


The idea for the subject of this sabbatical gretvodihe establishing of Minster Way
Network over the past couple of years. We havelaglyuasked ourselves whether we
are a new church, and instinctively respondedwleaare a community within the
church. | felt the need to look a bit more at wihatt means.

For some years | have been interested in the momasvvement which started in the
Egyptian desert in thé"century, and brought a renewal of Christianityhiese
islands through the Celtic monks. Were these misdicommunities or churches? Is
there a place for something similar in our own day?

My first thought on being granted a sabbatical teago to the desert monasteries in
Egypt or Syria. However, in discussion with Phil Méhl was encouraged to look at
something more contemporary, albeit in a cultury different to our own: Ecclesial
Base Communities (or CEBs - Comunidades Eclesi@de3ase). Since these
originally sprang up in Latin America, and arelstdry much a reality there, | didn’t
take much persuading to centre my sabbatical arthes®, and chose Nicaragua as a
focus (for reasons that will become apparent).

The three months were roughly divided into three:first month was spent travelling
in Central America (mainly Nicaragua but also EV8dor and Costa Rica); some
time was spent reading an assortment of books,didibme and in the CMS library
in Oxford (see appendix); the remainder was spisiting a variety of churches and
communities (particularly “fresh expressions”)kiat to people, and taking time off
with family and friends.

This report consists of two parts. Part 1: “Whatehappened to Solentiname?”
focuses on Base Communities in the Latin Americawtext. Part 2: “The role of
intentional communities in the mission of the chutdooks more broadly at
community and tries to draw some conclusions farawn context.

1.“Whatever happened to Solentiname?”

1.1 Solentiname is an archipelago of about 40 ddan Lake Nicaragua. The tip of
one of these, Mancarrén Grande, was bought bydbefrnesto Cardenal, in the late
60s, as a remote place in which to found a monastitmunity. Cardenal had entered
the Trappist order, and received guidance from Td®Merton, who was intrigued

by the challenge of whether a contemplative comtyuras any place or role in the
struggles of an oppressed continent such as Latiarika. Merton’s example, as a
contemplative poet engaged with the modern worlts & spur to Cardenal as he
started his community.

The name Solentiname is well-known in Latin Amerigarticularly among a certain
generation of poets, revolutionaries and Christiar saw in it the possibility of “a
new cradling” of liberation spirituality, not unkkLindisfarne in this nation (albeit of
much more recent foundation!)

| first heard of it in 1971 when | went to Oxfora $tudy Spanish. One of my
professors, Robert Pring-Mill, had recently spemhs time on Solentiname
translating Cardenal’s poetry. As a committed Clathbis description of the vision
and mystique of the community captured my imagamatin particular as | went on to
study some of the poetry produced there. | longezlday to visit it.

In the following years, during my own pilgrimagedhgh many parts of Latin
America, especially as we all followed from afae thanging fortunes of Nicaragua
and its neighbours, | often asked myself: “Whateéhagppened to Solentiname?” | now
intended to find out.



1.2 It is impossible to understand the depth ofehiogpired by the various
revolutionary movements in Latin America, unless bas in some way been
immersed in the pain and despair of that beautidukinent. Especially for those with
Christian faith, the death-dealing violence of ggsion is a constant affront to the
life-giving message of the gospel. And whilst coy and commitment at seeing
individual lives changed is unswerving, we knowt thoet society to change, sinful
structures also need to be transformed. In thensklalf of the 26 century the
debate was at its height, right across all thetsypecof Christian traditions, from
those who felt the church should “keep out of ditand yet largely supported the
status quo by their inaction, to those who supplaaiened revolution as a means of
changing the context in which to witness to Godigel

A watershed for many Roman Catholics was the patitin of Vatican Il, and the
subsequent affirmation by the Conference of Latinefican bishops (CELAM) in
1968 at Medellin, reaffirmed at Puebla in 1979¢ tha church should reflect God’s
“preferential option for the poor”. This was a hugéef for those who for years had
felt uneasy with their church’s identification withhose in power and distancing from
the people, and they threw themselves wholehegrietdi working with the “bases” —
those on the bottom rung of society.

The origin of the Base Communities springs frons.tRunctioning essentially as
solidarity groups within a neighbourhood or sosifiiation, they gain their identity
and inspiration from being Christian in focus aaflacting on their reality in the light
of Scripture. Thus they grow as communities, amdlmmatermed “ecclesial’ because
they function at grass-roots level as “church” dochot intentionally want to be
disassociated from the wider church. “Base” cormdsatve three levels of meaning:
psychosocial (they are fundamental cells of thediju sociological (they consist of
the poor), and theological (they draw on the oagjelements of the gospel).

The wide diversity of Protestant churches (knowfeaangélicos” in Latin America),
usually strongest amongst the poor, also resporadtssh in very concrete ways, to
the situations of injustice faced by their people.

It has to be said that Christians have not alwaysdawith one voice, but that their
witness has tended over all to be prophetic. Fangte, in situations where radical
change has taken place, such as Cuba, Chile oradgiea, a significant part has been
played by Christians in achieving this, yet atshene time the church has maintained
itself in a position to be objective and criticahen subsequent abuses of power have
appeared. Something similar happened in Soutlt#@fin terms of Christian
involvement in social change, although there tloeigovas more specifically racial.

1.3 Solentiname stands in the long monastic tadibf communities that
intentionally seek to represent in miniature arrattive society, a “colony of
heaven”. The challenge has always been whethentbdel can be transplanted into
wider society, and whether it should. Cardenalltednged to a number of foci of
resistance to the dictatorship in his country befmecoming a priest. Under Merton’s
influence he now removed himself into a contempéatiommunity to seek God in the
rhythms of prayer amidst a local peasant society.

