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Stop wasting time running after the perfect community.   

Live your life fully in your community today. 
(from Community and Growth, Jean Vanier) 

 
Invitation to Worship: 

Be patient toward all that is unsolved in your heart and try to love the questions themselves,  
like locked rooms and like books that are now written in a very foreign tongue.  
Do not now seek the answers, which cannot be given you because you would not be able to live 
them.  
And the point is, to live everything.  
Live the questions now.  
Perhaps you will then gradually, without noticing it, live along some distant day into the 
answer. 
― Rainer Maria Rilke 

 
Ancient Witness:  Acts 2:42, 44-47a 
 
When I think about what is essential to being a church, I think of it as a place to come if you are seeking 
to grow spiritually, if you are desiring to be transformed personally.  This, it seems to me, is the primary 
directive of a spiritual community.  Doing good things in the community and the world is important.  
Helping others is important.  But you don’t need to be part of a church to do that.  There are lots of other 
groups that do that.  Having a sense of belonging and community is important, but you don’t need to be 
part of a congregation to do that.  There are other groups that help provide that.  No, the raison d’etre, 
the primary reason to exist for spiritual communities is that we are places to grow our souls.  I’m not 
saying that this can’t happen outside a church—of course it can—but we are intentional about this here.  
Everybody, from the minister to the nominal member, is seeking to be transformed, to grow their soul, 
from the very youngest to the oldest.  It never stops.  No one can say that they’re done, that they’ve 
arrived, that they have the answers.  We live into the questions.  We love the questions.  We are 
transformed by the questions.  Continually. 
 
 
It’s been over 20 years that I read a good book by Scott Peck called, The Different Drum: Community 
Making and Peace.  In it he talked about four stages of how a group of people evolves and develops to 
achieve a deep level of true and authentic community. 
 
The first stage is pseudo community, where members pretend to have total harmony with one another 
and cover up their differences by acting as if the differences don’t exist.  The rule is: “We agree only to 
agree.”  The second stage is when members start venting disagreements.  Peck labels this stage, chaos, 
when people realize that there are real differences that simply cannot be ignored.  At first it looks 
counterproductive but can be the first step toward genuine community.  Peck calls the next stage 
emptiness, where people learn to empty themselves of ego factors that prevent true community.  This is 
a difficult step involving lowering defenses and becoming vulnerable and open to change.  Finally, the 
last stage of true community happens when people have empathy with each other.  Heated discussions 
never get sour, and motives are not questioned.  Peck writes that some of the characteristics of true 
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community are that people accept and embrace each other, celebrating and not just tolerating 
differences; they share their vulnerability and express who they truly are; and they resolve their conflict 
with wisdom and grace.  Authentic community is a place where people change and grow, a 
compassionate space where we give up trying to change each other.  It’s a safe and nurturing 
environment for individuals to grow spiritually. 
 
And so here we come together to “celebrate the divine that moves within, around and among us.”  We 
try to become more and more aware of the divine—the Sacred Presence—and then, this awareness 
transforms us.  This is the basic trait of almost every spiritual tradition, it seems to me: to be awakened, 
and that by being awakened, one is transformed.  Buddhists talk about discovering one’s Buddha nature 
and opening up to the Big Mind.  Christians talk about having “the mind of Christ,” the Christ-mind.  
Paul wrote to other spiritual followers of Jesus, “we are constantly being transformed.”  It never stops.  
It’s all about the journey, not the destination.  It’s a continual moment to moment process.  It’s a way of 
living, a way of being.  We can’t accumulate this awareness, save it, put it in the bank.  We are 
continually starting over now.  Now.  Now. 
 
What I’m talking about is a religion based upon experience of  God and not simply thoughts or 
statements about God.  Too often the church has substituted belief systems for the direct awareness of 
the Sacred Presence that everyone is experiencing all the time.  The primary function of a spiritual 
community, it seems to me, is not to teach what to believe, but how to see a Sacred Reality—a hidden 
wholeness, to use Merton’s phrase—that is under our noses. 
 
And so one phrase that is familiar to some of you here is “spiritual practice.”  A spiritual practice is 
simply what you do to grow your soul, to become more aware and awake to the sacredness, the 
wholeness, the loving presence that holds things together.  How do we become more alive to this 
reality?  That’s our spiritual practice.   
 
