A CALL TO COMMUNITY
by Ray Nethery
One of the great heresies of the Twentieth Century Church is its loss of community. Much of what we call "church" has become a museum for loners; people who have been programmed to avoid in-depth love for each other at least six days a week. 
The need to again begin to experience community in our day is being acknowledged both by the secular person and by the Christians. James Kavanaugh, in his book A Modern Priest Looks at His Outdated Church, writes, "They come to find what Christ promised, a community of love and concern, and we give them an auditorium filled with pointless gestures and monotonous words?"
Writing in a later chapter, Kavanaugh observes, "Now we recognize how vast and impersonal (the church) has become, and how quickly man runs to find his religious home in other communities that do not smother and swallow him. The lodge, the barbeque, group therapy, the beach, the golf course, the retirement village, the poker club will have to provide all the community that man needs until the parish truly becomes a family of friendship in God. One wonders how long we will have to wait?" 
The plight in Protestantism is the same if not worse. Small group emphasis has helped, but we Christians grossly underestimate what we are about. We are to reflect the very Kingdom of God. Kingdom means government; it is God's community - the place where He dwells among His people. It is not a "drop in when convenient" situation. Instead, as people committed to Christ and each other, we are to be about a spiritual service of caring, encouraging, bringing people and families into a thriving relationship with God, and submitting ourselves together under the Lordship of Jesus Christ.
For years I worked on the perimeter of a number of college campuses, engaged in counseling and evangelism. Vainly, I searched for churches in the campus sphere which meaningfully reflected Christian community, which were aglow with the Holy Spirit and which spoke out a gospel with penetration into the empty lives which surrounded them. I found none. In those days, we saw many students give their lives to Jesus Christ, but there was no place to put them. They didn't have anywhere to land. As a result most of those who stuck it out spiritually possessed a stance of religious individualism and independence passed on to them by their predecessors. And many of us who were their spiritual "fathers" started looking for community ourselves. Secular writers are voicing their alarm at the desperate condition reflected in the human realm when meaningful community is lost. Jack Sparks, in his critique of Vance Packard's A Nation of Strangers, says, "The outstanding characteristic Packard found was rootlessness. People do not have a sense of belonging. He wonders about a withdrawal syndrome. Do people without roots, without membership in a caring community, tend to withdraw even more because, when they don't know others, they tend to care less and less about what others think and feel? 
"Packard suggests that personal fulfillment requires we have common purpose with people who know us and care for us. The people he interviewed said they needed close relationships and stability in those relationships."
Ours is a nation of strangers. And this personal isolationism is sweeping the church. 
What is Community?

The Desk Dictionary, published by Funk and Wagnall, defines community as "people living together or in one locality and subject to the same laws, having common interests, identity or likeness."
The Greek word for "community" is koinonia which embodies concepts of partnership, sharing, fellowship and communion. 
My concern in this matter of community is that in the church we have tended only to see each other membered theologically with one another, but not practically. When Paul wrote we are "members one of another" (Romans 12:5), he was speaking in terms of giving, serving, and caring. Community for many of us has been merely a word, an illusion. 
Francis Schaeffer has said it well: "While Christianity appeals and applies to the individual, it is not individualistic. God means for us to have community. There are really two orthodoxies: an orthodoxy of doctrine and an orthodoxy of community, and both go together." (From The New Super-Spirituality.) 
Recently, a good friend and I were talking with a middle-aged Christian couple. We were talking about the church.  "Where is your commitment church-wise?" my friend inquired. "Where are you related with others in the body of Christ?" 

"Oh, it's just Jesus and us," the wife answered. "We are surrendered to the Lord and that's it."
"That's where I belonged, too," my friend commented, "before I began to understand the reason for the body of Christ. It's tough to have only the Head when the body is available also." 
I have a hunch that the present "alone and free" attitude has been present on the heels of other spiritual renewals. The mentality of getting it on with God" by yourself has certainly been present in this current renewal. But now it is time to consolidate the gains!
Characteristics of Community

To better understand this matter of community, an enumeration of some specific characteristics should be helpful. 
1. Christian community is based upon our understanding of truth. We have a reason to care, to reach out, to serve, to be together. Our basis for community is not rooted in sentimentality, our mutual need, or our fear of aloneness. Rather, our commitment to community is based on who God is and what He says. Community is a reflection of His very nature and His rule as King. 
Take, for example, the Trinity. Has it ever occurred to you the Trinity is our "model" for community? God is expressed in three persons, yet He is one in nature. In a real sense, we have a community of Father, Son and Holy Spirit. The unity of these three persons demands the unity of the Spirit among the people of God. This was precisely the point of Jesus' prayer in John 17: 

