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“For a brief period of time when God created the world, perfect people walked through a perfect world in perfect union with God.  The environment was lush and rich, with a menagerie of animals that inhabited the air, land, and sea.  Every physical and spiritual need was fully met.  There were no unfed stomachs or diseases to be feared.  The gardens were free of weeds and thorns.

Man and woman, Adam and Eve, lived in perfect union with each other.  There was no unhealthy competition, no power struggle, no vengeance or recrimination.  There were no secret plots or harsh words, no fear, guilt, shame, or rebellion against authority.  There was no fear of what might happen next, no mixed motives, no struggle with inordinate desire.  There was no temptation to sin.

With God, too, there was a perfect union.  People loved, worshiped, and obeyed as they were created to do.  In the cool of the day they actually walked with God in the Garden, enjoying perfect fellowship with their Maker.  They were God's resident managers, placed there to govern what he had made, and they did their job well.  God had no reason to confront them, and they had nothing to confess.  All was right, day after day.  Life was better than anything we can imagine from our sin-scarred vantage point.

But sadly, it didn't last long.  In the most significant rebellious act ever committed, man and woman stepped outside of God's ordained plan.  In a second it all came crashing down.  All of the amazing beauty of the world was deeply and permanently scarred. 

In an instant, fear, guilt, and shame became standard human experiences.  People who once lived in perfect harmony now accused, deceived, and fought for control.  Weeds and disease became daily concerns.  People began to desire what was evil and do what was wrong.  Rather than submit to God's authority, they lived as their own gods.  The world that once sang the song of perfection now groaned under the weight of the Fall...They forgot their Creator, but worshiped his creation.  Rather than loving people and using things to express it, people loved things and used people to get them.”

Man was created by and for perfect community, but, since the Fall, man is cursed to live in broken community.  Every day we break ties with our neighbors by exalting ourselves.  We find conflict in marriage, so we break ties and leave.  We find conflict in church, so we break ties and leave.  Friendships are lost, spouses are betrayed, and we divorce God.  Community is being broken more and more and, as Christians, we are called to be agents of its repair.  


Community, whether consciously or subconsciously, has been on the minds of mankind since the beginning of time.  God created Eve so that Adam could have a companion – another human with whom he could have community.  In most Europeans countries, populated areas are divided into parishes.  Each parish has its own church, markets, parks, etc.  These parishes were created with the mindset that there would be small independent communities spread throughout the countries.  


However, parishes are just one example of the steps taken to spark natural community.  Organizations, clubs and interest groups are all proofs that people desire and are willing to work for community.  


Throughout history, the church was always the center of any community.  Being used for all purposes within its province, it gave the message that, through all things, Christ was the center.  Over the years, Christians have strayed away from these original intentions and are quickly forgetting the local church by outsourcing the church to where it can be most conveniently conducted.  Although this can be the only option in some circumstances, in order to live gospel-centered lives, Christians must strive for and be active in local congregational community.  


To demonstrate this point I will first use biblical exegesis to show that Christianity requires community.  Secondly, I will examine how, biologically and sociologically, humans require community.  Third, that the western culture to which we cling discourages community.  And finally, how all of these factors have affected the church.  


Christianity requires community.  “Behold, how good and pleasant it is for brethren to dwell together in unity!”
  David begins his Psalm with these imperative words to his Christian brothers.  David, at this time, has experienced loneliness, togetherness, and the strength that the encouragement from brothers and sisters in Christ can provide.  When he was discouraged Jonathan encouraged him, when he committed adultery he was rebuked by Nathan and spurred toward repentance; throughout David's life he clearly saw the power of Christian community.  


