The Real Thing
Week One: Community
Scripture Passage
Acts 2:42-47 (NRSV)
42

They devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and
the prayers. 43 Awe came upon everyone, because many wonders and signs were being done by
the apostles. 44 All who believed were together and had all things in common; 45 they would sell their
possessions and goods and distribute the proceeds to all, as any had need. 46 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, 47 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.

Weekly Reading Passage
“[The] one whom God has placed in common life with other Christians learns what it means
to have brothers and sisters. “Brothers and sisters… in the Lord,” Paul calls his congregation (Phil.
1:14). One is a brother or sister to another only through Jesus Christ. I am a brother or sister to
another person through what Jesus Christ has done for me and to me; others have become
brothers and sisters to me through what Jesus Christ has done for them and to them. The fact that
we are brothers and sisters only through Jesus Christ is of immeasurable significance. Therefore,
the other who comes face to face with me earnestly and devoutly seeking community is not the
brother or sister with whom I am to relate in the community. My brother or sister is instead that other
person who has been redeemed by Christ, absolved from sin, and called to faith and eternal life.
What persons are in themselves as Christians, in their inwardness and piety, cannot constitute the
basis of our community, which is determined by what those persons are in terms of Christ. Our
community consists solely in what Christ has done to both of us. That not only is true at the
beginning, as if in the course of time something else were to be added to our community, but also
remains so for all the future and into all eternity. I have community with others and will continue to
have it only through Jesus Christ. The more genuine and the deeper our community becomes, the
more everything else between us will recede, and the more clearly and purely will Jesus Christ and
his work become the one and only thing that is alive between us. We have one another only through
Christ, but through Christ we really do have one another. We have one another completely and for
all eternity.
“This dismisses at the outset every unhappy desire for something more. Those who want
more than what Christ has established between us do not want Christian community. They are
looking for some extraordinary experiences of community that were denied them elsewhere. Such
people are bringing confused and tainted desires into the Christian community. Precisely at this
point Christian community is most often threatened from the very outset by the greatest danger, the
danger of internal poisoning, the danger of confusing Christian community with some wishful image
of pious community, the danger of blending the devout heart’s natural desire for community with the
spiritual reality of Christian community. It is essential for Christian community that two things
become clear right from the beginning. First, Christian community is not an ideal, but a divine
reality; second, Christian community is a spiritual not an emotional reality.
“On innumerable occasions a whole Christian community has been shattered because it has
lived on the basis of a wishful image. Certainly serious Christians who are put in a community for the
first time will often bring with them a very definite image of what Christian communal life should be,
and they will be anxious to realize it. But God’s grace quickly frustrates all such dreams. A great
disillusionment with others, with Christians in general, and if we are fortunate, with ourselves, is
bound to overwhelm us as surely as God desires to lead us to an understanding of genuine
Christian community. By sheer grace God will not permit us to live in a dream world even for a few
weeks and to abandon ourselves to those blissful experiences and exalted moods that sweep over
us like a wave of rapture. For God is not a God of emotionalism, but the God of truth. Only that
community which enters into the experience of this great disillusionment with all its unpleasant and
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evil appearances begins to be what it should be in God’s sight, begins to grasp in faith the promise
that is given to it. The sooner this moment of disillusionment comes over the individual and the
community, the better for both. However, a community that cannot bear and cannot survive such
disillusionment, clinging instead to its idealized image, when that should be done away with, loses
at the same time the promise of a durable Christian community. Sooner or later it is bound to
collapse. Every human idealized image that is brought into the Christian community is a hindrance to
genuine community and must be broken up so that genuine community can survive. Those who
love their dream of a Christian community more than the Christian community itself become
destroyers of that Christian community even though their personal intentions may be ever so
honest, earnest, and sacrificial.
“God hates this wishful dreaming because it makes the dreamer proud and pretentious.
Those who dream of this idealized community demand that it be fulfilled by God, by others, and by
themselves. They enter the community of Christians with their demands, set up their own law, and
judge one another and even God accordingly. They stand adamant, a living reproach to all others in
the circle of the community. They act as if they have to create the Christian community, as if their
visionary ideal binds the people together. Whatever does not go their way, they call a failure. When
their idealized image is shattered, they see the community breaking into pieces. So they first
become accusers of other Christians in the community, then accusers of God, and finally the
desperate accusers of themselves. Because God already has laid the only foundation of our
community, because God has united us in one body with other Christians in Jesus Christ long
before we entered into common life with them, we enter into that life together with other Christians,
not as those who make demands, but as those who thankfully receive. We thank God for what God
has done for us. We thank God for giving us other Christians who live by God’s call, forgiveness, and
promise. We do not complain about what God does not give us; rather we are thankful for what God
does give us daily. And is not what has been given us enough: other believers who will go on living
with us through sin and need under the blessing of God’s grace? Is the gift of God any less
immeasurably great than this on any given day, even on the most difficult and distressing days of a
Christian community? Even when sin and misunderstanding burden the common life, is not the one
who sins still a person with whom I too stand under the word of Christ? Will not another Christian’s
sin be an occasion for me ever anew to give thanks that both of us may live in the forgiving love of
God in Jesus Christ? Therefore, will not the very moment of great disillusionment with my brother or
sister be incomparably wholesome for me because it so thoroughly teaches me that both of us can
never live by our own words and deeds, but only by that one Word and deed that really binds us
together, the forgiveness of sins in Jesus Christ? The bright day of Christian community dawns
wherever the early morning mists of dreamy visions are lifting.”
– From Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Life Together: Reader’s Edition, Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2015, pgs.
8-11. Used by permission from the publisher.

Weekly Questions
1.

Bonhoeffer cautions against idealizing Christian community. He writes, “Those who want
more than what Christ has established between us do not want Christian community. They
are looking for some extraordinary experiences of community that were denied them
elsewhere.” What does Bonhoeffer mean by this? Do you agree with him?

2. One reason Bonhoeffer warns against idealizing Christian community is because those who
dream up the ideal “enter the community of Christians with their demands, set up their own
law, and judge one another and even God accordingly.” Have you ever seen something like
this happen in a church or other Christian community? What was the result?
3. One of the most difficult things about community is that we are affected by others’ sins.
Bonhoeffer says, “Even when sin and misunderstanding burden the common life, is not the
one who sins still a person with whom I too stand under the word of Christ? Will not another
Christian’s sin be an occasion for me ever anew to give thanks that both of us may live in the
forgiving love of God in Jesus Christ?” How would our community be different if we thought
about other people’s sin in this way?
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