Initially accompanied by two seminarists from Colma) one of whom subsequently
brought his wife and family to live on the islar@hrdenal established a discipline of
prayer and creative activity (royalties from hioks helped sustain the community,
and besides reading, praying and working the |trey; produced craft and paintings).
They were joined by other young men, and graduzity their discussions during



worship (transcribed from recordings in “The Gogpebolentiname”), and their
artistic production began to include the wider camity. These naturally centred on
a reflection on the harsh situation lived during 8Bomoza dictatorship, and on
improving the future of those living on the islands

During these years they were visited by many fréesdd fellow-travellers, who in
their turn contributed to and learnt from, the dissions and the community life.
Following the decision by the community to takeaative part in the overthrow of
Somoza, several of the young men took part in @clkabn the army barracks in
nearby San Carlos. This was only partially sucegsahd in reprisal the community
was destroyed, and most of the members fled toa®ista. However, the subsequent
success of the revolution, and its Christian flayetas due in large part to those from
Solentiname who became “heroes and martyrs”. Catdemself became Minister of
Culture for the Sandinista government, and begampbement cultural reforms
throughout the country similar to those that haginhbachieved on the islands — such as
literacy and the development of art and theatre.

1.4 The answer to my question, then, works at idiffelevels. When | visited the
islands myself, | could see clearly that the religi community no longer exists. It
was destroyed in 1977. In fact when | wrote to @aed prior to my visit, he warned
me that there has been nothing there for 30 yaadsthat he personally has no further
contact with intentional community, or knowledgeaoiy similar experiments.
However, he did put me in contact with the coorthnaf the Base Ecclesial
Communities (CEBs) in Nicaragua, which were tohleerain focus of my visit.

On reflection | would say that Solentiname hadaiqund effect, despite its short
existence.

)] The transforming effect on the islands themseleedicues to this day.
Many families still live from marketing examples‘girimitive art”, and
the network of international contacts establishe€hrdenal is still
effective in supporting initiatives to bring eldcity, education,
environmental support and health. Following theedebf the revolution,
much of the infrastructure collapsed, and similénky church building is
used largely as a social centre (whereas the Restéds are more active in
spiritual concerns).

i) The spiritual influence on the revolution was ewidéMuch of its
“mystigque” can be traced to the community. Simylatlhas been an
inspiration to those in other contexts who wondkethier prayer and
contemplation have any effect on social changed&sl’s relationship
with Cuba is interesting in this context: cleark/\was inspired by what the
Cuban revolution achieved, despite all its shoriogs) and at the same
time challenged Castro to recognise that Chrigiams a fundamental
contribution to make to the liberation process.

iii) More indirectly, the way the gospel was read amerpreted in
Solentiname finds strong parallels in the integgien of scripture in base
communities especially among the poor. Usuallyastpral agent” brings
a knowledge of the Scriptures and the people lhieg experiences of
life, and find that they can be subjects of charadgieer than recipients of
static information.



iv) The last word in the failed Nicaraguan revoluti@nhaps also belongs to
Solentiname. There is no disguising the bittergisentment, disbelief
and depression that the majority of Nicaraguanstiei supporters felt
following the return to US-dependent consumerisho¥ang the
astounding short-term success of the revolutiom. ikight of
contemplative prayer coupled with political actiwed taught the
community that both success and failure are redativGod's bigger
design. “Every revolution brings us closer to tkatgdom, even a lost
revolution.”

1.5 One might argue that Solentiname is uniqueenLatin American experience, but
it has strong parallels in history. One only hamtntion Aidan and Cuthbert’s
influence on the course of British political histdrom their island solitude, and
Bonhoeffer's commitment to the overthrow of tyrannyGermany. Intentional
missional communities evidently have a role in abchange, but what of their
relationship with the wider church? This will ber@uestion once we have looked at
the life of other communities visited during myptto Central America.

1.6 Apart from Solentiname | visited Managua, Ledn, Matagalpa, in Nicaragua.
In El Salvador | visited San Salvador and MoraZ&ee maps). Costa Rica and
Honduras were places of transit. All four countaes quite beautiful, yet extremely
poor. Costa Rica, without any history of violenitaq a country with no army), has
concentrated on developing the tourism industrg, raore recently the holiday
property market. El Salvador has almost one quaftiés inhabitants living in the
US, and sending earnings home to relatives. Thissgt a greater appearance of self-
sufficiency, although it has also created a probdéuvenile gangs formed from the
many young Salvadorans deported from the US fog-delated offences. Nicaragua
is clearly the country in the region most affedgdecent decades of civil war and
economic embargo, and lacks much basic infrastreicRoverty has led to internal
migration, and people trafficking — in the wholgimn one is acutely aware of the
issues of sexual exploitation.

A word needs to be said about the events of thef@asdecades. With the risk of
over-simplifying, it should be said that the whaodgion of Central America, since
independence from Spain, has lived in economicpatitical dependence on its all-
powerful neighbour to the north. At different timetsempts have been made to
achieve self-determination, but these have largegn frustrated by the self-interest
of wealthy landowners, and dynasties. The mostrimte of these, the Somoza
family, ruled Nicaragua for 40 years, protectedtbywn private army. El Salvador,
similarly, has suffered the cruelty of the armextés denying basic human rights to
the majority of the population.

In 1979 a popular uprising in Nicaragua succeedexerthrowing Somoza and
putting in place a revolutionary government witstieong Christian element, which
promptly addressed many of the acute problemseotduntry — literacy, health, land-
tenure etc. Sadly the US under Reagan perceivecsha threat to US sovereignty in
the region, and financed a covert war in suppothef‘contras” (counter-
revolutionaries who had previously been the torgiesd extortionists who had
ruined the country.) By 1990 the nation was bankamng exhausted, and a rightwing
government was voted into power. Corruption scanftdlowed, and once again
children are seen begging on the street — a dighhiad been totally eradicated.