Although much of community is benefiting from the support of others, there is a sacrificial aspect as well.  In Galatians 6:2, Paul writes, “Bear ye one another's burdens, and so fulfill the law of Christ.”  God has willed that his people should find the gospel through the witness of Christian brethren; God has chosen man to be vehicles of the Gospel in spite of his sin nature.  The Christian needs his brother when uncertain or discouraged, or he will fall prey to misrepresenting the truth to himself.  Jesus exudes this principle after the death of Lazarus.  He travels back to Mary and helps bear her burden. Jesus wept with her. They bore each other’s sorrows and mourned their loss.  Of course, Christ resurrects Lazarus and removes the sorrow, but he showed a clear example of helping brethren to bear sorrow.  


Why does simply crying with someone help to ease their sorrow?  It seems as though now there is double the sorrow.  This is not so.  The knowledge that one isn't alone in their grief is uplifting; that they aren't the only ones feeling pain and single-handedly bearing a burden. Paul's second letter to the Corinthians illustrates this comfort beautifully.  

“Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of mercies and God of all comfort, who comforts us in all our affliction, so that we may be able to comfort those who are in any affliction, with the comfort with which we ourselves are comforted by God.  For as we share abundantly in Christ’s sufferings, so through Christ we share abundantly in comfort too.  If we are afflicted, it is for your comfort and salvation; and if we are comforted, it is for your comfort, which you experience when you patiently endure the same sufferings that we suffer. Our hope for you is unshaken, for we know that as you share in our sufferings, you will also share in our comfort.”


In addition to bearing the burdens of families and friends, Christians are called to extend this gospel to their community at large.  Even the homeless man who has lived on the street his whole life could come to see the light by just one example of healthy brotherhood.  Dietrich Bonhoeffer says, “The exclusion of the weak and insignificant, the seemingly useless people, from a Christian community may actually mean the exclusion of Christ; in the poor brother Christ is knocking at the door.  We must, therefore, be very careful at this point.”
  Community is being other-centered; removing the focus from oneself.  This is humbling, but it is only through humility that the gospel can be shown clearly.  Christopher Ash says, “God's purpose is not to shape a collection of individuals to be each like Christ, but to form a Christ-like people.”
  Alone, we are nothing but sinners drowning wickedness, but with God and each other, there is the strength of multitudes.  


In a word study on the New Testament Greek word for church, , William Mounce says, “It is never identified with a building but always with the people.  The church may meet in a building, but it is not the building, the home; the church is the people (e.g., Phlm 2; Col 4:15). The true church is the visible expression of the expanding Kingdom of God.”
  In 1 Corinthians, Paul uses the analogy of a body to illustrate how 'the church' must function: “The body is a unit, though it is made up of many parts; and though all its parts are many, they form one body.”
  And one part may not say to the other, “I do not need you!”  Though a part of the body may say this, it does not cease its existence as that part; a part cannot exist on its own, it needs its other parts to make the whole function.  Paul finishes his analogy by saying, “Now you are the body of Christ, and each one of you is a part of it.”  Every man, woman, and child has a part to play in the body of Christ; no man can exempt himself of responsibility and fully break away.  However, a man may choose to kill his part of the body, to grow further and further from Christ and begin to affect the body in negative ways.  Jesus warns against causing Christian brethren to sin, “It would be better for him to be thrown into the sea with a millstone tied around his neck than for him to cause one of these little ones to sin”
  How much worse, then, should the punishment be if one was to cause the whole body to fail?  


However, even in learning to live together in healthy community there is a danger.  Bonhoeffer states it succinctly thus, “...life together under the Word will remain sound and healthy only where it does not form itself into a movement, an order, a society, a collegium pietatis...”
  In one sense, the achievement of community must be a “movement,” but not a formal order.  When Christians identify themselves with a specific movement and not with Christ, that movement works against the gospel and leads away from godly community; it becomes an object to be obtained for personal victory and not one that is to be obtained for the advancement of God's eternal kingdom.  Bonhoeffer states that, “He who loves his dream of a community more than the Christian community itself becomes a destroyer of the latter.”
  When Christians can strive for Christ-centered community and feel God's love working through them, that is when David's joy is understandable: “...how good and how pleasant it is for brethren to dwell together in unity!”  In the rest of Psalm 133, David likens the dwelling of brethren together to “precious oil on the head” and “the dew of Hermon, which falls on the mountains of Zion! For there the Lord has commanded the blessing, life forevermore.”  


