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Four Kinds of Communities 
 
by Craig Mitchell 
 
Where do you experience “community”? Ask five different people that question and you’re 
likely to get five different answers: “at the neighbourhood craft club”, “in my small 
group”, “having coffee with my friends”, or “when I’m chatting online”. Forming and 
sustaining community is increasingly a challenge for churches in a complex and changing 
world.  
 
What if “community” means different things to different people based on their age, life 
experience and cultural background? What if a faith community consists of multiple 
communities with varying characteristics and needs that require wise attention and 
multiple approaches. 
 
Recently I revisited some thinking about community that I'd done a couple of years back 
about various lenses or metaphors through which we might understand 'community'. 
Here's a short version. This is not strictly meant to be a typology: the categories are not 
rigid. The aim is to help community leaders think about what kinds of sub-communities, 
if you like, exist, and how their characteristics might differ. This thinking is fairly 
'western', as has been most of my experience of community. And I have not sought to 
speak of community in terms of our indigenous (aboriginal) people. The four 'lenses' are 
not necessarily generational, but I think that you can broadly link some generations to 
them. And yes, it's a caricature - just hang in with me and it may prove worthwhile... 
 
There's no particular theoretical base, although I'm a big fan of Edward T. Hall and have 
found John Urry fantastic.  
 
1. AGRICULTURAL COMMUNITY 
This is the kind of community that I see when I visit the country town where my wife grew 
up.  Farming people, but not limited to farms - I've seen people like this in most city 
churches.  'Agricultural' communities are communities of kinship and place. In terms of 
generations, I think of the 'boosters', born pre WWII. 
 
People 
In agricultural communities, folk all seem to know one another well. Everyone is related 
somehow. You're a local or you're a newcomer, or worse, a 'blow-in' or 'feral'. People are 
family, kin and clan. This is the 'family' church, the CWA. Kinship bonds are strong and 
enduring. You can walk down the street and know everyone: the shop owners call you by 
name. They see themselves as a welcoming community. 
 
Place 
Agricultural communities have a strong sense of place. These are communities of 
geography. Streets are named after great-grandparents. Familiar names are listed on the 
war memorial. There is a strong sense of 'the land'; this place being our place. Property is 
passed down from generation to generation. Local landmarks have stories. People live in 
a neighbourhood, walk to church and the shops. Of course, folk like this don't only live in 
the country. 
 
Space 
Agricultural people build spaces that last - for centuries even. Why? Because they don't 
plan to move! And also to mirror the solidity of the land beneath them - and maybe even 
to defy it. They construct sacred spaces from stone and mark them as sacred with 
plaques and memorials. Of course, there's a contrast here between clearing ancient trees 
and trying to put timeless building in their place! 



 2 

 
Time 
Agricultural time is slow time. The calendar works in months and seasons. These people 
are patient people - hopeful when there's a drought, stubborn when someone wants to 
change too quickly. Folk like this  sense the movement of the seasons, are aware of  the 
earth and the sky. In this way they are perhaps most like the indigenous people who lived 
on the land before them. 
 
Purpose 
Agricultural purpose is about maintaining what is good, both for its own sake and to pass 
on to the next generation. Context and identity go together: there is a unity between who 
you are, where you live and what you do. Purpose and season go together. On a farm, you 
don't stop planting a crop because someone says "we tried that before but it didn't work!" 
agricultural people are ultimately profoundly hopeful - they have learnt to trust that next 
year might be better despite all evidence to the contrary. In many ways, this is precisely 
why they resist change in the here-and-now - because God's goodness is more about 
providence that invention. 
 
Leadership 
Agricultural leaders are determined by history and kinship, whether matriarchal or 
patriarchal. There are tacit lines of authority. To some extent, leadership also reflects the 
old "pioneer" and "settler" distinction. In our recent drive interstate, I spent time thinking 
about how young 'European' Australia is - my parents-in-law were the very first to farm 
their acres in NSW, their parents the first to farm their acres in SA. I think that we have 
failed to see how recently rural people have become 'settlers' in our land, with all that 
being recent settlers might involve. 
 
And of course, the tendency is for church leaders to be seen as the chaplain to the church 
and the town. I wonder how much of that is actually a carryover from pioneering rather 
than settling... 
 
I'm sure all of that sounds painfully obvious, and, as I said, a caricature. Well wait for the 
next bits - because my main point is that there are differing kinds of communities with 
different notions of space, place, time and purpose and both seeking and needing 
differing kinds of leadership. 
 
