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Building Christian Community 
 

The word “community” is much used and abused 
in our time. You may decide for yourself whether 
such usages as “the business community”, “the 
homosexual community”, “the gamer community”, 
“the hunting community”, “the educational 
community”, “the online community”, etc., are valid, 
but I contend they abuse language and trivialize the 
meaning of the word. They represent a phenomenon I 
have often observed: the less the real thing is present, 
the more it is talked about. 

It was this way at Princeton Seminary in the 
1990s where there was much talk about “community”. 
That fact was, that although all there were ostensibly 
Christians of one sort or another gathered for 
theological study, there was very little that all shared 
in common, particularly in the essential matters of 
faith and way of life. All the talk of community rang 
hollow could not compensate for the missing essence. 

Fundamentally, a community is “a social group of 
any size whose members reside in a specific locality, 
share government, and often have a common cultural 
and historical heritage.” The groups above, to the 
degree that they are groups at all, are ostensibly 
united by a common interest and perhaps some 
common experiences. But there is no common life 
together in a locality, no shared government or way of 
life, and often no personal knowledge of one another. 

The Christian Church from the beginning was an 
authentic community of those called out of the world 
to follow Jesus Christ as Master and Lord. While the 
Church submitted to the local authorities, it largely 
governed its own life, its members urged to settle 
their disputes in the Church rather than to go to 
secular law. It was Christ’s commands that guided 
them in a common way of life. They were united by 
sharing the one Faith in the One Risen Lord, having 
received the one Baptism and partaking regularly of 
the one loaf and one cup. They were urged to love one 
another as Christ had love them, and this love was not 
a mere feeling but a willingness and commitment to 
take care of one another. 

True community has largely been destroyed in the 
modern Western world for many reasons. Modernity 
has ruthlessly waged war against traditional ways of 
life founded in communities, for real community 
provides a point of resistance those who would 
centralize authority and rule. People are no longer 
rooted in one place where they know others and are 
known. They rather float rootlessly free to respond to 
the demands of the economy. We leave family, 
friends, and place of birth to pursue worldly dreams, 
cutting ourselves off from natural community. 

If we are not to be lost in the crowd as atomistic 
individuals with no meaningful connections to anyone 
and nothing to unite us other than living under a 

common national government, we need community. 
And if we are to survive whatever hard times may be 
ahead of us, it is through community and God’s mercy 
that it will be accomplished. 

To be the member of the Church is to be the 
member of a local community, where, united by our 
common faith and worship, we learn to love one 
another, even when we do not find one another 
particularly lovable. (We must always remember that 
we ourselves are not always particularly lovable.) Such 
community does not happen automatically. It takes 
an effort on the part of each. We choose to come to 
church regularly, and not just Sunday morning. We 
partake regularly of Confession and Holy 
Communion. We embrace the path of Christ’s 
commandments and seek to live by them in all our 
relations. We make the effort to get to know others 
at coffee hour, picnics, classes as well as outside 
formal parish gatherings. We gather in one another’s 
homes. We help with one another’s projects. We pray 
for one another. We look out for one another. If 
someone is absent, we care enough to enquire. If 
someone is ill or in need, we make it our business to 
render whatever aid we can. If we have differences 
with someone, we humble ourselves and in love seek 
to be reconciled rather than running away or 
shunning him. And if necessary, in times of turmoil or 
violence, we band together to protect each other. 

Community of this sort is truly community, and 
such a community will sustain its members through all 
manner of hardships. Consider the existence of 
Christian communities in the Middle East that 
survived for 1400 years under alien Muslim rule. 
Without community, though, we are weak in the face 
of a world which would conform us to its own 
image—and cares not a whit for us as persons. Fr. 
Justin Frederick 

 
The Parable of the Sower and the Soils 

 

The parable Christ told of the sower and the soils 
provides fundamental insight into spiritual life that 
assists us from beginning to end. For those of us who 
converted to Orthodoxy, there are insights here to 
help sustain us in our new way of life.  

Those who come to the Orthodox Church as 
adults very often enter with great enthusiasm and 
high hopes. They have seen the true Light and found 
the true Faith. All the problems they experienced 
wherever they were before are not behind them. To 
think so is meet and right—with a caveat: the initial 
enthusiasm will wear off, the challenge of the daily 
work of choosing to abide in Christ will manifest, and 
some will be tempted and slip away. 

Why is this so? The parable explains. Of the four 
soils, three particularly represent adult converts who 
have joyfully received the Faith. The shallow, stony 
soil represents those who receive the Faith with 
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gladness and enthusiasm but fall away when the going gets 
tough. Sometimes the resistance is external, such as 
persecution from and conflict with family or friends. It is 
usually internal, too, reflecting the resistance of the old 
man to the work of being crucified with Christ and dying 
to self-will. The old man could be said to persecute the new 
spiritual man. Over time, the internal and external tensions 
prove to be too much for the once-enthusiastic convert, 
and the person withers spiritually in the heat generated by 
the battle and seeks relief by abandoning the fight. The 
root of the problem in this case is stubborn self-will, a 
heart that has not softened in full submission to the Master 
and His will. 

The weedy soil represents those who receive the word 
gladly but who fail to deal adequately with the weeds of sin 
which the devil constantly sows through thoughts. In time, 
if those weeds are not plucked up while small, they will 
grow and choke out the plant of the kingdom. The soul, 
drawn to the lust of the eyes, the lust of the flesh, and the 
pride of life will be spiritually enervated, losing all taste for 
spiritual things, much as one who has overindulged in junk 
food has no taste for good food. Sin dulls the spiritual 
sensitivity of the soul, especially when it is willfully chosen. 
Unless the convert continues in active warfare and quick 
repentance after falls, sin grows quickly in the soul to 
smother spiritual life. 