Man has been created in the image of his creator.  Thus, man will naturally bear certain attributes of the Creator.  In this case, specifically, the attribute we reflect is innate community.  The Trinity is in itself, perfect community: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit dwelling together in divine harmony.  Each member of the Trinity is equal with the others yet still one in Himself.  In “On Christian Doctrine”, Augustine states,

“To all three belong the same eternity, the same unchangeableness, the same majesty, the same power.  In the Father is unity, in the Son equality, in the Holy Spirit the harmony of unity and equality; and these three attributes are all one because of the Father, all equal because of the Son, and all harmonious because of the Holy Spirit.”
  


While being a hierarchy in function, the Trinity demonstrates leadership and servanthood without the tensions of sin.  Through this model alone can a community truly function in a perfectly unified fashion. In other words, the church can only experience genuine community if it patterned after the divine community of the holy Trinity. The New Testament goes out of its way to clearly show the unity of the persons of God expressed perfectly: Galatians 1:1, “...God the Father” - Romans 9:5, “...Christ who is God over all” - 2 Corinthians 3:17, “...the Lord is the Spirit...” and each is in perfect harmony with the others: 2 Corinthians 13:14, “The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God and the Fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all.”


The word Paul uses to describe the Holy Spirit is fellowship; fellowship which was given to us at Pentecost when God sent the Spirit to be among his people.  The fellowship of the Holy Spirit symbolizes what our fellowship with one another should be like.  The trinitarian fellowship of God is our picture of true community. This aspect of the Trinity is perfectly articulated by Jesus in his High Priestly prayer, “I in them and you in me, that they became perfectly one, so that the world may know that you sent me and loved them even as you loved me.”
  


Although this fellowship and love for brethren is stressed many times throughout the course of the scriptures, Christians consistently ignore it and cause schisms within the church.  In A.D. 325, the Council of Nicea determined that Christ's nature was both human and divine, angering those Christians who couldn't conceptualize that union.  The Christians of Alexandria stressed Christ's divinity, while the people of Antioch held fast to Christ’s humanity.  The stubbornness of both sects led to the Monophysite Controversy, a belief in only one nature.  Eventually both sects were named heretical and, though the Council of Chalcedon attempted to unite the two, they continued to live at odds with each other for many more years.  Paul rebukes the Corinthian church for such behavior saying, 

“For it has been reported to me by Chloe's people that there is quarreling among you, my brothers.  What I mean is that each one of you says, 'I follow Paul,' or 'I follow Apollos,' or 'I follow Cephas,' or 'I follow Christ.'  Is Christ divided? Was Paul crucified for you?  Or were you baptized in the name of Paul?  I thank God that I baptized none of you except Crispus and Gaius, so that no one may say that you were baptized in my name.”
  


Paul reminds the church of Corinth that the gospel is not about what one chooses to be most reasonable, or what seems most attractive, but that it is the love of Christ through the love for our brethren.  This was so serious that he goes as far as to say that he is glad he did not baptize them.  As Christians, we must remember to find our identity in Christ and not in ourselves.  Our Lord is more important than our wounded egos.  


Like the early church in Corinth, we struggle to remember whom it is we serve.  Even the core profession of Christian faith, the Apostles Creed, can be recited without understanding its true meaning.  “[I believe in] the holy catholic church.”  The word “catholic” is translated literally as “universal” or “wholeness”; a wholeness which encompasses all Christians in the church, one body.  “Behold, how good and pleasant it is for brethren to dwell together in unity!”


