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Customs, Traditions, and Celebrations: The Human Drive for Community.   This is a compelling topic.  But before we can embark on this discovery-adventure of culture, traditions, celebrations --- and our human drive -- we must ask – and attempt to answer: What is this thing called community? 

There are numerous approaches to defining community, each offering a helpful perspective.  Each adds a bit more to our understanding.  Furthermore – and this is especially important tonight – every one of us can be a bit of an expert on this topic.  After all, everyone participates in community at some level, in some way.  You may have noticed that I said everyone can be a bit of an expert on community.  While it is true that everyone participates in community, it is also true that not everyone notices much about it.  Tonight, and during your entire course of study on this topic, I hope you will pick up -- and sharpen -- a few additional tools to help you not only recognize community in all its shapes, forms, sizes, and colors, but also to understand community in new ways -- so you can become a better analyst and a better participant.  

Now, having pumped you up as resident experts of a sort on community, I ask for your indulgence as I turn first to some other folks -- to help us get started.  We can still learn a bit from other experts.  These scholars have been analyzing society, and constructing definitions of community for decades.  They have been using their tools for a long time.  I think that each one of them brings an important perspective – perhaps not a complete understanding – but a part of what we are trying to learn.  Together, using our own wits and experience, perhaps we can use what they contribute, and cobble together our own understanding of community – and more, to gain a better understanding of what drives us as humans to do it.  

I’ve selected experts from a variety of disciplines.  Interestingly – and maybe this begins our definition – an understanding of community with all its richness and complexity requires tools from many disciplines, including sociology, psychology, political science, economics, theoretical physics and biology, history, and theology.  To study community from only one of these perspectives could result in, at best, an incomplete understanding of community, or worse, a biased understanding of community – an understanding that, because of its intellectual exclusivity, contradicts the very essence of community itself.   

With this in mind, I am drawn to thinkers and writers, who, though trained in a particular discipline, have ventured out to incorporate perspectives and analytical tools from other disciplines to broaden their thinking and understanding of community.  Thus, what you will hear tonight is not just a sociological perspective or a psychological or theological perspective, but a more complex perspective drawing also on wisdom about community from economics, the science of biological ecosystems, and history, among others.   

For example, Scott Peck writes as a psychologist using the tools of pastoral theology and spiritual formation.  Noble Prize winner Amartya Sen writes as an economist using the language of individual psychological development.  Henri Nouwen and Matthew Fox are theologians who use the tools of economics, psychology and sociology.  Fritjof Capra is a theoretical physicist using the language of natural systems ecology.  Sociologists Amitai Etzioni and Robert Bellah use the tools of political science, urban development, and economics.  Robert Dahl is a political scientist who uses the tools of history, sociology, and economics.  Robert Coles is a psychiatrist who uses the tools of sociology and history.  Marian Wright Edelman is a trained lawyer who sees and explains community through the eyes of children.   

What can we learn about community from this diverse set of thinkers?

Let us cut first deep into our souls.  Scott Peck – theologian and psychiatrist -- boldly claims that, as Americans, we will find true community only by discovering a counter-balance to the dominant characteristic of which we are so proud – that defining characteristic noted so eloquently by French historian Alexis deTocqueville over 100 years ago.  Peck says 

“…we are called to wholeness and simultaneously to recognize our incompleteness; called to power and to acknowledge our weakness; called to both individuation and interdependence.  Thus the problem – indeed the total failure -- of the “ethic” of rugged individualism is that it runs with only one side of this paradox, incorporates only one half of our humanity.  It recognizes that we are called to individuation, power, and wholeness.  But it denies entirely the other part of the human story: that we can never fully get there and that we are, of necessity in our uniqueness, weak and imperfect creatures who need each other.”

In response, the definition of community Peck offers sets a high standard: 

“[Community is] a group of individuals who have learned how to communicate honestly with each other, whose relationships go deeper than their masks of composure, and who have developed some significant commitment to rejoice together, mourn together, to delight in each other, and to make others’ conditions their own.”

