
1 
 

Community  Pslam 133     August 16, 2020 
Adapted From “Life Together: Discovering true unity in Psalm 133” By John Koessler 

 

For many, the word "community" immediately brings to mind 

images of friendliness and intimacy.  The same can often be true in the 

church.  Pastors speak of community as if it were the "Holy Grail" of 

church life.  What that looks like in the company of the believers is 

portrayed in rose tinted hues with the sound of violins swelling in the 

background.  But often our real experience in churches reflects a 

different reality.  So, what is true community?  And how do we achieve 

it?  We get an idea from the Psalmist's description of his experience in 

Psalm 133. (Pause) 

First, Community is a secondary experience.  Community is 

what you get when you are focusing on something else.  Community is 

the result of living together.  The Psalmist begins in verse 1 with a 

statement that seems too obvious to mention: "How good and pleasant it 

is when brothers live together in unity!"  I think most of us can agree on 

that.  The Psalm writer isn't telling us this because he thinks we are 

ignorant of this fact.  He is telling us because he knows that we know 

that it's true.  This is a statement of affirmation not information.  In this 
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affirmation, the Psalmist is also provides us with a basic definition of 

community.  The notion of unity comes from the phrase, "the dwelling 

of brothers together"—with stress on the word "together."  Community 

is a result of living together. 

In one of his songs, John Lennon wrote, "Life is what happens 

when you're busy making other plans."  In the same way, community is 

what happens when you're focusing on something else.  Community is a 

byproduct of life together, not an end.  Maybe that's why our efforts to 

create community so often fail.  We focus on community instead of on 

life.  Or rather, we focus on our personal experience of community 

instead of concentrating on the difficult task of living together.  In his 

book Life Together, Dietrich Bonhoeffer warns of the danger of 

confusing Christian community with an ideal of "some extraordinary 

social experience" not to be found elsewhere.  Instead of creating true 

Christian community, this kind of idealism poisons the attempt, because 

it is an imaginary construct.  It results in a model of Christian 

community that is based on wishful thinking and rhetoric.  God, on the 

other hand, has designed the Christian community to function in the real 
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world.  That means that before we can experience it, God often has to 

shatter our illusions.  (Pause) 

Bonhoeffer writes, "The serious Christian, set down for the first time in 

a Christian community, is likely to bring with him a very definite idea of 

what Christian life together should be and try to realize it.  "But God's 

grace speedily shatters such dreams.  Just as surely as God desires to 

lead us to a knowledge of genuine Christian fellowship, so surely must 

we be overwhelmed by a great disillusionment with others, with 

Christians in general, and, if we are fortunate, with ourselves." (pause) 

So, what is Christian Community?  It’s not some idea out there to 

which we aspire, but the experience we are having right here, right now.  

Life in pilgrimage.  Life together.  This place.  These people.  Perhaps 

that's why the Psalmist uses the metaphor of family in this verse.  

Families provide us with a sense of belonging, but our families—at least 

most of the families I know—are not like the ones we see in Hallmark 

commercials.  They are more like those described in the Bible—an 

unruly bunch that doesn't seem to know how to behave. 
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The same is true of our churches, which is often more like our real 

families than we care to admit.  But that really is the essence of 

community, isn't it?  Not just a place "where everybody knows your 

name," but that place where "when you go there, they have to take you 

in," at least according to Robert Frost.  A family is made up of people 

from whom you can never really disassociate yourself.  A family is the 

place where you belong and the people who, like it or not, belong to you.  

For many of us, this probably comes as something of a disappointment, 

because frankly, we were hoping for something better.  That's why it's 

important to notice the second point the Psalmist makes about 

community. 

Community is a sacred experience. (pause) There’s something 

about the community of God's people.  As messy as the experience of 

community can be, there is also something holy about it.  The Psalmist 

highlights this in verse 2 when he says: "It is like precious oil poured on 

the head running down on the beard, running down on Aaron's beard, 

down upon the collar of his robes."  Yuck.  Right?  In our culture, we 

don't usually pour olive oil on someone's head, but in biblical times it 
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was a common practice.  In everyday life, perfumed oil was used for 

cosmetic purposes, similar to the way we use cologne today. 

