith and Light and wondered: Today, 
what contribution can our organisation bring to our culture and 
western civilisation? Thus, he developed a scale of values. In 
addition, he was very convinced that in the poor hearts of our 
brothers and sisters burns a desire that Faith and Light knows 
how to satisfy.  
  
 Prayer of a poor person 
 As a prayer, he gave us a terrific gift. He called it: “the prayer 
of a poor person”. Sat on a chair, we place our hands on our 
knees and close our eyes for a few minutes. We can stay silent 
or say a few words like Jesus, I love you. It is the manifestation of 
the presence for the other at Faith and Light: I am there for You. 
In this prayer, there is nothing that can trouble me because I am 
concentrating on You and I want to remain in your presence, 
Jesus.  
 
 Meditation with Rembrandt 
 How Joseph loved to draw! He certainly drew dozens of 
faces. As an art lover, he reflected on many masterpieces from 
the Dutch painters. Joseph gave to FLI (Faith and Light 
International) several meditations on three drawings by 
Rembrandt representing Jesus in the New Testament. Joseph 
defined them from the point of view of his vocation: the parents 
of a special child; Jesus at the Temple, a quite extraordinary child; 
the Emmaus disciples, the friends of a special child; the Kingdom is 
amongst you, the mothers around this child.  
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 A church of solidarity and peace 
 In his thoughts on the Church, Joseph wondered how Jesus 
saw the church of tomorrow. He did not want a hierarchical 
kingdom but a kingdom of brothers and sisters who are 
inspired by the love of God who lives in them. We need a 
Church from below rather than from on high, he said. This 
Kingdom of God was for him egalitarian not elitist. He believed 
that Faith and Light could and should play an important role in 
this new Church, which has yet to be born. These are the weak 
and not the strong that God has chosen (1 Cor. 1, 27). This is 
good news for each person who bears the cross of a disability.  
This message is based on two sources of faith. The Good News 
of a charitable Father who sent his son. Jesus shows us the 
bonds of human friendship and he lived his vocation to give us 
an example of this love of the Father. The Church of tomorrow 
must be a Church of solidarity and friendship. 
 This spirituality shows itself first of all in the word trust. By 
recognising that suffering is part of human life, all members, 
parents, children and friends, feel called to live their life in 
abandonment to God, the father of Jesus. It predominates the 
existence of someone who lives with a disability. Those who 
surround them like members of the family or friends, also live 
in uncertainty and dependence.  On the other hand, the value 
the most characteristic of Faith and Light remains friendship.  
The members of Faith and Light want to live in this Spirit of 
friendship like a message of the love of God by following the 
example of Jesus. 
 Even for Joseph, this deep and sincere friendship opened his 
eyes more widely. He was of the opinion that it was vital to look 
at each individual as God does. So, he learnt to feel compassion 
for the other person. Moreover, for him, every man has a 
disability but is also a person full of grace. 
 At the end of his life, he confided in us that he wanted to 
continue his mission in heaven. Like St Teresa of Lisieux, he 
wanted to spend his eternity doing good in the world. Quoting 
a text from the New Testament, the Letter to the Galatians, (Gal. 
5, 22), he emphasised that everyone is important. Everyone is 
precious as they are. It is a truth that expresses trust in the poor 
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person based on friendship. All this is the fruit of the Spirit, 
which is love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, 
faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. To say and live this 
mission was the testimony of the father.   
 A few weeks before his death, he picked up his phone to call 
each one of his friends and say goodbye, to God. On the day of 
his funeral, two large cards containing the wishes of good 
health written by the participants of the Faith and Light 
international meeting, that had taken place just the month 
before, were displayed quite close to the coffin. Written in large 
letters was Get well, Father Joseph. 
 Joseph Larsen: his life remains a gift for Faith and Light and 
for many others. We keep him in our hearts and our prayers 
because he was the embodiment of Faith and Light.  
 
 Thank you very much, Joseph!  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Luxembourg, 30 November 2015  
 
S 
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Prayer of a poor person 
  

  The prayer of a poor person is a prayer of simple 
presence. You are there. You are there for your friend: for 
Jesus, for his Father, for his Mother. You are with him. It is a 
prayer of love, of the gift of oneself. It is a prayer that is 
going to make us more loving people, who want to grow in 
friendship. Therefore it is a typical Faith and Light prayer.  

 But it can also serve all those who are in the same 
situation as us: in the helplessness in the face of a great 
poverty like tiredness, aging, illness, intellectual disability, 
the inability to think faced with great sadness, the desire to 
joyfully welcome one’s smallness before God. It is a prayer 
that prays through the body: I am here because I love you. I 
am here because you are precious to me. I sacrifice all other 
things for you, you are more important than anything. Our 
presence becomes a sign, a word without words. It is what 
friends say about their friendship: I am happy to be with you, 
I want to stay with you. It then becomes a prayer of loyalty. I 
am staying with you, even if inner turmoil urges me to do 
something else.  

It isn’t easy to persevere in a blatantly useless situation, 
without results you can be proud of. It is more that the 
prayer of a poor person becomes a school of love. Little by 
little, our heart’s desire changes: we are no longer focussed 
on ourselves but on the Beloved one. We become a person 
of love and this is reflected in our daily life. We are going to 
radiate something beautiful.  

Sit in the lotus position or on a hard chair, in a position 
that allows us to be in balance: this prevents movements 
that will distract us. Open your hands, placing them on your 
knees and close your eyes; this creates an inner space 
where nothing can enter.  
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The straight back is an attitude of presence and gift of 

self. Breathe slowly and calmly. Our face is relaxed with a 
slight smile. And stay there. You can be helped with a single 
word, a word of love that is repeated; it has been chosen 
before starting to pray, for example: I love you, Jesus. I am 
there for you, Jesus, my friend or quite simply Jesus.  

To bear fruit, it is important to do this prayer each day 
for at least twenty minutes. In the beginning, we will have 
many distractions, peace will only come after a certain 
amount of time, perhaps only just before the end. It is 
important to arrive at this attitude of gift and abandonment 
so that it becomes a true disposition of our soul, which is 
going to spread over the whole day. It is for this reason that 
it must be a daily prayer. Finally, the purpose of our human 
life is to live a life of love, a life that gives life to others. 
Jesus, himself, said: I came that they may have life, and have 
it abundantly (Jn 10, 10). The prayer of a poor person is 
going to transform us, slowly but surely. Only after years 
will you be able to harvest the fruits. But these will surely be 
fruits of a wonderful quality. These will be fruits of Faith and 
Light quality. It is a prayer of the heart.  
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the fruit of the Spirit: 
 
 

love  
joy 

peace 
a quiet mind  

kind acts  
well-doing 

faith 
gentle behaviour  

control over desires 
 
 
 

Galatians 5, 22-23  