"That they may all be one; even as Thou, Father, art in Me, and I in Thee, that they also may be in Us; that the world may believe that Thou didst send Me. And the glory which Thou hast given Me I have given to them; that they may be one, just as We are one"
John 17:21, 22 (NASB). 
The truth of the Fatherhood of God and the Sonship of Jesus Christ provides the basis for "family hood" in the Christian community. We are God's household (Eph. 2:19). We function as a family. The Son's subordination to the Father calls forth a similar spirit of submissiveness from us in the church. These truths have been somehow omitted from contemporary theology. No wonder, then, the contemporary church has had, at best, a theoretical-only definition of community with little or no relevance to the lives of the people. Our base for community is found in the Trinity. 
In addition to the doctrine of the Trinity, there stands the doctrine of the Kingdom of God as the basis for community in Christ. Though we know the Kingdom will not be revealed in its fullness until the return of the Lord, we are nonetheless as the body of Christ "outposts" of the Kingdom of God in our fallen world. Christ is our King, we are His people, and He reigns in our midst through the precious Holy Spirit. Peter writes, 

"You also, as living stones, are being built up as a spiritual house. . . You are a chosen race, a royal priesthood, a holy nation, a people for God's own possession, that you may proclaim the excellencies of Him who has called you out of darkness into His marvelous light" I Peter 2:5,9 (NASB). 
We are representatives of the King here on earth, and we represent Him together. In fact, that is a great part of His program: while the world is apart, we stand together. As the world maintains its alienation from God and people, we take a strong stand for God's rule over us and in us. The unity of believers under God is a doctrine of the first order. This is to be expressed in community. 
A Biblical Base
Biblically, community has always been regarded as essential –so much so, the writers of Scripture appear to assume it is present without making it an explicit point. 

The earliest promise of community came from God to Adam. Here was perfect man, before the fall, in unbroken communion with God and all the rest. What more could you ask for? We are not told if Adam asked, but God did offer. The Lord saw Adam was alone. And His answer for Adam's aloneness was Eve. The family became the first community. 
(Let me say here that sometimes we have promised the unbeliever if he turns to Christ, he will no longer be lonely. Adam knew God but he still was alone. God meant for us to have one another. Certainly Christ will never leave us or forsake us. But it is also through our relationships in the body of Christ that the loneliness problem is met.)
Back, for a moment, to the family. How does a person express family life? Is it by our "position" as husband or wife, though living in separate places? No, that is called estrangement or divorce. Instead, a person is committed to his family, involved, caring, even sacrificing for the sake of the others, loving them more than life itself. 
Later on in Old Testament history, God's community was expressed in a nation. Was there commitment in Israel? Did the people look after one another? Was there government and order? How about national consciousness? Did God's presence even permeate the culture? History speaks for itself. Even in its apostasy, Israel scored far better on community than have we believers who have prided ourselves on being Biblical. 
Today, God's community is called the church. The Scriptures call us "the people of God:' "joint heirs with Christ," "God's household," "a holy nation," "a royal priesthood, " "the general assembly." Notice these terms are all plural, describing a body of people. We are being built up into one new man together. 
Listen, church --this idea of just "me and the Lord," "How can I grow spiritually, "my personal Savior," is not what God is after. Of course you begin with a personal commitment to Christ. Nobody can take that step for you. But to stop there is to leave yourself stranded on a remote religious island offering a kindergarten degree in Christian growth. Consider the alternative which God so willingly offers His people. 
2. Christian community is rooted in a correct view of ourselves. We are the image-bearers of God. We are to reflect God's character into all the circumstances of life. Our value is not determined by how we perform in the eyes of others. Our worth and integrity are established by God himself in how He made us and thus we are objects of His love. We have value in His sight, saved or unsaved. We are called to express His image and likeness ~ two high callings giving us great meaningfulness and value in God's created order of things. The Christian, then, has a reason to reach out and care for others. Those around are, as we, of worth in the sight of God and in our sight. 
Because of sin, the human race is desperately fallen. The image of God has been severely perverted and marred. Man was made in beauty by God a spiritual, intellectual, physical and moral being. In our fallenness, all of these areas have become abused, confused and alienated from their true point of integration as man lives focused on himself rather than His Creator. 
When a person places his trust in the Lord Jesus Christ, a restoration begins. He is a new creation. The creature lives toward the Creator. And he needs a place where he can live out his new life. The place which God has provided is in the Christian community. In the church, he can touch God, experience truth and reality, and find balance. Here he submits to God and to those in authority over him. He no longer rebels. He seeks instead to be governed in a community reflecting the grace and character of God--a protection that covers his entire life. 