Meanwhile a similar popular uprising was takinggelan El Salvador. In the process
of striving for justice, a number of church-leaderse assassinated, including
Archbishop Romero. However, the experience of Nigaa prompted the US to
support the Salvadoran military with aid, leadiogtfull-scale civil war, in which
many atrocities were committed. An impasse washed, which was only broken in
1989 when 7 Jesuit university professors were miatjend the US withdrew
support for the military, forcing a negotiation.ig eft the military in power and
unrepentant, but brought those who had been irrigaenovements into local
government.

What follows is a brief resume of my experiencesach of these places.

i) Solentiname. As mentioned, the community of 8arg ago does not exist, but the
setting is as it was. Only the church still starm&gyhtly decorated with paintings of
animals and houses, although near to it, the @idilbrary and guest-house is being
restored. Accommodation is to be found in nearbyé®mor a technical school that
has become a hotel to cater for the growing nurabturists. The lake, the distant
volcanoes, the trees with their variety of birdBirg, are beautiful in themselves, but
made more compelling by the memories of the repast. A memorial to the heroes
and martyrs stands in the playground near the. jetty

The islanders are still isolated and poor. Thaokselp from abroad many are now
completing secondary education, and training inrimfation technology.

i) Managua. An extraordinary city — destroyed lyearthquake in 1972 and never
fully rebuilt, it has no obvious centre, but wodsa series of ringroads. However,
there is much evidence of the housing projects @waged by the revolution. | stayed
with a poor family who belong to one of the 14 orGEBs in the city, and visited
members of another in a nearby neighbourhood. idifeam one person after another
of the inspiration they had received, in 1967, friim@a CEB in San Miguelito,
Panama, and from Spanish priest Padre José dealadbegin studying the Bible in
family groups along the lines proposed by Liberafidieology. This new dynamic
led to a series of healthy neighbourhood groupsynaitted to the gospel and to the
poor, with a keen sense of being participants éir tbwn future, and on the whole
well-informed about what they believed. This wagpant because they had good lay
leadership, although their continued existencaieshrtly to the arrival in 1982 of
Arnaldo Zenteno, a Mexican Jesuit priest, who retlpeganise and train others. Many
more groups sprang up in the rural areas, usualiggponse to a specific community
need. These are all now linked in a network, whictctions more like an NGO,
although there is every attempt to collaborate Withlocal parish where it is
welcoming. From early on in their development tivare not supported by their
parishes or the church hierarchy, especially wheg became closely identified with
the Sandinista revolution.

The local CEBs consist of between 30 and 60 membadsare thoroughly immersed
in the neighbourhood and its needs. The two ledsiun feeding programmes most
days, which involve childcare and nutrition advidéhough some members attend
their parish church, all will be at the weekly “eltation”, which is very participative,
both in the style of worship and the discussiomiltbe eucharistic if Padre Zenteno
or another priest is available. A further weeklyaetigg is held at which
representatives of all the groups keep each otii@mned of what is going on and
pray for each other.. In parallel a wider organggamaintains a range of social
programmes, which are based in the communitiesusuby volunteers and finances



from further afield. These include a drop-in ceritnewomen caught up in sex-
trafficking and other abused women and their chilgia home for girls at risk; a
centre for street-children learning how to run aBtousiness; and other schemes for
helping women and children at risk to break ouhefcycle of violence. The CEBs
also have their own youth department, working witfier youth groups, and many of
the youth are involved in the social projects. “Awi@ess” is a central theme of all
levels of the CEBs, and the Bible-study principiS&EE-JUDGE-ACT is applied in a
variety of ways.

When | asked the Nicaraguan CEB leaders what nfe€EBs different from other
church groups, they spoke both of their insertidn society and of the quality of
their community, but also of their dynamic in ussaipture. When | asked how we
could start a CEB in our context they spoke abatit@ring people, both as members
and as “pastoral agents”, about using the pastgcdé, and about identifying social
issues. (This last point is a huge issue geneiralyr increasingly globalized world.
Liberation Theology is having to rethink many tfterms as it grapples more with
issues like ecology or gender.) Much of this doaisseem too far removed from
what we have been attempting in Minster Way Netwsdkl feel there may be hope
of treading the strange path of community which fmew way of being church”.

iif) Ledn. An old colonial city of universities arahurches, twinned with Utrecht and
Oxford. My visit here coincided with the Feastloé immaculate Conception, or La
Griteria. The build-up had in fact been going amdghout my time in Nicaragua,
with families constructing altars to the virgin Man their homes and streets where
they recited songs and prayers with their neightadBiut now it reached its climax
with twenty four hours of fireworks, and everyorsiting one another’s altars and
being rewarded with food and drink (or sweetshay thonoured the Virgin with the
words: “Who gives great joy? The immaculate conoepdf Mary.” In Managua the
CEBs participated in this “popular religiosity” asvay of being involved in the
community, and used it as a way of distributingdeo the poor. However, many are
less happy about the celebrations, and tend tovidlhe line of the Protestants, which
is to close their doors! One pentecostal churdkited however, King Jesus
Almighty, chose to hold a praise service at theglmeof the festival, which offered an
alternative, but created a certain amount of cothfln Ledn my contacts were with
the Protestant churches, where | withessed a diffeyort of community dynamic at
work. Of particular note was the work being done\gyOs such as Compassion and
El Ayudante, which enable the local churches, @afigdn rural areas, to serve their
communities in a holistic way. Theological trainipgpvided by the Evangelical
Faculty (by extension) includes training in soeiark and reflection on development
and justice issues. In conjunction with the CEB=ative Bible study material is also
being produced (which is being used more in El &iv).

