
that was exceptional; it’s never mentioned again in 

the book of Acts. You have examples of intensive, 

big communities on the one hand, but many of 

the Jesus communities in the New Testament were 

simply little church planting outposts in a sea of 

paganism. It’s estimated that the early church at 

AD 100 was maybe 8,000 people, and that by AD 

150 it had grown to 40,000. Today there are 20,000 

people in just Vineyard churches in Central Ohio! 

That’s half as many Christians as there were in 

150 AD in the whole world. So the experience of 

community wasn’t just this idyllic thing; it was 

spotty in many different places.

Finally, Jesus-brand community is community for 

Christ. This is the most important thing about 

it. Ultimately, community is not for us—it is for 

God and for God’s purposes. It would be nice for 

us—and a great temptation!—to form cozy little 

communities of the like-minded. But that would 

not be Jesus-brand community. In order to engage 

with and participate in the reality of community, 

we have to surrender our demand that community 

meet our needs. It’s only when we yield our rights 

that we really experience and taste the reality of 

community. 

Along the way, we’ll discover that community is 

not truly for Christ unless it is leaning toward the 

lost and the poor. We need to lean toward the lost, 

because our natural tendency is to lean toward 

those who think of themselves as “found”. And we 

need to lean toward the poor because our natural 

tendency is to lean toward the wealthy. Of course 

the gospel is for down-and-outers as well as up-

and-outers, but we have to correct for our natural 

tendencies.

The Pitfalls of Community

I like to talk about the pitfalls of community 

because I consider myself an expert. Let me tell 

you a little about my wife Nancy’s and my quest 

for community. We are veterans of what is known 

as the Catholic Charismatic Ecumenical Covenant 

Community Movement. We participated in this 

from 1973 to 1990. In this movement, we were 

driven by the pursuit of community as an ideal 

to be achieved. And we did pretty well: in the 

city of Ann Arbor, which at the time had about 

100,000 people, we had a community of 3,000 

people—1,500 adults and 1,500 children. These 

Catholics actually practiced humana vitae, which 

resulted in a very high fertility rate! Probably 

95% of the adults in the community were in small 

groups. Probably 90% had regular meetings with a 

pastoral leader—sometimes weekly or bi-weekly. 

We had the best tithing rate I’ve ever seen in any 

community. At least 80% of the adults tithed, most 

of them on their gross income. That’s with 60% of 

the adults in the community being Catholics who 

had never even heard the  word “tithing”!

Between 1975 and 1990, 60 different single people 

lived with me, my wife, and our kids, for at least 

a year at a time. Our third-born daughter, Amy, 

was born into a household with me, my wife, two 

siblings, four single men, four single women, a dog 

and a fish. During ten of those years we lived on a 

“common purse”, which meant that all the people 

in our household pooled their incomes and we 

all lived from the shared offering. I was mentored 

spiritually throughout that period, and in turn 

mentored many others.

In 1990, there was a very serious shake-up of the 

community, as there were in most of the authority-

driven movements of the 1970s and 1980s. All 

those movements went through a real crunch time, 

an implosion. I was in leadership in the community 

at that time. When all was said and done, there 

were two little groups left (who were in conflict 

with each other), and each had 100-150 members. 

That is a precipitous decline in social capital in 

just a one-year period. It was an extremely painful 

experience to go through as a leader. 

Learning True Community

Our little group adopted into the Vineyard in 

1994 as a church of 150, and we’ve now grown to 

about 700. We recently planted a church in the 

rural town of Milan a few miles away. Our church 

in Ann Arbor attracts a lot of unchurched young 

people. We have about 40 small groups in the 

Ann Arbor Vineyard. When we took the NCD test a 

few years ago, our highest scores were in loving 

relationships. I felt great about that until I saw that 

our low score was empowering leadership, and I 

realized that loving relationship was pretty much 

my wife’s doing, and empowering leadership, our 

minimum factor, was pretty much mine.

So for the last thirty years, my life has been about 

exploring, experiencing, and learning about the 

promise and the pitfalls of community. I bear in my 

body the marks of community! I have concluded at 

this point that the most dangerous enemy of Jesus-

brand community is viewing community as an ideal 

to be achieved rather than as a gift to be received. 

Everything you need to know about avoiding 

the pitfalls of community is found in Dietrich 

Bonhoeffer’s book, Life Together.  Chapter One 

alone mapped out, almost sentence by sentence, 

my experience in covenant community. Bonhoeffer 

says, “Love community and you will kill it. Love 

your brother and you will build it.” 

