Community

“How very good and pleasant it is when kindred live together in
unity!” (Ps. 133:1) In what follows we will take a look at several
directions and principles that the Holy Scriptures give us for life
together [gemein-same Leben] under the Word.

The Christian cannot simply take for granted the privilege of
living among other Christians. Jesus Christ lived in the midst of his
enemies. In the end all his disciples abandoned him. On the cross he
was all alone, surrounded by criminals and the jeering crowds. He
had come for the express purpose of bringing peace to the enemies
of God. So Christians, too, belong not in the seclusion of a cloistered
life but in the midst of enemies. There they find their mission, their
work. “To rule is to be in the midst of your enemies. And whoever
will not suffer this does not want to be part of the rule of Christ; such
a person wants to be among friends and sit among the roses and lilies,
not with the bad people but the religious people. O you blasphemers
and betrayers of Christ! If Christ had done what you are doing, who
would ever have been saved?” (Luther).

“Though I scattered them among the nations, yet in far countries
they shall remember me” (Zech. 10:9). According to God’s will,
the Christian church is a scattered people, scattered like seed “to
all the kingdoms of the earth” (Deut. 28:25). That is the curse and
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its promise. God’s people must live in distant lands among the
unbelievers, but they will be the seed of the kingdom of God in all
the world.

“I will . . . gather them in. For I have redeemed them, . . . and
they shall . . . return” (Zech. 10:8-9). When will that happen? It has
happened in Jesus Christ, who died “to gather into one the dispersed
children of God” (John 11:52), and ultimately it will take place visibly
at the end of time when the angels of God will gather God’s elect
from the four winds, from one end of heaven to the other (Matt.
24:31). Until then, God’s people remain scattered, held together in
Jesus Christ alone, having become one because they remember him
in the distant lands, spread out among the unbelievers.

Thus in the period between the death of Christ and the day of
judgment, when Christians are allowed to live here in visible
community with other Christians, we have merely a gracious
anticipation of the end time. It is by God’s grace that a congregation
is permitted to gather visibly around God’s word and sacrament in
this world. Not all Christians partake of this grace. The imprisoned,
the sick, the lonely who live in the diaspora, the proclaimers of
the gospel in heathen lands stand alone. They know that visible
community is grace. They pray with the psalmist: “I went with
the throng, and led them in procession to the house of God, with
glad shouts and songs of thanksgiving, a multitude keeping festival”
(Ps. 42:5). But they remain alone in distant lands, a scattered seed
according to God’s will. Yet what is denied them as a visible
experience they grasp more ardently in faith. Hence “in the Spirit
on the Lord’s Day” (Rev. 1:10) the exiled disciple of the Lord, John
the author of the Apocalypse, celebrates the worship of heaven with
its congregations in the loneliness of the Island of Patmos. He sees
the seven lampstands that are the congregations, the seven stars that

are the angels of the congregations, and in the midst and above it
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all, the Son of Man, Jesus Christ, in his great glory as the risen one.
He strengthens and comforts John by his word. That is the heavenly
community in which the exile participates on the day of his Lord’s
resurrection.

The physical presence of other Christians is a source of
incomparable joy and strength to the believer. With great yearning
the imprisoned apostle Paul calls his “beloved son in the faith,”
Timothy, to come to him in prison in the last days of his life. He
wants to see him again and have him near. Paul has not forgotten the
tears Timothy shed during their final parting (2 Tim. 1:4). Thinking
of the congregation in Thessalonica, Paul prays “night and day . . .
most earnestly that we may see you face to face” (1 Thess. 3:10). The
aged John knows his joy in his own people will only be complete
when he can come to them and speak to them face to face instead
of using paper and ink (2 John 12). The believer need not feel any
shame when yearning for the physical presence of other Christians,
as if one were still living too much in the flesh. A human being is
created as a body; the Son of God appeared on earth in the body for
our sake and was raised in the body. In the sacrament the believer
receives the Lord Christ in the body, and the resurrection of the dead
will bring about the perfected community of God’s spiritual-physical
creatures. Therefore, the believer praises the Creator, the Reconciler
and the Redeemer, God the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, for the
bodily presence of the other Christian. The prisoner, the sick person,
the Christian living in the diaspora recognizes in the nearness of a
fellow Christian a physical sign of the gracious presence of the triune
God. In their loneliness, both the visitor and the one visited recognize
in each other the Christ who is present in the body. They receive and
meet each other as one meets the Lord, in reverence, humility, and
joy. They receive each other’s blessings as the blessing of the Lord

