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1

INTRODUCTION

NAMING OUR PROBLEM:  

ISOLATION AND THE HUMAN CONDITION

A great deal is at stake with how we as Christians name both our 
problems and our solutions. For if we name the problem too trivially, 
we wind up offering an unserious solution. It is for no small reason 
that Scripture opens up our situation in such stark terms: “death,” 
“corruption,” “evil.” If we named what afflicts us in light ways, we 
would offer trivial solutions to challenges that run all the way down: 
to misname this is to misname our cure as well. 

The story of the world, Augustine tells us, is one of both grace 
and division, of Abel versus Cain, the City of God versus the Earthly 
City: this common gift of creation and its division into light and 
dark is at the headwaters of the stories we tell about creation. As 
inheritors of a common curse and destined for a common cure, we 
the people of God live in overlapping ways with our neighbors as the 
church bears out its witness. The way that sin appears, then, is not 
one that is restricted to the world outside the church, insofar as all 
people share in Adam’s lineage, all people repeating the story of the 
fall again and again. And so, to be the people of the church means to 
recognize that, in our healing, we will be tempted again and again to 
slip back into old patterns and tempted to repeat the ways in which 
sin fractures the world.

_Werntz_FromIsolationtoCommunity_JK_jck.indd   13_Werntz_FromIsolationtoCommunity_JK_jck.indd   13 12/9/21   3:58 PM12/9/21   3:58 PM

Myles Werntz, From Isolation to Community 
Baker Academic, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2022 

Used by permission.



2

In this book, we look at how this pattern of division happens in 
and through church practices, following the guidance primarily of 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, and we will name that pattern isolation. With 
the German martyr as our guide, we will begin a process of reframing 
our vision of church, moving away from isolation and toward com-
munity, a form of life together that mirrors the existence creation is 
called toward before God. 

Loneliness and even estrangement we are familiar with, but isola-
tion? Is this too strong a term to describe the ways in which sin afflicts 
our common life? The skepticism of this nomenclature, I think, is 
twofold. First, it may come from a fear that this prioritizes sin as a 
fundamental reality of creation rather than grace. It is, after all, only 
because God sustains the world that we are able to name isolation 
clearly, as a falling away from our intended state as creatures. We 
were created for communion with God, and isolation is what we 
settle for and, as we shall see, unwittingly calibrate our experience 
of church to. But in order to see the way home, we must name the 
problem for what it is. 

The second reason to be skeptical of the term isolation to de-
scribe the human condition may come from associating isolation 
with an extreme situation: that of prisoners in solitary confinement, 
of nomads living without another human soul. But these are simply 
isolation— as a theological reality— taking a dramatic physical shape. 
Isolation, as used in this book, refers not merely to a phenomenon 
but to a state that dictates how we in turn view the self and the ac-
tivities that we do. Isolation names a condition in which, because of 
sin, the human exists divided from others and from God. Because 
of this division, we share a common world sustained by God, but 
we view one another as competitors in that world, each of us closed 
off, threatened by all others, and sustained fundamentally by our 
own efforts.

While loneliness describes a feeling that ebbs and flows with the 
presence of others, isolation—a pervasive state— better describes our 
state under sin, even when we are in the presence of others. Loneliness 
is, in other words, the harbinger of isolation, sending a message to 
remind us that this feeling of distance from others that we endure 
temporally is an echo of a far more serious situation. In using the term 

From Isolation to Community
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isolation throughout this book, I am naming the way sin permeates 
the world and the ways this condition then leads us to structure the 
world to try to overcome or compensate for that condition.

It is isolation that better describes the complex way in which sin 
divides human beings from God and one another, distancing them 
from the goodness and benefit of the God who is our source and 
from others, through whom we receive these good gifts. It is iso-
lation that describes the distance between humans and the earth, 
the unfamiliarity and antagonism that one creature exhibits toward 
another creature. It is isolation that names the experience of life as 
being bracketed by an almost inescapable aloneness, even if others 
encounter a semblance of who we are or if we experience relief from 
loneliness for years on end. Describing creation in this way does not 
mean that we do not share a common language, heritage, or interests, 
nor does it entail denying that creation is upheld and sustained by 
the God who is working for its reconciliation. It means that, theo-
logically, humans live in ways that are always seeking to overcome 
a perpetual distance between us, to restore communion where there 
remains rupture, and that we frequently attempt a restoration which 
misunderstands the problem.

