
 

How to Strive for Community; Buck the Trend toward Isolation 

  By Todd Svanoe, for Journey, a faith-based curriculum 

In his fantasy The Great Divorce, C.S. Lewis describes a group of people who live in 
hell. In this fictional account the residents actually prefer hell to heaven. Some of the 
people don't like the way heaven is organized, while others don't like the intellectual 
climate. Many choose hell because it allows them to be alone. In one section of hell 
people live miles apart from others in order to avoid the hassle of negotiating their 
differences. One of the characteristics of hell, Lewis is saying, is its lack of community. 

Lewis' allegory speaks well to a culture characterized by third marriages, job-surfing 
and church-hopping, where problems are thought to be solved by escaping them. 

 

Life in the Twenty-first century, fueled by our architecture, technology and speed 
tends to isolate people. We have swapped our houses on small lots close to the street 
where people sat on their front porches at night and waited for neighbors to stop by, for 
more space and more isolation. We have swapped our old slow way to handle 
transactions for drive-in banking, fast food, and paying at the pump. The more our lives 
increase the speed, the fewer opportunities we have for conversation. Many people 
prefer to worship via televison because they can do it in the comfort of their living room 
and avoid both the parking and the people. 

Ironically, in such a world what accidental contacts we do have begin to seem more 
intrusive, and we are quicker than ever to apologize for causing someone the slightest 
trouble. Meanwhile, our civic and social skills are diminished, including our abilities to 
care and inquire, wait and be patient, or be surprised and discover life serendipitously. 

At times it seems that the American -ideal is to maximize convenience, minimize 
inefficient human interactions, and simply wave a wand to meet our needs from the 
private perch of our Lazyboy recliners. Unfortunately, such a life is not only more 
controlled and predictable, it is also more solitary. 

 

In Life Together, Dietrich Bonhoeffer says: 

Sin demands to have a man by himself. It withdraws him from the 

community. The more isolated a person is, the more destructive will be the 

power of sin over him, and the more deeply he becomes involved in it, the 

more disastrous is his isolation. Sin wants to remain unknown. It shuns the 

light. In the darkness of the unexpressed it poisons the whole being of a 

person. 

A sense of isolation generally produces in us a craving for companionship and in-depth 
relationships, but we're not always sure where or how to find them. 

 

 

 



SELLING INTIMACY 

In his book Reaching Out, the late Henri Nouwen describes the "suffocating 
loneliness" which he says has become the acute experience of so many Americans. 

Ironically, advertising shows us young beautiful people enjoying each other in a 
gentle embrace, playful men and women smiling at each other in fast-paced sailboats, 
proud explorers on horseback encouraging each other to take brave risks, fearless 
children dancing on a sunny beach—always some image of closeness and community, 
"a joyful togetherness of spontaneous people." So we come to believe, on some level, 
that we should have at least a hint or glimmer of those experiences. 

We attend a party or get-together where surely there will be a positive group 
experience, someone beautiful to talk to, some excitement or action or closeness, or 
just someone who will ask and discuss a meaningful question. More often than not, 
says Nouwen, we leave feeling empty or sad. Something prevents people from 
revealing themselves to each other and from establishing relationships that last longer 
than the party itself. Perhaps that helps explain the phenomena of the "one night 
stand." You get what you can out of the one chance you have. 

Pornography and romance novels are a natural byproduct of this search for 
closeness, says Nouwen. 

It is intimacy for sale. In the many 'porno shops' hundreds of lonely young 
and old men, full of fear that anyone will recognize them, gaze silently at the 
pictures of nude girls drawing their minds into intimate closed rooms where 
some stranger will melt away their loneliness. 

WILL WE BE MOLDED BY CHRIST OR CULTURE? 

While we are inevitably influenced by the culture in which we live, we may still 
choose a lifestyle that runs counter to it. We need not be swept along in the tide of 
technologically-produced isolation. Nor do we need to buy into the conveniences of a 
do-it-yourself lifestyle which spurns or is too timid to ask for help. Christianity declares 
that our truest picture of ourselves arises only as we take our rightful place serving and 
caring for members of a community. The call to Christian fellowship is God's antidote to 
cultural isolation. 

I appeal to you therefore, brothers and sisters, by the mercies of God...Do 
not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your 
minds, so that you may prove what is the will of God...do not think of 
yourselves more highly than you ought to think, remember, ...we, who are 
many, are one body of Christ, and individually we are members one of 
another. (Romans 12:1-5) 

Paul Simon says, "I am a rock; I am an island." God says, "You are my body; 
members one of another." The first step is to believe it. The next step is to live it out. 
Because of its size, many churches have a special challenge in fostering close, caring 

relationships. People can hide from others, and avoid knowing other people well. Since 
community doesn't happen automatically, people have to chose to spend time with 
others so that they can both know and be known. 
 