Jesus Christ. But if there is so much happiness and joy even in a single
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encounter of one Christian with another, what inexhaustible riches
must invariably open up for those who by God’s will are privileged to
live in daily community life with other Christians! Of course, what is
an inexpressible blessing from God for the lonely individual is easily
disregarded and trampled under foot by those who receive the gift
every day. It is easily forgotten that the community of Christians is a
gift of grace from the kingdom of God, a gift that can be taken from
us any day—that the time still separating us from the most profound
loneliness may be brief indeed. Therefore, let those who until now
have had the privilege of living a Christian life together with other
Christians praise God’s grace from the bottom of their hearts. Let
them thank God on their knees and realize: it is grace, nothing
but grace, that we are still permitted to live in the community of
Christians today.

The measure with which God gives the gift of visible community
is varied. Christians who live dispersed from one another are
comforted by a brief visit of another Christian, a prayer together, and
another Christian’s blessing. Indeed, they are strengthened by letters
written by the hands of other Christians. Paul’s greetings in his letters
written in his own hand were no doubt tokens of such community.
Others are given the gift on Sundays of the community of the
worship service. Still others have the privilege of living a Christian
life in the community of their families. Before their ordination young
seminarians receive the gift of a common life with their brothers for
a certain length of time. Among serious Christians in congregations
today there is a growing desire to meet together with other
Christians during the midday break from work for life together under
the Word. Life together is again being understood by Christians
today as the grace that it is, as the extraordinary aspect, the “roses and
lilies” of the Christian life (Luther).
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Christian community means community through Jesus Christ and
in Jesus Christ. There is no Christian community that is more than
this, and none that is less than this. Whether it be a brief, single
encounter or the daily community of many years, Christian
community is solely this. We belong to one another only through
and in Jesus Christ.

What does that mean? It means, first, that a Christian needs others
for the sake of Jesus Christ. It means, second, that a Christian comes
to others only through Jesus Christ. It means, rhird, that from eternity
we have been chosen in Jesus Christ, accepted in time, and united for
eternity.

First, Christians are persons who no longer seek their salvation,
their deliverance, their justification in themselves, but in Jesus Christ
alone. They know that God’s Word in Jesus Christ pronounces them
guilty, even when they feel nothing of their own guilt, and that
God’s Word in Jesus Christ pronounces them free and righteous,
even when they feel nothing of their own righteousness. Christians
no longer live by their own resources, by accusing themselves and
justifying themselves, but by God’s accusation and God’s justification.
They live entirely by God’s Word pronounced on them, in faithful
submission to God’s judgment, whether it declares them guilty or
righteous. The death and life of Christians are not situated in a
self-contained isolation. Rather, Christians encounter both death and
life only in the Word that comes to them from the outside, in
God’s Word to them. The Reformers expressed it by calling our
righteousness an “alien righteousness” [“fremde Gerechtigkeit”], a
righteousness that comes from outside of us (extra nos). They meant
by this expression that Christians are dependent on the Word of God
spoken to them. They are directed outward to the Word coming to
them. Christians live entirely by the truth of God’s Word in Jesus

Christ. If they are asked “where is your salvation, your blessedness,
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your righteousness?,” they can never point to themselves. Instead,
they point to the Word of God in Jesus Christ that grants them
salvation, blessedness, and righteousness. They watch for this Word
wherever they can. Because they daily hunger and thirst for
righteousness, they long for the redeeming Word again and again. It
can only come from the outside. In themselves they are destitute and
dead. Help must come from the outside; and it has come and comes
daily and anew in the Word of Jesus Christ, bringing us redemption,
righteousness, innocence, and blessedness. But God put this Word
into the mouth of human beings so that it may be passed on to others.
When people are deeply affected by the Word, they tell it to other
people. God has willed that we should seek and find God’s living
Word in the testimony of other Christians, in the mouths of human
beings. Therefore, Christians need other Christians who speak God’s
Word to them. They need them again and again when they become
uncertain and disheartened because, living by their own resources,
they cannot help themselves without cheating themselves out of
the truth. They need other Christians as bearers and proclaimers of
the divine word of salvation. They need them solely for the sake
of Jesus Christ. The Christ in one’s own heart is weaker than the
Christ in the word of another Christian. The heart in one’s heart is
uncertain; the Word is sure. At the same time, this also clarifies that
the goal of all Christian community is to encounter one another as
bringers of the message of salvation. As such, God allows Christians
to come together and grants them community. Their community is
based only on Jesus Christ and this “alien righteousness.” Therefore,
we may now say that the community of Christians springs solely
from the biblical and reformation message of the justification of
human beings through grace alone. The longing of Christians for