The hard-packed soil of the path on which the seed 
falls but is snatched up by birds perhaps does not apply so 
much to adult converts as it does to those baptized as 
infants who hear the word as they grow up in the Church 
but never choose to act on it. Yet even and adult can get to 
the place: having once received the word, he lets his heart 
grow hard and cold to the point that further sowing of the 
word does not penetrate the surface of his heart but is 
snatched away by the demons. 

No one should despair over this. However the 
condition of the soil of one’s heart may be described at this 
moment, that is not one’s fixed identity. Just as bad soils in 
the physical world can be improved and become 
productive, so the condition of the soil of the heart is not 
static, but changes. It can change both for the better and 
for the worse. If as Christians we hear the word of the 
Gospel and don’t act on it, don’t work to receive it into our 
lives and apply it, our hearts are like the hard path—what 
we’ve heard will get taken from us. If we receive the word 
and act on it but retain conditions for doing so in our 
minds (I’ll pray if you give me what I want…) or our 
stubborn self-will is not softened and humbled, then when 
the going gets tough, we’ll get going—right out of the 
Church. If we receive the word but don’t work to uproot 
the sin the constantly sprouts in our lives, or souls will be 
overgrown with sins and will have no desire for life in 
Christ.  

In all cases, our desire is that the soil of our hearts 
become good so that the word of the Gospel sown therein 
may be free to grow and bear abundant fruit. God speaks 
through the prophet Hosea (10:12), “Sow to yourselves in 
righteousness, reap in mercy; break up your fallow ground: 
for it is time to seek the Lord, till he come and rain 
righteousness upon you” and through the prophet 
Jeremiah, “For thus saith the Lord to the men of Judah and 
Jerusalem, Break up your fallow ground, and sow not 
among thorns.” We who are baptized into Christ are 
spiritually Judah and Jerusalem. All of us have fallow, 
untilled and unused soil in our hearts. All of us have thorns 
and rocks to remove. If we work to prepare the soil of our 

hearts to seek the Lord, He will come visit us bringing rain 
to make the seeds of His righteous kingdom grow.  

How To Partake of Food 
St. Gregory of Sinai 

What shall I say about the belly, the queen of the 
passions? If you can deaden or half-deaden it, do not relent. 
It has mastered me, beloved, and I worship it as a slave and 
vassal, this abettor of the demons and dwelling-place of the 
passions. Through it we fall and through it – when it is 
well-disciplined – we rise again. Through it we have lost 
both our original divine status and also our second divine 
status, that which was bestowed on us when after our initial 
corruption we are renewed in Christ through baptism, and 
from which we have lapsed once more, separating ourselves 
from God through our neglect of the commandments, even 
though in our ignorance we exalt ourselves. We think that 
we are with God, but it is only by keeping the 
commandments that we advance, guarding and increasing 
the grace bestowed upon us. 

As the fathers have pointed out, bodies vary greatly in 
their need for food. One person needs little, another much 
to sustain his physical strength, each according to his 
capacity and habit. A hesychast, however, should always eat 
too little, never too much. For when the stomach is heavy 
the intellect is clouded, and you cannot pray resolutely and 
with purity. On the contrary, made drowsy by the effects of 
too much food you are soon induced to sleep; and as you 
sleep the food produces countless fantasies in your mind. 
Thus in my opinion if you want to attain salvation and 
strive for the Lord's sake to lead a life of stillness, you 
should be satisfied with a pound of bread and three or four 
cups of water or wine daily, taking at appropriate times a 
little from whatever victuals happen to be at hand, but 
never eating to satiety. In this way you will avoid growing 
conceited, and by thanking God for everything you will 
show no disdain for the excellent things He has made. This 
is the counsel of those who are wise in such matters. For 
those weak in faith and soul, abstinence from specific types 
of food is most beneficial; St Paul exhorts them to eat 
herbs (cf. Rom. 14:2), for they do not believe that God will 
preserve them. 

What shall I say? You are old, yet have asked for a rule, 
and an extremely severe one at that. Younger people 
cannot keep to a strict rule by weight and measure, so how 
will you keep to it? Because you are ill, you should be 
entirely free in partaking of food. If you eat too much, 
repent and try again. Always act like this – lapsing and 
recovering again, and always blaming yourself and no one 
else – and you will be at peace, wisely converting such 
lapses into victories, as Scripture says. But do not exceed 
the limit I set down above, and this will be enough, for no 
other food strengthens the body as much as bread and 
water. That is why the prophet disregarded everything else 
and simply said, 'Son of man, by weight you will eat your 
bread and by measure you will drink water' (cf. Ezek. 4:16).  

There are three degrees of eating: self-control, 
sufficiency and satiety. Self-control is to be hungry after 
having eaten. Sufficiency is to be neither hungry nor 
weighed down. Satiety is to be slightly weighed down. To 
eat again after reaching the point of satiety is to open the 
door of gluttony, through which unchastity comes in. 
Attentive to these distinctions, choose what is best for you 
according to your powers, not overstepping the limits. For 
according to St Paul only the perfect can be both hungry 
and full, and at the same time be strong in all things (cf. 
Phil. 4:12). 

Glory be to God in all things! 