Theologians Henri Nouwen and Matthew Fox underscore the need for vulnerability, but in a larger social context as a requirement when seeking true community.  For them, this vulnerability includes but extends beyond personal, one-one relationships, to an economic and political vulnerability required if a society is to reach out with compassion to those who are oppressed, neglected, or excluded.   

Others attempt to define community according to the nature and scope of an individual’s participation in public life.  Sociologist Robert Bellah and his colleagues join deTocqueville in the troubling initial observation that in America our “immersion in private economic pursuits undermines the person as citizen.”  But, after a more careful analysis – through hundreds of stories describing person after person making enormous personal sacrifices for the common good -- stories similar to the hundreds we have seen and heard in the aftermath of the September 11 tragedies -- Bellah and associates offer the hopeful conclusion that: 

“…we have never been, and still are not, a collection of private individuals…Our lives make sense in a thousand ways, most of which we are unaware of, because of the traditions that are centuries, if not millennia old.  These traditions help us to know that is does make a difference who we are and how we treat each other.”

But it seems to me, that despite the significance of the many personal stories about individuals who sacrifice their lives and material resources for public good, our society remains in search for the true meaning of community.  We ache to see it, we ache to understand it, and we ache to participate in true community.

Theoretical physicist, Fritjof Capra suggests that we will not discover the true meaning of community until we begin to understand society in much the same way – or with the same language -- we use to describe biological ecosystems.  We need to become “eco-literate”.  “We can learn valuable lessons,” Capra says, “from the study of ecosystems, which are sustainable communities of plants, animals, and microorganisms.”  He challenges us to “revitalize our communities – including our educational communities, business communities, and political communities – so that the principles of ecology become manifest in them as principles of education, management, and politics.”  For Capra, these guiding principles of biological and human ecosystems are interdependence, recycling of resources, partnership, flexibility, diversity, and, as a consequence of all the rest, sustainability.    

Marion Wright Edelman, president of the Children’s Defense Fund, reminds us that if we are to re-discover true community – local, national, or global -- we must re-discover what it means to view the world through the eyes of children.                       

And finally, echoing deTocqueville, Nouwen, and Fox, sociologist Amitai Etzioni challenges us to rediscover the natural balance in our society between individual rights or freedoms on one hand, and social responsibilities on the other.  He suggests further that our society needs a shoring up of social responsibility without losing the emphasis on personal morality.  What America needs, Etzioni insisted in 1993, “is a major social movement dedicated to enhancing social responsibilities, public and private morality, and the public interest.”  He offers three stages for such a movement: First, that America re-raise its moral voice and not be shy about insisting on some standard of moral living in homes, schools, and local communities.  

Second, America must increase its demand for social responsibility while also insisting that any additional individual rights claimed by statute or moral persuasion must be accompanied by an associated responsibility to others.  Here Etzioni is suggesting a balance between our call for individual rights – which deTocqueville and others have correctly identified as the clarion call for Americans – and the call for increased social responsibility.  The tragic events in September have forced us to demonstrate that we are indeed capable of considering first the needs of others before our individual rights as free Americans.  The September tragedy has revived the centuries old political debate that asks -- where is the appropriate location for the line between personal freedoms and social good.  

And third, Etzioni suggests that our American political system must re-examine the increasing influence of private interest groups in political decision-making, as compared to the waning influence of a voice that defends the public good.

So, what have we learned, and what can we add?  

Let’s go back to our original question:  What is community?  I doubt that what I’ve shared thus far has helped to crystallize a specific definition of community for you.  I hope at least, that I have tossed out a few new approaches, or perhaps reminders, for your thinking about community.  

Given this potpourri of approaches, let’s ask ourselves, how would I answer the question: What is community?  What does it look like?  Is community a place?  A thing?  Is community a feeling?  Or is it a legal or formal organizational status?  Is community a noun?  Or is community a verb?  