 
2. INDUSTRIAL COMMUNITY 
Modernity, the industrial revolution, and baby boomers sum up this kind of church (yes, 
how's that for pigeon-holing!). While the word 'institutional' would be an unhelpful use of 
the word, it is true that baby boomers have taken to 'organised' church, not like ducks to 
water, but like olympic swimmers to 100 metre pools with lanes and stop watches... 
Industrial community is ordered, purposeful community. 
 
People 
Industrial communities not only have members, they have staff, clients, customers, team 
leaders, and departments. People need to have a particular place in such communities. 
They are helped to identify their gifts and match it to a particular role. Because industrial 
church is purposeful (driven...), all of the parts of the body need to work together 
seamlessly, efficiently and well. The best worship leaders, etc etc.  This is one of the 
great strengths and weaknesses of industrial communities - team-work and productivity 
by many names. There's something almost ‘socialist’ about the way that the organisation 
helps you to find your place within it.  
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Place 
Industrial community is not place-bound. It is regional, not local. Provided that the right 
conditions are present, it can happen anywhere. Unlike geographic community. We expect 
people to travel to a regional church (rather than expecting church to travel to them) it 
relies more on common interest than common location (or even common memory - what, 
or rather, how, is memory when it becomes place-less?). If agricultural communities are 
communities of location, industrial communities are half-way to being communities of 
affinity (see next post). The half-way is important, because industrial communities 
usually have more 'agriculturals' than 'tribals'. Why? Because agriculturals understand, in 
fact applaud, productivity. And because boomers are the children of boosters. Hence the 
'gap' with the more 'tribal' gen x. 
 
Space 
Yet industrials both choose and create a space. Sometimes they inherit an 'agricultural' 
space, but ideally they choose. Social mobility (with transport) is the big shift here. 
Choose where to live, and then live in your car... Geographically, place literally becomes 
'my space': the front porch becomes the back yard. Industrialists build factories. They 
renovate, remove memorials, and indeed memory (and then seek to recreate it). All 
spaces ought to be functional, as efficient and effective as ministry teams. One result is 
that the church becomes, not so much a gathering centre but an activity centre - a 
seven-day-a-week program place.  In a very real sense, place is secondary to space, and 
space should be variable. Spatially, home matters less than before, unless it's hosting a 
small group. In a real sense, purposeful church doesn't know what to do with non-
church-member households, since they can't be a place for church programs. 
 
Time 
Industrial time is structured time. Clock time. Tick tock tick tock. Schedule time, deadline 
time, planning time. Time is purpose-driven, goal-oriented. Hours, minutes and seconds 
are counted in ways that agriculturalists never imagined. Time can be 'lost'! For 
agriculturalists, time has a slow, regular rhythm. For industrialists, time is measured, 
incremental, intentional. So industrial churches tend to fill up time, not release it. Church 
households feel pressured by the time demands on their members. For industrials, time 
and space must both be ordered, and indeed  order is needed to make the new place 
sacred. 
 
Purpose 
Industrial church is 'effective' church. Not merely called, but driven. (remember when 
driven was the opposite of called?) The booster generation built the foundations, the 
boomers put a factory on it. John Drane has called it 'McDonaldisation'. It must be said 
that the 'boosters' knew how to replicate - MYF, PFA, CE, BYF - youth programs were 
everywhere.  But the boomers created national staff and curriculum. Today the internet 
has given us global, purposeful church. This is not all bad, but the problem with the 
factory is not so much its orderliness, but how it is and isnt a product of a local 
community of interest-bearers. And also the extent to which many people discover that 
they just don't fit such an ordered world. 
 
Leadership 
Most church leadership books for 20 years have been about industrial church, albeit 
often working on more organic than mechanistic systems. Industrial leaders are 
managers and CEO's, they are also persuaders and innovaters - change agents who care 
about transforming what their parents built. They are at the top of a pyramid of staff (= 
'team') -  that's how you build and effective large organisation. They strive for excellence, 
and either achieve it (5%) or feel inadequate (95%). 
 
Industrial churches and industrial leaders, like those before them, have worked within 
their time, and in a very real sense, sought to grab hold of a 'boom period' of productivity 
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in the face of major sociological and economic shifts. What seems clear is that success 
through this lens is almost always about growth, effectiveness, resources and results. 
What is this saying, I wonder? 
 
