PASSIONIST
COMMUNITY LIFE

The 47% General Chapter identified “community life” as one of the major
issues demanding greater attention from all Passionists in the next six years.
Community life is a beautiful ideal that attracts us but is often a daily reality

that wounds us.

The Example of Jesus

The first thing to say is that the ideal of community life includes some of
the core aspirations of all Christians to live in love and harmony with fellow
Christians. This is the ideal presented by Jesus to his disciples at the last sup-
per as recorded in John’s Gospel, “love one another as I have loved youn” (John 15,
12), and then in his great prayer to the Father, “way they be one as we are one” (Jn.
17, 21).

The disciples form a community of followers who take their lead from
Jesus and pledge to live according to his example and teaching. Love and for-
giveness, as well as service of the poor and the suffering are the heart of this
community life. It is the life of mutual love and service that is the most power-
tul witness to Jesus and that attracts new members to the Church, “by your love
all people will know that you are my disciples” (John 13, 35).

At the same time, we know from the letters of St. Paul that the early
Christian communities were far from perfect. From the start, they experienced
lots of tensions and troubles, with members in conflict and disagreement and
causing scandal to others inside and outside the community. Life in the

Church was a combination of beautiful ideals and messy reality.

The Ideal of Community is Attractive

Young people are particularly attracted to the ideal of religious commu-
nity life. This is the view of Archbishop Carballo O.F.M., Secretary of the
Congregation for Institutes of Consecrated Life. Speaking at the gathering of
young religious during the Year of Consecrated Life (2015), he said that young
people today, and young religious in particular, are searching for an experience
of real fraternity in community life. Archbishop Carballo is not alone in think-

ing this. His view is confirmed by many commentators on modern youth.
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Community life responds to a deep human need for belonging and fel-
lowship. This may be because young people today find little depth and conso-
lation in their friendships and other relationships. Sometimes even family life
lacks real warmth and young people do not feel understood or accepted by
their parents. It is natural, therefore, that the ideal of religious community life,
and its emphasis on brotherhood, sharing, mutual love and acceptance would
appeal to a deep need in young people for this kind of “being-together-with-

others”.

On the other hand, those who are living the religious life tell us that their
experience of community is often painful even negative. In other words, they
do not always experience community life as helpful. In the religious communi-
ty there can be a real lack of true friendship; communication between the
members is often very poor or even totally lacking. There are few moments of
real interpersonal sharing and the support of the brethren is not always forth-

coming,.

Unfortunately, the community life of religious may be little more than a
group of people living under the same roof. Praying together is a rushed reci-
tation of the divine office. Eating together is also done in a hurry and merely
functional. Collaboration on mission offers more opportunities for better
sharing but here too it is often just individuals doing their own separate task

alongside others.

There is, therefore, a great tension between the beautiful ideal of broth-
ers living in community that is so attractive to the youth of today and the reali-
ty of community as experienced by those who live it. Can we address this ten-

sion in a creative and helpful way?

The Ideal and the Real

Let us take a closer look at the ideal of community life. We all naturally
think in terms of ideals. For example, we might ask, “what is the Church?” and
then proceed to give the answer found in the Catechism, which is a definition
or description of the “ideal church” according to the authoritative teaching of
the magisterium and the “wznd of God”. We do not usually answer the question

about the Church by describing the day-to-day events and occurrences of real
life in the local Church.

Ideals are beautiful but we must also handle them with care. The Greek

philosopher Plato has had an enormous influence on Church thinking and in
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shaping our expectations. We are both helped and haunted by ideals. They
give us hopes and aspirations but also fill us with guilt and even despair be-
cause we fail to reach the ideal in daily life. Living with ideals alone leads to
discouragement and disillusionment with oneself and more often with others.
Ideals encourage high expectations that are often unrealistic and easily frus-
trated. Unfortunately, this can lead to disappointment and even disillusion-
ment when we are confronted with reality that is less than ideal. We aspire to
the ideal of community and we expect to encounter it within the ideal Church.

The reality is usually very different.

The theology of the Church influences our view of community life.
When the Church is conceived of as an institution with structures and sys-
tems, containing all the means of salvation, with authority and magisterium, it
appears as something already perfect, with everything it needs for its life and
mission. This very static view of the perfect Church has a Platonic flavor since
it presents the Church as something fully formed and unchanging in its uni-
versal essence. This is not the Church of suffering sinners who are struggling

every day to hear the Word and put it into practice.