Examining this concept further, from a biological and sociological standpoint, humans require community.  When a child is learning to speak, he is constantly being exposed to verbal communication between others and to him.  This constant exposure is his standard of speech and he will begin to mimic what he can until words can be formed and, eventually, sentences.  According to the Child Development Institute, by the age of eight years old, a child should be fluent in the language to which he has been exposed and be able to interpret complex directions without repetition.  This being said, studies have shown that if children are not exposed to any sort of language by the time they are twelve years old, their brains will no longer possess the ability to grasp a language fully.  Although a child completely sheltered from communication for twelve years is certainly extremely rare, this linguistic phenomenon demonstrates just how dependent humans are on interaction with others for mental and biological growth.  


In addition to the language barrier, humans also have one of the longest maturation processes of any species on earth.  Most animals, once birthed, are either abandoned by their mothers immediately, or left after a few short months, or even weeks, of nurturing.  The reason for this short weaning process is because these animals rely on their innate instinct to govern how they survive.  Humans, however, must rely on learning every detail of living from others; in this case, their parents and other family.  Humans are not able to support themselves alone until at least sixteen years old, although even more years of training are usually necessary for the development of independence and self-sufficiency.  


When humans are denied community, unnatural and undesirable events occur.  Depression or suicide becomes far too common for those who do not have a strong community to protect them from their troubled minds.  The problems that come from not being organically connected to a community – from the earliest age – can be especially seen in adopted children.  Because they have been reared by the workers in an orphanage and have gone through the important nurturing stage of life without being shown parental affection, children can develop what is called Reactive Attachment Disorder.  This is caused because the child to caretaker bond has been disrupted. This disorder can be so traumatic that it can also result in the delay of motor skills.  Because the child is afraid to be affectionate or attached to his or her parents, he or she won't want to mimic the actions which are immediately accepted by the children of biological parents.  Though these children may desire to have a relationship with a parent or parent-like adult, they are hindered by their fear, which was caused by the lack of a healthy community.  


The need for a supportive community to surround us is evident even in the world of local economics.  When I was a child, my mother and I frequented a store called “Sprecher's Hardware” in the downtown area of my hometown: Ephrata.  The three-story building, built in 1911, was home to a wide array of merchandise from household items to kids toys.  Having opened in 1868 and been family run since 1878, Sprecher's was a milestone of the Ephrata community until the store closed in 2000.  Why did such a prominent business close?  Sprecher's was among the last local businesses left standing in the heart of Ephrata and, alone, could not compete with the large variety of cheap products and services offered by Kmart and Wal Mart.  A business that held on for over one hundred years was lost because there was no network of local shops to support the business.  The Sprecher's were left alone in their fight to keep a quality family-owned business alive.  


Another instance of humans craving togetherness is in a recent phenomenon known as “Pocket Neighborhoods.”  A Pocket Neighborhood is cluster of neighboring houses built around a central shared lawn, garden, or courtyard.  They can be built most anywhere and are designed to allow neighbors to have frequent interactions and become much like family.  They are traffic-free, safe, and welcoming living spaces.  The organization's web page gives the reason for starting this movement: 

“The fabric of social health in our society has been fraying, in part because many 
people lack networks of personal and social support.  Family members can be spread across the country, friends live across town, and neighbors don’t know one another.  A listening ear or helping hand is not available when it’s most needed.”


Even among the architectural/building world, there is an acknowledgment of the need for tightly-knit community amongst people.  


Humans all have desires – desires to communicate, to please, and to learn.  These are desires that can only be met through society/community, especially the desire to learn.  Like the Sprecher's conflict, our ability to gain knowledge and understanding on our own is very small and increases about as fast as interest from a bank.  This is no secret to humanity; man has acknowledged that when he toils alone, he simply cannot be very productive. This principle is powerfully evident in the university.  The university was started as a means of gaining understanding collectively, with other people.  John Henry Newman, in his essay “The Idea of a University,” defines a university as follows: “...a University seems to be in its essence, a place for the communication and circulation of thought, by means of personal intercourse, through a wide extent of country.”
  The word university stems from the Latin root word universitas, which in the Medieval time, meant guild or community.  In more ancient Latin, the word can be translated more as totality. This totality or universality is to encompass many topics with insights gleaned from scholars from every corner of the globe. This makes it possible for great expertise to be disseminated in diverse fields of study. One can learn infinitely faster and more thoroughly with a collective group; this allows him to try his own viewpoint against that of another, exposing any gaps.  The beauty of the university is that one does not have to be an expert in any field to study at the institution.  The purpose of the university is to provide access to the knowledge of professors who already posses expertise in a specific field of study so as to gain understanding from one who is wiser.  This concept is a parallel to the “Body of Christ” metaphor demonstrated by Paul.  


