“Miller-is enjoyably clever, and his story is telling and beautiful, ever paignant.
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Community

Living with Freaks

BEFORE I LIVED IN COMMUNITY, I THOUGHT PAITH,
mine being Christian faith, was something a person did alone, like
monks in caves. I thought the backbone of faith was time alone
with God, time reading ancient texts and meditating on poetry or
the precepts of natural law and, perhaps, when a person gets good
and godly, levitating potted plants or pitchers of water.

It scems that way in books. I had read a Christian book about
the betterment of self, the actualization of the individual in the
personal journey toward God. The book was all about focus and
drive and perspective. It was all stuff you did in a quiet room.
None of it had anything to do with comfnunity.

If other people were a part of the Christian journey, they had
small roles; they were accountability partners or counselors or hus-
bands or wives. I hadn’t seen a single book (outside the majority of
books in the New Testament) that addressed a group of people or
4 community with advice about faith.

When I walked into the Christian section of a bookstore, the
message was clear: Faith is something you do alone.

Rick does not have much tolerance for people living alone.
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He’s like Bill Clinton in that he feels everyone’s pain. If Rick
thinks somebody is lonely, he can’t sleep at night. He wants us
all to live with each other and play nice so he can get some rest.
Tortured soul. :

I didn’t know what to think about the idea of living in com-
munity at first. I had lived on my own for about six years, and
the idea of moving in with a bunch of slobs didn’t appeal to me.
Living in community sounded so, um, odd. Cults do that sort of
thing, you know. First you live in community, and then you drink
punch and die.

Tt was Rick’s idea, though, and he seemed fairly normal in all
the other areas of his life. He never mentioned anything about a
spaceship trailing behind a comet. He never asked us to store
weapons or peanut butter, so I figured the thing about living in
community was on the up-and-up. Just because something looks
like a cult doesn’t mean it really is, right? The other thing is that,

at the time, I was pushing thirty and still not married. When you
are thirty and not married and you move in with a bunch of guys,
you look like you have given up, like you are a bunch of losers
who live together so you can talk about computers and share
video gamces.

If 1 lived in community, we would have to have about five rag-
ing parties just to shake the loser image. But I am not one t&
party. I like going to bed at nine and watching CNN till T fall
asleep. So I was thinking I could move in with the guys and we
could tell everybody we had raging parties but never actually
have them.

[ didn’t know whether to make the move or not.

Rick kept bothering me about it. T was living way out in the
country, about thirty miles from town, and he kept asking ne if
T was lonely out there, if I wouldn’t much rather move into towit
with a bunch of guys from the church. He asked if T had the
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f:hancc to minister to anybody out there in the country. He asked
1f I'was having any influence on the cows. I told him I was h .

ing a lot of influence. I wrote books. He laughed. I sat thav-
uncomfortably while he laughed. “Books,” he saici “Briﬂia::

I fnovcd in with five other guys about a month after ralking with
Rick. Wc found a house in Laurelhurst, one of the houses fn thy
tt::ﬁ(-: c1tr<:lc at 39 and Glisan. We lived across the street fror;
an " ¥
o Pilrﬂ ansct;.ltue of Joan of Arc You’ll see the statue if you come
I liked it at first. It was a big house, and I got the best room
the room with all the windows. My room literally had windows,
on cvery wall, about ten windows in all. It was like living in
green house. I set my desk in front of the huge windovg th: .
lOOk(?d down on the traffic circle and the statue. My friends u adt
to drive around the circle and honk when they went by. I al N
forgot I lived in a glass room so I would pull my ﬁngerscr;ut ovaays
nose just in time to wave back. I went from living in complzz

isolation to living in a glass box on a busy street.

One of the best things about living in community was that I
had brothers for the first time ever. We used to sit on the oi h
and watch cars go around the roundabout. We used to stl:rc ;
the .statuc of Joan of Arc and wonder, out loud, if we could .
her in a fight. , ke

hﬁ hja.ve a picture on my desk of the six guys at Graceland
zrl ch'is what we named the house. People thought we namcc;

