A Theology of Community





As we approach the Jubilee Year both the various initiatives and vibrancy of commitment among many lay members of the Church (as well as priests and religious!) indicate that despite evident tensions and difficulties the end of this “century of the Church”� is showing signs of the new springtime of Christian life which recent Popes have prophesied.�  A major feature in the advent of this new springtime was the Second Vatican Council.  The Church was herself at the very centre of its ecclesiological doctrine with “communion” the summarising notion of the Conciliar ecclesiology.�  Among other authors, Angel Antón is one who has contributed much to our understanding of the Second Vatican Council’s ecclesiology of communion,� an ecclesiology in which the Eucharist is central.�  


Today, however, it has become more apparent that one of the most urgent needs facing us as we head into the third millennium is to reflect further on the theology of community.�  There is nothing new in recognising that the new people of God called and saved by Jesus Christ has a concrete, visible and structured form.  As Lumen Gentium (LG) tells us the unity of the Church is constituted by the bonds of the profession of faith, the sacraments and the hierarchical communion (LG 14).  It seems, however, that the kairós of the Holy Spirit today lies precisely in a renewed understanding and shaping of the Church community based on what defines it as community in its most unique and original sense, namely, what the Council calls the “law” of this people: reciprocal love (Jn 13:34; cf. LG 9).  This article proposes to outline in a theologico-pastoral vein some significant elements of this theology of community.  The reference points throughout, as suggested by John Paul II in Tertio Millennio Adveniente are the novelty of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, the new signs of the times and what the Spirit is saying to the Church today through these signs. �  





A Shift in Definition





During the Council, Paul VI pointed out that the Church of love is to be aimed at for the sake of renewal of the Church and the world.�  In 1970 he defined the Church as love.�  There is something new in this emphasis.  Linked to this has been an evident re-defining of the Church as a community in a way which is more central and having a deeper meaning.�  In the past the Church was defined primarily by referring to faith and the sacraments.  The Word was preached and accepted (fides ex auditu) and then one became visibly inserted into the people of God through the sacraments.  It was a more juridical-sacramental perspective of the Church community. 


What happened however, especially since the Enlightenment, was that one’s sharing in the Word and sacraments was understood mainly in terms of one’s individual relationship with Jesus Christ and one’s eternal salvation.  This led to a pastoral situation where what held primacy was the I-God relationship, to the detriment of the communitarian dimension of the event of salvation.  Both theologically and pastorally, there was an eclipse in appreciation of the intrinsic and “ecclesiafying” value of love.�  Love, “the fullness of the law” [Gal 5:14; Rom 13:8-10] was either simply forgotten, or else this “principal virtue” and “form of the virtues” (forma omnium virtutum) as St. Thomas puts it,� often got reduced to spiritual or material help to those in need.





There are many reasons why the communitarian dimension of the Church has come into greater prominence.  Not least among these is the encounter with contemporary culture’s emphasis on the historical and social nature of human beings.�  In this context the Council’s rediscovery of the ecclesiology of communion,� has led to a growing realisation that a pastoral praxis based solely on confession of faith and reception of sacraments, or on receiving grace and working for one’s eternal salvation, is not enough.  Something more is needed.  The “something more” desired is an experience lived together by brothers and sisters who already within history discover meaning in a community which they see and experience as a place and instrument of human realisation.�  This is the contemporary “sign of the times” which heralds a new direction.





Getting to the roots: How did Jesus want the Community?





Many new spiritual movements and pastoral groups often ask, as the German title of Gerhard Lohfink’s work puts it: “How did Jesus want the community?”.�  In turning to the Theo-logian, Jesus Christ, the Word of God, we take into account the Global Christ from his incarnation and birth right up to his death and resurrection, and the outpouring of the Holy Spirit upon the early community and writers.�  Many detailed studies have looked at the Church of Christ from this perspective.�  For the purposes of this article, it is possible to summarise the message and praxis of Jesus and the early apostolic community by saying that the Christian community was defined as the realm in which faith in Jesus Christ was expressed and realised in the reciprocal love which exists among believers.  The first letter of St. John� points to this identity card: “And this is his commandment, that we should believe in the name of his Son Jesus Christ and love one another, just as he has commanded us” (1 Jn 3:23).�  Raymond Brown concurs with the opinion that this phrase best expresses the essence of Christianity.�


Our faith is, first and foremost, in Jesus Christ, sent by the Father, the definitive sign of his agápe for us (1 Jn 4:16).  This is the “object” of faith.  The kerygma of salvation which gives rise to the Christian community prompts us to chose God in Christ as the centre of our lives and our ultimate meaning.  It is this faith which becomes fully efficacious in us in baptism.�  But faith “works” (Gal 5:6) through love.  Our orthodoxy or “Christodoxy” in terms of our confession of the Christological faith is to be translated into an orthopraxis or “Christopraxy”� which is summarised in the commandment of reciprocal love.  It is a living out of our recognition of the fact that we have been made “one” in Christ (Gal 3:28) who is the only begotten Son of the Father and in whom, through the gift of the Spirit, we share in divine sonship. 