The community of believers is that place where Jesus Christ carries out the restoration process among His people. The community experiences the healing of the truth of God. Sanity is restored. Marriages are restored. Alienated people find friends who are committed to them-- and last. 
Christians in community take responsibility and offer care. They are the image-bearers of God. They reflect His Person and good character. They do not try to delegate the problem people off to agencies. Nor do they look first to the welfare state or to institutions. Effective healing and restoration happens instead at God's house! 
3. Community is commitment. It comes at no small price. However, the "returns" far exceed the "cost." Commitment is not on the basis of convenience; it is a matter of priority. In ordering priorities, the true Christian community puts God and His people first. Thus, commitment vocation, possessions, entertainment, hobbies, academic pursuits and the rest are all at a lesser level.

And here is a thrilling word of comfort: God's order of priority does not bring conflict to the essential areas of life. Rather, there is peace. There is no conflict, for example, between the purposes of the King and father's responsibilities to his wife and children. God's priorities do not destroy the home, but build it up. God encourages the father, for He is the Father.  As the human father is committed to the Lord. and His people, he will find help and balance to use his time to be family-oriented. 
There is no conflict between the purposes of the King and the creative abilities of His people. He does not stifle creativity. Instead, we are His workmanship, His creativity, and He has given us talents and abilities according to our individuality. This does not mean that God wants us to use our freedom and become enslaved to our talents. By bringing our creativity under the care of the King and His people, we will know when and where to use our natural gifts, and how to employ them to serve that Kingdom. 
There is no conflict with womanly fulfillment. There is no place on God's earth where a woman is safer and more fulfilled than in the midst of a Christian community. Her womanly and motherly interests will be served, while husbands and brothers will be encouraged to faithfulness and industry. For the single woman, the community is the place she does not have to compete for significance on the world's terms. But she will 
know and experience the Lordship of Christ and the love of His people in a place meaningful to her as a single sister.
 It is because of our commitment to one another in the bonds of Chris that therapeutic correction and reproof can happen. If we see a brother being consumed by a potentially destructive habit, a sister sidetracked from her love for Christ and His church by crummy social pressures and demands, we can offer these people helpful alternatives without fear of being alienated from them. Our mutual commitment, our family ties in the Spirit, protect us.
 Recently a brother in the Lord who had ministered many years, membered with the community of churches in our city. He was desperately looking for a place of healing for himself and his marriage. Through counsel and care, through the reconsidering of reality and truth in Christ, he experienced a radical transformation spiritually and emotionally. This' was effected in down-to-earth, home-spun community. It could not have happened effectively without intense community commitment, his and ours.
Community Practice
How will our daily lives be affected as we reach for community? Will there be changes in our spiritual lives, in our daily lives? How will it happen? Let me be as specific and practical as I can be.

 1. Community is not adequately expressed in large groups. Some way must be found to bring the circle of commitment down to a size where everyone is known - where no one can hide. Undoubtedly, this is one reason for home-sized churches where community can be expressed simply; where people don't have to be professionals to have enough confidence to function; where hospitality, spiritual gifts and love happen and are real. 
There is little chance of Christian community breaking out on a large scale until we all repent of the mentality of "going" to church. And of churches being buildings. We are the church! The church is the people! Large churches must change their ways, or community only becomes rhetoric. 
Authority and responsibility must be pressed out to the perimeter. Others must be depended upon besides the professionally trained. The circle of the committed must be called forth to function. 
Be assured all this can be expressed in the context of the larger church - but not without a price. Meaningless structures, offices, committees and traditions will need to go. People in leadership will have to be those led of the Spirit instead of just the professional elite, such as doctors, bank presidents and retired executives. Sophisticated procedures and formality will have to be sacrificed if the people with their gifts are to function. (At this point, many hold back because of their fears. Many of God's children are cemented in their establishments and secularized concepts of form and function.) 

2. The community of believers is a place where spiritual gifts can be expressed in serving, edifying, caring. If Christians have only a "meeting mentality" the spiritual gifts are incomplete and become nonsense. We are not "gifts freaks." We are Christian people, filled with the Holy Spirit, expectant of the full operation of all His gifts under the authority of the church. We live before the Creator God in a real world, living real lives day by day. Our involvement with Him is in every dimension of life, not only in meetings. 
Thus, spiritual gifts are for real living before God and not just religious services. There are many gifts; they are all effective. Some are expressed in praise and worship; others are for counsel and direction, others for ministry and service. Gifts function in beauty and in order, reflecting God's character. They are not our play things. They are to serve the Lord and His people. They are to be expressed under the government and authority of God in His church. Peter wrote, "As each one has received a special gift, employ it in serving one another" (I Peter 4:10). Gifts are recognized as people function and serve. Don't get up-tight about what your gift is--function and serve! Gifts are given by the Spirit for use in God's community. (And I believe it is because we have lost the meaning and place of community that the gifts have come to be viewed by someone as false or passé.) 
3. The community of believers is where God's government is found and expressed. The church functions against the backdrop of lawlessness and loss of absolutes in our contemporary world. The church is called to project to a lost world God's sovereignty and authority --His good government. God is existentially involved with His people. He works in our midst. The created order is open to the Creator. Through His Holy Spirit He "speaks to" and leads the church. Our relationship with Him is real, it is practical, it is everyday. Without God's government and authority, there can be no sustained Christian community. 
When we say Lord Jesus, we're talking Kingdom talk. He is Lord of Lords and King of Kings. God's authority is not ethereal theology. His reign is present in the church. Lordship and Kingdom must be translated into life forms. 
Getting it on with God as sovereign is not a pursual of our Lone Ranger ways, asking His blessing. It is not insisting on our own leading, checking it out with our circle of commitment on our terms and when convenient. We function committed! And we don't hold alternative commitments in the wings if we disagree. We listen to God together, by the leading and enabling of the Holy Spirit. 

