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We expect a theophany of which we know nothing but the place, and the place is 

called community.  —Martin Buber 

 

Ancient Witness: 1 Corinthians 12:12-26 

 

Jennette Armstrong writes out of her Native American experience of being part of the Okanagan 

tribe in British Columbia, Canada: 

 

As a child of ten, I once sat on a hillside on the reservation with my father and his mother 

as they looked down into the town on the valley floor.  It was blackcap berry season, and 

the sun was very warm, but there in the high country, a cool breeze moved through the 

overshadowing pines.  Bluebirds and wild canaries darted and chirped in nearby bushes, 

while a meadowlark sang for rain from the hillside above.  Sage and wild roses sent their 

messages out to the humming bees and pale yellow butterflies. 

 

Down in the valley, the heat waves danced, and dry dust rose in clouds from the dirt 

roads near town.  Shafts of searing glitter reflected off hundreds of windows, while smoke 

and grayish haze hung over the town itself.  The angry sounds of cars honking in a slow 

crawl along the black highway and the grind of large machinery from the sawmill next to 

the town rose in a steady buzzing overtone to the quiet of our hillside. 

 

Looking down to the valley, my grandmother said (Okanagan), “The people down there 

are dangerous, they are all insane.”  My father agreed, commenting, “It’s because they 

are wild and scatter everywhere.” 

 

What Armstrong was talking about is the way in which her Okanagan people view what a person 

is.  They teach that each person is born into a family and community. 

 

No person is born isolated from those two things.  You are born into a way of interacting 

with one another.  As an Okanagan you are automatically a part of the rest of the 

community.  You belong.  You are them.  You are with a family and community.  You are 

that which is family and community; within that you cannot be separated. 

 

The Okanagans believe that the ability to bond is critical to the well-being of the individual.  

Without it the person is said to be “incapacitated” and “lifeless.”  Not to have community is to be 

scattered or falling apart, which is how her father put it that day on the hillside.  They refer to 

relationships to others by a word that means “our one skin.”  It means that we share a connection 

that is uniquely human.  Armstrong says that their most serious teaching is the community first 

in their choices, then family, and then themselves as individuals, because without community and 

family we are truly not human. 
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You know, I often feel that learning about other traditions helps me learn new insights about my 

own Christian tradition. 

 

Christian teaching uses the metaphor of being part of a body, living together not as a mere 

collection of individuals, but as a living organism.  The original emphasis upon community by 

Christians shares many similarities with the Okanagan people.  For example, Paul taught that the 

relationships of the community were essential for survival.  We need each other the same way 

that a body needs all of its parts, and the primary question we should be asking ourselves is, 

“Does this edify or build up the body or not?”  Let everything you do be governed by this, he 

said.  If the individuals are scattered and disconnected, they are simply flesh waiting to die.  As 

Paul wrote:  “If one member suffers, all suffer together with it; if one member is honored, all 

rejoice together with it.”  (1 Corinthians 12:26)  We are nurtured and kept warm together, under 

one skin. 

 

In his book, The Triumph of the Therapeutic, Philip Rieff made the point that community itself 

once prevented disintegration of individual personality.  Further, he said that much of modern 

therapy that has emerged is aimed at creating individuals who can get along without corporate 

support, without others.  “Much of modern therapy,” he writes, “is premised on the notion that 

community is no longer available and we had better learn to go it alone.” 

 

His general point is valid—we cannot talk about individual health apart from the context of 

community.  And much of what passes for spirituality these days is also based on the premise 

that community is out of the picture with the exclusive focus on the individual self. 

 

Now I know that the word, “community,” is tossed around a lot these days.  But what I’m talking 

about is relationships that form deep, personal links.  There are real emotional ties that only 

come from time spent together, interacting, sometimes even for generations.  It includes passing 

down the customs of extended families over time. 

 

However, our modern society has substituted communication for communion—shallow, 

disembodied relations.  Communicating signifies the transfer and exchange of information.  

Communing, on the other hand, means forming those emotional ties; it means sharing and 

bonding, providing shelter and support, under one skin. 

 

Again, Jeanette Armstrong said it so well:  The Okanagan word close in meaning to communion 

is “the way of creating compassion for.” 

