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If spiritual formation is, as I have previously argued, the process of the transformation of humans further into the image of God, happening in response to the movement of the trinitarian God among them, for the purpose of their participation in the mission and kingdom of God, then community undeniably plays a part in that process. This is evident in three particular ways. First, because the God into whose image we are transformed is a communal God, we also are communal beings. Second, this God is at work among us, in the context of community, not only as individuals but also as communities of people. And finally, our participation in the mission and kingdom of God as spiritually formed people is an essentially communal endeavor. After examining these principles a bit to gain a better understanding of the role of community in spiritual formation, I would then like to take a look at my own particular community setting as an example of these principles enfleshed.


If as human beings we are made in the image of God, and if as Christians we are submitting to spiritual formation, the goal of which is our transformation further into the image of God, it would be helpful for us to remember that this God after whom we are modeled is a communal God, made up of three persons—Father, Son, and Spirit—abiding eternally in one another in perichoretic union. Our God is three in one, not merely three ones. And it is in this communal image that we are made. Though much attention is often given (especially in our current American culture) to the individuality and independence of human beings, it is the mutual, intimate, and self-giving intermingling of the persons of the Trinity that is the archetype for who we humans are meant to be. This has been true from the beginning, when Adam’s creation was followed shortly by Eve’s, so that the two could be companions for each other in the presence of the God with whom they were also companions. And Jesus himself prayed for us, his followers, “that all of them may be one, Father, just as you are in me and I am in you.”
 In the words of Catherine Mowry LaCugna, “The doctrine of the Trinity is ultimately therefore a teaching not about the abstract nature of God, nor about God in isolation from everything other than God, but a teaching about God’s life with us and our life with each other.”
 For us as beings created in God’s image, community is inescapable.

Because both God Godself and we who are made in God’s image are communal beings, it ought not be surprising that God’s work among us is often done in the context of community. Israel, the people of God, was always a people, never merely a group of independent individuals who had to subsist on their own before God. God largely dealt with them as a nation, working mightily through them to exhibit the divine presence in and care for the world. The same is true for the church, which is described among other things as a body of interconnected parts, the family of God, and the household of God.
 We are a community of people, inextricably intertwined. Miroslav Volf says it much more eloquently:
Because the Christian God is not a lonely God, but rather a communion of three persons, faith leads human beings into the divine communio. One cannot, however, have a self-enclosed communion with the Triune God—a ‘foursome,’ as it were—for the Christian God is not a private deity. Communion with this God is at once also communion with those others who have entrusted themselves to faith in the same God. Hence one and the same act of faith places a person into a new relationship both with God and with all others who stand in communion with God.
 


While God, through the presence of the Holy Spirit, is intimately familiar with and connected to each individual who belongs to this body, family, and household, it is helpful to note that it is in the community of the church as a whole that spiritual formation truly flourishes, both for individuals and for the community itself. It is only when a member of the body is connected to the entirety of the body that it will live. Otherwise it will atrophy and die. Gordon Johnston puts it this way, “Balanced spiritual formation is cultivated in the company of like-minded comrades and sensitive confidants. … To pursue spirituality alone is folly, and ultimately it misses the point of being the body of Christ.”
 

The concern is not only for the individual members of the body, however, that they each be healthy on their own. No, the concern for spiritual formation extends to the corporate synthesis of those parts—the church community as a whole—that it also be healthy. It is for this reason that throughout the New Testament letters the church is generally addressed with praise for or admonitions towards growth as a collective entity.
 For the church itself—as a body, as a family, as a household—must also be robust if it is to favorably reflect the image of God. It is the assembled, vibrant church that “makes the invisible Christ visible through His body” because “we gather together to reassemble the Lord Jesus Christ on the earth.”
 For this reason, spiritual formation of communities must also happen so that there are no dysfunctional spiritual families or disfigured spiritual bodies. One author described a healthily formed community in this way: “True and enduring Christian community is a foretaste of heaven, the essence of the discipleship, the enduring witness to an unbelieving world, and an absolute necessity for human transformation.”


