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People who are unhappy with the way we live often see the answer in a renewal of community life. What is it that helps generate wholesome communities?  Travel writer Tobias Jones went with his young family to live in a number of communities in England and Italy in search of an answer to that question. He wrote up his findings in this provocative book which won for him an appearance on BBC Radio 4’s Start the Week. 
His conclusion? After staying in an orphanage, retirement home, detox centre and farm Tobias Jones concludes that communities work better with a religious rather than a secular basis. This is a book that brings encouragement to those who almost despair of Christianity getting a good press in our land. The author tells how at the end of their tour his family get intrigued and drawn into the Pilsdon community in Dorset which welcomes wayfarers and society’s outcasts in the spirit of Christ. 

Whereas Richard Dawkins made an anagram of religion – ‘gerin oil’ – seen as an addictive drug, Tobias Jones protests such a naïve interpretation. In the best of the communities he experienced in his tour religion was an aid not to escaping reality with a drug but to facing human reality with compassion. Hence he cites one of the most creative responses to homelessness as being the Emmaus community of Abbé Pierre, as well as the Italian Nomadelfia community renowned for its care for orphans. 
In the 1960s people flocked into communities of choice which eventually foundered on lack of common purpose. Utopian Dreams writes of how communities with common vision bring individuals together and help them flourish all for each and each for all. The best aspect of religion is revealed in the etymology of the word: to ‘tie in’ or bind. Community evolves from religion as much as collaboration derives from common purpose.
Christian evangelisation seems to work best when people get intrigued by a Christian community. That Tobias Jones found himself drawn by a community like Pilsdon links to that community’s capacity to transcend social barriers and open up a vision of the mysterious world to come. This surely is what Jesus does when he is around. 
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