¢ house Graceland because we wanted it to be a place whe
people experienced God’s grace and unconditional Jove. But “1;:
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didn’t think about that till later. We really 1?arr‘1cci1 1.t Gz(c:iclaﬁri
because that was the name of the house E.lws lived in, ,
Elvis, we were all pretty good with the lachc?.  ofsie oy i
The picture on my desk is more than a pu:t.ural o gy
i icture of me in my transition, not a pkfym.c tr n ot
o of innet shift from one sort of thinking to ano C%‘.
morf o alilalﬁn that tred in the picture, but I remember bc?mg
c!Ond.t lIoicmcmbcr feeling tired for almost a year. I 'Was tired
Ezza;xsc I wasn’t used to being around people ali :c aErj:I.Oking
The picture was taken on the Porch. Wc Wi A
pipes. I was wearing 2 black StOCkTg diip;allllk; and_lookmg e
b%nk soibEZirA:nd;egcﬂliaI:ztz? c;nc who looks like a y-outllllg
‘gil::l é‘;stro, was the activist in our bachelor fan;{llzrw I;I: k;SWi ;1
id vou about with whom I go t? protests. o
B o lz,ss downtown and is studying at Portland State
iiok:z:l : social worker. He is always tMg abo:: ;::; ;)1;.:);_
i ngitisto e .
B b e gt sl wihoutcaiog bec.
o e in the Wranglers with the marine halrcut., is
o th'c gtiliz famnily. He always carries a gun. You’d think
o COWboydmIcrcmy would hate each other because Andrew
p ;n ight to bear arms, but they get along okay, good‘—
ol oy d all. It is a shame because that would be a great
P a\I:rants.to be 2 cop, and he went to college on ‘81
ﬁght'.d']cmsr?lzolarship, and Andrew is a communist. I would try
:;Setn:iem to fight, but they liked each other. e
ike Tucker, whom we all refer to as Tl'.lck, was e
Mike in the clan, the responsible one. He is thc:: one MCk -
br;:hc‘: rrcd hair. like Richie Cunningham fised with a ro E: m
;ijkz was a trl;ckcr for years but always dreamed of a cares

is own rHising
dvertising. He moved to Portland and started his own adve
a .
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agency with just a cell phone and a Web site. He posed nude on his
brochure, which got him gigs with Doc Martens and g local fash-
ion agency. He freelances every other day and drives trucks the rest
of the time. Mike is one of my best friends in the world. Mike is one
of the greatest guys I know,
Simon, the short good-looking guy with the black hair and sly
grin, was the leprechaun of our tribe. He’s a deeply spiritual
Irishman here for the year from Dublin. Simon s a Wwomanizer,
always heading down to Kell’s for a pint with the Jads or to the
church to pray and ask God’s forgiveness for his detestable sins
and temper. Simon came to America on a J-1 visa. He came to
Portland, specifically, to study our church, He wants to go back
to the homeland and start a Christian revival, returning the
country to its faith in Jesus, the living God. After that, he wants
to-unite men and take England captive, forcing them to be slaves
to the Irish, the greatest of all peoples, the people who invented
honor, integrity, Western civilization, Guinness
peanut butter and the light bulb.

Trevor, the young guy in the picture, looks like Justin
Timberlake, like the Jead singer of a boy band. He has tight hair
that curls just out of the shoot, and he’s died it blond. Trevis the
kid, the rookie on our team of misfits. He is just out of high
school a few years and rides a Yamaha crotch-rocket motorcycle
so fast that when he lets me drive it, I can hardly keep the front
wheel on the ground. He js a learner, with a solid heart like 2
sponge that absorbs, and he wants to become a very good man.
Trevor is one of my favorite people. He is my Nintendo buddy.
We yell profanities at each other while playing NFL Blitz. T usy-
ally win because he is slow with the fingers. Sometimes, after I
beat him in the game, he crawls into his little bed and cries him-

self to sleep. After that T usually feel sorry for him, and T let him
Win a game or two. Rookie.

a'nd) 3pparcntly,
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I liked them all very much, but we had hard times. I was 2 seri-
ous recluse before I moved in with the guys at Graceland. When
you live on your own for years, you begin to think the world
belongs to you. You begin to think all space is your space and all
time is your time. A
It is like in that movie About a Boy where Nick Hornby’s
chief character, played by Hugh Grant, believes that life is a play
about himself, that all other characters are only acting minor
roles in a story that centers around him. My life felt like that. Life
was a story about me because 1 was in every scene. In fact, I was
the only one in every scene. I was everywhere I went. If some-
body walked into my scene, it would frustrate me because they
were disrupting the gencral theme of the play, namely my com-
fort or glory. Other people were flat characters in my movie, life-
less characters. Sometimes I would have scenes with them,
dialogue, and they would speak their lines, and I would speak
mine. But the movie, the grand movie stretching from Adam to
the Antichrist, was about me. I wouldn’t have told you that at
the time, but that is the way I lived. ‘

Tuck was one of my best friends when he moved in. He is still
one of my best friends, but for a while I wanted to kill him. He
did not understand that life was a movie about me. Nobody ever
told him. He would knock on my door while I was reading,
come in and sit down in a chair opposite me, and then he would
want to talk, he would want to hear about my day. I couldn’t
believe it. The audacity to come into my room, my soundstage;
and interrupt the obvious flow of the story with questions about
how I am.