These reflections on the Church in general apply also to the ideal of
community life. Religious community is often thought of in the same static
fashion. In this sense, the ideal Passionist community is presented to us as
something already existing and it is described in Chapter 2 of the Constitu-

tions.

We will not be surprised to discover that the real community is some-
thing different. The attractive ideal touches our hearts and imaginations and
gives us the energy to move towards it. But we need more than an unreacha-
ble ideal to live the concrete reality of daily life in community. In order to live
well in community, each person needs to develop the maturity to accept the
often difficult challenges of real community life. The first challenge is to ac-

cept the truth of one’s own limitations and weaknesses.

A New Kind of Community Life

What, then, is the future of community life? I believe a new kind of
community life will be shaped according to a more realistic understanding of
human nature and human relationships. We need a new Christian anthropolo-

gy that affirms the unique dignity of each person made in the image and like-
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ness of God and striving every day with the help of God to live according to
that dignity.

Community life today, like all human relationships, is based on the free
choice of the members. The religious Community is like a small local church.
It has its own nature and end. However, today it is impossible to define the

proper end of community apart from the good of the members.

In the past, it was easy to ask the members to submerge their individual
identities in the community and to make the ends or goals of the community
their own. This usually meant substituting the ends or goals of the community
for one’s own personal goals, according to the ideal, “I no longer have personal
goals but only the goals of the community.” This kind of community life is no longer

possible or even desirable.

The community does not demand the elimination of the individual but
rather welcomes, affirms and promotes the good of the individual with all his
talents and potential. The community is the place where the person flourishes
and realizes his true self. This view of community life parallels the teaching on
marriage where the relationship between the spouses, their mutual love and

mutual enrichment is now seen as one of the essential ends of marriage.

A Strong Sense of identity

What is needed for the community to enhance the life of the members?

First of all, the healthy community will have a strong sense of identity
and mission that the members are attracted to and embrace as their own.
From this they gain an increased sense of personal wellbeing. The charismatic
vision and missionary ideals of the Congregation attract the members and
form the first basis of their life together. Each member experiences something
like the joy of the apostles who were called to be with Jesus and sent out by
him (Mark 3, 14).

Respect for Persons

The second characteristic of a life-enhancing community is the recogni-

tion and affirmation of the unique dignity and talents of each person.

Today’s community life is built on the pillars of flourishing persons. The
community will flourish as the members flourish. Time and creativity given to

enhancing the life and ministry, the participation and appreciation of all the
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members is the only way the community grows and radiates the life and ener-

gy of Christ.

The community accepts that it is its responsibility to cultivate and nour-
ish the personal growth and development of each member. It does this by
welcoming the contribution of each member and fostering a climate of partic-

ipation and mutual encouragement.

Good Communication

A third characteristic of a healthy community is good communication at
every level. Communication is the life-blood of the community. It is the essen-
tial means of enabling the fullest participation of all the members in the life of
the community. There are different kinds of communication including the
communication between leaders and members, communication in the deci-
sion-making processes, and interpersonal communication between the mem-

bers.

Creating an environment of good communication requires skills and ded-
ication. It does not happen automatically. It is not the result of a charismatic
leader but of good structures and good practices. These structures and prac-
tices are primarily concerned with providing the times and the best means for
the exchange of information and ideas, as well as opportunities to deepen mu-
tual understanding and acceptance among the members. Organizing the times
and the most effective means of communication is essential to the flourishing

of community life today.

Recreation in common is not as strong an ingredient of religious com-
munity life today. This is largely due to the use of the internet and other me-
dia. Most religious have a personal computer and can access news and other
forms of recreation online. Recreation in common now needs to be organized
on an occasional basis. One evening a week or on special feast days, the breth-
ren are invited to come together for refreshments or to enjoy a movie together

or some other form of recreation in common.

A Community that Prays

Another essential ingredient of a healthy religious community is a healthy
prayer life. In most communities, prayer in common takes the form of reciting
or singing the divine office. This is a strong structure that includes nourishing

prayers in the psalms and a long and venerable tradition. It also means that
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community prayer does not have to be invented anew every day. On the other
hand, it is a form of prayer that can be so routine and formal that it becomes
lifeless and empty. Prayer in the community is for the glory of God and the
enhancement of the members. It cannot be allowed to become so routine and

formal that it is no longer experienced as nourishing.