one another is based solely on this message.
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Second, a Christian comes to others only through Jesus Christ.
Among human beings there is strife. “He is our peace” (Eph. 2:14),
says Paul of Jesus Christ. In him, broken and divided humanity
has become one. Without Christ there is discord between God and
humanity and between one human being and another. Christ has
become the mediator who has made peace with God and peace
among human beings. Without Christ we would not know God;
we could neither call on God nor come to God. Moreover, without
Christ we would not know other Christians around us; nor could we
approach them. The way to them is blocked by one’s own ego [das
eigene Ich]. Christ opened up the way to God and to one another.
Now Christians can live with each other in peace; they can love and
serve one another; they can become one. But they can continue to do
so only through Jesus Christ. Only in Jesus Christ are we one; only
through him are we bound together. He remains the one and only
mediator throughout eternity.

Third, when God’s Son took on flesh, he truly and bodily, out of
pure grace, took on our being, our nature, ourselves. This was the
eternal decree of the triune God. Now we are in him. Wherever he
is, he bears our flesh, he bears us. And, where he is, there we are
too—in the incarnation, on the cross, and in his resurrection. We
belong to him because we are in him. That is why the Scriptures call
us the body of Christ. But if we have been elected and accepted with
the whole church in Jesus Christ before we could know it or want
it, then we also belong to Christ in eternity with one another. We
who live here in community with Christ will one day be with Christ
in eternal community. Those who look at other Christians should
know that they will be eternally united with them in Jesus Christ.
Christian community means community through and in Jesus Christ.
Everything the Scriptures provide in the way of directions and rules

for Christians’ life together rests on this presupposition.
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“Now concerning love of the brothers and sisters, you do not need
to have anyone write to you, for you yourselves have been taught
by God to love one another. . . .But we urge you, beloved, to do
so more and more” (1 Thess. 4:9f). It is God’s own undertaking to
teach such love. All that human beings can add is to remember this
divine instruction and the exhortation to excel in it more and more.
When God had mercy on us, when God revealed Jesus Christ to us
as our brother, when God won our hearts by God’s own love, our
instruction in Christian love began at the same time. When God was
merciful to us, we learned to be merciful with one another. When we
received forgiveness instead of judgment, we too were made ready
to forgive each other. What God did to us, we then owed to others.
The more we received, the more we were able to give; and the more
meager our love for one another, the less we were living by God’s
mercy and love. Thus God taught us to encounter one another as
God has encountered us in Christ. “Welcome one another, therefore,
just as Christ has welcomed you, for the glory of God” (Rom. 15:7).

In this way the one whom God has placed in common life with
other Christians learns what it means to have brothers and sisters.
“Brothers and sisters . . . in the Lord,” Paul calls his congregation
(Phil. 1:14). One is a brother or sister to another only through Jesus
Christ. I am a brother or sister to another person through what Jesus
Christ has done for me and to me; others have become brothers
and sisters to me through what Jesus Christ has done for them and
to them. The fact that we are brothers and sisters only through
Jesus Christ is of immeasurable significance. Therefore, the other
who comes face to face with me earnestly and devoutly seeking
community is not the brother or sister with whom I am to relate in
the community. My brother or sister is instead that other person who
has been redeemed by Christ, absolved from sin, and called to faith

and eternal life. What persons are in themselves as Christians, in their
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inwardness and piety, cannot constitute the basis of our community,
which is determined by what those persons are in terms of Christ.
Our community consists solely in what Christ has done to both of
us. That not only is true at the beginning, as if in the course of time
something else were to be added to our community, but also remains
so for all the future and into all eternity. I have community with
others and will continue to have it only through Jesus Christ. The
more genuine and the deeper our community becomes, the more
everything else between us will recede, and the more clearly and
purely will Jesus Christ and his work become the one and only thing
that is alive between us. We have one another only through Christ,
but through Christ we really do have one another. We have one
another completely and for all eternity.

