“We always give thanks to God for all of you”

By Patrick Cleary-Burns



Saint Paul said some tough things to the communities he wrote to, but he always made sure to let them know how much he cared for them and that he was praying constantly for them.  It seems like he is saying to them, “Remember, we are the Body of Christ - we are all in this together!”


The first disciples probably found Paul’s letters very comforting.  They were a minority who were under pressure from many other groups, and they were trying to live in a whole new way.  They frequently described their community as a koinonia.  This meant that their belief tied them together.  These ties had powerful meaning to the earliest disciples:  

Awe came upon everyone, because many wonders and signs were being 

done by the apostles.  All who believed were together and had all things in 
common; they would sell their possessions and goods and distribute the 
proceeds to all, as any had need.  Day by day, as they spent much time together
in the temple, they broke bread at home and ate their food with glad and 
generous hearts, praising God and having the goodwill of all the people. And 
day by day the Lord added to their number those who were being saved.  
(Acts 2: 43-47)

In this passage Luke gives us a picture of how members of the community related to each other as believers who supported each other, prayed together, and served together.  They lived out their faith together.


Our cultural situation is very different.  Rugged individualism is proclaimed.  Most people have left small, supportive communities and families to live in industrialized cities.  While many of us have found meaningful communities, we all live in a milieu characterized by individualism, alienation, and isolation.   


Our culture affects the way we hear the Good News.  Most of us experience our relationship with God as a one-on-one affair.  For me, this can be seen most clearly in our concept of sin.  While theologians write about social sin, we have all been taught to assess and ask forgiveness solely for our personal sins.  Though Vatican II reclaimed the communal rite of penance, we are not really sure if those penance services really ‘count’.  


In this context, we are not very clear about the importance of community in our spiritual life.  It might help if we look to a few of Paul’s companions in the Communion of Saints for guidance. 


About two hundred years after Saint Paul, monks and nuns started leaving the chaotic life in the cities and went into the deserts of North Africa.  These desert fathers and mothers have long been seen as the picture of prayerful solitude.  In fact, most of them lived in community.  One school of early monastic life, founded by Antony of Egypt (he lived from 251–356) valued the relationship of the cell to rest of the monastic community.

“The desert monks realized the rhythm between solitude and community.

Solitude and community were seen as complimentary not competitive.”



From Oasis of Wisdom: The Worlds of the Desert Fathers and Mothers,
by David G.R. Keller, page 53

The author of this book goes on to say that it is the lack of balance between community and solitude that contributes to the dysfunction of modern life.


In the 6th century, Irish monks sought o follow the example of the desert monks.  They went to the remote western areas of the Irish mainland and to the islands for solitude.  I saw a well-preserved beehive hut site on the Dingle Peninsula a few years ago.  I was surprised to find a circle of stone huts.  They had sought solitude together!


In the 13th century, Saint Francis of Assisi gained fuel for his dynamic ministry by living alone in a cave on Mt. Subasio.  He believed his solitude would have been impossible without the support and shared life he had with his fellow Little Brothers.


Even now, men and women who seek to radically live out the call to follow Jesus recognize the need for community as a basis for their shared lives of solitude and ministry.  This is true of monastic men and women, just as it is for members of service groups like the Jesuit Volunteer Corps, the Sojourner Community, and Christian Life Communities.


What does this mean for us as we conclude this at-home retreat with Saint Paul?  We might consider it a call to reflect on the sources of our spiritual support.   One way to do this is in prayer.  Read Mark 2: 1-5.  It is the story of the paralytic who was healed by Jesus after being lowered through the ceiling by his friends.  After you prayerfully read this passage, ask the Holy Spirit to show you who in your life carries you to Jesus.  This prayer will give you a clearer view of your current sources of support and help you identify the kind of support you might need to find to bravely pursue solitude.


It is a challenge for us to read accurately what was written to people in a totally different time, place, and culture. Paul wrote his letters as he traveled from one community to another.  He did not have the time or papyrus to include many niceties.  Given that reality, we need to think about why he told these communities so warmly that he was thanking God for them and praying for their well-being and faithfulness.  He also thanked them for the many ways in which they supported him.  Maybe we are better off in this instance to think less about what he said and look more toward Paul as a model for balancing his life of ministry which was pretty lonely and his need for and love for his communities.


In that spirit, please know that I have been praying for you ever since you began this retreat, and will continue to pray that the grace of this time will bear great fruit in your life.  
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