The members of the community can discuss and agree other forms of
praying together. Suitable places and environments for personal meditation

and prayer will also help the members.

More than an Institution

Community does not simply happen when people live under the same

roof, dine in the same refectory, pray in the same chapel.

The ideal of religious community presented here differs from an earlier
model that was centered on rules and regulations, was more formal and less
personal. That model called for greater conformity of the members and a
greater emphasis on submission to legitimate authority. These values remain
but within the new person-centered context. The movement towards a view of
community life that encourages the full participation and contribution of free,
responsible, adult religious reflects a wider movement in society. In society to-
day, there is a widespread suspicion of institutions of every kind, including re-
ligious institutions. They are seen as remote, impersonal, uncaring, and self-
serving. Institutional life is now seen as depersonalizing and even dehumaniz-
ing. Institutions can no longer be looked to as unambiguous signs of the
Kingdom of God. The many stories of corruption, financial irregularities, sex-
ual misbehavior, political intrigue etc. make it impossible to have a naive belief

in the intrinsic value of the institution.

That institutional model of community life is no longer effective. Com-
munity is an organic, living reality that needs to be watered and nourished with
attention and care. Today the priority of the Church is for persons and not in-
stitutions. Institutions are always a means for the good of persons. Persons are

not subordinate to institutions.

The community is not a free-standing institution, with an independent
existence that individuals step into or out of. The community in a sense is cre-
ated by the active participation and communication of the members. It is they
who appropriate the ideals and aims of the congregation in this particular

place.
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An Image from the Scriptures

We can find a great deal of encouragement in the dramatic biblical story
of the Exodus. It is a powerful image or metaphor for the Christian experi-

ence of salvation and the life of the Christian community.

Like the enslaved people of Israel, we were all enslaved by sin and Jesus
the savior set us free. He now leads us on the path towards the new Promised
Land, the Kingdom of God. It is in the Church, together with the whole peo-
ple of God, that we make our pilgrim way towards the fullness of life in the
Kingdom.

The journey of the people through the desert is an image of the life of
the Church in the world and throughout history. We are the chosen people,
we have been set free, we are on our way, God is with us to guide and protect

us. But the road is long and uneven.

There are many ups and downs, wrong turns, cul-de-sacs, and deviations.
There are so many unforeseen incidents on the way. Like the Israelites in the
desert, the people of God today get tired, impatient, and angry. They want to
turn back; they loose faith and confidence in their leaders; they worship idols;
they sin, they fight, they forget. It is not a perfect society. It is a very imperfect
people that is loved and guided by God all the time.

One of the great experiences of that time of wandering in the wilderness
was the way in which God repeatedly forgave the people, gave them another
chance, relented. It was the memory of God’s patient love and forgiveness

that sustained the people of Israel through the centuries.

What can we learn from the experience of the Exodus? The most im-
portant thing is the need to see and accept reality in all its brokenness and

messiness. We do not live in an ideal Church or community.

The Platonic ideal cannot be mistaken for the reality. Community is not a
static ideal that is there for us to step into. Community is a task. It is some-
thing to be aspired to and to be actualized in small ways every day. Communi-
ty is not the deposit of all good things that I can dip into for my comfort and
consolation. Community is the experience of living in a particular place and
time. Community is this group of brothers God has given me as companions
and fellow travellers. Community is human relationships of transformed by

God’s Holy Spirit. Community is a dynamic and changing reality.



PASSIONIST COMMUNITY LIFE

Community is not a given but is “created” when each one gives himself
with all his imperfections to the other imperfect brothers in the community..
Community is the place of trying and of failing. It is the place of acceptance
and forgiveness. It is the place where imperfect people make imperfect efforts

to improve an imperfect situation.

It is the place where God’s Sprit is at work to encourage, to lead, to heal
and to inspire us to keep moving upwards and onwards towards the Kingdom.
And it is out of this complex and messy reality that God can enable something

unexpected and beautiful to emerge.

Authentic religious community life is an invitation to live peacefully with
my own imperfections and those of others while struggling to live according
to the mind and heart of Christ. Love and generosity, sin and forgiveness, try-
ing and failing, and above all trusting in the God who loves us all are the es-

sentials of a real Christian and religious community life.