Through the university, learning and relationships are brought together.  However, these relationships cannot only exist in a university setting as the majority of an average person's lifetime will be spent outside of an educational institution. Therefore, local community relationships must be formed to aid in growth outside of schooling.  These community ties have been best known to thrive in towns with a vibrant center, or gathering place.  Centers aid in building ties amongst the neighbors in the community.  Having a gathering place to which people walk or ride their bikes provides common interaction between them and their friends, street vendors, and local officials.  This interaction, even if just a simple exchange of pleasantries, gives one the feeling that he has carved, for himself, a place in his community where he knows it's inhabitants and they him.  This natural feeling proceeds from the innate human desire to be together and fellowship with others on a regular basis.  That solitary confinement is of the most unbearable punishments demonstrates the truth of this point.  Town centers allow, encourage and fulfill this innate desire.  


We've looked at a several different arguments for the necessity of community.  Now we will examine how western culture discourages community.  The western world is ever-expanding its broad reach, and with its reach comes the mainstream, and now widely accepted, western culture. No other culture has spread faster than that of the west, primarily because western culture promotes and allows for the autonomous man. The ability to be autonomous appeals to man's sinful nature, causing him to desire to be self-governed and self-sufficient, not needing to rely on others. This western philosophy was formalized by the Greeks and enlarged by the Romans in their quest to explain man and creation. The mindset of gaining the knowledge to explain everything assumes that it is possible for man to know everything. Eventually this view spread far and wide as the Romans conquered their way through the ancient world, spreading these ideals as they went. In the Middle Ages, society was ruled by wealthy rulers and land-owners and the poor were doomed to be poor for life.  But in 1215, when the Magna Carta was issued, free men were protected by law to also own land, not just the king.  This was a rebirth of individualism, and the beginning of a tradition of rights-based politics that would come to fruition in our own founding documents. 


Christians also adopted these ideas and, with them, they employed their own culture.  However, western culture poses a danger to the Christian belief system because it sets man up as being independent from everyone, not needing the help of a community, or, in some cases, God.  Now this version of Christianity is widely used in our nation and others.  


However, eastern culture has survived much of the western wave that has and is billowing across the world and continues to be home to a philosophy of community living and relying on their neighbors to meet their needs and being ready to meet the needs of neighbors. But even this tradition is being forgotten.  Western churches sent missionaries to these eastern countries with the idea that they must not only minister to the people, but transform the culture as well. Christianity was born out of an eastern culture, thus its truths are easily demonstrated by that particular culture. This, typically eastern, hospitality is stressed multiple times throughout the scriptures. Hebrews 13:2 “Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers,...” and Romans 12:13, “...seek to show hospitality.”  There is no reason to destroy the community oriented society of the east. In fact, through it, the gospel is displayed much more accurately.  However, this is not to set up a false dichotomy making western society purely evil and eastern society void of error.  Like the individual, a culture's greatest virtues are also its greatest vices.  While the western tendency is to lose sight of community and place far too much emphasis on the individual, the west has created many wonderful things for the individual.  Eastern societies have a strong sense of community, but tend to promote “the whole” to the point where it is detrimental to the sacredness of the individual. The Trinity is the ultimate example of these attributes being held in perfect tension with each other.  


