COMMUNITY-BUILDING PRACTICES

Missionary Situation for Reflection
The Empty Chair at the Table

The Claretian community of St. Joseph House brought together missionaries from six
countries and three generations. Their apostolic work was vibrant, but their common life had
gradually become fragmented.

Each morning the community gathered for prayer, yet several members regularly arrived late
or left immediately afterward to begin their ministries. Meals were often eaten in haste. Some brothers
preferred to eat alone because they disliked unfamiliar food, while others frequently skipped meals
because of their busy schedules. Recreation was increasingly replaced by time on mobile phones or
computers. Community meetings had become routine; only a few members spoke, while the rest
remained silent. Decisions were made, but not everyone felt they had been heard. Spiritual sharing
was rare, with many considering their relationship with God to be a private matter.

When the Provincial visited, he was impressed by the community’s apostolic achievements.
Yet he sensed that something was missing. During an informal conversation he remarked, “Your
ministries are flourishing, but I wonder whether your community life is nourishing your mission.”

His words lingered in the hearts of the missionaries. They realized that none of them had
deliberately neglected community life. Rather, little by little, ordinary practices that once fostered
fraternity had become optional, routine, or secondary. The issue was not the absence of goodwill but
the loss of intentionality. They began asking themselves: Could our shared prayer, meals, meetings,
recreation, and spiritual conversations once again become places where God forms us together for
mission?

Reflection
1. Which aspects of this community’s experience seem familiar to you?
Which daily community practice do you find most life-giving? Which do you find most
difficult to participate in wholeheartedly?
3. How do ordinary community practices influence trust, fraternity, and missionary
effectiveness?
4. What small change could make your community’s daily life more intentional and formative?

I. Why Daily Community Practices Matter

Missionary communities are not built primarily through extraordinary events but through the
faithful practice of ordinary moments shared each day. Prayer, meals, work, meetings, recreation, and
spiritual sharing may appear routine, yet they are the daily “workshop” in which fraternity is
strengthened, missionary attitudes are formed, and the Gospel becomes visible in community life.

The early Christian community offers this model. They “devoted themselves to the apostles’
teaching and fellowship, to the breaking of bread and the prayers” (Acts 2:42). Their communion was
not simply the result of shared beliefs but of shared practices that united them in faith, mutual care,
and mission. Likewise, Jesus formed the Twelve not only by preaching to them but by praying,
travelling, eating, working, and living with them day after day. Community itself became a school of
discipleship.

For missionaries, these daily practices are far more than community obligations. They are
privileged moments through which the Holy Spirit gradually shapes hearts, purifies relationships, and
deepens the sense of belonging. Every shared meal becomes an opportunity to welcome one another;
every community meeting teaches dialogue and co-responsibility; every act of shared work fosters
humility and service; every moment of prayer renews the community’s missionary identity.
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Formation, therefore, takes place not only in classrooms, retreats, or workshops, but also
around the dining table, in the chapel, during recreation, in community meetings, and in the ordinary
tasks of daily life. These seemingly simple moments cultivate habits of listening, patience, generosity,
forgiveness, and collaboration that no lecture alone can impart.

When these practices are embraced with intention, they create a culture of trust, mutual
support, and shared responsibility. When they are neglected or reduced to routine, community life
gradually becomes fragmented, weakening both fraternity and missionary witness.

Points for Reflection
e Which daily community practice contributes most to your personal and missionary growth?
e Which practice is most vulnerable to becoming routine or neglected in your community?
e How can ordinary community activities become more intentional opportunities for formation
rather than merely scheduled obligations?

Key Insight: Community life is formed one ordinary day at a time. The quality of a missionary
community depends less on occasional extraordinary events than on the faithful, joyful, and
intentional practice of everyday life together.