iv) Matagalpa. The coffee-growing area north ofehend around Esteli and Jinotega
was the scene of significant battles both durimgrévolution, and the contra war.
Many families lost loved ones, and the CEBs in¢hesal areas have tended to be
formed to support them, particularly the motherghefboys who died doing their
military service to fight against the contras.

v) San Salvador. The Jesuit Univeristy (UCA) hasnhany years been a supporter of
popular education and attempts to apply the insightiberation theology to the life



of both church and society. Ignacio Ellacuria wetar until his assassination in
1989. As in Nicaragua the Jesuits have playedyasigvportive role in the
development of the CEBs, but in total contrast tieeeCatholic church as a whole
has been supportive, and they are well integratexany parishes, and often led by
the priests or nuns. This is due in large parh&l¢ad taken by Oscar Romero in
denouncing oppression in the 70s. | attended a mahservice for a Jesuit priest at
which representatives of CEBs from across the ecgume¢re demanding justice for
the perpetrators of many of the killings that htaleen place, and for the
disappearance of children in many villages. Thegtrivho spoke repeatedly
encouraged the communities present to step owatichesity with those who suffer.

He spoke of Jesus as “getting wet” for us, andwashould be prepared to “get wet”
for others.

The leader of one of the CEBs from Bajo Lempa, Utgul, where there is an ongoing
dispute about landrights, and flood victims, ddsedlithe role of the church in the
negotiations as “beligerante”, (militant).

Here, again, great importance is given to the obkbe facilitator in the CEBs. This
may be the leader, or more usually the person wresggonsibility it is to gather
information on the issues that face the communityoziety at large. As one woman
put it “We are the church that is awake”.

vi) Morazan. Although | could not meet with manytbé contacts | had been given,
the head of the philosophy department at the UGfgassted | should talk to the
director of the university radio station YSUCA, @arAyala. True to the philosophy
of the university, the radio functions locally iach neighbourhood, and naturally has
its pulse on much that is happening through the BBirip was being organised to a
remote village in the mountains of Morazéan, caligdarrial. | was able to meet the
priest Miguel Ventura (also a Jesuit), who had beentness to the remarkable
resilience of the villagers during the civil wareldrew particular attention to the
“new evangelisation” or “conscientization” that hgahe on following Vatican Il, and
described how some of his parishioners practissmteof communism which
developed through the study of the scriptures ant@w model of society for the
whole area. This became a CEB, and began a netwdink mountains. He referred
repeatedly to Jesus as “el Dios hombre” (the God iwhman) and to God in the way
the CEB related to Him as “el Dios comunidad” ((ed who is community).

1.7 Before | move on to some thoughts about CBBstin America, it must be said
that there are other sorts of community linkeche¢hurches. The most widespread
of these are the NGOs (non-governmental organisgtiincluding mission agencies.
There are also movements within the churches armdscdenominational boundaries,
such as the Cursillo and Charismatic movementsitaéopular Bible Reading
movement. At their best these mobilize the locairches in their social involvement,
or else achieve outreach that the churches caonon dheir own.

1.8Unlike the above, the CEBs claim to be a “new whlgeing church”. This sounds
familiar to those involved in the “fresh expressbphenomenon in UK. However,
their aim is not principally to have a differenttsof gathering, but rather to “be the
church” in a new way. When Leonardo Boff used #rent“ecclesiogenesis” to refer
to the base communities he seemed to be propdsenglanting of new churches, or
new communities which would form the basis of tharch. It is not surprising he
was accused by the Catholic hierarchy of becomipgptestant! Indeed one of the



problems for the CEBs has been the growing hagsblitindifference of their church.
However, the CEBs have resisted being groupedhegetith other movements and
pressure groups. By definition, they maintain, they the root of the church, and
properly in touch with the poor in their commurstiéor whom and through whom
the church exists.

Certainly one of the defining features of the CEaBBd encountered them, is their
identification with the oppressed, and their visionthe possibility of a new society
based on Christian liberation. Like the communitysplentiname, what may seem
initially a purely religious community has the patial (and aim) of effecting change
in society.

Jose Marins emphasizes five features or compowentsal to the CEB dynamic:

1. Prayer

2. Reflection on realityThe starting point is the experience of the peotble praxis
model.

3. Discernment and decisiofthese are not just pious prayer meetings thatrsitnd
and reflect together. As faith moves to actioneamprocess takes place. Most CEBs
use the classiobserve, judge and actnodel of reflection. Beginning with its local
reality, the community evaluates and critiquegxperience through discernment and
then moves to:

4. Action Each CEB has to discover its own context foraachecause each
community’s starting point will be different. Thegperential option for the poor and
liberation theology are the context for Latin Anoexi

5. Celebration We are a celebrating people. Through mealsyvidstand liturgy, the
CEB celebrates its experience of faith and life.

One of the most significant features of this cyeled the outstanding contribution of
the CEBs | saw in Central America, and of cours8aéntiname, is the commitment
to solidarity with the poor and the involvementtwibcal and national concerns. In
Western terms, the CEB looks more like a neighboadgroup, but run very much
by Christians and with a clear ethos.

Luciano, a founder member of the 14 de Octubre @BBanagua, told me their
community differs from others in the church in thate are on the street”.

1.9 Filipino Bishop Julio Labayen said, in 1985ptkdict that CEBs will affect the
whole church as deeply as the growth of the monastiers, the Benedictines for
example, from the'century to the Middle Ages, or the Jesuits andbther

apostolic orders from the $&entury to the present century, or the evolutibthe
Protestant churches over the recent centuriesthodgh many of those involved in
the CEBs are disappointed in the way their chusch whole has marginalized them,
there was some recognition given to them at themeCELAM gathering at
Aparecida in Brasil, at which the church was ddésatias “a community of
communities.” But is this merely a recognitiontio¢ need for different structures?
What the CEBSs propose is that the basic unit ofahshould be community based,
probably lay-led, and centred around a dynamiciegjpbn of scripture based on a
preferential option for the poor.