Westernism is discouraging community all over the world and people are willing to accept this doctrine because it bestows them with more power and allows them to rely on others less for help.  This is how western culture has become powerful, wealthy, and corrupt.  Plato says, “The community which has neither poverty nor riches will always have the noblest principles.”
  


Westernism has infiltrated cultures, economies, and even homes.  Modern families are reaping the consequences of western living as family members become more drawn away from each other instead of working as many units of one body (family) that functions together to help each other.  In his essay called “The Work of Local Culture,” Wendell Berry says, 

“If there is no household or community economy, then family members and neighbors are no longer useful to one another.  When people are no longer useful to one another, then the centripetal force of family and community fails, and people fall into dependence on exterior economies and organizations.  The hegemony of professionals and professionalism erects itself on local failure, and from then on the locality exists merely as a market for consumer goods and as a source of 'raw material,' human and natural.”
  

When this takes place, not only the family involved suffers, but the community in which they live.  One's community ends up being a macrocosm of his family, thus when the family is no longer useful to one another, the community follows in its wake.  Tim Lane and Paul Tripp in their book, “Relationships: A Mess worth Making” say, “Family gatherings are reduced to people sharing the same geographical space, devoid of any meaningful relationship.  The church meeting becomes formality with little or no attempt to share in the lives of others.”


Westernism preaches that one must strive to be an individual, to be different, to stand out from others.  These would be words of truth if they meant that all should stand out as different because of the love for Christ and others.  However, what these words are saying is that everyone should strive to create for himself an identity with which people will associate him. This is pouring ones spirit into himself and not God – as Christians, we are called to find our identity in Christ and not ourselves.  Paul writes to the church in Corinth, “You are not your own, for you were bought with a price. So glorify God in your body.”
  We cannot truly become selves until we can sacrifice ourselves. Western culture is calling us to be a person and not a people, which goes against Gods calling us to be a people – his people – and not be absorbed in our own ideas.  


Westernism has been a vehicle by which man has amassed great wealth and affluence.  This affluence is not evil of itself, but is used for evil by the sinful hearts of men.  Once one has gained this wealth, then he is tempted to say 'look at what I have earned' saying that he has gotten his wealth because of the work of his own hands.  This is not true.  God specifically warns the Israelites against this thinking in Deuteronomy, 

“You shall remember the Lord your God, for it is he who gives you power to get wealth, that he may confirm his covenant that he swore to your fathers, as it is this day.  And if you forget the Lord your God and go after other gods and serve them and worship them, I solemnly warn you today that you shall surely perish.  Like the nations that the Lord makes to perish before you, so shall you perish, because you would not obey the voice of the Lord your God.”
  

The Israelites were finally free from the bandage of the Egyptians, but once they began to amass wealth, they forgot the God who gave them everything they had.


Paul tells the Thessalonian church that they must do work with their hands and work hard for themselves that they need not rely on others or become lazy.  Does this not refute the words of God?  Paul does say to work hard, but his implications are revealed in his letter to the Ephesians, “Let the thief no longer steal, but rather let him labor, doing honest work with his own hands, so that he may have something to share with anyone in need.”
  We must work to provide for ourselves what is necessary, but the surplus should be used to help our needy neighbors, our brothers, the church.  However, Christians have not been doing this; instead, we have hoarded our wealth and not given to the church.  Thus, the government must step in to take care of the needy and provide the necessary funds for them.  In order to get the money to give out, the government must tax the people.  Through this, the government can provide minimalistic help for these people, but it cannot provide community – community which is needed for these people.  Christians need to start becoming the church, to stop living out western Christianity, and be the warm embrace of community to those around them who are in need.  