I1. Essential Practices of Community Life

The strength of a missionary community does not depend on occasional extraordinary events
but on the faithful practice of ordinary moments shared each day. These practices become “schools
of formation,” where missionaries learn to pray together, serve one another, discern as brothers, and
grow in missionary communion. When embraced intentionally, they shape attitudes and virtues that
sustain a lifetime of religious and apostolic life.

1. Shared Prayer

Prayer is the heart of community life. Gathering before the Lord each day reminds the
community that Christ is its centre and that mission flows from communion with him. Community
prayer is more than praying in the same place at the same time; it is opening oneself together to the
action of the Holy Spirit.

To remain life-giving, community prayer should avoid becoming routine. Alongside the
liturgy and the Church’s established forms of prayer, communities can occasionally introduce creative
expressions that reflect their local culture, pastoral experiences, liturgical seasons, or missionary
concerns. Such variety should deepen participation while preserving the dignity and contemplative
character of prayer.

Formation Value
e Deepens communion with God and one another.
o Fosters a shared missionary vision.
o Cultivates attentiveness, gratitude, and hope.

2. Shared Meals

Jesus frequently revealed God’s Kingdom around the table. Likewise, shared meals are
moments of fraternity where relationships are strengthened through simple conversation, attentive
listening, and mutual care.

In intercultural communities, meals become opportunities to appreciate different traditions
and customs. Communities should also accompany members who have dietary restrictions, food
allergies, or health-related needs with understanding and care. At the same time, formandi should be



helped to overcome unnecessary cultural resistance to unfamiliar foods, cultivating openness,
adaptability, and respect for diversity.

Formation Value
e Builds fraternity and belonging.
o Encourages hospitality and cultural appreciation.
o Develops simplicity, gratitude, and mutual care.

3. Shared Work and Household Responsibilities

Daily household responsibilities remind the community that no service is insignificant. Caring
for the common home expresses stewardship, equality, and responsibility. When members willingly
share ordinary tasks, they imitate Christ, who came “not to be served but to serve” (Mk 10:45).

Shared work also teaches practical collaboration. It encourages members to recognize one
another’s contributions and to value the dignity of every form of service.

Formation Value
e Promotes humility and responsibility.
o Strengthens cooperation and accountability.
e Builds respect for the common good.

Formation Insight: These ordinary practices may seem simple, but they gradually shape
missionaries who are capable of living communion, serving generously, and carrying out the mission
together. In the following sections, we consider three further practices that strengthen community life:
community meetings, recreation, and spiritual sharing.

4. Community Meetings

Community meetings are privileged moments for listening, dialogue, discernment, and shared
responsibility. They are not merely administrative gatherings but opportunities to seek God’s will
together, strengthen communion, and coordinate the community’s missionary life. A well-conducted
meeting enables every member to contribute, promotes transparency, and builds trust.

For meetings to be fruitful, members should come prepared, listen respectfully, speak
honestly, and seek the common good rather than personal preferences. Decisions reached through
sincere dialogue deserve the support and collaboration of all.

In larger communities or when discussing complex or sensitive matters, brief conversations
in small groups before the plenary meeting can encourage wider participation and help quieter
members express their views more freely. These conversations should enrich, not replace, the
communal discernment of the whole community.

Formation Value
o Develops dialogue and active listening.
o Fosters shared responsibility and accountability.
e Forms missionaries in communal discernment and collaborative leadership.

5. Recreation and Celebration
Missionary life requires moments of rest, joy, and celebration. Recreation allows community

members to know one another beyond their apostolic responsibilities, strengthening friendship,
reducing stress, and fostering emotional well-being.



Celebrating birthdays, jubilees, cultural festivals, community achievements, and significant
liturgical feasts reinforces the sense of belonging and gratitude. Such occasions help communities
appreciate the gifts each member brings and create memories that deepen fraternity.

Recreation should be inclusive, respectful of different ages and cultures, and attentive to the
participation of all members. The goal is not simply entertainment but the strengthening of
relationships that support missionary life.

Formation Value
e Builds friendship and mutual trust.
e Promotes emotional balance and resilience.
o Strengthens community identity through shared joy.