Clearly the experience of the CEBs in two countas&lose as Nicaragua and El
Salvador varies enormously, depending as mucheattitude of the church as on
the social and political circumstances. Other coesitwhere they are strong, such as
Brasil and Chile, or Guatemala and Mexico, (or ewld@anzania or the Philippines),
display different characteristics. However, thetiwmek strongly across frontiers, and



have developed a strong identity of their own iredegent of national church
peculiarities.

1.10 So why should the church be interested in C&idkare they relevant outside
Latin America? The interest they have aroused astangssiologists is based largely
on the suggestion that they are “a new way of beingch”. This is important news
for the Catholic church in Latin America, whichlasing huge numbers to Pentecostal
churches, is low on priests, and is often out attowith the community. However,
there are other renewal movements which are haontge success, and have allowed
it to avoid the big question of commitment to tle®p | would say that the other main
contribution the CEBs has made to Catholic thinkang practice, apart from being
small and lay-led, and committed to social justisén the area of use of Scripture.
These have always been “evangelical” concernsjtasdhe more mainstream
protestant churches which are rising to this chglein a new way alongside the
CEBs, especially given the growth of “prosperityspgel” pietism prevalent in the
Pentecostal churches.

Bill Cook suggests that CEBs challenge both Cathentid Protestant churches, in that
they are a reaction against institution and stgtussin the name of community, but
that they refuse to spin off as separate churchesy also challenge the pyramid
structure of both, and provide a revitalizing oapgelism.

Response to CEBs outside Latin America has vahethe UK those who are
enthusiastic range from those who seek renewadmhtunity life within the parish
structures, to those who see them as prophetic corties on the edge of the church.
The second section of this paper will look moreselyg at these two proposals in the
light of different experiences of community in @wn context.

2. The role of intentional communities in the missin of the church.

2.1 The intention of Ecclesial Base Communities alagys to be a renewed church
engaged at the basic level. However, in practieg ttave often become alternative
communities, ideally suited to addressing issuasttie established church largely
ignores or is ill-equipped to face.

One leading missiologist said to me: “l see nosadas study intentional communities
— the church shouldn’t need them.” Theologicalfycaourse, this is true, because the
whole church is an intentional community, and stiduhction in a missional way.
However, history and experience show that thisnwaslways been the case.

From its earliest days the church has needed igrdge ministries to specific groups
in order to maintain balance (cf the formationtad tliaconate in Acts 6, leaving the
apostles free to concentrate on prayer and pregichivith time the original
concentration of apostolic, teaching and pastoraigtries in the heart of church
leadership became delegated to communities eslyedésigned and equipped for
this purpose — thus the teaching establishmentedsities, theological colleges etc.)
and missionary foci (monasteries, mission ageretigsspecialized in ways the
overstretched pastoral leadership could not. Aedéht times this has been a
welcome addition to the church’s ministry, at oghar(sometimes divisive) reaction to
a perceived weakness.

Eugene Peterson argues strongly against the famatisectarian communities that
are fuelled by a desire to be with like-minded &&dirs, on the basis that the church
must be community in all its variety and weakn@s$g obverse of this is the danger
that such control is exercised by leaders or cailtuithin the church, that variety is
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forced to the margins. But, in God’s sovereigntys has meant that the church has
been able to see balance and life restored antis&on continued.

Sadly base communities have often been forcedetonéirgins despite their insistence
on representing the grassroots of the church asntonty. This has been partly
because institutions have felt threatened by tipigations of this for their lives and
practice, but more | suspect, because of their ansimg commitment to serve the
wider community and the poor, which has been ssativésive (even when
championed by the church authorities, such as &icbp Romero).

2.2 When St Anthony and the other desert fatherd” century Egypt, settled far
from the established church it was from a call tbfferent lifestyle more than a
particular sense of mission. And yet their exantgdeto one of the most powerful
missionary movements Britain has ever seen. Silyithe rule devised by Pachomius
largely to help numbers of men to survive togethdéhe desert, became the basis for
the monastic movement throughout Europe.

Down through the history of the church in the ssxing centuries there have always
been those called to gather into intentional comitraga Many of these continue to be
monks or nuns, whose “work” is to pray. Others hiagen intentionally educational
or missional.

These communities are not necessarily residebiilwhere they are some sort of a
“rule” is generally considered important in defigithe purpose and expectations of
the community. (Some examples of these from our daynare reproduced in the
appendix.) Proponents of the CEBs would maintaa tiney should not be
residential, as this detracts from insertion ingbeial reality. However, the state of
our own culture and church today would suggestttiere are powerful reasons for
adopting this strategy.

Probably the main driver behind the origins of neiitésm was the fact that the
church was no longer facing persecution, and tbeedfecoming too comfortable
and culturally acceptable. Those who took to treedeor the rocky islands saw the
need to travel in a different direction. Could ét that today’s intentional communities
in a similar way resist trends not just in our sbgbut also in our church, which is
increasingly individualistic and consumerist?

Tobias Jones, until recently a columnist for theaf@ian, speaking about residential
Christian community today, said this:

“It was the only place | could take them (referriogatheist Guardian-reading friends)
into a religious context, and they go ‘wow, thisiitelievable, | want a piece of this.’
And that for me was the key, because | could thkentto church and they wouldn’t
understand it.... they wouldn’'t want to be part of ithey’d be very

uncomfortable.... they’d want to leave. And yet yake them to these kind of places,
and suddenly they're saying ‘This is a kind of gezvand charity that I'd love to be
involved in!" And that for me was the most uplifgithing, because they (the
communities) then become prophetic and a ‘city twlla and it's that that attracts
me to it.”