The Problem of Seeing Isolation

Popular discussions have tended toward viewing isolation as some-
thing that is “out there,” perpetuated by cultures that trade in indi-
vidualism and self- discovery, fraying the best of our social bonds and 
shared values.1 But this is not the whole truth: isolation, as a feature 

1. Sociological classics such as Robert Putnam’s Bowling Alone: The Collapse 
and Revival of  American Community (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2020) and 
psychological accounts such as Jonathan Haidt’s The Righteous Mind: Why Good 
People Are Divided by Politics and Religion (New York: Vintage, 2012) and Sebastian 
Junger’s Tribe: On Homecoming and Belonging (New York: Twelve Books, 2016) 
are indicative of this class of titles, analyzing the ways in which certain cultural ele-
ments contribute to social division. Mitigation strategies, such as in Noreena Hertz’s 
The Lonely Century: How to Restore Human Connection in a World That’s Pulling 
Apart (New York: Currency, 2021), follow the presumption of these titles: that what 
is needed is a kind of cultural renewal that utilizes the technological tools at hand to 
mend cultural isolation. It is here that titles such as Zerlina Maxwell’s The End of 

Introduction
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of creaturely life under sin, afflicts the church as well, and the ways 
in which we practice church. In chapter 2, we will go more into detail 
here: to attain a vision of what is at stake with seeing the church as 
a community, we must reckon with the problem of having dedicated 
ourselves broadly to the tasks of mending the world— overcoming the 
divisions and isolation within the world— while allowing isolation 
to permeate and shape our own vision of church life. 

If isolation— the state in which we exist, dividing ourselves from 
one another and from God— permeates even the life of the church, 
then we can see isolation appearing in our church life in two different, 
polar- opposite forms. This will be more fully discussed in chapter 
1 and will be an assumed feature of the later chapters in which we 
discuss church practice, but let us introduce the idea here. Following 
Bonhoeffer, we can see that there are two faces to isolation: that of 
the crowd and that of the individual.

In the crowd, the person obscures their isolation by joining their 
voice with a collective that covers them, providing them with a shelter 
against being alone. As we shall see, this frequently comes hand in 
hand with strong leaders who promise vision and shelter from this 
isolation, bringing additional problems. It may seem counterintuitive 
to name isolation as present in collectives. But as Augustine reminds 
us, this social form hides internal divisions, frequently set aside for 
tactical successes, such that the most powerful of empires are but 
imagined communities construed to stave off the tide of isolation 
that will not be set aside forever.2 To see Augustine’s point, one need 

White Politics: How to Heal Our Liberal Divide (New York: Hachette Books, 2020) 
both accurately assess a phenomenon (the decline of Anglo- dominant politics and 
the ensuing cultural fragmentation that has emerged) while erroneously looking to 
the political anthropology of liberalism (which assumes the autonomy of the human 
person) as the solution to cultural division.

2. Augustine, in describing the “city of Cain,” the stand- in for all human socie-
ties, writes: 

This city is often divided against itself by litigations, wars, quarrels, and such 
victories as are either life- destroying or short- lived. For each part of it that 
arms against another part of it seeks to triumph over the nations through 
itself in bondage to vice. If, when it has conquered, it is inflated with pride, its 
victory is life- destroying; but if it turns its thoughts upon the common casual-
ties of our mortal condition, and is rather anxious concerning the disasters 
that may befall it than elated with the successes already achieved, this victory, 
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only look to the ways in which the dynasties of Scripture are undone 
by those closest to them, or to the ways in which the intimacies of 
the church are the occasion for egregious harms: if members are not 
mediated to one another in Christ’s body, even the most valued social 
bonds will revert back to the law of Adam, of prioritizing the self 
over against all others. The best and most natural of bonds— of fam-
ily, of marriage, of friendship— will disintegrate, apart from God’s 
knitting them together.