6. Spiritual Sharing

Spiritual sharing creates a space where members can speak about God’s presence in their lives,
their joys and struggles in mission, and their ongoing vocational journey. It is an exercise in faith,
humility, and mutual encouragement rather than a forum for debate or problem-solving.

Such sharing requires an atmosphere of trust, confidentiality, and respectful listening.
Members are invited to share freely without fear of judgment, while listeners receive what is shared
with reverence and discretion. Over time, this practice nurtures deeper relationships and helps the
community recognize how God is leading it together.

Regular spiritual sharing also strengthens communal discernment. As members become
familiar with one another’s spiritual experiences and missionary concerns, they are better able to
accompany, support, and pray for one another.

Formation Value
e Deepens trust and mutual accompaniment.
e Encourages authenticity and spiritual growth.
o Strengthens the community’s capacity for discernment and shared mission.

Formation Insight: Prayer, meals, work, meetings, recreation, and spiritual sharing are ordinary
activities, yet together they become the daily school of missionary life. Practised with faith and
intentionality, they transform a group of individuals into a community of missionary disciples, united
in communion and sent forth for the Gospel.

III. Challenges in Living Community Practices

Community practices do not become meaningful simply because they are part of the daily
schedule. They require personal commitment, mutual consideration, and a shared understanding of
their formative purpose. Without this, they can gradually lose their vitality and become routine
obligations rather than occasions of growth.

1. Routine and Formalism
Daily practices can easily become mechanical. Prayer may become recitation without
encounter, meetings mere formalities, and meals occasions of silence or haste. When participation is

reduced to external observance, the formative power of these practices diminishes.

Formation Response: Periodically review community practices together, renew their purpose, and
introduce appropriate variations that foster greater participation and attentiveness.



2. Individualism

Contemporary culture often emphasizes personal preference, autonomy, and individual
schedules. This mentality can weaken commitment to shared prayer, common meals, recreation, and
community meetings, gradually reducing community life to simple coexistence.

Formation Response: Help formandi appreciate that community practices are not limitations on
personal freedom but expressions of belonging and co-responsibility for the common mission.

3. Cultural and Generational Differences

Intercultural and intergenerational communities enrich the Congregation but also present
challenges. Differences in communication styles, food preferences, attitudes toward authority, use of
time, forms of prayer, and expectations about community life can easily lead to misunderstanding if
not addressed with openness and respect.

Formation Response: Foster dialogue, cultural sensitivity, mutual learning, and patience. Diversity
should be received as a gift that broadens perspectives and strengthens missionary witness.

4. Busyness and Ministry Overload

The demands of ministry can gradually push community practices to the margins. When
apostolic commitments consistently take precedence over prayer, meals, meetings, or recreation,
fraternity weakens and missionaries risk becoming isolated.

Formation Response: Remember that community life is not separate from mission but one of its
primary sources of strength. Caring for fraternity is itself a missionary responsibility.

5. Passive Participation

Some members participate physically but remain emotionally or spiritually disengaged.
Others may avoid contributing to meetings, community discussions, or shared responsibilities,
leaving the burden to a few.

Formation Response: Encourage every member to contribute according to his abilities.
Communities flourish when each person recognizes that his presence, ideas, and service are valuable.

6. Digital Distractions

While digital technology supports communication and ministry, its excessive or unregulated
use can reduce face-to-face interaction and diminish the quality of shared community experiences.
Phones and other devices can unintentionally become barriers to conversation, attentive listening, and
genuine presence.

Formation Response: Promote a culture of mindful and responsible use of technology, especially
during community prayer, meals, meetings, recreation, and spiritual sharing, so that personal presence
always takes precedence over virtual engagement.

Reflection
e Which of these challenges is most evident in your community?
o What practical step can you take to strengthen one community practice that has become weak
or routine?



e How can your community ensure that daily practices remain formative rather than merely
functional?