Oil was especially important in religious life, where the practice of 

anointing priests and kings signified devotion to God and to special 

service.  But the oil the Psalmist speaks of in this verse was especially 

sacred, because it was used to anoint the High Priest—Aaron.  This oil 

was not to be used for ordinary purposes, nor was it to be duplicated.  In 

fact, it was so sacred that anyone who copied it or used it for common 

purposes was to be put to death. (pause) The elements used to make this 

sacred anointing oil were common elements—they might be used every 

day for other purposes—but when you put them together this way for 

this purpose, they took on a sacred character. 

A lesson we can learn from this comparison is that in this common 

experience of community there is something uncommon going on.  On 

the one hand, the experience of Christian community is much like the 

kind of community we experience in other settings—on the job, at the 

gym, sharing a meal at a restaurant, talking over the fence in your 

backyard.  The kind of people we meet with and the conversations we 
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have are not all that different from those we have in church.  They sound 

the same and often feel the same.   

It’s not unusual today for theologians to use the analogy of the 

Trinity to describe Christian community.  In the Trinity you have a unity 

of three persons in constant fellowship with one another.  Another 

analogy we could use is the analogy of the union of Christ's human and 

divine nature.  Christian doctrine teaches that in the person of Christ, 

there is a union of two natures—divine and human.  The divine does not 

make the human less human, and the human doesn't detract from the 

divine.  Jesus Christ is fully God; he is also fully human. 

In the same way, there is a union between the sacred and the 

ordinary in our experience of Christian community.  Christian 

community is "sacred" not because we adopt a different persona when 

we come to church.  Christian community isn't sacred because we leave 

our secular experiences and everyday interests behind us when we come 

together for worship.  The thing that makes Christian community sacred 

is not even the fact that we all like each other, or because we always 

treat one another the way Christians ought to treat each other.  The truth 
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is that we don't usually treat one other the way we are called to.  

Dietrich Bonhoeffer warns, "There is probably no Christian to whom 

God has not given the uplifting experience of Genuine Christian 

community at least once in his life.  But in this world such experiences 

can be no more than a gracious extra beyond the daily bread of Christian 

community life.  We have no claim upon such experiences and we do 

not live with other Christians for the sake of acquiring them." (Pause) 

Is Bonhoeffer really saying that the experiential dimension of 

community is irrelevant to the life of the church?  Is it really true that the 

best advice we have to offer to those who have been disillusioned with 

their experience of life together in the church is "Lower your 

expectations?"  That doesn't seem to be the Psalmist's perspective.  In 

fact, his main point seems to be about the experience.  But his point is 

quite clear: the secret to real community is not a matter of methodology; 

it's a matter of God. (pause) 

Third, Community is a God given experience.  The Psalmist is 

clear about the source of this experience.  God is the only one who can 

enable us to "dwell together in peace." In verse 3, the Psalmist changes 
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his analogy: "It is as if the dew of Her-Men (Hermon) were falling on 

Mount Zion."  This image has special significance in view of the 

inscription which identifies this as a "Song of degrees" or "Psalm of 

ascent."  This was one of the pilgrim Psalms, sung by worshipers as they 

made the ascent to Jerusalem.  Those who made the pilgrimage to Mount 

Zion sometimes did so during the arid season.  It’s possible the Psalmist 

had in mind the difficulty of such a journey and how their discomfort 

was relieved by the experience of traveling together. (pause) But his 

analogy suggests that the dew of Mount Her-men (Hermon) did not 

usually fall on Mount Zion.  The same is true of our spiritual journey.  

We do not always skip along the pilgrim’s path.  Sometimes we "toil 

along the winding way, with painful steps and slow."  So what makes 

the difference?  Some have suggested that community just happens.  