If crowds are one face of isolation, the triumphant individual pro-
vides us a different face. For if the crowd hides our isolation and lack of 
connection in one way, individualism is its mirror image, championing 
what the crowd hides. Individuals— who must make all decisions for 
themselves— find themselves thrown into the world, with only the 
courageous able to navigate it, on the strength of will and fortitude. 
In this form, isolation appears as the demand to take on the burden of 
the world, carrying the weight of being self- made and self- sustained. 
While there is certainly value in speaking of personal agency and 
virtue, of the singular Daniel who defies an empire or of the Paul who 
preaches to the mob, this obscures the fact that Daniel is not Daniel 
by himself, nor is Paul the singular figure against all odds; rather, they 
are bearers of a community, shaped by and representing a covenantal 
people. The courageous individual, as construed in contemporary 
discourse, is more our accommodation to the fall, making the best of 
a bad situation, than a person functioning as humans were meant to.3 

though of a higher kind, is still only short- lived; for it cannot abidingly rule 
over those whom it has victoriously subjugated. But the things which this city 
desires cannot justly be said to be evil, for it is itself, in its own kind, better 
than all other human good. (City of  God, trans. Henry Bettenson [New York: 
Penguin Books, 1972], 599)

Put differently, the crowd is a façade, for no sooner does the city achieve some 
measure of social cohesion than it divides against itself.

3. This is not to catalog all those who are divided from others, such as the prisoner 
or the shut- in. Those divided from others, but unwillingly so, might prefer to name 
this problem “loneliness,” to say that our singularity is not something to be celebrated 
but to be lamented and mourned. The lonely do not look to turn their singularity into 
a strength, nor do they envision themselves as able to carry the weight of the world 
on their shoulders: they ask only for company. But loneliness— the feeling that ac-
companies being unknown and unseen by others— unlike the more complex isolation, 
can be alleviated for a time by the presence of another: a visit, a long- needed phone 
call, a quick conversation in the hall that delves beneath the surface. The problem is 
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As churches, we frequently mistakenly address this condition of 
isolation as loneliness by setting the table for people to speak with one 
another, to learn from one another, to plan outings, cultivate friend-
ships, and find connection in similar interests, and in doing so, fre-
quently think we have abated the deeper problem. But these antidotes 
to loneliness fail in time. Rome’s victories turn to ash as it turns on 
itself; the lonely are sustained by the memory of their friends for only 
a season as the companionship is eroded by time; relationships made 
in church deteriorate when one reason for aggregating ourselves within 
church replaces another. This issue of isolation is not one that can be 
resolved by hiding in crowds, by the temporary balm of company, or 
by somehow finding the resources to face the world alone. And so this 
is the claim that, theologically, we make: in a world after sin, we are 
creatures vexed by isolation, even if we live amid crowds of people, 
close to friends, with families for decades on end. 

At this point (at the risk of overstatement and essentialization) the 
problem I am describing is not simply that which afflicts “Western” 
industrialized nations or marginalized populations within them, with 
the church suffering these effects simply because it is “Western.”4 The 
“Western” church, now located across the globe, suffers isolation 
in its practices in its own ways and will be the church that I refer-
ence most frequently throughout the book. But this is an invitation 
for Christians globally to do the work of fostering communion: the 
issue of isolation— and particularly the way it is perpetuated through 
church practice— is fostered not only through cultural assumptions 
but also through the common inheritance of Adam.

For the Christian, this is not a surprising finding: sin, as a rup-
ture within created order, ripples outward such that it affects the 

that churches seek to alleviate this temporary condition, and we neglect the ways in 
which loneliness depends on a deeper problem: isolation as a theological problem.

4. Marginalized populations experience social isolation in ways unlike “in- groups” 
of a culture, meaning that they experience isolation in compounded and complex 
forms. See Matt L. Drabek, Classify and Label: The Unintended Marginalization 
of  Social Groups (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books, 2014). Prisoners, for example, 
suffer in compounded ways, with physical isolation magnifying the emotional and 
social isolation that comes with the stigma of incarceration. See Lorna A. Rhodes, 
Total Confinement: Madness and Reason in Maximum Security Prison (Berkeley: 
University of California Press, 2004). 