This dismisses at the outset every unhappy desire for something
more. Those who want more than what Christ has established
between us do not want Christian community. They are looking for
some extraordinary experiences of community that were denied them
elsewhere. Such people are bringing confused and tainted desires
into the Christian community. Precisely at this point Christian
community is most often threatened from the very outset by the
greatest danger, the danger of internal poisoning, the danger of
confusing Christian community with some wishful image of pious
community, the danger of blending the devout heart’s natural desire
for community with the spiritual reality of Christian community. It is
essential for Christian community that two things become clear right
from the beginning. First, Christian community is not an ideal, but a
divine reality; second, Christian community is a spiritual [pneumatische]
and not an emotional [psychische] reality.

On innumerable occasions a whole Christian community has been
shattered because it has lived on the basis of a wishful image.

Certainly serious Christians who are put in a community for the
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first time will often bring with them a very definite image of what
Christian communal life [Zusammenleben] should be, and they will
be anxious to realize it. But God’s grace quickly frustrates all such
dreams. A great disillusionment with others, with Christians in
general, and, if we are fortunate, with ourselves, is bound to
overwhelm us as surely as God desires to lead us to an understanding
of genuine Christian community. By sheer grace God will not permit
us to live in a dream world even for a few weeks and to abandon
ourselves to those blissful experiences and exalted moods that sweep
over us like a wave of rapture. For God is not a God of emotionalism,
but the God of truth. Only that community which enters into the
experience of this great disillusionment with all its unpleasant and evil
appearances begins to be what it should be in God’s sight, begins to
grasp in faith the promise that is given to it. The sooner this moment
of disillusionment comes over the individual and the community, the
better for both. However, a community that cannot bear and cannot
survive such disillusionment, clinging instead to its idealized image,
when that should be done away with, loses at the same time the
promise of a durable Christian community. Sooner or later it is bound
to collapse. Every human idealized image that is brought into the
Christian community is a hindrance to genuine community and must
be broken up so that genuine community can survive. Those who
love their dream of a Christian community more than the Christian
community itself become destroyers of that Christian community
even though their personal intentions may be ever so honest, earnest,
and sacrificial.

God hates this wishful dreaming because it makes the dreamer
proud and pretentious. Those who dream of this idealized
community demand that it be fulfilled by God, by others, and by
themselves. They enter the community of Christians with their

demands, set up their own law, and judge one another and even
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God accordingly. They stand adamant, a living reproach to all others
in the circle of the community. They act as if they have to create
the Christian community, as if their visionary ideal binds the people
together. Whatever does not go their way, they call a failure. When
their idealized image is shattered, they see the community breaking
into pieces. So they first become accusers of other Christians in the
community, then accusers of God, and finally the desperate accusers
of themselves. Because God already has laid the only foundation of
our community, because God has united us in one body with other
Christians in Jesus Christ long before we entered into common life
with them, we enter into that life together with other Christians, not
as those who make demands, but as those who thankfully receive. We
thank God for what God has done for us. We thank God for giving
us other Christians who live by God’s call, forgiveness, and promise.
We do not complain about what God does not give us; rather we
are thankful for what God does give us daily. And is not what has
been given us enough: other believers who will go on living with us
through sin and need under the blessing of God’s grace? Is the gift of
God any less immeasureably great than this on any given day, even
on the most difhcult and distressing days of a Christian community?
Even when sin and misunderstanding burden the common life, is not
the one who sins still a person with whom I too stand under the
word of Christ? Will not another Christian’s sin be an occasion for
me ever anew to give thanks that both of us may live in the forgiving
love of God in Jesus Christ? Therefore, will not the very moment
of great disillusionment with my brother or sister be incomparably
wholesome for me because it so thoroughly teaches me that both
of us can never live by our own words and deeds, but only by that
one Word and deed that really binds us together, the forgiveness of
sins in Jesus Christ? The bright day of Christian community dawns

wherever the early morning mists of dreamy visions are lifting.
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