Let me try to answer in more specific terms.  This will in part be a summary of some of the key points we’ve already heard, but cast in a form that I understand. 

I believe community is a noun.  It is a group of humans, large or small, in a particular place (or otherwise connected) for a particular reason.  This may include a formal, legal community – like a town or a workplace, or a neighborhood association.  But the notion of community also includes informal human groups, groups of humans associating for no reason other than the fact that they like each other, or because they are emotionally or genetically bonded – for whatever benefit they accrue. 

But for a complete understanding, it is necessary for me to view community also as a verb.  If we consider community a verb – we could say, we are doing community.  This calls up the sense of community that is not so much a status, but a process.  

What would it mean to do community?  How would we behave?   I’d like to share six components of community behavior – in the verb sense.  As I talk, listen also for indications that help us to understand what drives us as humans to actually do this thing called community.  For when we consider community a verb, a process, rather than a status, our definition of community necessarily becomes infused with descriptions of how we must behave in order to achieve community, and then we might begin to understand those personal engines – those drives -- within us that motor us forward to doing community.  

1. First, following Capra, I recognize that a systems approach to human community requires that I acknowledge and respect that human community exists in the context of a larger biological, and physical world.  Furthermore, in the long run, human community becomes stressed when it attempts to disengage from its surrounding physical or biological environment.  That’s a given in today’s enlightened -- and global -- worldview.  We can’t do community in isolation, in a vacuum.  In addition, just as true human community must remain engaged as part of a larger biological and physical ecosystem on this planet, the human dimension of our ecosystem must reflect in greater measure the guiding principles of ecosystems.  So, if we view our human community as an ecosystem, we might take up behaviors that reflect interdependence, the recycling of resources, partnership, flexibility, diversity, and, ultimately, sustainability.          

2. Second, following Etzioni, healthy human community must embrace and reflect a balance between our drive for individual freedoms and our drive for social responsibilities.

3. Third, just as a biological ecosystem must remain diverse to survive, a human community must seek diversity – for survival.  Healthy community is not exclusive.  Exclusivity will destroy community.  Groups that exclude others because they are different, or inferior, or because they have failed to meet some prescribed behavioral litmus test, are not communities in fact, but cliques.  I recognize that inclusiveness is not an absolute.  Most groups struggle over the extent to which others will be included.  The critical question then is this: Will we – as a local community or as the larger American community -- assume a posture of exclusion making including others the exception; or, will we assume a posture of inclusion making excluding others the exception?  True community as I define it is inclusive.

4. Fourth, taking what I understand to be a theological approach, true community must be contemplative.  True community examines itself and becomes self-aware.  The goal of contemplation is an increased awareness of the world outside the group, increased awareness of relationships within the group, and the dynamic between the two.  Such group contemplation leads to an accurate assessment of all that the group is and is not; and often results is healthier, more productive relationships with other groups, whether families, businesses, counties, or nations.  It is out of a posture of contemplation and self-reflection that one is able -- as an individual or as larger society -- to discover compassion, and thus to have the capacity to reach out to those who are oppressed, neglected, or excluded.  True community is contemplative.

5. The fifth characteristic of true community takes me to a more person level, and follows the suggestion of psychologists like Peck, or theologians like Nouwen.  They urge us to link the process of community formation with our pursuit of personal and group vulnerability.  We would discover as a result, they maintain, that true community is a safe place.  When a group achieves a true sense of community, the single most common thing its members express is: “I feel safe here.”  Most of us have lived our lives not feeling safe, or feeling only partially safe.  To be honest, seldom do I feel wholly accepted -- and acceptable -- in a group setting.  So, I often enter a group setting with my guard up – and sometimes my guarding runs very deep.  Even if I try to make a conscious attempt to become open and vulnerable, that tiny sliver of an unconscious defense or barrier – a protection from perceived harm -- remains alert within me.  And there also the chance that any effort on my part to become vulnerable will be met by other members of the group with suspicion, or fear, or – as is common in some religious or self-help circles – other group members may greet me with an automatic attempt to heal or convert me.  Unless I am feeling very courageous, I am likely to retreat behind my emotional walls.  But true community should be a safe place.  This, more than any other criteria, makes it quite difficult for a group of humans to achieve true community.  True community must be safe enough for me to become vulnerable.    