From Isolation to Community
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conditions, habits, and practices of human life, with the result that 
all human life now simply assumes the condition of isolation as 
normal. Having forgotten that sin renders us individuals cut off from 
one another, culturally, we treat the deeper problem (isolation) as if 
it were the symptom of the problem (loneliness) or, trying to treat 
our divided state as a gift, we enhance those elements of culture that 
celebrate and enable our isolation.

The bad news here is that church practices frequently follow this 
same pattern. When we’re addressing this situation in church, the 
tendency of late— particularly in Christian literature— is to resource 
particular kinds of practices that bind people into some kind of 
community: to draw them in and get them into some form of social 
activity. But this is to misread the depth of the situation. For even 
if people begin interacting with one another, the more fundamental 
problem remains: simply bringing people into association, without 
duly reflecting on why or how we’re doing so, may actually replicate 
isolation. In other words, practices of gathering, without attention 
to the nature of gathering, run the risk of being constructed in a 
way that simply assumes isolation as the baseline state, perpetuating 
the very isolation that is at issue. This conundrum— of isolation, 
how Christian practices replicate it, and how Christian community 
is intrinsic to Christ’s overcoming of isolation— is what this book 
addresses.

Beginning Again: Seeing Church Isolation

Cultural isolation and fragmentation is certainly no new topic, hav-
ing been meditated on by philosophers, historians, cultural critics, 
and theologians. Most recently, explorations of the deterioration of 
the common good have taken center stage, and with these explora-
tions a bevy of excellent work targeting specific elements of cultural 
fragmentation: our obsessions with digital life, the hyperpoliticiza-
tion of society, and economic division are only a few of the top-
ics explored recently.5 These proposals are of significant value for 

5. Among more recent titles of note are O. Alan Noble, Disruptive Witness: Speak-
ing Truth in a Distracted Age (Downers Grove, IL: IVP Academic, 2018); Jay Y. Kim, 
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relating the church’s confessions and Christian theology to the work 
of social repair. In commending certain practices of repair— whether 
lessening our distractedness, being good neighbors, paying atten-
tion to the world, or speaking justly— writers have (rightly) given 
a great deal of attention to how Christian goods might serve the 
reconciling mission of God. Some have offered Christians practices 
that ground them in a new world for the sake of their neighbors, 
calling Christians to a renewed ministry of bringing wholeness to a 
fractured and divided world.

But these excellent proposals neglect, I think, a prior issue: the 
ways in which isolation affects the ground of these practices, the 
gathered church. Neglecting this more fundamental question of our 
life together as the church in favor of practical approaches to address-
ing social fractures leads to a significant problem: by attending to the 
practices of the Christian life apart from the assumptions undergird-
ing these practices, the church risks calibrating its practices in a way 
that amplifies whatever problems are there internally. If  a church 
struggles with unacknowledged power issues internally, for example, 
it risks embodying its evangelism in ways that exemplify power, bring-
ing more agonism into a world already brimming with it. If a church 
emphasizes the inviolability of the individual, the church can only 
speak of the practices of the Christian life in ways that magnify indi-
vidualism and isolation already present culturally. And so Christians 
must reckon with isolation within the church, for if we do not, our 
addresses to our neighbors will offer new counsels of isolation. The 
reformation of habit and the rehabilitation of our common life are 
pressing issues, but we must attend to these in conjunction with the 
ground out of which our church practices are growing.

The global events of 2020 brought these long- standing concerns 
about a culture of isolation into focus immediately and clearly. For the 
better part of the twenty- first century, virtual church was a novelty, 
and then, for months in 2020, it was a worldwide reality, the only one 

Analog Church: Why We Need Real People, Places, and Things in the Digital Age 
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 2020); C. Christopher Smith, How the Body of 
Christ Talks (Grand Rapids: Brazos, 2020); and Jake Meador, In Search of  the Com-
mon Good: Christian Fidelity in a Fractured World (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 
2019). 
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available to millions of Christians spending Sundays at home. It will 
be nearly impossible to explain this to future generations, how for 
months the world was shuttered and how gathered churches were the 
exception. There were no bustling lines to church, no parents slinging 
children through the door, no groups huddled over donuts or coffee. 
Isolation, frequently described as manifesting itself “out there” in 
cultural trends, habits of distraction, and political division, took a 
physical shape in church in manifold ways, revealing what lay behind 
our habits of worship and discipleship. We had lived lives for some 
time now mediated by our technologies, first by email and now by 
Zoom. We had lived isolated even when in pews together, assuming 
that there would be others to join our prayers with or voices with. 
We had selected whom we knew not by who was present to us but 
by whom we wished to know. 