 

In a healthy whole community, the people interact with each other in shared emotional 

response.  They move together emotionally to respond to crisis or celebration.  They 

“commune” in the everyday act of living… community is feeling the warm security of 

familiar people like a blanket wrapped around you… “having one covering”… “sharing 

one skin”… 

 

However, technology has often been used to promote depersonalized communication.  TV, radio, 

the internet and smartphones.  We can sit in our living rooms, see violence and destruction, and 

be detached from the suffering of the people.  It is very difficult to bond with others without 

physical contact through social media or email.   
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Much has been made about the importance of the nuclear family in political discourse today.  

There has been a modern idolizing and absolutizing of nuclear families and the individual.  But 

these nuclear families, if they are to have a chance, need to be in extended families; they need to 

be in communities.  Historically, the family did not exist as a little island in a vast, indifferent 

non society, as it does today in the Western world.  Our society is becoming more and more 

atomized, and we have our work cut out for us. 

 

We need to re-learn from our ancestors how to live in true community, how to “share one skin.”  

Alexis de Tocqueville, that great student of town democracy in New England, once wrote, 

“Humankind may create kingdoms, but the community seems to have sprung from the hand of 

God.” 

 

The late environmentalist and author, Edward Goldsmith wrote, 

 

…social aberrations, such as crime, delinquency, drug addiction, alcoholism, and 

general violence.  These problems are conspicuous by their absence in societies that have 

not been fully atomized; that is, where individuals have not been cut adrift from their 

family and community.  

 

Our communities are being atomized.  We live in whole cities made up of strangers, in an 

economy that moves people from one job to another.  Armstrong says, “This is unimaginable to 

us.  How can a person be a human while continuously living in isolation, fear and adversity?  

How can people twenty yards from each other be total strangers?” 

 

In the early 90’s the United States Census Bureau stopped counting the number of Americans 

who live on farms.  Between 1910 and 1920, we had 32 million farmers living on farms—about 

one third of our population.  By 1991, the number was only 4.6 million, less than 2 percent of the 

national population.  All these agricultural communities have been split up—atomized. 

 

In the new global economy, small is bad, large is good.  Farms got bigger, banks got bigger.  

More companies are owned by those who live far away, absentee, apart from the community.  

Often they make decisions not knowing or caring about the impact upon the community.  

Wendell Berry has said, “The ideal of the modern corporation is to by anywhere (in terms of its 

own advantage) and nowhere (in terms of local accountability).” 

 

During this pandemic, I’ve heard commercials and newscasters say over and over:  “We’re all in 

this together.”  And I’d like for that to be true.  But it’s not true.  We’re not all in this together.  

There are some who aren’t in this with us at all.  Instead of a time for coming together and 

sharing, this crisis has seen the opposite—a greater accumulation of a few and crushing loss of 

the many, disproportionately those with black and brown skin. 

 

As many work remotely from the safety of our homes, low income workers and their children are 

forced into their risky jobs or poverty.  A large majority of Americans have little savings and live 

paycheck to paycheck.  Over 44 million workers lost their jobs.  Millions have lost their 

healthcare.  Millions are facing eviction.  Meanwhile, congress established a bailout that favored 

large corporations and the wealthy—$4.5 trillion, as workers and the poor received pitifully 

little. 
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Meanwhile, the U.S. added 29 more billionaires these last four months, and the wealth of 

billionaires grew by over $545 billion.  Instead of more sharing, instead of generosity, we have 

seen more greed.  We have gone in the opposite direction, as the rich and powerful have 

separated themselves from the rest of us. 

 

All of this offers tremendous challenges to our religious understanding of the world as we hold 

up the importance of extended family and community.  Parker Palmer once said, “The idea of 

community is at the heart of every great religious tradition.” One response to this wild and 

scattered society is for the church itself to live more as a community and less as a social club.  

And there simply is no substitute for time spent together.  How much community can we be if 

we only see each other a few minutes a week? 

 

Jean Vanier, an author and founder of the L’Arche Community, compares active commitment in 

a community to a marriage.  He writes, “To enter into a covenant is also to enter the heart of God 

and discover that we are made for our brothers and sisters…”  Community requires depth, 

commitment, time spent together and being generous with our time.  And the church can “be the 

change we want to see” in our broader society, to share one skin.  So that the resources are not 

hoarded by the wealthy and powerful, but all members of the body are honored, especially the 

weak and vulnerable who would have the same care and the same protection. 

 

Friends, let us meditate on this, on how we can live this out more fully.  Let us re-learn the 

ancient wisdom of the elders; let us develop deep ties, let us suffer and rejoice together; let us 

learn how to commune and share one skin.  May we heal ourselves and the earth. 

 

 

 

 

 
 


