
W hen I was growing 
up, I needed to ask 
before I did any-
thing. If I did not 
ask my mom for 

permission to go to my friend’s house 
for lunch, I was sure to get a scolding 
when I returned. When I did not ask 
before going on an adventure out into 
the wilds of my suburban neighbor-
hood with a group of friends, I would 
receive more than a scolding—I 
would be grounded. 

These early lessons of childhood 
changed a bit as I grew and trust 
developed. “Ask” turned into “tell,” 
as I would call to my mom on my 
way out the door to play in the park 
across the street or take a long bike 
ride through the nearby neighbor-
hoods. I learned the subtle definitions 
of changing boundaries, which shifted 
as I learned to understand the world 
and my relationship to it.

As a pastor of a small intentional 
church community in Minneapolis 
called Abbey Way Covenant Church, 
I am learning anew the lessons of ask 
and tell. Just as a child discovers the 
edges of the parent-child relationship 
at each developmental turn, we as 
a community of faith continue our 
education process with each interac-

tion. As a network of believers who 
desire to center our life in Christ in a 
uniquely patterned way of shared spir-
itual practices and corporate rhythms, 
we take seriously our commitment 
to each other and to the life we are 
trying to form and shape together. The 
little “asks” matter. The little “tells” 
add up. Each action contributes to 
building up each other and the com-
munity or to tearing it down. 

A simple way this happens is 
with our attendance at worship on a 
Sunday evening. People who would 
like to visit Abbey Way let us know 
when they would like to come for an 
evening: they ask to visit. Commit-
ted participants of Abbey Way, on the 
other hand, are asked to take the time 
to send an email to everyone if they 
will be absent from our gathering. 
They tell us what is going on in their 
lives and why they will not be present.  

These small actions of asking and 
telling help us to hold the value of the 
relationships we have with each other 
and with our guests. We want to be a 
welcoming and hospitable place. We 
want to know people by name and 
a little bit about them before they 
come to table with us. We understand 
that everyone has an important place 
within the community—that our pres-

ence and our absence matters. When 
we are not there, we are missed. When 
we know what is happening, we can 
pray. 

As a community, we show respect 
for our relationships with each other 
by letting people in on what is hap-
pening in our lives. As a child learns 
quickly the limits of her freedom 
within her parent’s loving care, so 
we learn as a church family how our 
connection with each other impacts 
the life of our whole community. My 
“tell” counts. My “ask” matters.

To some, this way of doing church 
may sound burdensome, and if I am 
honest, it sometimes is. I don’t always 
want to let people in on the intimate 
details of my life, telling them I will 
be late because I did not manage the 
details of my day well enough to be at 
church on time. I’m sometimes reluc-
tant to ask others for help or tell them 
I am struggling. However, when we let 
our commitment to our shared rela-
tionships lead us, a wondrous beauty 
is revealed as we lean into each other 
as real people whose presence in each 
other’s lives really does matter. Our 
relationships become vehicles of God’s 
grace and mercy. We belong. Others 
care about us. We can count on each 
other in increasing measure with solid 
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bridges of trust. 
The fruit of our intimacy can 

be seen in times of stress and 
struggle. Heather, one of Abbey 
Way’s faithful, experienced a 
medical emergency last year. 
Coming home from the hospital 
meant weeks of rest and recu-
peration in order for her 
body to heal. As a busy wife 
and a mom who home-
schools, she juggled days full 
of activity and to-do lists. 
But all that came to a halt in 
a moment. 

Heather and her children needed 
care, and the community of Abbey 
Way moved into action. Those who 
had time gave. Those who didn’t have 
time gave. More important, in the 
midst of it all, Heather received the 
gift of love that others were offering 
to her. The help came without strings 
attached. The little bits of building our 
life together in trusting ways enabled 
her vulnerability to be held well by 
the rest of us. Her willingness to let us 
into her life strengthened the sinews of 
relationship. 

The patterned ability to admit need 
and ask for help made one family’s 
need a gift to us all. When we are 
willing to enter in, our limited (and 
limiting) understanding of the church 
is transformed to an experience of the 
living body of Christ. We learn first-
hand how we truly are interconnected 
in him. 

Many at Abbey Way would actually 
say they feel the impact of our indi-
vidual life decisions on each other. As 
Nicholas Christakis and James Fowler 
assert in their book Connected, our 
networked relationships influence 
our individual lives. They write that 
just like germs spread from person to 
person, our emotions and behaviors 
also can be transmitted far beyond the 

people we touch day to day. They sta-
tistically show how our choices have 
the possibility of impacting hundreds 
of people whom we have not even 
met through the unseen social fabric 
between us. It is important that I live 
well in the presence of God, and it is 
important that as members of Abbey 
Way we remain committed to building 
a healthy and whole common life.

As one of the new monastic com-
munities that have cropped up in vari-
ous places in and around the world 
in recent days, Abbey Way is unique 
in that we are distinctly a church—
and a Covenant one at that. We claim 
our unique expression as our own, 
set both in a larger historical context 
of monastic tradition and in today’s 
cultural milieu.

Ancient monastic communities 
were formed in a time and place 
where the church was crumbling and 
barbarian forces were conquering. 
Life was chaotic. Civilization and its 
accompanying civility were in decay. 
Imagine a whole nation state with no 
solid foundations. Imagine the need to 
understand the basics of how to live 
and care for each other. The monastic 
communities created the framework 
for the life of Christ to be formed in 
its members. In the committed core of 
stable relationships, they learned what 

it means to live as a family of 
God.

When I think about Abbey 
Way and the model of com-
munity that we have together, 
the most impressive part of our 
journey has been learning what 
it means to love each other well 

within our shared rhythms 
and practices. Instead of 
putting individual needs 
above the good of the com-
munity, we think about how 
we call each other to new 

ways of loving. The life that we 
commit to together helps us hold in 
tension our individual and corporate 
transformation. Each individual rela-
tionship is an important part of our 
becoming who God is creating us to 
be. If we are to be vessels of Christ’s 
love in a dark world, we all need to 
walk beside the people of God, both 
loving and being loved by them. 

While not a monastic community 
in its ancient sense, Abbey Way adapts 
what is helpful from that tradition. 
We do know that our willingness to 
commit to long-term relationships 
with each other helps create stable 
ground under our feet on which we 
can walk together as God’s children. 
We have also come to understand 
that learning to follow Jesus takes 
an internal posture of obedience and 
submission that is best held within a 
community of people. Part of loving 
means including others in our lives 
in practical ways, including learning 
once again what it means to ask and 
tell. Just as a child learns and grows 
to her full potential in a safe environ-
ment of care, the church community 
of Abbey Way is a place for us as 
God’s people to learn to be more like 
Jesus in every season of life.  ■

Jan Bros is the pastor of Abbey Way Covenant 
Church in Minneapolis, Minnesota.
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As a community, we show respect for our 
relationships with each other by letting 

people in on what is happening in our lives.