Spicq contends that the fourth chapter of the First Letter of John is a highpoint of the whole New Testament witness about Jesus Christ.  It presents the new religion in its most specific aspect:� “And we have seen and testify that the Father has sent his Son as the Saviour of the world.  Whoever confesses that Jesus is the Son of God, God abides in him, and he in God.  So we know and believe the love God has for us” (1 Jn 4:14-16a).  This letter underlines how it is in the inter-subjective reciprocal love among members of the new community that God’s agápe comes to perfection in us, reaching its goal and fulfilment (1 Jn 4:12).  Here we have not only the specifically Christological fides quae but also the fides qua, the quality of the fundamental act of our response.


Our faith, in other words, is formed by love (Fides caritate formata) and the specificity of Jesus’ commandment of love which he defines as “his” and “new” is its reciprocity (Jn 13:34-35; 15:12-13).�  It is this reciprocity, highlighted not only by John� but also by Paul.� which is the root of koinonia, the heart of the Christian community.�  The commandment of reciprocal love at the heart of the “Gospel of agápe” is therefore both the maximum and the minimum measure in the life of the Christian community.  Maximum because it is faith working and love reaching its perfection.  Minimum because without this explicit pact of loving one another reciprocally in Christ and as Christ, there is no Christian community.�


The Church as Sacrament





The deep significance of the Christ event is that the “we” of our inter-personal and social relationships participates in the life of the divine Persons� and, accordingly, as R. Pesch puts it, the “praxis of heaven” can become “praxis of earth”.�  Jesus provides the model for this “praxis” by pointing to his relationship with the Father in the reciprocal embrace of the Holy Spirit: “as you Father, are in me and I in you, that they also may be in us” (Jn 17:21).�  Reciprocal love is to become the distinctive sign of the community of his disciples: “By this will all know that you that you are my disciples if you have love for one another”  (Jn 13:35) and “May they all be one…so that the world…” (Jn 17:21).�  In other words, eternal salvation is already to become operative in history and as human history when the commandment of reciprocal love is put into practice among people. 


This brings us to a consideration of the relationship between the Church as communion and the Church as sacrament.�  The notion of the Church as sacrament is a central dimension of Vatican II’s ecclesiology.� In providing us with many images of the Church such as the people in the midst of whom God has placed his tent; the Body of Christ and Temple of the Holy Spirit, the Cristo-centric constitution Lumen Gentium wanted to emphasise the sacramentality of the Church in terms of her being a sign and instrument of the presence of Christ among us.  It is in her concrete, historical and so visible reality, built up by personal relationships formed by reciprocal love and based on faith and the sacraments, that the Church is the sacrament of the mysterious, living and actual presence of the risen Jesus Christ, the “Way” to the Father.


D. Bonhoeffer’s expresses this well when he says the Church is “Christ existing as community”.�  The Church is not only the instrument chosen by Jesus to transmit his Word to the world through the centuries. “The Church is here below the sacrament of Jesus Christ, just as Jesus Christ himself is for us, in his humanity, the sacrament of God”.�  And Jesus Christ makes us his body not only individually and mystically, but in a communitarian manner and historically.  In the light of both the Old Testament and the New Testaments we can say that Christ is made present in an efficacious manner through his Spirit where faith and grace become “perfect” in reciprocal love.�


In this context of the link between the Church as communion and the Church as sacrament it is significant to note that in listing the various “presences” of Jesus Christ to and in his Church Sacrosanctum Concilium 7 points to the Word, the sacraments, the person of the minister, and also to that presence where two or three are gathered in his name (Mt 18:20).  There is a “presence” of Jesus in the collectivity of disciples gathered in the name of Jesus.  Yves Congar comments that Mt 18:20 is, in fact, “the great conciliar text”.�  Here too John Henry Newman was a precursor of Conciliar ecclesiology.�  It is the Church as a community and not only as dispenser of the Word and sacraments which is the sacrament of the risen Lord.  If we diminish the centrality of the community-life, the sacramental understanding of the Church would be impoverished and the fundamental Marian profile of the Church would be tarnished in its transparency to the beauty of Christ in the community.�


In Lumen Gentium 8 we see reaffirmed Mystici Corporis’ insistence on the non-separation of the mystical Body from the visible Church.  The mystical and historical dimensions of the Church, just like the divine and human natures in Jesus Christ, are intimately united “without separation and without confusion”.  Through reciprocal love the Church expresses on an historical-visible plane what she is through the gift of the Eucharist: “Because there is one bread, we who are many are one body, for we all partake of the one bread” (1 Cor 10:17).  With the praxis of reciprocal love the Church becomes fully what she is: “sacrament in Christ of intimate union with God and of unity of the whole human race” (LG, 1). 





Reciprocal Love, Evangelization and Social Commitment





The reciprocal love being highlighted in this article is not to be considered as a love turned in on itself like some closed-group.  If authentic, love is open to everyone, especially to the “poor”.�  Following on from the centrality of reciprocal love, comes the realisation that the Christian community cannot but express and find itself, as John Paul II said to the Roman Synod “outside itself” in mission.  Mutual love is the presuppostion for the social and evangelising action of the Church community.�  Christians start with a true experience of what Church-community is and then know how to act in a communitarian manner following the inspiration and project of Jesus.


In terms of evangelisation the prologue to the First Letter of St. John points to this method: “That which was from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked upon and touched with our hands, concerning the word of life — the life was made manifest, and we saw it, and testify to it, and proclaim to you the eternal life which was with the Father and was made manifest to us — that which we have seen and heard we proclaim also to you, so that you may have communion with us; and our communion is with the Father and with his Son Jesus Christ” (1 Jn:1-3).  In other words, the community where the communion of Christ is to be found is itself both origin and goal of the Church’s mission because this communion is of its nature missionary.


Our word and witness of life is, therefore, not simply a case of “charitable work”, doing good and getting initiatives off the ground but rather about our very being a way of life that shines out to others.�  The evangelising mission is primarily about enabling others to share in our communion in Christ with God and among one another.  Furthermore, as the Council proposed, in the light of reciprocal love evangelization will take the form of the “dialogue of salvation”� expressed in dialogues with Christians of other Churches, with followers of other religions, with people of other convictions.


From the point of view of social commitment, preferential love for the poor and love for our enemies are inherent in reciprocal love. �  This is so because if we believe in Jesus himself as the model of this love, we know that in his abandonment he has reached the ultimate depths of human poverty, and so everyone is called to the reciprocity of love with God and with their brothers and sisters.�  Faced with the challenges of various social situations in the world, the Church community knows it must see the new commandment not only as the law for each member’s personal life but as the law of the “transformation of the world” (GS, 38). Social commitment, economics and politics can find in this law their criterion, measure and definitive goal.�  It is in living reciprocity of love that the community is called to witness prophetically to the “seed and beginning of the Kingdom” (LG, 5).





Pastoral Implications





A renewed theology of community calls for a renewed pastoral approach based on the reciprocity of love.  John Paul II’s comment on the need to “remake the Christian fabric of the ecclesial community itself” in order to mend “the Christian fabric of society” indicates something important in this regard.�  When it comes to a consideration of the pastoral implications which derive from the theology of community, an important premise is the realisation that it is not simply a question of refashioning once more the fabric of the ecclesial community, but rather doing so in a new way, following the Gospel which is always new, and listening to the signs of the times and the charisms which are given to the Church for today.  There are three features which seem to be important in approaching pastoral ministry today in the light of a renewed theology of community as cursorily outlined above.





Conversion.  All of us, whether we be priests, religious or lay, need conversion to what the Spirit is saying today to the Church.  Any talk of pastoral renewal will hinge on spirituality, the action of the Holy Spirit in us and among us.  The ultimate source of renewal is always God Father, Son and Holy Spirit who builds up his Church in unity: “Now there are varieties of gifts, but the same Spirit; and there are varieties of service, but the same Lord; and there are varieties of working, but it is the same God who inspires them all in every one” (1 Cor 12:4-6).  