I would give Tuck little signals that I didn’t want to talk like
eye rolls or short answers to his questions. T would stare inta
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: ;:fcc so he thought I was crazy or snore so he would think I had
- el:1 aslleep. I think I hurt his feelings. He would get very fr X
g 1 u )
Watc Hmthnlmc, g0 upstairs, and wonder why T was acting th:t
y. He only did this a few times befo i
. re he dismissed
jetk. I almost lost the friendship, to be honest e
I d-i 9 - . . i
Wouldci_ln t like the feeling of having to work with people. We
o thax.rc 1 community meeting and talk about who wasn’t
elr chores or who was leaving di i i
! g dirty dishes in the sink
and if I felt accused I would lash back at whoever accused r::c I,
W o - ’
ata:h <:01?1fideri;:1 I'was right and they were wrong. I could not see
¢ ume, that [ was being rude. There ,
. were a few times wh
31‘::\701' ;ctually stood up and walked out of the room I::vwzn
ways because of me. The other i . S
. guys had lived wi
before. They knew all about people. Y6 it people
Living i .
add;?m;g 10 community made me realize one of my faults: T was
t;hinct;[t ;E myself. All I thought about was myself. The only
hin g : trre ‘ y cared about was myself. I had very little concept of
, wism, or sacrifice. I discovered that ind is K
radio that picks u ' ot s e
p only one station, the o
DON, ail Don, all the time. ne e plays me: (¢
N I dchii not understand the exchange that takes place in mean
: cg:lll ) alogue, when two people sit down and tune their radios
Lo }lr) mt');'ﬁal1 n;omTcnt, to the other person’s station. Tt must havea
or Tuck to try so des i
and for me to brush him off. peretyeo e my sadon,
Havi
i a;rmg ha%d my way for so long, I became defensive about
; ijt 1 perceived as encroachments on my rights. My personal
. on
tl11.1:mblc: was' huge. I couldn’t have conversations that lasted more
o ttl:in nnf'lutes-. I wanted efficiency in personal interaction, and
i ec ijlllllflg to one of my housemates talk, T wondcrcd,why
WOI}lrl Clo . t get to the point. Whar are you trying to tell me? 1
' think. Do we really have to stand bere and make small talk?
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Tuck told me later that in the first few months of living W%th
me he felt judged, as though there was something wrong with
him. He felt unvalued any time he was around me.

o] Q o]

The most difficult Jie T have ever contended with is this: Life is a

story about me.

God brought me to Graceland to rid me of this dcccption,. to
scrub it out of the gray matter of my mind. It was a frustrating
i experience.

ami flaeziliidicis talk about the shakes and panic attacks and the
highs and lows of resisting their habit, and to some degree I
understand them because 1 have had habits of _rny ownf bu‘t no
drug is so powerful as the drug of sclf. No rut in the mind is so
deep as the one that says I am the world, the ‘world. bc.lor‘xgs to
me, all pcople are characters in my play. There is no addiction so
powerful as self-addiction.

In the spring of my year at Graceland, when the ground was begin- |

ning to dry at Laurelhurst Park, a friend and I traveled to S.::\lcrrT to
hear Brennan Manning speak. Manning is a former Cathol‘lc priest
and a wonderful writer who has struggied with' alcoholism and
speaks frankly about matters of Christian spirituality.

We sat so close I could see the blue in Brennan’s eyes and that

quality of sincerity you find in people who have turned trial into.

service. Brennan grew up in New York and speaks with a sli.ght
East Coast bite that has been sanded down by years of smoking.
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An car has to work a bit to keep his pace. He opened his talk with
the story of Zacchacus. Brennan talked about how an entire
town, with their ridicule and hatred, could not keep the lirtle
man from oppressing them through the extravagant financial
gains he made as a tax collector. Christ walked through town,
Brennan said, and spotted the man. Christ told Zacchaeus that
He would like to have a meal with him.