Put differently, one reason that churches were able to glide with 
relative ease into a season of social distancing and isolation was 
that, as churches, we had been trained to be isolated for years. What 
was operationally true in our church practice had been exposed. 
And in the wake of this exposure, an opportunity has appeared: to 
examine the ways in which the church contributed to isolation and 
continues to do so. But with the exposure of a problem, here, too, 
we are offered an opportunity to hear something true: this emaci-
ated form of relating to one another is not who we have been given 
in Christ to be.

Dietrich Bonhoeffer as Guide

Vexing questions call for able guides, and so it is to Dietrich Bonhoef-
fer we will primarily turn, for two reasons. First, Bonhoeffer’s many 
discussions of church life are not, as many contemporary works on 
church life are, practical guides to building Christian community, help-
ful hints for building community groups. Bonhoeffer invites us to a 
kind of theological therapy, an invitation to unlearn our practices of 
isolation that we have, over time, calibrated our church gatherings and 
practices to. We are invited not to acquire a set of habits for the sake 
of our improvement but to participate in the healing, through these 
habits, of our deeper wound of isolation from one another and from 

Introduction
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God. Second, his work offers an account of the Christian community 
that seeks its own healing in tandem with the world’s healing; it is not 
a matter of withdrawal from a fragmented world that is offered so 
much as a journey into the world’s fragmentation, so that we might 
learn what difference the body of Christ makes and so that we might 
gather up the fragments of the world as we go into it. 

In other words, our predicament is not first a failure of imagina-
tion about our corporate lives but rather a failure of habituation: 
we cannot think or imagine our way out of the isolation that is the 
mark of sin so much as pray, eat, sing, and serve our way out. When 
we hold up our practices to the vision that Bonhoeffer presents, his 
images can seem impossible or unrealistic, but this is, I think, only 
because the presumption of sin’s isolation has so deeply wrapped 
itself around our imagination, our assumptions about the moral life, 
and our collective practices that we cannot imagine a different world 
than one of isolation. In The Emergence of  Sin, Matthew Croasmun 
helpfully explicates how cultural patterns of sin reflect and shape 
the wills of the ones who sin; this notion of sin as shaping us helps 
us to name how church cultures of isolation are born out of— and 
shape— the ways in which we view the gift of Christians gathering 
together in deficient and limited ways. When we inhabit and practice 
a church culture shaped by isolation long enough, it becomes the only 
way that seems thinkable to us.6 

Over the next seven chapters, we will enter into a prolonged dis-
cussion to provide a vision of both what we have lost in the practice 
of being church and what we might yet regain. Bonhoeffer, best 
known for being the pastor who resisted the Nazis in Germany, was 
above all things a theologian who found himself  building a sem-
inary out of limited resources, training dissenting seminarians who 
wanted to help rebuild a failing and apostate church. It was during 
this time that he too found himself driven to ask what moored and 
enlivened the church as a living body of Christ.7 Many elements of 

6. Matthew Croasmun, The Emergence of  Sin: The Cosmic Tyrant in Romans 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2019). 

7. For a provocative read of Bonhoeffer as a theologian living in cultural collapse, 
see Andrew DeCort, Bonhoeffer’s New Beginning: Ethics after Devastation (Min-
neapolis: Fortress, 2018). 
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church life, such as the long- standing arrangement of state support 
for ministerial training and church pensions, still operated during 
the Second World War. But many of the understood arrangements 
of the relationship of church to state began to come undone.8 It was 
not as if  this was the first time that there had been a community 
of Christians living together in the shambles of a church. But for 
Bonhoeffer, it was the occasion for offering a therapy for a church 
seeking renewal in the midst of cultural catastrophe, for the church 
had drunk from the same cultural, ideological, and theological wells 
as the state and was likewise in need of healing.