In his lecture Jones went on to highlight the nieeclarity and strength in the inner
workings and purpose of the community if it is tork; including the diversity of
people, and an openness to the uninvited, in dod&void conceited ghettoization.”
The “rules” tend to protect this space, rather thetnthe community up as somehow
superior.

This point is echoed by Miranda Harris, writingpbabthe experience of A Rocha as a
community: “Whether you are an extrovert or anaaért is of little importance, only
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that you are learning to be comfortable with wha yoe, and able to recognize and
relish the difference in others. Being willing tead with conflict and work together
through difficulties is non-negotiable.”

It is not difficult to see that these are aspedigivapply to our life as a wider church
community as much as to intentional communities.

2.3 In our day there is a renewed interest in ssoneof monastic order, whether to
restore depth of worship, simplicity of lifestyle effectiveness in mission. This is
anything but new, and speaks of an urgency to exceamething that has been lost:
namely community.

In “The Millenium Matrix” Rex Miller writes: “As lag as the church remains
fragmented, hurried, pressed and driven, it willarebe able to see much beyond
ever-pressing urgencies. If, however, we restaetiority of relationships and
community over projects, agendas, budgets and onissatements, then not only will
we survive the transition into a digital world ordieut the new environment will
provide a potent soil for growth and expressiothefbody of Christ.”

The motivation here seems to be the restoratimow@imunity as a practical and
theological reality, but also the need to engaghl wichanging culture. So it is also
missional.

Clearly this sort of community helps the missiorthe church precisely because of
the quality of life which is modelled. This is aittive because not only the church,
but also society as a whole, has largely lostdagacity. As Jim Barker, facilitator of
the intentional CMS community on Iffley Rd, putit'We offer proximity and
accountability. Where else do you find that?”

Which is not to say that community is easy, as J&anier, founder of L'Arche,
points out in his revised classic “Community anaé@h”. “Many people seemt o
believe that creating a community is a matter wipdy gathering together under one
roof a few people who get on reasonably well togetr who are committed to the
same ideal. The result can be disastrous! Commismitysimply created by
spontaneity or laws. It needs a certain discipdind particular forms of nourishment.”
Or, as Bonhoeffer said, “It is only when you becaigllusioned with community,
that you begin to live in it.”

Similarly, members of Lee Abbey describe their eipee as “a resource for living”,
but only because it is “vulnerable making.”

2.4 Many of the current “fresh expressions” of aftuin the UK are motivated by the
need to engage with the changing culture, oftembse existing expressions of
church are not perceived to be doing this. Thelteawe often brilliant, if small. A
change of venue, or day, or style (language, \ssetl.) is often enough to unlock the
gospel to the unchurched. But some “expressiorestraing to look further into the
whole “way of being church”, in a way reminiscefitloe CEBs, but following a
rather different path. A good example of this is g@murch of St Jude’s in Earl's
Court, which has embraced the way of life of thatS&gidio community in Rome —
an ecumenical gathering which seeks to provideofzeful space for the poor”.
Focussing youth concerns for a) deep liturgicattemplative prayer and to know
Christ, b) a community of friendship, and c) preatijustice (making real God’s
option for the poor and transforming the world).

This sort of community as the base of a parishathbegs the question whether the
whole church should be like this, or whether thiam option for a specific group.
Again, the answer may be found in the questioratiing and mission.
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It is now becoming more acceptable for a particakgpression of church, be it
alternative worship, or community, to be acceptetha norm. In the past these have
mostly by necessity and definition been somehowhermargins of the church.

2.5 In his seminal work “The Go-Between God” J.\4ba wrote: “The essential unit
in which the church exists must be small enougéniable all its members to find one
another in mutual awareness, yet large enougth&ntto be an embodiment of the
life of the Kingdom, which is a life of human restd-ness in action.” He rejects
emphatically the suggestion that these small whiGhristian presence are a “half-
way house through which the uncommitted will evaliyube drawn back into our
parish churches”, nor that they are “interim stnoes which ought to grow into new
parish churches in due course”, rather that theulshbe treated as being “the local
church in all its fullness and responsibility.”

The common factor in all these different sortsndééntional community seems to be
the willingness, or desire, to do something differdit its best this will encourage
and restore the life and witness of the wider chu@nce again we are reminded of
the description of the church as a “community ahowunities”, where each
community is in some way “the church”.

2.6 There seem to be three basic models of intesitmommunity in relation to the
church and its mission.

The first is community “in church”. “Clusters” asodelled by St Thomas Crookes or
St Andrew’s Chorleywood, are one way of doing thismid-sized community” or
“cluster” is formed within the life of the parisiarch, driven by a particular vision,
such as working with drug-addicts or the homelesseaching out to young families.
They then effectively function as a separate chusahmeet together centrally with
other similar groups at “celebrations”. These dbme®d to be long-term
arrangements, and indeed the same problems of lyi@vd stagnation faced by small-
groups and small churches are experienced in ctust®wever, this “permission
giving” seems to be important for the developmdréftective mission. This model is
based partly on the CEB vision of being the basit of the church.

A variation on this is the experience of “extentdediseholds” which some churches
have invested in as an expression of lifestyldHersake of depth in their church’s
witness. This could be termed communities “as dhiumlternatively some sort of
church plant may result, where the context or thesaf the community lead it to a
level of independence which demands a separatétidehd number of “fresh
expressions of church” fit this category, and camge from alternative services to
independent churches.