That it is a consequence of random factors beyond our control—that 

there is no key; one group clicks and another doesn't, depending on the 

mix of people who happen to show up.  Others think the secret is a 

matter of leadership or group process. 
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But the Psalmist offers a theological explanation in verse 3: "It is 

as if the dew of Her-Men (Hermon) were falling on Mount Zion.  For 

there the Lord bestows his blessing, everlasting life." (pause) He does 

not ascribe this experience to random forces or to methodology; he 

ascribes the experience to God.  More specifically, he ascribes it to a 

shared experience of eternal life.  Literally, the text says the Lord 

"commands the blessing." 

And notice how the Psalmist has moved from community to "the 

blessing."  One question we ought to ask about verse 3 has to do with the 

word "there."  Is "there" a reference to the community or to Mount Zion?  

Does the Lord bestow this blessing "where brothers dwell together in 

unity" or "on Mount Zion"?  The context of the Psalm suggests that it is 

Mount Zion—not because of the geography, but because Jerusalem was 

the place where God manifested his presence. 

Things have changed some since Christ has come. We no longer 

look to Jerusalem.  We look to Jesus Christ.  In John 4:23-24, Jesus told 

the woman of Samaria: "… a time is coming and has now come when 

the true worshipers will worship the Father in spirit and truth, for they 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=John+4%3A23-4%3A24
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are the kind of worshipers the Father seeks.  God is spirit, and his 

worshipers must worship in spirit and in truth."  The focal point here is 

that God's grace is no longer the altar at Jerusalem but the cross of Jesus 

Christ.  It is in Christ that God bestows the blessing of eternal life.  What 

the temple in Jerusalem only pictured, Jesus Christ made a reality. 

It's not community that's "the blessing."  Life forevermore is the 

blessing.  Community is the byproduct.  Our problem is that we have 

reversed the order.  We thought the problem was that we didn't know 

how to experience community.  We thought the secret to finding 

community was to perfect our methodology—perfected the music we 

used for worship or the way we organized ourselves.  But the real 

difficulty is something entirely different.  Our mistake has been to set 

community as the primary focus, rather than the Lord himself.  Christ is 

the key to community. 

The thing that makes a group of Christians a community is the 

mutual bond we share in Jesus Christ. That’s explanation for our life 

together as the people of God.  We are a community not because we 

share the same tastes and interests outside the church.  We are a 
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community because we have had a common experience of an 

uncommon grace.  The gift that Jesus gave us on the cross. 

John Calvin said, "Live in peace and the God of peace will be with 

you."  It’s a beautiful message.  But the Psalmist teaches us to look at it 

from a different angle.  The Psalmist says, "Live in the presence of the 

God of peace, and the peace of God will be with you."  Dwell together 

in the presence of God, and the presence of god will dwell with you. 

(Pause) 

A sad fact is that our churches often we fail.  Our children, our 

spouses, our friends leave the church or stay away from the church 

because they feel like “If God was really who Christians say God is, 

church people would be different."  If the church is the gospel's greatest 

proponent, the church is also the gospel's greatest stumbling block.  

Beyond any questions about the reliability of the Bible or the 

reasonableness of the standards by which God will judge humanity is a 

simpler, and perhaps more disturbing, question.  "If the gospel has the 

power we Christians claim it does, why don't we behave better?" (pause) 
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(Slowly) I’m not sure how to answer that.  Jesus said, "By this all 

men will know that you are my disciples, if you love one another."  

Love, as Francis Schaeffer observed, is "the mark of a Christian."  Love 

is not the only defensive argument for the truth of the gospel, but I think 

it is the most compelling. 

We have attended the same churches as those who have left and 

have experienced the same painful moments that drove them away.  The 

root problem with our experience of community is that we don't always 

value the experience of community we have.  Like it or not, if we belong 

to Christ, we have already been bound together with an unbreakable 

chord.  It’s only a question of what that union will be like.  This is what 

Paul means when he commands the church: "Make every effort to keep 

the unity of the Spirit through the bond of peace."  Unity is a given for 

those who have been joined into one body by the Spirit of God.  

Unfortunately, peace is not. (Pause) 

Lord, you have bound us together, with chords that cannot be 

broken.  Now, bind us together with love. Amen. 

 