Many people think of prayer, meditation and contemplation—the practice of silencing our mind, and 
then out of this stillness listening for that small voice of God.  Others think of studying and reflecting on 
spiritual teaching, ancient stories, sacred texts, words of sages and wisdom traditions.  But today I want 
to focus on living and working in a spiritual community, such as a congregation, as a spiritual practice 
itself. 
 
This morning, I want to submit for your consideration, that we can view our life and activity together as 
a way to become more awake and alive spiritually.  We can view the primary reason for being and 
working together is to grow our souls!  It is much more important for a church to grow deep that to grow 
large. 
 
But let me just say that this is not a very common, typical or natural way to think in our very utilitarian 
world.  There’s a great book called Serving with Grace, by Erik Walker Wickstrom, a Unitarian 
minister, that makes the point that living and serving in a congregation is, itself, a spiritual practice.  It 
can be a pathway to a higher consciousness, if we look at it that way.  But I can’t emphasize enough that 
this is a HUGE SHIFT from the way things are usually done in churches. 
 
And so, when we go to a committee meeting, for example, we still have things that we need to do, tasks 
to accomplish, but these are all secondary!  The primary purpose is to experience the moments deeply 
so that our awareness increases, and we grow.  The primary reason is that we are seeking to be 
transformed in the experience of being and working together.  Wickstrom writes, 
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Imagine how your work for the congregation might be transformed if you approached it 
primarily as your spiritual practice, and secondarily as helping the church fulfill its mission. 
 

Do you see the difference?  Sometimes our spiritual quest and growth are disconnected from the 
business and messiness of daily life.  Even, and maybe especially, in churches, where we have the 
spiritual stuff over there but then we’ve got to get down to the practical business over here.  Wickstrom 
continues, 
 

Many spiritual traditions emphasize that the accomplishment of a task is secondary to the 
experience of doing the task.  This is one way of understanding the concept of nonattachment to 
outcomes—whether or not a thing gets done is far less important than how one attempts to do it.  
Is your mind focused or distracted?  Is you intention clear or dissipated?  Do you experience joy 
or resentment while doing it? 
 

So the focus is not primarily on the task or the problem or the job but on the experience of doing it.  And 
in the experience of doing, we can grow in our awareness. 
 
This reminds me of that great line from Leonard Cohen’s song, “Anthem,” 
 

Forget your perfect offering. 
There’s a crack, a crack in everything. 
That’s how the light gets in. 
 

It’s all about the light getting in—in the midst of our efforts and what we’re trying to offer.  It’s not 
about the what; it’s more about the how.  As T. S. Eliot wrote, 
 

This then is the final treason, 
to do the right thing for the wrong reason. 
 

Work in the church as a spiritual practice is to be mindful—mindful of our own motives, our experience, 
what’s going on inside.  Mindful of others.  Mindful of the beauty in the moment.  Mindful that “all is 
well, and all shall be well.”  Mindful of the Compassionate Presence that envelops us, that is emerging 
within us. 
 
So we can say was we go out the door, “Honey, I’m off to my spiritual practice,” as we leave for a 
tedious, conflict-ridden committee meeting.  “I’m off to my zendo, my sangha.” 
 
So, we can help in a soup kitchen, and it can still be simply an exercise of our ego, of demonstrating 
how good and worthy we are.  It can be done reluctantly or resentfully.  Or it can be done as an 
opportunity for personal transformation, with openness to the moment, to what the experience can teach 
us. 
 
I think the image of the monastery can be very helpful here.  Most of us haven’t lived in a monastery; 
we’ve chosen a different path of being in the world to mix with the general population.  And yet, I 
suggest that we can be a certain kind of monastery, a monastery for the rest of us, for regular folks, for 
ordinary people. 
 
Here’s what I mean:  In a monastery the whole thing is spiritual practice.  It’s not just the prayer and 
worship, but every activity is a pathway to spiritual awareness.  And so, in a monastery, doing the 
laundry is a spiritual practice.  Working in the garden, a spiritual practice.  Interacting with others, a 
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spiritual practice.  Making cheese or beer, cleaning up, all spiritual practice, opportunities to mindfully 
experience the present moment deeply and fully.  Each activity a chance to be done with a contemplative 
mind.  Again, Wikstrom says it so well: 
 

The question to you is: Will you accept the challenge and invitation?  Will you take advantage of 
the opportunity to use your service in the church to deepen your spiritual life and further your 
spiritual journey?  The monasteries and intentional spiritual communities of all religious 
traditions understand that each and every moment of each and every day provides opportunities 
to learn, deepen, and grow.  Whether sitting in meditation and prayer in your room or chopping 
carrots and washing dishes in the kitchen--anything can be used as a tool for deepening our 
connection with life.  The quiet of the prayer bench and the bustle of the business office are not 
seen as two distinct things--they are two aspects of the same process.  The busy work of the 
monastery provides as much of a pathway as the time of prayer.  And when the work is seen that 
way, that's just what it does.  
 

