Communitas: Latin for Community Spirit

By: Tuula Fai
The proclamation of the gospel is the fundamental activity, the most basic work, of the Christian community.  It is every Christian’s responsibility, a collective challenge.  No one finds God alone … Do you care enough about your faith to extend the invitation?  

Bishop Robert O’Neill, 2005 Diocesan Convention 

In a recent sermon, Reverend Diana reminded we Episcopalians of the importance of sharing our faith.  She encouraged us to invite others into the life of Christ by giving them the same love, support, and compassion we receive from being in community with God and each other.  Her words reminded me of a story Bishop O’Neill once told.  When he was an eager young priest, he extolled the virtues of community to an old monk who, after some minutes, wryly replied, “Ah yes, community, it is excruciating!”  In contemplating this quip, Bishop O’Neill recalled that excruciating means to crucify on a cross (Latin excruciare). What the monk was saying is that community, while supportive of finding God, also challenges us to face the anguish and pain that Christ felt on the cross.  

When dealing with this anguish, the Bishop advises us to live our baptismal vows by renouncing evil, and turning to God an infinite number of times so he can continually renew us.  This turning places us in a constant state of prayer, like the phrase from Psalm 51, verse 17, “May the words of my mouth, and the meditations of my heart, be acceptable to You, O God, my Rock and my Redeemer.”  When we accept, trust, follow, and obey God, we negotiate the rough waters of community with grace.

In addition, Bishop O’Neill asserts that God requires more of us than just living in community; he invites us, at crucial moments, to step off the beaten path and follow him.  In Matthew 4:19, Jesus says, “Come, follow me...and I will make you fishers of [people].  In response, Peter, Andrew, James, and John immediately drop their nets and go with him.  How many times has God asked us to follow him and we have hesitated, worried about what others might think?  The Bishop explains that God is not asking us to transform overnight; all he is asking is that we take the first step toward moving to the life of promise.  

As I listened to the Bishop’s remarks, I was reminded of two modern-day disciples, Rosa Parks and Dr. Martin Luther King.  Rosa Parks had the courage to refuse to give up her bus seat to a white person.  This small step ignited the civil rights movement, propelling Dr. King to serve as its leader.  Like Parks, Dr. King peacefully disobeyed unjust segregation laws to follow Jesus.  Neither Parks nor Dr. King hesitated to act, a fact Dr. King underscored in his I Have A Dream speech: “We have … come to this hallowed spot to remind America of the fierce urgency of Now. This is no time to engage in the luxury of cooling off or to take the tranquilizing drug of gradualism.  Now is the time to make real the promises of democracy.  I have a dream today!”  

An excuse that often causes hesitation is fear of failure.  I take comfort in remembering that none of Jesus’ disciples were perfect.  Even Peter, the rock on which the church was built, denied Jesus three times before the cock crowed and fell into the water when he doubted walking on it was possible.  We all fall in.  As Henry James writes, “We work in the dark—we do what we can—we give what we have.  Our doubt is our passion and our passion is our task.”  Our passion, like Peter’s, keeps us turning to Jesus no matter how many times the cock crows and we fall in.  
So, when struggling with being in community or stepping out of it, remember God’s promise, “Be not afraid.  I go before you always; come follow me, and I will give you rest (Joshua 1:9).”  Our rest is knowing that each step we take brings us closer to God’s glory and everlasting life.  Amen.