The extreme case of Nazi Germany is built on this mundane 
point: our shared life as churches is, though hidden in Christ, not 
immune from the conditions of creaturely life, sustained only by the 
“spiritual.”9 If our being gathered together as the church is a gather-
ing that takes seriously the earthbound nature of human life, and if it 
is as humans that we are knit together by God’s own Spirit, then the 
church is the most fragile of creatures— not in spite of God’s work, 
but because of it. For Christ does not lift us beyond creation, but the 
Spirit unites us as the church as children of dust, through the habits 
of being God’s creatures.

This is not, as it were, a “Bonhoeffer book”: Bonhoeffer is one of 
the key guides to helping us diagnose the ways in which church practice 
perpetuates the isolation common to creation, and we will engage at 

8. It is part of the hagiography surrounding Bonhoeffer’s legacy that obscures us 
from seeing the ways in which real structural and procedural forces within the Ger-
man Evangelical Church contributed both to the Confessing Church’s emergence and 
to its subsequent failure. For background on these bureaucratic arrangements that 
contributed to the Confessing Church’s failure, see Christiane Tietz, Theologian of 
Reality: The Life and Thought of  Dietrich Bonhoeffer (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2016), 
35–77; and Victoria Barnett, For the Soul of  the People: Protestant Protest against 
Hitler (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992). 

9. Andrew Davison, Why Sacraments? (London: SPCK, 2013), 9: “The Christian 
tradition will not let the ‘spiritual’ be simply spiritual or the ‘material’ be simply 
material. It shows this by constantly taking material things and dragging them into 
church . . . and by constantly taking spiritual things and enacting them materially. This 
does not create an entanglement between the spiritual and the material; it recognizes 
one that already exists. Friedrich Schelling (1775–1854) saw that the spiritual, when 
only ‘spiritual,’ is banal, even evil: ‘Evil is in a certain respect completely spiritual, for 
it carries on the most emphatic war against all being, indeed it would like to negate 
the ground of creation.’” 
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length with the themes, insights, and scholarship surrounding him. But 
it offers no overarching account of how Bonhoeffer ought to be read 
on any number of finer points. Bonhoeffer remains one of the most 
contested figures in Christian theology,10 and disagreements over how 
to best interpret him will continue for some time. My concern here is 
primarily to assess the ways in which Bonhoeffer’s vision of church- 
community provides wisdom for contemporary church practice. 

But more importantly, this is a book that is not directly about 
Bonhoeffer but about one of the things that Bonhoeffer cared most 
about: the church and its witness. Along the way, I indicate those 
places where Bonhoeffer’s concerns and my own diverge and those 
places where I outrun the specific concerns of Bonhoeffer’s writing. 
His work, in sum, is employed here as one employs a map: to provide 
orientation and illumination for the larger contours of the land at 
stake, that as we travel the terrain in practice, we might understand 
how to better walk it.

The Road Ahead

In chapter 1, we will explore the nature of isolation and of Christian 
communion, to clarify what it means to say that the church is not only 
Christ’s body in creation but also Christ’s body gathered in creation. 
Coming to terms with this is essential because in seeing the church as 
birthed by the Spirit but dwelling in and through the earth, we can 
come to terms with how the isolation common to creation comes to 
dwell within the body of the church. Chapter 2 continues this work as 
we come to terms with the fact that the isolation we inherit by virtue 
of being created and fallen human beings is frequently replicated 
in and through church practices, both liturgical and technological. 
When the church operates independent of a thoroughgoing vision of 
the church as a body meant for communion with God, these practices 
and technologies (at their best) offer only a foreshortened vision that 
might mitigate some aspects of isolation, such as staving off loneli-
ness, providing content to congregants weary from the week’s labors, 

10. For this, see Stephen R. Haynes, The Bonhoeffer Phenomenon: Portraits of  a 
Protestant Saint (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2004).
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or offering a respite from cultural isolation. But at their worst, these 
practices replicate the isolation they were meant to undo, allowing 
the church to assume isolation as the condition that churches must 
mimic if we are to be faithful witnesses within creation.