This conversion involves faith and the ability to allow ourselves be surprised by the novelty of God today.  It is men and women who are “new” that are needed for a new pastoral approach.  Walter Kasper commented some years ago that much of the present disorientation among committed Christians is due to a lack of a Gospel spirituality meeting the needs of today.�  Opening ourselves anew to the Word of God brings about a “new mentality”� or a “new way”� which has begun to take root in the Church, a new mentality which was seen in the Council when it came to areas such as ecumenism, the question of belonging to the Church, and the universal call to holiness.  Following what John Paul II has proposed for the Jubilee celebrations, there is a need for “an increased sensitivity to all that the Spirit is saying to the Church and to the Churches (Rev 2:7ff) as well as to individuals through charisms meant to serve the whole community”.�  





A Pedagogy of formation.  The greatest element of the “new mentality” which is emerging is the realisation of the importance of Church-communion.  There is, however, a need for a pedagogy of formation in this spirit of communion and community life.  During the Roman Synod, John Paul II spoke of the need of “schools of the ecclesiology of communion” in which we can be formed in the new shape of the Church as offered to us in Vatican II.  The “schools” required are not so much informative courses and seminars but rather a schooling in the life-style of communion.  This involves learning the reciprocal listening and reciprocal sharing which build up the true atmosphere of dialogue essential for community.  At the same time, it means learning to go “outside ourselves” in our openness to new spiritual, cultural and social needs around us.





Instruments of participation and co-responsibility.  There is a need to put into action those instruments of participation and co-responsibility through which communion becomes life.  On the one hand, this means those structures at parish levels etc which enhance greater participation. There is also, however, a need to further the spirit of communion in the very process of the discernment, choices and actions within the life of the community and in the relationships between the various components  which make up the community.  Pastoral councils and the smaller “communities” within the larger community need to be brought to the point of being all together a community of communities.








The Premise: Spirituality of Communion





Where do we start?  The premise underlying the changes called for today is a spirituality of communion.  Immediately prior to and after the Council, authoritative voices spoke of a future communitarian spirituality.�  Walter Kasper has indicated that the heart of this communitarian-spirituality is to be found in the unity of love for God and love of one’s neighbour.�  


Like all spiritualities, communitarian spirituality centres on love of “Christ and him Crucified”.  Today’s communitarian spirituality, however, brings to light a novelty with respect to the past.  Previously, love of the Crucified Christ was viewed in terms of one’s relationship with God through an interior and exterior spoliation of oneself in order to reach union with God.  Today, this spoliation of self rotates around an “emptying of oneself” before one’s neighbour.  It involves both the giving of oneself to as well as the receiving within oneself one’s brothers and sisters.  This is a vital feature of the modern anima ecclesiastica.�  Today the interpersonal sphere of communion among disciples in God is a locus of encounter with God for our times.�  It is the spiritual kairós of our times. 


In the Christological hymn in his letter to the Phillippines, Paul emphasises the kenosis lived by Christ.  Von Balthasar has written on the trinitarian rhythm behind this hymn.�  The context is an exhortation to the disciples that in order to have the fullness of koinonia, they should have among themselves the same phrónesis as Christ (the way of seeing and acting) who “emptied himself”.�  It is the Gospel dynamic of “losing in order to find” (Lk 9:25; Jn 15:13; Jn 10:17ff).  The reciprocal love between the three divine Persons which is poured into our hearts (Rom 5:5) is born from their joyful, free and infinite mutual self-delivery� and reception of Each Other.  This is the perichòresis among the Three Divine Persons which the Christian community shares in and echoes in its life.  In order to be in communion in the community it is necessary to make mutual love with the measure of Christ’s kenosis our style of life.  Significantly, the 1991 declaration of the Synod of Bishops for Europe highlighted this trinitarian love revealed in Jesus Christ’s kenosis.  It pointed out that communion in love and renouncing of oneself belong to the heart of the Gospel and must be preached to Europe and the whole world, so that there can be a new encounter between the Word of life and cultures.�





Conclusion





When the Second Vatican Council wanted to present to Christians and the world the Church’s “synthesis-law”, it went straight for the New Commandment that Jesus gave us: “I give you a new commandment, to love one another as I have loved you.  By this will all know that you are my disciples if you love one another” (Jn 13:34-35; LG 9).  It is this “law” of mutual love, help and fraternity� which makes of the Church community a visible icon in history of the Trinity.  Today we are being called in a particular way to let agápe be the shaping form of all the expressions and activities, internal relationships and structures of the Church.  Through the spirituality of communion lived among us, the Church as community can shine more clearly as the sacrament of the living and true presence of the Risen Jesus Christ.
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