The Dangers of the Ideal

By “love community,” I think what he meant 

was “love the ideal of community.” In a culture 

that is starved for community, it is easy to view 

community in idealized terms, to form an image 

of community in one’s mind and then strive to 

achieve it. If you are a twenty-something, the ideal 

of community is something like a Christianized 

version of the TV show Friends. It’s easy, when 

community is an ideal, to be dissatisfied with what 

one calls, rather dismissively, “church”,  and long 
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for an ideal that has not yet been realized, and to 

call that ideal “community”. So a person might 

say, I want to experience something more than 

just church life—I want to experience community, 

which is “church + something”: church + long-term 

small groups, or church + neighborhood groupings 

or church + some higher level of commitment with 

the “really core” people, so you have your church 

members but then you have your community 

members. Bonhoeffer warns against that way of 

thinking. He says it is all community; anything that 

is from Christ is community. It may be a little bit of 

community or a lot of community—but there is not 

some threshold over which it stops being “church” 

and starts being “community”. If we receive Jesus, 

we receive the beginning of community. 

If we view community as an ideal to be achieved, 

we see people differently. “These people are not 

the building materials I need to build my ideal 

community. They’re too young, too old, too single, 

too married, too busy, too underemployed, too 

lost, too found.” I remember when we were first 

transitioning our church into a Vineyard; we 

needed to start a small group, so Nancy and I 

decided we would lead the first one. It was like 

an invitation-only kinship with a lot of young 

couples—the cool people—because this was 

going to be the “DNA foundational small group” 

of the church. Besides, I wanted to surround 

myself with beautiful people! 

Then a woman named Gloria called asking to 

come to the small group. She lived with severe 

handicaps and used a wheelchair, and was married 

to a severely schizophrenic guy who smoked like 

a chimney and reeked of cigarette smoke. I’ve 

since learned that schizophrenia is one thing that 

nicotine has a positive effect on. She was asking 

if our house was wheelchair accessible, and I 

hummed and hawed and suggested that a different 

kinship near to her might work better. She thanked 

me and hung up. I went upstairs to brush my teeth 

to get ready for small group, and I heard just as 

clear as could be the voice of Jesus in my head 

saying, “Ken, may I come to your kinship tonight?” 

Immediately I knew what it was. I said, “Yes, Jesus, 

I would be delighted if you would come to my 

kinship and I’m calling Gloria right back and insist 

that she come.” And so Gloria and her husband 

came, and most weeks I would give Stan one 

of my new t-shirts and asked him to remove his 

because the smoke-drenched clothing was getting 

to other attenders, and we incorporated them into 

this lovely, lovely community that we had. There is 

love community and you will kill itlove your brother and you will build it

Community

Pitfalls

Q
1. Make a long-term commitment to a local 

community. Every time we move, we uproot, and 

that has consequences for community. Think in 

terms of years and decades when it comes to 

community, not months. If you’ve got a four-month 

plan to increase community in the church, you are 

not thinking straight. 

2. Express gratitude for the gift of community 

whenever it’s possible. Follow the model of Paul, 

who was constantly opening and closing his letters 

with thanksgiving for the communities to which he 

was writing. Thanksgiving is like sun on the soul. 

3. Emphasize whole-life, holistic small groups. 

More and more we are encouraging small groups 

to have meals together. Sitting around a table 

having a meal with others is a sign of God’s 

kingdom. It’s the banquet feast of the kingdom 

made flesh. Communion is another great thing to 

encourage a small group to celebrate together. 

Have them read N.T. Wright’s book, The Meal 

Jesus Gave Us. Some wonderful things happen 

in that context. Promote care traditions in your 

small groups, things like hospital visits, meals for 

families of new babies, help moving, and so on.

4. Remember that your ministry to the poor 

isn’t just throwing resources at poor people; it’s 

building community with them. We have a single 

moms’ ministry that is all about enhancing the 

experience of community for single moms and 

their kids, and it’s powerful. 

5. Develop a Biblical theology of community. Just 

like we continue to need to take our worldview 

blinders of rationalism off so we can embrace the 

supernatural, we need to take our worldview blind-

ers of individualism off when we are reading the 

Bible. This is one of your primary tasks if you are 

teaching the Bible. Help people take those blind-

ers off. Do a series on “Redeemed Community in 

Genesis”. It’s amazing how that’s a major theme. 

Or a series on the healing ministry of Jesus—and 

how the healings restored people to community.

6. Build on the social capital strengths of women. 

Women are generally better at this than men, 

and it is important for women to be involved in 

leadership for where the church is headed.

7. Spin technology to build social capital. This is 

one of Robert Putnam’s recommendations. The 

church should be on the forefront of spinning 

technology to enhance, not reduce, social capital. 

Use group lists for small groups so they can keep 

in touch, send out prayer SOS emails, etc. Our 

church has a video game night once a month at 

the church, where they link up all the computers 

and go after each other virtually. It brings out a 

bunch of men who would never otherwise venture 

into this context. Our associate pastor works at 

building connections between those guys, drawing 

them in as resources for the single-parent families 

with their computer needs.

—Ken Wilson
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