The other main model for intentional communitiesttnhance the mission of the
church has been more common. These are commufgteesyside church”. It is seen
where a group of people driven by a common visietide together, usually with the
church’s blessing, to pursue that vision as a sepamtity to the local church. Thus,
whether it is under one roof, or several househioldsvillage (such as the
Northumbria Community, Fisherfolk, Post Green @adler Room), or a network
across an area (such as lona, TOM or the CommahAydan and Hilda), the
purpose is in some way to supplement and renewitiness of the church. In essence
this is what mission agencies and monasteries &laxse/s done, and to differing
degrees their example has infiltrated the localdmuln our post-modern and post-
denominational context, the life that is gleanexifrthese “expressions” of church are
readily assimilated into the wider church.
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Simon Barrington-Ward, General Secretary of ther€milission Society, writing in
the CMS newsletter in 1980 said this: “The missigremciety or order is simply one
manifestation of church alongside others.... One&sgion of a missionary spirit
which exists in the local churches...” This is eahbg Tim Dakin (the present
General Secretary) when he describes the new IBEBIS as a “community in
mission”. “We want to show that we are part of ¢heirch, rather than para-church or
a separate church”.

This is an important factor for our own culture Uatin America’s largely Catholic
society a new community such as a CEB is not uggalhsidered a church, and a
religious community or order is fairly normal, wkas in our setting the questions of
status ultimately need to be considered. . Talkioled economy ideally gives
permission for wide experimentation, and recenislaon makes it easier for
alternative communities to be recognised as chsrhthe Church of England. Many
of the new expressions of church in the UK todag fihey need independence from
an inherited mode of church which would otherwigdtisy and possibly control

them, but then lack the support and accountalifigy also need.

A community such as Minster Way Network mainly iggedrom its relationship

with a larger church, but lives continually witretquestion of whether it is to be seen
as a church, or some other sort of intentional camity, within or alongside the
church.

2.7 The question of whether an intentional comnyuisichurch or not depends in part
on our understanding of what church is. Hinton Bnide, in their book Changing
Communities, argue that a basic feature of chunclulsl be the capacity to serve
outsiders, and describe the dynamic of small gregsentially as a “methodology for
making a difference”. This has certainly been auesof the CEBs in Latin America,
possibly helped by the greater currency of chuneine compared to our own more
secular society. However, a similar model woulchs¢e have the potential to engage
where the church as an institution has limited iotparchbishop Temple famously
described the church as “the only society thatteXa those who are not its
members”. In its reorientation towards the commuimtwhich it is situated, the
church could do worse than consider the model dem/by the CEBs:

- being made up of small communities

- creative interaction with the wider church

- a dynamic use of the pastoral cycle*
(*EXPERIENCE-ANALYSIS-REFLECTION-ACTION-CELEBRATIONSee
section 1.8)

One of the most important points of convergenceveen “fresh expressions” and
CEBs seems to me to be the affirmation of the “unched” as the focus of their life
together, along with a healthy balance of partigeain worship. For ultimately it is
people that matter, and in any community that ipasmount importance. As Jean
Vanier puts it: “In community people care for eather, and not just for the
community in the abstract, as a whole, as an uigfit or as an ideal way of life.”
And as Bonhoeffer wrote: “He who loves communitgtideys community; he who
loves the brethren, builds community.”

2.8 In conclusion we could venture the followingsebvations.

i) Evidently intentional communities can and dopghile churches’ mission. Whether
by their dynamic or by their calling, they haventiendous potential to envigorate the
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church. There seems to be room for those thatratheomargins and those that form
the base, those that claim to be church and thhadedon’t. The present climate in
both society and church would seem to favour thisscheconomy. This flexibility is
to be encouraged.

i) There is much that we could learn from CEBsgtter or not we deliberately try to
emulate them in this culture. In Latin America tlwe only partly delivered their
potential. Whilst in a peripheral way there hasrbeterest in the “new way” they
represent: ie. of understanding social realitypeihg the church, of doing theology
and of doing mission, yet in the hierarchy andical parishes there is much
opposition from the majority who see no need tangesthe “come to us” mentality.
This is further complicated by the change of glatraler mentioned above. One of the
most positive developments has been the ecumeratabrking and use of Bible
materials. We must hear their claim, though, téheechurch in a new way, and not
simply pigeon-hole them as house-groups. Similadyshould take seriously their
insistence on solidarity with the poor.

iii) Despite so much that is positive and encourg@s | have visited communities in
Latin America and the UK, there is no doubt thahgn€hristians are disappointed as
they survey the church and the world and prayterkingdom to come. For all the
depth of relationship and solidarity there is noaggng the pain. This brings us back
to the fact that communities outside the systemtjqudarly contemplative ones, give
a much-needed alternative perspective on whatcg#eness” means.

| close with words by Thomas Merton about St Johine Cross, who was also an
inspiration to Ernesto Cardenal: “l would venttoesay that he is the father of all
those whose prayer is an undefined isolation oeitid boundary of "spirituality”. He
deals chiefly with those who, in one way or anothawve been brought face to face
with God in a way that methods cannot account fat flBooks do not explain. He is in
Christ the model and the maker of contemplativesreter they may be found.”
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Appendix 2: Churches and communities visited

i) during sabbatical

Crossnet (Bristolhttp://www.crossnet.org.uk/big.html

hOME (Oxford)http://www.home-online.org/

Grace (Ealinghttp://www.freshworship.org/

Sanctusl (Manchestdr)tp://www.sanctusl.co.uk/sanctuslhome.htm
St Jude’s, Earl's Coutittp://www.stjudeschurch.com/menu.htm

St Clements (Oxford),

Hull Vineyardvww.hullvineyard.com
Christchurch Chorleywood,

Global (York)www.globalyork.com
Convent of the Incarnation (SLG) Oxford

i) previously

St Michaels (York), G2 (York), Visions (York),
Philadelphia (Sheffield), St Thomas’ Crookes (Sledd)
St Andrews Chorleywoobttp://www.st-andrews.org.uk

Communities visited (previously):

A Rocha, Portugal; Extended household (Watson, iShagl's, York);