Christianity requires community.  Humans were made to live in community.   However, western culture increasingly discourages community.  How has the church been affected?  Unfortunately, as I endeavor to show, western individualism has seeped into the church and has caused the church to conform to the culture instead of the church transforming the culture.  Christians can now choose their style of Christianity and believe that it is their God-given right to do so.  Churches are offering many different kinds of atmospheres and worship styles; it's almost like going to a buffet and picking out what you like.  The churches that can offer this variety are typically large suburban churches located outside the closest town.  This variety appeals to the western democratic person because the church makes them “feel better” about their Christianity since they chose the “right church.”  However, this move typically draws people out of an already small local congregation. Eventually the local church begins to struggle because of its loss of members and buckles under the weight of the mega church.  The results are people driving fairly long distances, or at least out of their local community, to attend their selected church.  This results in one's Christian community being geographically scattered and the congregation's time of fellowship restricted to Sundays.  Immediately, this diminishes accountability between Christian brethren, it diminishes frequent interactions between church members, and, over all, destroys the localized Christian community.  This model also allows one quite easily to create a dual lifestyle, in which he can be a “good Christian” on Sundays, and be a “person of the world” during the week.  With urban churches, community tends to happen more naturally because the members of the congregation usually live in closer proximity to each other, thus the community is more organic.  With suburban churches, the community must be created because it does not happen naturally; thus it is artificial.  

This is not to say that those attending a church like this are doomed to Hell, or that they are making the wrong choice.  Sometimes it is necessary for this to take place.  However, this is to say that one must consider the effects of leaving the local congregation to attend another church.  


God never said that being a Christian would be easy.  He never said it would be fun.  In fact, He said that Christians will be persecuted and that they will experience many hardships.  One of the biggest reasons why Christians will leave their local church is because of a conflict or a tension within the congregation.  They move to larger suburban churches because, within them, they can become a number; just another member of the large congregation.  This is essentially hiding from conflict instead of facing it, which is biblically wrong. The very reason why Christians abandon the church is generally the very reason why they should stay.  Christians generate a squeaky clean view of Christianity, thinking that fights and tensions can't happen within the church.  This is the reason they should stay, to learn to settle fights and quarrels among themselves and their brothers and sisters instead of fleeing from them.  Amma Theadora, one of the dessert mothers, summarized this concept beautifully when she said, 

“If a trial comes upon you in the place where you live, do not leave that place. Wherever you go, you will find that what you are running from is ahead of you. So stay until the trial is over so that, if you do end up leaving, no offense will be caused and you will not bring distress to others who live in the same neighborhood.”
  


Paul himself suffered from the consequences of running from conflict when he deserted Mark because he had such a harsh argument with Barnabas.  He writes, in Acts:


“Now Barnabas wanted to take with them John called Mark.  But Paul thought best 
not to take with them one who had withdrawn from them in Pamphylia and had not 
gone with them to the work. And there arose a sharp disagreement, so that they 
separated from each other.  Barnabas took Mark with him and sailed away to 
Cyprus, but Paul chose Silas and departed.”

Barnabas was a cousin to Mark and stood up for him during the trial, investing in him again, which eventually resulted in Mark's returning to the ministry.  However, Paul chose to run from his conflict, losing two of his missionary companions and bringing shame to Mark's name.  Mark's reputation was hurt so badly that, in his letter to the Colossians, Paul had to write that, “if he comes to you, welcome him,”
 Members of the churches were turning him away because they distrusted him for originally deserting Paul; thus they broke the ties with Mark in their community.  Conflict is nothing to be ignored. 


Even if conflict seems to be something that should always be avoided, it can potentially be the greatest community builder there is.  Paul Tripp and Tim Lane say, “Conflict with others is one of God's mysterious, counterintuitive ways of rescuing us from ourselves.”
  Through healthy conflict, our own faults and shortcomings are revealed and used to humble us.  As Christians, we need to use conflict as a means to correct our own sinfulness and enrich the lives of others.  Resolving conflict gives us a better understanding of ourselves and our neighbors, while strengthening the biblical truth of humility and forgiveness.


As discussed earlier, when these conflicts arise, people flee from them.  Why?  Paul Tripp beautifully states it thus, “How often do you see people as obstacles to ministry rather than the objects of it?”
 This is why people leave the church, this is what causes suffering.


