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Discipleship

Monasticism is not just for 
Catholics anymore. Young 
men and women from 

Presbyterian and other denomina-
tions are looking at the old ways of 
forming intentional, God-centered 
communities and saying, “Yes! That’s 
for me!” These modern monastics 
aren’t giving everything up and 
living a sheltered life away from  
the world, but rather taking the  
best of monastic life and allowing  
it to change the way they go into  
the world. 

Today’s ecumenical monastics 
nurture a common life together, 
practice hospitality and stewardship 
of the earth and submit themselves 
to the church. They commit to a 
disciplined, contemplative life and 
may share economic resources with 
one another, embracing countercul-
tural values in an effort to follow 
Christ more closely. New monastic 

Christianity is expressed in the 
details of life—the morning and 
evening prayer, the work chosen, the 
people served and the daily decisions 
about whether to bike, bus or drive 
and what to have for dinner.

Intentional communities are 
springing up across the country 
among Christians seeking a radical 
reordering of life, with Christ, the 
church and the community at the 
center. Here are two examples, 
both launched by Presbyterians in 
Pittsburgh, Pa.

World Christian Discipleship
“Monastic movements tend to rise up 
when the church becomes too influ-
enced by the surrounding culture, or, 
as Jesus said, when we as the church 
begin to lose our saltiness,” says  
B. J. Woodworth, a Presbyterian 
pastor who has taken on the role 
of abbot in the World Christian 

Discipleship (WCD) program of 
the Presbyterian Church (U.S.A.)’s 
Pittsburgh Theological Seminary. 
This yearlong program offers a taste 
of monastic living for recent univer-
sity graduates who are considering 
Christian vocations. Participating 
young adults create what monastics 
call a “rule of life”—a way of orient-
ing oneself to God through prayer, 
study and discipline. Participants 
take Sabbath time, observe times 
of silence, and eat, pray and study 
Scripture as a community. 

“We rethink how we deal 
with issues like time and work,” 
Woodworth says. “American culture 
is controlled by the clock. We try to 
recognize that we are not responsible 
for the happenings in the universe. 
We allow God to do that. The world 
won’t stop because we take a 
Sabbath or take time to pray  
each day.” 

Non-Catholics are discovering that participation in 
God-centered communities can enrich the life of faith.

By Sue Washburn

Presbyterian monastics
learning TogeTher: Members of Formation House gather for group study and prayer.
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The program is rooted in the 
teachings of the earliest Christians 
and as a result has some Catholic 
nuances, such as Woodworth’s “abbot” 
title. “The abbot provides spiritual 
care and guidance to monastic com-
munities, helping disciples follow 
in the way of Jesus,” Woodworth 
explains. “We desired for the role 
of the WCD director to be strong, 
intimate and familial in nature. This 
is a humbling and yet empowering 
role to be given in the lives of other 
disciples, but in my opinion not 
too different from the role a pastor 
ought to be playing in the life of the 
members of a church.”

“We read a lot of the ascetics and 
learn what a Christian lifestyle looks 
like,” says Scott Sunquist, the faculty 
leader of the program. “It comes 
down to taking Jesus’ claim upon 
your life seriously. Are you willing 
to practice fasting? Sell your posses-
sions? All of spiritual life emanates 
from remembering and trusting in 
God’s grace. We are teaching young 
adults how to do that.”

“Reading the church fathers, I 
learned that Christians are to the 
world as the soul is to the body,” 
says Katelyn Hendrickson, one of 
the young adult participants. “We 

are to be in the world but not of the 
world. However, the world is a more 
animated place with Christians  
in it.”

The WCD “classroom” is the com-
munity, with its various businesses, 

parks, churches, schools and homes. 
The participants work part-time in 
local businesses and volunteer with 
ministries or congregations. They 
learn that mission involves being 
embedded in the community and 
giving active witness to the gospel in 
that same community.

Melody Joachim joined the 
program after finishing college and 
working for AmeriCorps. She was 
excited to begin her life in inten-
tional community, but wondered how 
it would fit into her busy schedule. 
One of the things she realized was 
that her faith wasn’t something she 
could fit in around the edges of her 
life, but that faith was the center of 
life. She created a rule of life—and 

was surprised that making more of 
a commitment to Christ didn’t pack 
her already full day, but pruned it. 

“Creating a rule of life isn’t about 
finding ways to get everything done,” 
she says. “It is discerning which 

things are the most important. 
It’s about learning to say no to the 
busyness of daily life.”

Formation House
For 34-year-old Karen Sloan, church 
was not enough. She returned home 
from college to discover that she 
longed for the sense of community 
that she left behind. As a staff 
member of the campus ministry 
InterVarsity Christian Fellowship, 
she had grown accustomed to explor-
ing the Bible and praying with a 
small group of people every day, not 
simply attending worship once a 
week. A restless young adult, Sloan 
began a spiritual journey that took 
her to seminary and ordination in 

These modern monastics aren’t giving everything up 

and living a sheltered life away from the world, but 

rather taking the best of monastic life and allowing 

it to change the way they go into the world.

sharing FooD anD lives: Stef Moser 

and Tim Raufer join others in the World 

Christian Discipleship program for a meal.

common Work: Formation House participants follow a weekly schedule that rotates the 

household duties. They pool a portion of their paychecks and share bills as well as chores.
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the PC(USA). Along the way, she 
immersed herself in books about 
monastic lifestyles, visited Catholic 
monasteries and attended spiritual 
retreats.