Jean Vanier, founder of the L’Arche community, wrote, “Stop wasting time running after the perfect 
community.  Live your life fully in your community today.”  There’s no perfect community.  And part 
of our practice is to recognize and accept this, too. 
 
There’s a story of Mulla Nasrudin, that 13th century Sufi folk character, who was sitting in a tea shop 
when a friend came excitedly to speak with him.  “I’m about to get married, Mulla,” his friend stated, 
“and I’m very excited.  Mulla, have you ever thought of marriage yourself?”  Nasrudin replied, “I did 
think of getting married.  In my youth in fact I very much wanted to do so.  I waited to find for myself 
the perfect wife.  I traveled looking for her, first to Damascus.  There I met a beautiful woman who was 
gracious, kind, and deeply spiritual, but she had no worldly knowledge.  I traveled further and went to 
Isphahan.  There I met a woman who was both spiritual and worldly, beautiful in many ways, but we did 
not communicate well. Finally I went to Cairo and there after much searching I found her!  She was 
spiritually deep, graceful, and beautiful in every respect, at home in the world and at home in the realms 
beyond it.  I felt I had found the perfect wife.”  His friend questioned further, “Then did you not marry 
her, Mulla?”  “Alas,” said Nasrudin as he shook his head, “She was, unfortunately, waiting for the 
perfect husband.” 
 
The perfect match doesn’t exist.  And spiritual wisdom says that often it is the one who irritates you, 
who really gets under your skin, who can be your best teacher. 
 
I remember going to a Saturday meeting a few years ago at the New Mount Pilgrim Baptist Church in 
the heart of Chicago.  It’s a place where the violence and bloodshed of the streets is an inescapable part 
of the reality of the people.  We read a litany naming the 150 children and young people who have been 
killed in the Chicago streets this year so far—and we had’t even reached the warm summer months yet.  
It was a meeting with delegates from the 64 American Baptist Congregations in the metro area.   
 
Now if you know me, you know that I don’t have a lot of patience for institutional religion and church 
meetings.  I’d rather go to the dentist. 
 
So I reminded myself that this was part of my larger spiritual community and tried to approach it as a 
spiritual practice.  So instead of being a little put out, thinking of the sermon that I should be writing or 
the errands I should be doing in the hour down, five hours there and hour back, I made an effort to just 
experience the time with this very diverse collection of my brothers and sisters, to be as open to the 
moment and as present as possible.  Because, my friends, if you can do this at a church meeting, you can 
do it just about anywhere.  I’m not saying that you will have arrived, but almost!   
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Was I totally successful?  Hardly.  But I have to say, it was for me an experience that changed and 
transformed me and helped me awaken a little more to the heartbreaking beauty and goodness and 
wholeness that is hidden in ourselves and this world. 
 
This reminds me of another story of the spiritual community led by Gurdjieff in France.  There was this 
old man who lived there and was the personification of difficulty—irritable, messy, fighting with 
everyone, and unwilling to clean up or help at all.  No one go along with him.  Finally, after many 
frustrating months of trying to stay with the group, the old man left for Paris.  Gurdjieff followed him 
and tried to convince him to return, but it had been too hard, and the man said no.  At last Gurdjieff 
offered the man a very big monthly stipend if he returned.  How could he refuse?  When he returned 
everyone was aghast, and on hearing that he was being paid (while they were being charge a lot to be 
there), the community was up in arms.  Gurdjieff called them together and after hearing their complaints 
laughed and explained:  “This man in like yeast for bread.”  He said, “Without him here you would 
never really learn about anger, irritability, patience, and compassion.  That is why you pay me, and why 
I hire him.” 
 
And so there are some things that living and working in an imperfect, messy community can teach us 
that nothing else can.  It seems to me that we can see ourselves—this church—like this—as a monastery 
in the world.  And everything we do when we walk through those doors can be a pathway to 
transformation, that this is why we’re here.   
 
And who knows?  Maybe, just maybe, it can help us to see our whole lives this way. 
 
 
(NOTE: The spoken sermon, available online, may differ slightly in phrasing and detail from this 
manuscript version.) 