6. Sixth, community is a place where fighting can take place gracefully.  Conflict does and should occur in true community.  Conflict is not the problem.  Remember, true community is inclusive, and inclusiveness brings diversity.  Diversity means differences, and difference often means disagreement.  In true community we embrace diversity.  With diversity, we must expect differences.  With differences, we must expect disagreement and conflict.  This is precisely what political scientist Robert Dahl warned as the primary dilemma of a pluralist democracy.  It is very difficult to do democracy in a diverse community.  So, we should expect some disagreements and conflict in a diverse community.  Conflict is not the problem in community – the problem is in how we fight.  Do we fight with grace – in a way that respects difference?  Do we take sides in cliquish fashion (in school hallways it is cliquish, in Congress we call it “political savvy”)?   Do we take sides, or do we listen to each other.  Do we tend to reject each other solely because of disagreement on issues?  Or, in the midst of a disagreement on issues, do we acknowledge that we belong together in community, and its OK to disagree?  True community is where disagreements can take place gracefully.         

Community embraces interdependence and partnership.  Community embraces a balance between my freedoms as an individual and my responsibility for the social good.  Community is inclusive, not exclusive.  Community is contemplative; it examines itself, becomes self-aware, and grows.  Community is a safe place – safe enough for me to consider becoming vulnerable with you.  Community is a place where fighting can take place gracefully.  

With this awesome list of characteristics – can we at least begin to answer the question: What drives us humans to form communities? 

If I were a Darwinist -- in this case a social Darwinist -- I’d say that such a community increases my chance of social survival.  I’d say that membership in a community that is inclusive so I belong, safe so I can be vulnerable, contemplative and self-aware so I can learn and improve my dealings with the world around me, and where I can disagree with other members and trust that everything will work out --- this community does increase my chance of surviving in today’s world – where generally the exact opposite is offered.  

If I were a psychologist, I’d say that such a community satisfies the deep, instinctual urgings inside me – this kind of community meets my needs.  When I am honest, I admit my need to belong.  I need to feel safe in a group.  I need to be in a group that is always learning about itself and growing.  I need to be in a group where disagreement is OK.       

As a spiritual, faith-driven person – and this is a primary drive for me – I believe that we have been designed by the Creator-God exactly for this kind of community.  In a perfect world, we would find such community in every home, in every church, synagogue, or mosque, in every social group, in every classroom.  This is not a perfect world – so, from a spiritual perspective we rely on God’s grace.  We rely on God’s grace as we build such community, to make such a community possible.  

Through this spiritual lens, we can see that the community I am describing is a grace community – a grace community is a safe place.  It is inclusive, learning and growing as it becomes self-aware, where disagreement does not lead to destruction.       

Whether I explain it from a Darwinist, psychological, or a spiritual perspective – or a creative blend of all three perspectives – it is clear to me that I am driven to be in such a community, to do such community, and to settle in such a place.

I may have muddied the waters of your year-long study of community.  How does any of this influence your discussion of cultures, traditions and celebrations?  This I will leave for you to sort out.  But I also leave this challenge – please consider a high standard for community in your discussions.  When you are talking about nations, or ethnic cultures, or political structures, formal organizations, informal organizations, municipalities, neighborhood associations, or families, remember the high standard for community to which I aspire.

Because I am a creature who wants to survive, one who has deep instinctual needs, and one who is designed by the Creator to deserve such community, I believe I will find this place, I believe I will participate in this journey – this grace community – and I will settle there.   

Good luck with your studies this year.  Thank you.
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