In the single conversation Christ had with Zacchaeus,
Brennan reminded us, Jesus spoke affirmation and love, and the
tax collector sold his possessions and made amends to those he
had robbed. It was the affection of Christ, not the brutality of a
town, that healed Zacchaeus.

Manning went on to speak of the great danger of a harsh word,
the power of unlove to deteriorate a person’s heart and spirit, and
how, as representatives of the grace and love of God, our com-
munication should be seasoned with love and compassion,

While Manning was speaking, I was being shown myself, and I
felt like God was asking me to change. I was being asked to walk
away from the lies I believed about the world being about me. I
had been communicating unlove to my housemates because I
thought they were not cooperating with the meaning of life, that
meaning being my desire and will and choice and comfort.

There was nothing fun about going home that night. I went
with new eyes, seeing my housemates as people. For the first
time I saw them as people, and I could sense God’s love for
them. I had been living with God’s prized possessions, His chil-
dren, the dear ones to Him, and had considered them a bother

to this earth that was mine, this space and time that were mine.

In the short year at Graceland T hurt all the guys at one time or
another. Fixing the carnage would take time. I had to make things
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right with each of them. I had really messed things up. Jeremy,
the guy with the marine haircut who was going to become a cop,
couldn’t stand me. I had run my car through the garage door one
night and neglected to fix it. Jeremy parked his motorcycle in the
garage and so he had to use the broken door every day. My room
was directly above the garage, so when Jeremy went to work in
the morning at five o’clock, he would start his motorcycle engine,
and it sounded like somebody was starting a lawn mower next to
my bed. I would get furious, and later that night I would ask him
if there was something we could do. He said no, that was where
he needed to keep his motorcycle. And that was true. So, every
time Jeremy had trouble getting the broken door up and down,
he would get mad at me, and every time he started his motorcycle
at 5:00 A.M., I would get mad at him. The issue, of course, was
not about the motorcycle or the door; the issue was about
whether or not we respected each other, whether or not we liked
each other. :

One evening I was down in the basement talking to Tuck while
he was working out. I decided to do some laundry while I was
down there, but somebody’s clothes were in the dryer. There was
no place to put them so I put them on the floor. I didn’t think
anything of it, you know, because the floor was pretty clean, but
it turned out the clothes were Jeremy’s and, later that night, when
he got home, he wrote a note on our white board to the person
who had thrown his clothes on the floor. T didn’t actually throw
them on the floor, T just sort of set them there, but still, he was
pretty heated. I told him it was me, and I apologized. He had to
go for a walk he was so mad. It was the last straw for him.

When he came back I asked him if we could talk. I told him it
was time we dealt with it. He kept wanting to walk away fross
the conversation because he was so mad, but I wouldn’t let R

I was ready to apologize. I told him I didn’t feel like he carcd
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about me because he started his motorcycle every mornin d
I had become defensive about that, and that made me wi’l:i

sct him back, and I had done that sort of subconsciously, witl?
litte commc.nts and that sort of thing. T had never told h;m at
tl.m very beginning, that I felt like he didn’t like me and I Wan',ced
him to. Instead, I had been proud and passive-aggressive. That
was why we were experiencing all of this. And I told him that I
felt bad. I didn’t accuse him of anything, which looking back was
V(?ry, very important. And, also, I didn’t expect anything from
him in 1_'eturn. I really didn’t feel like he owed me anything

Jeremy listened very carefully once he had calmed down. He was-
great. He told me how much he liked me, and that meant the

world to me. In that moment I cduld feel all the anger I had

been feeling melt away. T couldn’t even remember what I was
angry about. And the next morning, when Jeremy started his
motorcycle, it didn’t even wake me up.

I'was in San Francisco recently staying at this bed and break-
fast place for people who are in the city to do ministry. It was
a small house, but there were probably fifteen people living
thcrf: at the time. The guy who ran the place, Bill, was always
‘makmg meals or cleaning up after us, and I took note of his
mcrec?iblc pagiencc and kindness. I noticed that not all of us did
our c.hshcs after a meal, and very few people thanked him for
cooking. One morning, before anybody woke up, Bill and I
v.vcrc drinking coffce at the dining room table. I,told him I
hvsed with five guys and that it was very difficult for me because
I liked my space and needed my privacy. I asked him how he
kcpt.such a good attitude all of the time with so many people
'fi'busmg his kindness. Bill set down his coffee and looked mcpiﬁ
the eye. “Don,” he said. “If we are not willing to wake up in
the morning and die to ourselves, perhaps we should ask our-
selves whether or not we are really following Jesus.”
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