Lee Abbey; Holyrood House; lona; Mayflower Centre;

Northumbria Community; Open Gate, Lindisfarne (Caumity of Aidan and Hilda);
Putna (+other Romanian monasteries); Rostrevoirgfnd ; Sant’ Egidio, Rome;
St Catherine’s Monastery, Sinai; St Hilda's (OHB)gaton;

Yeldall Manor (Fisherfolk); YWAM, Seville and Baroma

Communities lived in (previously):
Cuddington (Old Vicarage, 11.59); Extended housg(Bishop, St Clement’s,
Oxford); Scargill House

iii) People consulted:

(UK) Jim Barker, Nick and Lucy Crawley, Steven Grdfim Dakin, Ben Edson, Tom
Gillum, Ida Glaser, Peter Irwin-Clark, Bill and lezavlacDougall, Dave Hill, Bruce
and Colleen Mounsey, Tim and Hilary Naish, Matt 8d@aul Roberts, Sister
Benedicta SLG, Pete and Tess Ward

iv) other websites of interest

http://www.cafeplus.org.uk{Haddenham)
http://www.i-church.org/cms{Oxford)
http://www.maybe.org.uk/ (Oxford)
http://www.contemplativefire.org{Oxford Diocese)
www.moot.uk.net(London, lan Mobshby)
http://foundationbristol.org(Paul Roberts)
http://www.newway.org.uk(CEBs UK)
www.netchurch.org.uk(Huddersfield)
http://www.tasburgh.com/bongo.pl/welcon{dlorfolk)
http://www.christchurchbrighton.or@righton)
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1.

ndix 3. Communities and their Rules

lona

www.iona.org.uk

0o

2.

Ouir five-fold rule calls us to

Daily prayer and reading the Bible

sharing and accounting for the use of our money

sharing and accounting for the use of our time

Regular meeting with and accounting to each other

Action and reflection for justice, peace and thegnity of creation

Northumbria Community

www.northumbriacommunity .org/

(0]

(0]

3.
htt

"The Rule we embrace and keep will be that of AVABILITY and
VULNERABILITY.'

First of all, we are called to be available to Gothe cell of our own heart
where we can seek Him for His own sake, as thetling necessary.' Then to
be available to others in a call to exercise hafipit recognising that in
welcoming others we honour and welcome Christ Hifngée are then called
to be available to others through participatioiod's care and concern for
them by praying and interceding for their situasia@mthe power of His Holy
Spirit. We are also called to be available for misf various kinds
according to the leading and initiatives of therfpi

Also we live the vulnerability of embracing the feécal imperative’ by
challenging assumed truth; being receptive to coaste criticism; affirming
that relationship matters more than reputationlasry openly among people
as 'Church without walls'.

TOM (The Order of Mission)
p://www.missionorder.org/

o As an Order we have committed to a rule or patterrfor life that has at
its core the vision of embracing a life that is siple, pure and
accountable so that the mission of God is not hinded.

o0 The pattern we have chosen to use to help us liveig way is called
Lifeshapes.

o Lifeshapes is a set of practical tools for missigriing grounded in
biblical insights that enables Order members te the TOM way.
Lifeshapes is not a philosophy or a programmerdaihier concepts which
embody what it is to be a follower of Jesus anplattern our lives after
him. Lifeshapes are powerless unless put into ge&eind it is expected
that an Order member will be well grounded in thisie.
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4. Boiler Rooms
http://www.24-7prayer.com/

o0 A boiler room is True to Christ by beingpsayerful community, practicing a
daily rhythm that includes all kinds of prayer dhagcasions. Acreative
community where artistic expressions of prayerwandship take the form of
art, sculpture, new music, poetry, dance, fun aidbratory lifestyle.

0 A boiler room is Kind to People by beingjust and mercifutcommunity
where the practical needs of the local poor areandtwhere liberation is
championed. Aospitablecommunity where pilgrims are welcomed, meals
are shared and where friendships can flourish adsoandaries of race and
culture.

o0 A boiler room is Committed to taking the Gospethie World, by being: a
missionalcommunity existing for incarnation and proclamataf the gospel
to all people. To act as well as to prayleArningcommunity of training and
discipleship, where people are growing in theithfaiheir life-skills and their
ability to lead.

5. Taize
www.taize.fr/

o Daily Bible-reading and intercessory prayer

o Giving a 10 percent tithe

0 A balanced use of time for work, leisure, familkillsdevelopment, worship,
rest and sleep

0 Action for justice and peace

o Participation in a local cell group and in largésrary gatherings

6. Post Green

Our refuge is God, and as his people we are ctailédild together an
environment where God’s love can be felt; a plaben those in need can
find refuge and strength. Our rule is therefore to

o Learn how to love (ie. To be changed as much akdoge)

Develop disciplines of prayer and personal growth

Take part in corporate worship of the community grelocal church
Use our homes as places of hospitality and healing

Share our possessions

O O Oo0OOo

7. CMS
WWW.cms-uk.org

We will

Support mission

Pray for mission

Get information about mission

Share concern for mission

Live in such a way that mission takes place

O O O0OO0Oo
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8. Community of Aidan and Hilda
www.aidanandhilda.orqg.uk/

In common with many communities within Christiarvtee have three vows. These
are Simplicity, Purity and Obedience which we ustiend as principles, not rules.

Each member of this Community will have a Soul Rkdi¢o work with them in
developing a Way of life that is personally suitedhem. The Way relates to the
following ten areas of life, and is reviewed atesgt intervals.

1. Life-Long Learning

2. Spiritual Journey

3. Rhythm of Prayer, Work and Re-creation

4. Spiritual Initiatives through Intercession

5. Simplicity of Life-style

6. Care for Creation

7. Healing Fragmented People and Communities
8. Openness to God's Spirit

9. Unity

10. Mission
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