Key Insight: The greatest threat to community life is often not conflict but indifference. Communities
grow when ordinary practices are lived intentionally, faithfully, and with a shared commitment to
becoming one missionary family in Christ.

IV. The Role of the Formator

The quality of community life depends not only on well-designed schedules but also on
intentional formation. The formator plays a vital role in helping formandi understand that community
practices are not merely regulations to be observed but formative experiences through which God
shapes them for missionary life.

The formator’s first responsibility is to witness what he teaches. By participating faithfully in
community prayer, meals, meetings, recreation, shared work, and spiritual sharing, he demonstrates
their value. His example often forms more deeply than his instructions.

The formator also helps formandi discover the meaning behind each practice. Rather than
insisting on external conformity alone, he encourages reflection on how these ordinary experiences
foster fraternity, responsibility, dialogue, service, and missionary communion. Gradually, formandi
learn to participate not because they are required to do so, but because they recognize these practices
as essential to their vocation.

At the same time, the formator accompanies each formandus with wisdom and sensitivity.
New members may struggle with cultural differences, unfamiliar foods, communal schedules, or
differing styles of prayer and communication. Others may find it difficult to share openly or to balance
personal preferences with community needs. Patient accompaniment helps them integrate these
challenges into their process of growth.

The formator should also create opportunities for periodic evaluation of community life.
Regular personal conversations and community reviews help identify strengths, address emerging
difficulties, and renew commitment to shared practices before unhealthy patterns become established.

Above all, the formator fosters an atmosphere of trust. Formandi should experience the
community as a place where they can learn, make mistakes, receive correction, and grow without
fear. Such an environment encourages personal responsibility while strengthening mutual respect and
fraternal support.

Good Practices for Formators
o Explain the formative purpose behind every community practice.
e Model faithful and joyful participation in community life.
e Accompany formandi with patience, especially in intercultural and intergenerational settings.
o Encourage active participation rather than passive attendance.
o Periodically evaluate community practices with the community.
e Recognize and affirm growth while addressing difficulties with charity and clarity.

Formation Insight: The ultimate goal of formation is not simply to ensure that formandi participate
in community activities, but to help them become missionaries who freely embrace community life
as an essential expression of their vocation. When ordinary community practices are lived with
conviction and joy, they gradually form hearts capable of living and proclaiming the Gospel together.

V. Practical Exercises

The following exercises help formandi move from understanding the importance of
community practices to living them intentionally. They may be used for personal reflection,
community dialogue, or periodic evaluation.



A. Personal Reflection

Take time to prayerfully reflect on the following questions.

e Which community practice contributes most to my growth as a missionary? Why?

e Which practice do I find most difficult to embrace wholeheartedly?

e How do [ normally contribute to community prayer, meals, meetings, recreation, shared work,
and spiritual sharing?

o Do my attitudes encourage fraternity, or do they unintentionally create distance from others?

o What concrete step can I take to participate more intentionally in our community life during
the coming month?

B. Community Evaluation

As a community, discuss each practice honestly and respectfully.

Community Questions for Reflection

Practice

Shared Prayer Does our prayer unite us and nourish our mission? How can we participate
more actively?

Shared Meals Are our meals moments of fraternity and conversation? Do we show
sensitivity to cultural and personal differences?

Shared Work Are responsibilities shared fairly? Do we appreciate each other’s service?

Community Does every member feel heard? Are our meetings participatory and oriented

Meetings toward discernment?

Recreation Do we regularly create opportunities to relax and enjoy one another’s
company?

Spiritual Sharing | Do we have opportunities to share our faith journey and support one another
spiritually?

After the discussion, identify:
o Three strengths of your community.
e Two areas that need improvement.
e One concrete commitment to implement during the next month.

C. Community Action Plan

Select one community practice that needs strengthening.
Together answer the following questions:

e What needs improvement?

e Why is this important for our missionary life?

o What practical actions shall we take?

e Who will help coordinate these efforts?

e When shall we review our progress?