When this kind of flourishing community of spiritual formation exists, its members are able to participate fully in the mission and kingdom of God. This involvement, too, is never solitary. Participation in the mission and kingdom of God must involve other human beings at some level, for God’s mission—carried out largely by God working through the community of the church—is to build and nurture a kingdom, and a kingdom is not a kingdom without multiple inhabitants. Darrell Bock expresses it this way: “Thus, spiritual formation is far from a private exercise between God and myself as an individual believer. Though [God] does the work in me, it is never just for my own benefit. God renews us, so that we can be ambassadors of renewal for others, whether as encouragement for the edification of other believers or as witnesses of light to those who sit in darkness.”
 So as we are spiritually formed in and as a community, we will be able to give ourselves to the work of God, which will in turn engender further community. In the arena of spiritual formation, community is ubiquitous.


With all this in mind, I would now like to turn to my own experience of community to help portray, as merely one example, what some of this abstract talk entails on a practical level. The community of which I am a part, the St. Ann Community, is a group of people brought together by God to live in certain intentional rhythms, for the purpose of building one another up and fostering reconciliation and restoration within a specific neighborhood in Abilene. Of course, while this statement accurately reflects our ambitions as a people, we are still (and always will be) in the process of being spiritually formed as individuals and a community, and will therefore sometimes fall short of our intent. Nevertheless, the most vivid depiction of spiritual formation in community I have seen thus far in my life has been my experience of God at work in this fellowship of people.


The St. Ann Community seeks to recognize and live out the principles of spiritual formation as a communal endeavor that I have discussed throughout this paper. Knowing that we humans were created for and should consistently be moving toward relationship and communion with God and with one another, the St. Ann Community seeks to build those relationships by extricating ourselves from our typically isolated and individualistic existence as Americans and placing ourselves instead in intentional community with other Christians, sharing life and a home together.


This undertaking has proven both immensely challenging and immensely beneficial. In our life together, we have experienced the joys of fellowship and the pain of growth. We celebrate the diversity of our community, and we keep at the forefront of our minds that we are to be unified in that diversity, for “human living in the image of God is perichoretic also. The mature Christian maintains his or her identity but his or her life and essence is subsumed within larger actions of God’s actions within the Christian community.”
 Learning to live in intimate community with other people is a long and difficult process, but we remind ourselves that it is through this process of spiritual formation that we will be conformed more closely to the image of the triune God.


And God is at work among us, forming us both as individuals within a community and as a community proper. At times this formation occurs through positive growth. God continually leads us further into an intricate story in which we are merely simple players. Shared experiences accrue over time and give us a common history and identity. Our shared spiritual practices and rhythms, strikingly similar to those of the early fellowship of believers in Acts 2, knit us together by giving us a common way of life. Professors and respected mentors coach us, providing wisdom, time, and resources.
 We learn to recognize and encourage the image of God in one another, calling out gifts and graces which we might not have otherwise observed. 


At other times, however, spiritual formation occurs through erosion, through pruning. These times are more painful but are perhaps even more influential in our growth as a community. There are experiences of uncertainty and wavering commitment. There are experiences of annoyance and disappointment when our brothers and sisters do not measure up as we would like them to. And extended time together in close proximity can be difficult in and of itself. As one woman participating in another faith community put it, “we learn through bumping up against each other’s immaturities.”
 How right she is. Or as Proverbs 27:17 says, “As iron sharpens iron, so one person sharpens another.” Life together in intentional community requires sacrifice and patience, but when patience grows thin and frustrations flare, iron against iron might cause some sparks. It is at this point that open, honest conversation must be carried out in love. This process refines and forms both the individuals and the community, helping us “become like God through gradually being weaned of self-indulgence and expanding one’s ability to love and care for others.”


Finally, the formation that God is enacting in us in the St. Ann Community is a participation in God’s mission and kingdom. We exist to live as the church, as the body of Christ in one particular, beautiful expression. This itself is kingdom work as community. For, Jesus instructed us, “A new command I give you: Love one another. As I have loved you, so you must love one another. By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another.”
 What better testimony to our God could there be than our love for one another and our formation in community? Additionally, our goal is to testify to the love of God by striving for justice, reconciliation, and strengthened relationships within a particular pocket of the world, the College Heights neighborhood of Abilene. While not fully located there yet, we hope to live the gospel among our neighbors there, empowering members of that neighborhood and cultivating diverse and healthy relationships with and among them.


In the St. Ann Community, seeing the community of the kingdom formed is our mission. Allowing ourselves to be formed as individuals in that community is our primary means of reaching that goal. And this is all because we are, without question, beings created in the image of the trinitarian God to exist in community with God and one another. Spiritual formation in community permeates every aspect of who we are and what we do. Again, it is inescapable.
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