“Eventually I wound up with 
circles of friends of varying Christian 
backgrounds who are either part of 
traditional Catholic ‘old monastic’ 
communities, or who have created 
‘new monastic’ communities,” Sloan 
says. “Sadly, there was not a direct 
route appropriate for me to enter 
monastic life.”

What she describes as a time of 
“longing, looking and not finding” 
gave Sloan the vision of forming her 
own intentional community. She 
moved to Pittsburgh and created An 

Ordered Life, a nonprofit organiza-
tion that encourages life and work 
in Christian community. Its primary 
project is Formation House, which 
offers residents a yearlong oppor-
tunity to form deeper relationships 
with neighbors and with Christ.

“There are so many discipleship 

opportunities that come with forming 
an intentional community,” Sloan 
says. “This appeals to my desire 
to live out the pastoral side of my 
calling.”

Unlike the participants in the 
World Christian Discipleship 
program, members of the Formation 
House community live together. This 
year’s group consists of married 
couples, but no children. Each 
evening the group gathers for a 
communal meal, education, reflec-
tion and prayer. They pool a portion 
of their paychecks and share chores 
and bills as well as their faith and 
their lives. 

For Sloan, it is a blessed life, one 
that follows the pattern of the New 

Testament church. Acts 2:43–47 
describes how the earliest follow-
ers of Jesus sold their possessions 
and held all things in common; they 
also ate together and praised God 
together.

“In an intentional community, life 
runs much deeper,” Sloan says. “We 

work against the consumer culture 
that tries to segment us into indi-
viduals. We discover the things that 
we need as human beings that our 
culture doesn’t foster—things like 
community and companionship.”

The search for community
Recovering the idea of community 
takes on special importance in 
today’s world. With high divorce 
rates, transient lifestyles and the 
trend to delay marriage and children 
until later in life, many 20-some-
things are looking for a loving and 
trusting group beyond their child-
hood family and before a family they 
may create as adults.

“An overwhelming number of 
young people are looking for com-
munity, in large part because of the 
breakdown of family,” Sunquist says. 
“Community, or recovery of commu-
nity, is very important in Christian 
witness today in the West.”

“There are a lot of people who long 
to share their rhythm of life and love 
of Christ,” Sloan says. “Sometimes 
they don’t have the words for that 
longing. We need to create ways of 
connecting in and to a world that has 
become more disconnected.”

Cell phones, Twitter and Facebook 
have given young adults a way of 

Acts 2:43–47 describes how the earliest followers of Jesus 

sold their possessions and held all things in common; 

they also ate together and praised God together.

learning Face-To-Face: Jennifer Lock 

leads a discussion at Formation House.

a blesseD liFe: Members of the Formation House community give thanks before their shared 

dinner. Because of the breakdown of family, many young adults are searching for community.
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connecting electronically, but many 
still seek mentors in a face-to-face 
community.

“Young people are very relation-
ship oriented,” says Woodworth. 
“We meet young adults who aren’t 
interested in Christianity but are 
interested in forming an intentional 
community. Young adults have a 
hunger to be in relationship not just 
with each other, but also with folks 
who have been around the block.”

In fact, as Sloan points out, young 
Christians aren’t the only ones 
seeking intentional communities. 
Older adults may find themselves 
seeking a community of companion-
ship and faith after their children 
have left home. Artists, musicians 
and other affinity groups of all ages 
are also centering their lives together 
in intentional communities. 

“It’s been interesting to see how 
broad the discussion on intentional 
community is in our world,” Sloan 
says. “We are willing to engage in 
dialogue with other communities 
when it comes to things like menu 
plans and best practices. The Holy 
Spirit can work in surprising ways in 
the midst of these relationships.”

Sue Washburn is a member of Poke Run 
Presbyterian Church in Apollo, Pa.

a national Presbyterian conference center has expanded its mission to include 
hosting an interfaith intentional community. the boundary-pushing experi-
ment is helping revitalize Stony Point 
center in new york. Launched a 
year ago, the center’s community of 
Living traditions invites people from 
christian, Jewish and Muslim tradi-
tions to live, work, worship and learn 
together. the focus of the community 
is on nonviolence and peacemaking. 

rick Ufford-chase, former modera-
tor of the Presbyterian church (U.S.a.) 
General assembly, and his wife, Kitty, are co-
directors of Stony Point. for more information: 
www.stonypointcenter.org

 » World Christian Discipleship Program—“no dorms. no classrooms.  
no degrees. an experience in a monastic missional order.”   
www.worldmissioninitiative.org/wcd

 » An Ordered Life—encouraging life in intentional communities by developing 
best practices, leaders and easier ways “to find points of entry into successfully 
living an ordered life.” www.anorderedlife.org

 » Formation House—“a yearlong residential training cycle of ‘4 ds’ (discern, 
disciple, develop, disperse).” www.formationhouse.org

 » The Simple Way—“a web of subversive friends conspiring to spread the vision 
of  ‘Loving God, Loving People, and following Jesus’  in our neighborhoods and 
in our world.” www.thesimpleway.org

 » Community of Communities—“a space for individuals and intentional  
communities to learn and connect” via a map-based database.   
www.communityofcommunities.info

WiTness on The Job: World Christian 

Disciple Gabriel Crawford at a coffee shop.

LEARN MORE about intentional communities

STONY POINT CENTER 
An experiment in interfaith community
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TraDiTions: Christians, Jews 

and Muslims live, work, worship 

and learn together at Stony Point. 