While conflict does cause what we could call “church hopping,” other, more modern, alternatives have been invented for “escaping” ones troubles.  Some Christians have turned to what is known as “virtual church.”  This is a sermon podcast or a live stream of a church service that can be accessed over the internet right from one's home.  While this is a wonderful concept and beneficial in aiding one's private Christian growth, it is not a replacement for church.  The term ‘church’ refers to Christian brethren assembled together as one unified body, which, as Paul states, is many parts/people working together to form one unit.  Christians gather at the church to receive words of conviction, encouragement, and assurance from the minister together, not in front of a computer monitor at home.  These virtual churches do not take embodiment into account – the positive effect of being physically assembled with a body of Christians.  God tells us to surround ourselves with goodness, to fellowship with brethren and be uplifted through our love for each other, which is our love for God.  When one surrounds himself with no one and hears the podcasted message through only his own ears, he is in great danger of filtering the gospel message through his simple and very flawed opinions.  


I once knew a woman, whom we’ll refer to as “Sally,” who consistently found fault with the church she attended.  Her opinionated personality caused tension amongst members of the congregation and she believed the tensions were caused by their lack of understanding the truth.  Eventually, she decided to leave the church, not to attend a different “church,” but an internet virtual church.  This move not only left a sour taste in the mouths of the congregation which she deserted, but she no longer had to face those with whom she disagreed.  All she had to do was log on to “church” whenever it suited her and be removed from anyone who might cross her opinions.  She destroyed her community and replaced it with herself, a single flawed human.  The rise of a virtual church will be the end of a Christian brotherhood.  

Another instance of individual choice and entitlement is made apparent in a generational problem.  Sometimes, the young adults in a church move on because there are no ministries specifically catered to them (i.e. “young Christian singles class” etc.).  Christ did not come to earth to bring us the gospel according to young adults, the gospel according to retired engineers, and so on; He came bringing the one true gospel given freely to everyone.  But what if two newlyweds want a Sunday school class that will deal with issues that will come up in their marriage?  Chances are that there is another married couple in one of the already offered classes who has encountered those issues and worked through them already who can com alongside them and be mentors.  The great aspect of community is that there is so much to draw from.  Those who are older and wiser are available and must be willing to be the body of Christ to anyone in need.  


“There is woven inside each of us a desire for something more – a craving to be part of something bigger, greater, and more profound than our relatively meaningless day-by-day existence.”
  This thing, this great and profound desire that yearns within our hearts’ is community – community with God through man.  Let us care for those in our communities as by being the church, by being Christ toward our neighbors.  No matter where we are and no matter what abilities we have, no one is insignificant, and everyone has a role to play in the body of Christ.  Communities happen when people have something in common; for the Christian community, it is Christ.  We have Christ in common and we come together with a unified goal to serve and honor Him.  However, Christians must beware of becoming exclusive in their communities.  If we do not leave an open door to those who are not believers, then we create Christians ghettos in which we are once again ignoring the work of the gospel.  Every principle that is applied to Christian community is relevant to everyone with whom we interact.  Just as God extends common grace to everyone, so the church must extend grace to those who would reject the gospel passively or aggressively.  The greatest weakness of a community is selfishness, thus in order to have Christian community we must die to ourselves, take up our cross every day and humbly serve those among us.  Dr. Timothy Keller describes it as living, “either my life for yours or my life for me.”  For those who seek life through external means will, in the end, be disappointed, but those who throw away selfish ambition and live for Christ and others truly experience the joys of living.  


I would like to conclude with a quote by Abba Anthony, one of the Egyptian church fathers, “Whoever you may be, always have God before your eyes. Whatever you do, do it according to the testimonies of the Holy Scriptures.  And whatever place you live, do not easily leave it.  Keep these three precepts and you will be saved.”
  Let the words of David's psalm ring true in our hearts forever, “Behold, how good and pleasant it is for brethren to dwell together in unity!”  
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