In chapter 3 we will begin to cast a vision of the church as com-
munion, in need of healing from its isolation. This is in part an act 
of mourning, for it requires recognizing that frequently what we 
have used to hold us together, even in our physical presence to one 
another, is not Christ. It is only when we mourn our losses and allow 
that mourning to penetrate down through the good memories of the 
past that we can begin the hard work: practicing communion and 
inviting Christ to undo our state of isolation. 

Describing the therapy— coming to terms with how isolation is 
unmade and charting a way forward— will occupy the remainder of 
the book. Chapter 4 turns our attention to the practices of the gathered 
church, of worship and communion, to ask not only what we do but 
how we do it if in fact church practice is about being knit into one 
body in Christ and overcoming the isolation that is regnant in creation. 
Chapter 5 turns us away from the time of gathering and toward how 
this shapes our scattering into the world. The habitual nature of these 
gathered church practices of “the day together,” as Bonhoeffer terms 
it in Life Together, sets the tone for “the day apart,” the time when 
we are scattered into the world in ordinary life. This chapter will thus 
describe the spiritual practices of the days we spend apart from the 
gathered church, showing how the practices— both in what we do and 
how we do it— are meant to extend the internal work of the gathered 
church into the folds of life when Christians scatter into the world. 

One of the dire temptations of our ordinary life is to see what 
happens in church as extraordinary, performed under more ideal 
conditions, such that our life of piety in the world is a matter of 
endurance at best and accommodation at worst to the terms set 
by isolation. But the form of prayer, the forms of speech, and the 
practices of Scripture of these days cohere to the priorities of what is 
communicated when the church gathers, so that the scattered church 
does not operate always bouncing between poles of communion when 
gathered and isolation when apart, but instead views its days apart 
as ordered back toward corporate gatherings.

Introduction
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Having offered a way to envision the practices of the Christian 
community when it is gathered and scattered as one coherent whole 
ordered toward the undoing of isolation, in chapter 6, I will help us 
to marry the spiritual practices of the Christian life to the ordinary 
practices and habits that characterize both Christian liturgy and the 
ordinary lives of Christians together. Speech, admonition, listening, 
mutual aid, and bearing of burdens are described as those practices 
that continue to reshape our lives away from a presumption of isolation 
and toward a presumption of belonging together in communion before 
God.11 And so, the final chapter, chapter 7, turns to the culminating 
practices of confession and Communion, in which we see most clearly 
the communion with God that the church is meant for. The practices of 
the church— listening, Scripture reading, prayer, and so forth— prepare 
participants to recognize themselves as unified as one body, with mutual 
confession and Communion being the capstone of previous practices 
and also being those practices that deepen the others.

What is sought in these pages is not an idealized community im-
mune from sin or free from the isolating forces of creation. What is 
sought here is a vision of the body of Christ that emerges as a com-
munity, a community through which the world might be knit together. 
In Christ we are called to be those who are done with isolation’s 
tyranny, though during our time in this world, isolation may never 
be fully done with us. And so, as we recover a vision of the church 
appropriate to this calling, I hope we learn to be those who embrace 
the kingdom that has come as the light in the darkness, even if the 
darkness remains perplexed by the communion that the kingdom 
brings in the midst of a normalized isolation.

11. As Tom Greggs puts it, “The divine gift of community in the church, through 
an act of the Spirit, is a reversing by grace of the fall and its effects” (The Breadth of 
Salvation: Rediscovering the Fullness of  God’s Saving Work [Grand Rapids: Baker 
Academic, 2020], 38). See also Greggs, Dogmatic Ecclesiology, vol. 1, The Priestly 
Catholicity of  the Church (Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2019), 99: “To be filled 
with the Spirit and thereby to share in the true humanity of Christ is to be opened up 
toward the other. It is to see one’s own identity as bound with the other in Christ at a 
more fundamental level than individual identities.” It is not that there is a sequential 
order— that one gets things right with Christ and then one’s neighbor— but rather a 
contemporaneity of the two: we are joined to Christ as we embrace the communion 
that is given to us with one another in Christ, with our neighbors. 
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