Recently a maturing single brother came to the leadership of his church community stating his desire to prepare vocationally to serve in a mission overseas as a supportive person. He said, "If this is God's will He will bear witness in your hearts as well as mine. Will you ask the Lord with me for clear direction and consensus?" Now, God's human leadership always seeks the will of God and the best interests and godly desires of His people. Later a clear word of agreement was given as the Spirit brought consensus and the witness of peace. This brother is now clear in His direction and enthusiastically supported. He is clear that he is proceeding under God's direction. He is not a Lone Ranger on his own. 
4. There is recognized human leadership and authority in community. In local expressions of the church the elders have delegated authority under God. If you are not getting along with the elders, there is a question as to whether you are really getting it on with God-- unless the elders have lost their way, too. 
The Christian community speaks with authority to the unfaithful husband) the bitchy wife, the lazy employee, the greedy businessman, the dishonest student. It stirs up the gifts of the people, encourages the fainthearted, stimulates worship and devotion to Christ, serves the body. It stands for the character of God in daily righteousness. 
5. Community leadership is marked by service and caring. The Lord Jesus Christ set the example. In His humanity, He was a servant to the will of the Father. And to us, He came not to be served, but to serve. Thus, we submit to Him and to one another. 
In serving and caring, leadership must listen to the people of God. It must hear from God and be obedient. When God has said it is time to act, it is to act with authority. It should seek and expect the Amen of the community. 
Too often in Christian leadership we have sought out those with worldly success or popularity. And when they've been converted we've zoomed them to the top. Or here's a sizzling "soul-winner" or a spectacular Bible teacher. And we by-pass compassion, humility, and faithfulness, and decide for a zealous inspirationalist who will get us "up" emotionally. Or we get the gift of administration crossed up with ability in Western business principles! 
I pray the day of Christian hot-dogs is on the wane. The mantle of God is upon people who care and serve. 
6. Community will take your time and money. It will cut across the grain of a man or woman who works 60 or 70 hours a week. It will challenge the demands of secular social life. It will mean more open doors in our homes, hot meals for others, the sharing of our hearths with lonely single people, association with those socially deficient, late-night trips across town to minister to someone hurting, time to listen. This is our job (the community of believers), not that of a professional pastor. 
Christian community calls for careful handling of material possessions. Our homes, furnishings, conveniences and money all belong to the Lord. They should be used up in serving God. We are not in partnership with God in our businesses--we are His servants as He chairs the board.  All that we are and have comes under the Lordship of Christ in the community, or community will be lost. 
Many will stumble here. The rich young ruler did. Ananias and Sapphira did. Demas did. "The Kingdom does not extend here," they cry. 
But for those who have counted the cost, living in the reality of a King and a Kingdom seems a small price to pay. Who wants the world or the wilderness, anyway! 
A Summary
One of the great heresies of the church in this century is the loss of community. We have prided ourselves in orthodox Biblical doctrine, but have become blinded and hardened to an orthodox Biblical lifestyle. 
The church is a community of believers serving as an outpost of the Kingdom of God in a fallen world. We are not just a mouth and a message. 
What are the marks of Christian community? What makes it distinctive from the governments of man - religious or secular? 
I t is practical and observable 

There is practice of truth - orthodox theology 

An expression of the Kingdom of God 

A high view of man, with awareness of his fallenness 
Responsibility 

The full work of the Holy Spirit in the community Commitment not based on  convenience 

Smallness, so that people are known and loved
 Caring 

Good works 

Sharing of money and belongings 

Serving leadership, under God's government and authority 
Without Christian community, the church--even with people awakened to the Holy Spirit--will become sterile and hypocritical.. It will be insensitive to life. It will lack the discipline necessary for corporateness and unity. It will not deal with the issues of our time. It will be judged a corpse. 
This is a call for community. It will take your courage, your perseverance, your time, your money and an intense dedication to the Lordship of Jesus Christ. 
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