 



 
 

The Journey curriculum was created, in part, to provide a forum for members to grow 
together and deepen their relationships, to see and experience the truth that they are 
"individually members one of another." Already participants have witnessed this 
occurring. One leader wrote, 

At the beginning of each session we shared our 'joys and burdens' as a way 
of asking for and receiving prayer. In the process, we have found that 
fellowship is more than drinking coffee together in Fellowship Hall, though it 
may start there. It progresses to bearing one another's burdens. 

MISSING THE "LOVELY FABRIC" 

Author Elizabeth O'Connor tells of a time when she sat reading part of a manuscript 
on the subject of fellowship to an eight-year-old girl named Mary Ellen, who was waiting 
for her mother. Many minutes had gone by when O'Connor stopped, seeing the 
sobering effect the words were having on the girl. Finally, Mary Ellen said, "You know, 
what you read made me very sad." 

"Why, Mary Ellen?" asked O'Connor. 
"Because I'm missing out on the lovely fabric." 
"How are you missing out on it?" O'Connor asked. 
"Every Sunday morning people want to talk to me, but I'm in so much of a hurry, I 

tear by, and I'm missing out on all the wonderful fabric you tell about." 
O'Connor was astounded at the connection the young girl had made. She had 

grasped that "it is possible to live in the midst of God's gifts and never to claim them," to 
"take the richness and the profusion" of faith and life in our Christian brothers and 
sisters and "look on them as commonplace" or simply run right past them. 

OURSELVES, OUR TIME AND OUR POSSESSIONS 

Perhaps C.G. Jung was prophetic when he said, "Hurry is not o/the Devil, it is the 

Devil." The best stew has had plenty of time to simmer. So it is with fellowship. Pursuing 

that "lovely fabric" of fellowship will cause us to ask ourselves: "How many of my 

relationship remain superficial and half-cooked?"; "Do at least a few of my Bethel 

friendships progress beyond discussions of the Badgers, what someone is wearing, and 

the weather?"; "Is it time for me to park the car in the ramp to allow more time to talk 

after church?" 

Christian overseas missionaries report that the way Americans view "time" has a 

qualitative effect on their relationships. Around the world, there is a continuum from 

cultures oriented toward tasks or achievement ("Worship is over. I have to go home, 

see the game, mow the lawn and prepare my Sunday dinner") and cultures oriented 

toward people and events ("I'm going to see if anyone else saw the connection of that 

sermon to the problems we're having in the schools. I think I recognize that name in the 

friendship pad. I'd like to talk to him. Maybe we'll keep lunch simple today and have 

bagels in the Genesis Cafe.") 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 "Love one another earnestly from the heart," writes Peter (I Peter 1:22), but 

doing this requires an investment of time, for genuine relationships need ample space 

and time in which to grow. This is part of what the Sabbath day was intended to provide! 

Westerners can learn from Eastern Christians such as Japanese theologian Kosuke 
Koyama, who says, "God walks 'slowly' because he is love. If he is not love he would 
have gone much faster. Love has its speed. It is an inner speed...It is a different kind 
from the technological speed to which we are accustomed." 

COMMUNITY INCLUDES STRANGERS 

In his book The Company of Strangers, Parker Palmer suggests that the trademark 
of a thriving Christian fellowship is a continual willingness to warmly invite strangers into 
our lives. "Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers," he writes, quoting Hebrews, 
"for by doing that some have entertained angels without knowing it."(Hebrews 13:2) 
Indeed, says Palmer, "When we meet the stranger...gifts of the Spirit will be brought into 
our lives." 

Oftentimes, it takes circumstances of neediness—flood or tornado, a war or a tragic 
shooting—to move us out of our comfort zones and into each other's lives. How much 
better if we could simply learn, as God has said, that "It is not good for man to be 
alone." 

The movie Places in the Heart is a moving depiction of how one woman's isolation 
and need was overcome through her hospitality to strangers. 

Ms. Spalding, played by Sally Fields, is left a widow to care for her two children, 
when her husband, the town sheriff, is accidentally shot and killed by Wiley, a young 
black boy in their hometown of Waxahatchie, Texas. 

The year is 1935, and animosity toward blacks runs high. Wiley is immediately tied 
up and dragged to death behind a truck in retaliation. Ms. Spalding, a Christian, 
however, shows no vengeance toward blacks, hiring a vagrant named Moses to teach 
her to raise cotton, in an attempt to pay off the mortgage on her farm. 

Later, her banker coerces her into taking in another stranger, his blind brother-in-law, 
Will, for rent. The initial distance between members of this family is appreciable, as 
Moses sleeps in the barn and Will wants nothing to do with Ms. Spalding's family and 
will not even eat with them. 

Over time, the residents become a family. As it often the case, a crisis pulls them 
together. In a devastating storm, Will rescues one of Ms. Spalding's children while 
Moses rescues the other. Moses rescues the farm from debt, and Will rescues Moses 
from the Ku Klux Klan. Finally, their similarities outweigh their differences and one gets 
the sense that they are glad they were thrown together. 

This company of strangers—three social outcasts and two fatherless children—
models the fellowship that God seeks to create among men, women and children. 
Joined and empowered by the Spirit of Christ they become a sacred community. 