Keep the plan simple, realistic, and measurable.

D. Monthly Community Review

At the end of each month, spend a few minutes evaluating your progress.
e Which community practice has improved?
o What positive changes have we noticed in our relationships?
e Which challenges remain?



e What should we continue, modify, or begin next month?
Regular evaluation helps prevent routine and keeps community life dynamic and formative.

Formation Insight: Community life grows through small, faithful commitments rather than dramatic
changes. When individuals and communities regularly reflect, evaluate, and renew their shared
practices, ordinary moments become powerful opportunities for growth in fraternity and mission.

VI. Key Takeaways

e Community life is formed through ordinary daily practices rather than extraordinary events.
e Shared prayer, meals, work, meetings, recreation, and spiritual sharing are privileged
moments of formation that nurture fraternity, responsibility, and missionary communion.

e These practices help form missionaries who listen, collaborate, forgive, serve, and discern
together.

e The quality of community life depends not only on regular participation but also on intentional
and wholehearted engagement.

e Intercultural and intergenerational diversity enrich community life when lived with openness,
respect, and mutual learning.

o Community practices require periodic renewal so that they do not become routine or merely
functional.

e The formator forms most effectively by personal witness, patient accompaniment, and helping
formandi discover the formative purpose of each practice.

e Regular personal and community evaluation strengthens commitment and keeps community
life vibrant and missionary.

e Healthy community practices are themselves a powerful witness to the Gospel in a world
marked by individualism and isolation.

Final Reflection

Take a few moments in silence and reflect on the following questions:
e Which community practice most nourishes my vocation and missionary zeal?
e Which practice calls me to greater conversion?
e How can I contribute to making my community a place where every member feels welcomed,
heard, supported, and inspired for mission?
e What one concrete commitment will I make this week to strengthen our community life?

Final Insight: Missionary communities are not built by extraordinary achievements alone. They are
forged day by day through simple acts of praying together, sharing meals, working side by side,
listening with respect, celebrating with joy, and accompanying one another in faith. When these
ordinary practices are lived with love and intentionality, they become extraordinary means through
which the Holy Spirit forms communities that are credible witnesses of the Gospel and effective
instruments of God’s mission.

VII. Missionary Integration

Community life is not simply the setting in which missionaries live; it is one of the primary
ways in which they are formed for mission. The ordinary practices of praying together, sharing meals,
working collaboratively, meeting regularly, celebrating life, and opening one’s heart to others
gradually shape missionaries who can live the Gospel in communion and proclaim it with credibility.

Jesus formed his disciples not only by teaching them but by living with them. He prayed with
them, travelled with them, shared meals, corrected them, celebrated with them, and patiently
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accompanied them. In the same way, Claretian formation recognizes that daily community life is an
essential school of missionary discipleship. It is here that formandi learn to place the common good
above personal preferences, appreciate diversity as a gift, resolve tensions through dialogue, and
discover the joy of shared mission.

For St. Anthony Mary Claret, apostolic zeal and fraternal communion were inseparable. He
gathered companions who would be “united by the bond of charity” and dedicated to the evangelizing
mission of the Church. A missionary community, therefore, is not merely an efficient working team
but a visible sign of the Kingdom, witnessing that the Gospel has the power to unite people of different
cultures, generations, personalities, and gifts into one apostolic family.

This formation does not end with initial formation. Throughout life, every Claretian is called
to renew these ordinary practices with fresh intentionality. Communities that pray together, listen to
one another, share responsibilities, celebrate joys, and support one another in difficulties become
places where missionary vocation is continually strengthened and renewed.

Ultimately, the witness of a missionary community is measured not only by the ministries it
carries out but also by the quality of its life together. In a world marked by fragmentation, loneliness,
and polarization, communities that live genuine fraternity become a prophetic sign of hope and a
credible proclamation of the Gospel.

“By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another” (In
13:35).



