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Community Is Not Just a Group of People Living Together
By Eileen E. O’Brien, Archdiocese of Los Angeles, Catholic Volunteer Network Board Member

One of the hallmarks of many member programs in Catholic Volunteer Network is community living.  Along with simple living, ministry, and spirituality, community living can have a profound effect—positively or negatively—on volunteers’ experience of their mission time.  People bring different family experiences, educational experiences, ages, values, relationships, histories, manners, habits, and preferences to the community.  It is unrealistic to think that they will always mesh seamlessly together.  Acts of the Apostles notwithstanding, community is not always known by how their members love one another.

First, we must define what community is and what community is not.  Community is not family; those volunteers in community are generally not related by blood or marriage.  There is no long-standing or contractual obligations between the members.  After their mission time is finished, community members may or may not see each other again (or even want to).  

Community is not your group of friends.  Community members may or may not like each other.  A number of homilists have preached:  As Christians, we are called to love each other; that does not mean we have to like each other.  We choose our friends, but often do not choose our fellow community members.  We may not like our fellow community members; however, we must treat them with respect, seeing them as equally beloved by God.

Community is not your roommates or people with whom you share living quarters.  College dormitories have roommates; hotel guests share proximate living quarters.  Community living, though, is not like living in a hotel (although some religious communities have living experiences that more closely approach that of hotel guests than some of their members have hoped for).

Community is an intentional sharing of one’s life, involving prayer, compromise, and respect.  These habits are not meant to paper over differences, but to give strength and comfort, to point all the members together toward God, seeing him through their fellow community members, and through members of the larger community whom they serve.

I had the opportunity to live in community for three years during my service as a Claretian Volunteer.  During that time, there were six volunteers (female and male) who lived for varying periods of time in that parish rectory (with the priests).  The size of the community ranged from two to four people, and members lived there for six months to three years.  This was my first experience of community living, having previously lived only with my family and with college roommates.

One of the most prominent dynamics in the early community was the age difference.  One of our members was a 22-year-old woman; another member was a mother in her 40s who had a 22-year-old daughter.  They added an interesting perspective in that the older member had one young woman in her life (who did not live with her) whom she needed to mother, and another—of an identical age and whom she did live with—whom she needed to treat as an equal.  Conversely, the younger member needed to assert her maturity while still respecting her community member’s experiences, and not see every piece of advice as unwanted mothering.

Similarly, you may not want community members to supervise each other.  It is difficult if one community member supervises another at a ministry site, but then must treat the other as an equal in community life. With such differing perspectives, we need to see that the purpose of community is to further the common life, not to win.

In airing the differences, community members need to start from a position of good will:  expressing it for oneself and assuming it in others.  Assume the positive, not the negative.  A small item we used in our community:  If the door slams, assume it is the wind; do not automatically assume that that community member is mad or having a bad day.  Assume good will.

Communication is also a necessity.  Do not let irritations fester; bring them to the other with humility and respect.  “You irritate me so much,” is not part of a productive encounter.  Taking responsibility for one’s feelings is essential.  A well-known and well-respected formula is:  “When you…I feel…because….”  “When you sing every morning while coming down the stairs, I feel agitated because it disturbs my morning peace.”  It is declarative, not accusatory.  Then you can work toward compromise.

If all else fails, get a facilitator.  Many member programs are associated with religious communities, and many of those members have many, many years of experience in community living.  Their communities are more long-standing and stable, with some members sharing community for years and years, if not decades.  They can often provide perspective, tools, and strategies for shorter-term community experiences that many volunteers find themselves in.

I don’t mean to see community only in a negative light, community can be a joy.  Members support each other—a problem for one member is a problem for all; a success or joy for one member lifts up all.  You do not need to handle all of your problems alone.  Others are there to help and advise and, if appropriate, even get involved.  Community can be a joy and be enjoyable.  I still keep in contact with community members from over 20 years ago, hosting them when they come to my city, rejoicing over their professional accomplishments, and sharing their children’s growth and accomplishments.

In one instance of good community that one of our pastors brought to our attention, one afternoon, one community member (who had the community car that day) was late picking up another community member at the latter’s ministry site at the end of the day.  When the driver arrived, the passenger did not say, “You’re late.  I’ve been waiting for you,” but said, “You’re just in time.  I just finished my work.”  Overhearing this encounter, the pastor commented, “Now that’s community.”

Community at its best.  May you be similarly blessed in your community experiences.

