A Safe Space in 

God’s Common Life 

Putting away falsehood, let all of us speak the truth to our neighbors, for we are members of one another. Be angry but do not sin; do not let the sun go down on your anger, and do not make room for the devil. Thieves must give up stealing; rather let them labor and work honestly with their own hands, so as to have something to share with the needy. Let no evil talk come out of your mouths, but only what is useful for building up, as there is need, so that your words may give grace to those who hear. And do not grieve the Holy Spirit of God, with which you were marked with a seal for the day of redemption. Put away from you all bitterness and wrath and anger and wrangling and slander, together with all malice, and be kind to one another, tenderhearted, forgiving one another, as God in Christ has forgiven you. Therefore be imitators of God, as beloved children, and live in love, as Christ loved us and gave himself up for us, a fragrant offering and sacrifice to God. (Eph. 4:25-5:2)
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This is one of those New Testament visions of how the church would look if we really lived into our Baptism. It would be a community where it was utterly safe to be yourself, no matter what you’re like, and still be as much a part of the community as anybody else. 

♦Imagine a group of people coming together, and somebody says, “How are you?” and you know it would be safe to answer that question in full honesty, even if it took a while—which it probably would. 

♦Imagine a group where you wrestled with what it means for you, with all that you are, to “live in love as Christ loved us,” and everybody else gave you the space and the time to wrestle with that question openly. 

♦Imagine a group where you could be honestly angry, and instead of running away people helped you work through it. 

♦Imagine a group where everybody could just admit they didn’t have all the answers, but they knew they could live with the questions more faithfully together than off on their own.
That’s the community that Jesus imagined. And he not only imagined it—he enacted it for us. Not by himself, of course, but by the life of God he embodied, by the power of the Spirit moving through him and his followers, he made it not just a dream but a reality. Or so our faith declares. In the life, death and risen life of Jesus this welcoming community has taken flesh among us. 

Now honestly, I’ve never seen a community that looked just like that. Get to know any group long enough, and you’ll see just about any example of nasty behavior you can imagine. Churches and religious groups can bring out some of the best in us, but they can also bring out some of the worst. Maybe it’s because they bring stuff to the surface that we didn’t know was there. Whatever the cause, it’s not easy to find a community that looks much like this welcoming, safe community that our scriptures say has already started taking shape.

But the Gospel invites us to see no less than just that kind of community wherever two or more of us are gathered. Whether we admit it or not, whether we look like it or not, we’re already members of one another, sealed forever by the Spirit in Baptism. It’s a bond that can’t be broken. Bishops and other leaders can declare themselves no longer in communion with another part of Christ’s Body, but they can’t revoke the everlasting communion our Baptism embodies. Christian groups can split. They can try to heal the split and wind up producing even more splinter groups, but they can’t unmake the common life that won’t ever give up on any of us. The person praying next to you can be a real jerk, but by Baptism you’re both still members of each other, always, no matter what. And you’ll just have to live with that.

So whether we feel welcomed or shut out, we’re still summoned to be no less than what we already are—the Body of Christ, the bread of heaven, the outrageously welcoming community made flesh in the unlikeliest assortments of people. We’re summoned to open our eyes and see how it’s already happening, no matter how crafty we are at resisting it. It’s God’s promise to us, and it’s a promise that’s already been kept. Thanks be to God.
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