 
3. TRIBAL COMMUNITY 
 
'Tribal communities' are in a sense the first real communities of affinity. Agricultural 
community is defined by geography, identity is strongly related to place. The identity of 
industrial community is defined by purpose. Tribal community is defined by affinity and 
relationship. People belong to post-modern tribes because they want to - that's all. 
Could this be 'gen x' and/or 'gen y'. Perhaps. 
 
People 
The people of tribal communities are hard to categorise because every tribe is different. 
Tribes have tribal members, and people today belong to multiples 'tribes'.  You can't 
understand a tribe from the outside, which is why tribes usually resist or ignore outsiders 
trying to organise them. [but you can market to a tribe if you have their vibe...] You can't 
program for a tribe, but you can join them or host them on their terms. Tribes have their 
own language, dress, jokes... They aren't necessarily big enough to be a 'sub-culture'. 
They may just be a group of friends. Some tribes have tight membership, some loose. 
Once a tribe becomes too formal, it takes on institutional or 'industrial' form. Because 
tribes are not institutions as such, they are inherently fluid. 
 
Place 
If the agriculturalists built the foundations and the industrialists renovated the building, 
the tribals moved out of the building to somewhere more comfortable. Tribes set up 
camp, stay a while and then move on. Stay for as long as it suits you. Place is temporary, 
and in that sense convenient and functional. Tribal people may not recognise the history 
of a place. This is not necessarily disrespect, just lack of knowledge or relationship. 
 
Young adults are tribal in the sense that they finally have the freedom to start to explore 
the world. Being a nomad is more about mobility, exploration and autonomy than 
impermanence or superficiality. The car and airplane define place for tribal people (and 
the bicycle for some...) 
 
Space 
Nomadic people are highly attuned to the aesthetics of space. When you can't choose 
your space, you make a space your own - agriculturalists and industrialists do this with 
varying degrees of permanence and functionality. When you can choose your space, you 
choose a space that is tailored to your presence and purpose. You meet for drinks in that 
pub or wine bar because it's a wonderful setting, and when it gets sold and redecorated 
you move on. You eat in that cafe not just because the food is good, but because the 
whole aesthetic is. For nomadic people space is experience. You could say that the young 
people decorating the youth room at church is 'tribal', and in a real sense it is. But 
nomadic people inhabit multiple places whose spaces they enjoy or adapt at will.  
Churches are a problem for most  tribal/nomadic people in terms of place and space: if 
you offer me a permanent space, then let me do anything with it... [I'm also thinking that 
tribal space might be seen as 'relational' space... Need to ponder that further.] 
 
And perhaps for tribal people, space is almost more important than place. In this sense 
they are like industrials - a great space to be could be anywhere geographically. Of 
course, if we're talking Gen X and Gen Y, we are also talking about more 'indoor' 
generations... 
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Time 
Tribal time reflects the tribe's identity. Because it only makes sense within the tribe, it is 
often seen as fluid time, spontaneous time. There may be many or few rules about time. 
It may seem fast or slow. The important thing is that tribes have their own internal, 
changing rhythms. External schedules make no sense, which is why tribal people respond 
an event, not a program. 
 
And also why tribal time is option time, last minute time, flow time. Flow from one thing 
to the next. Not surprisingly some people use surfing images. Don't watch the clock, look 
out for a great wave. A healthy corrective to being driven by the clock! 
 
Purpose 
With tribal community, relationship precedes purpose. Community comes first. The tribe 
may share a common purpose, but their shared commitment is as much about the people 
as anything else. Which is why it might just be about 'hanging out. 'If you have a sense of 
community, your purpose, your tribal identity, might change. Purpose can be fluid. Tribes 
enjoy being together for its own sake, which is why programming often seems foreign to 
them. 
 
Tribes may seem or be self-centred, they may also be passionately and zealously 
focussed beyond themselves. The relationships among tribal members might last for a 
lifetime, but the tribal experience may be brief. 
 
Leadership 
Tribes have their own rules, roles and forms of community. Their organisation is internal, 
often making sense only to them. Leadership may be charismatic, based on expertise, 
gender, or whatever. Leadership may be clear or unclear, hierarchical or maeutic, long-
term or short-term. 
 
Tribal church started by being industrial church trying to organise the next generation 
into 'cool' places and programs. It largely hasn't worked, has it? It's not that tribal people 
don't like order, it's just that tribes are smaller than conglomerates, corporations. Order 
comes from communication among a few people. You don't need a committee meeting - 
you make a few phone calls or chat together online. 
 
In a tribal world, people recognise the authority of others outside the tribe  based either 
on shared norms or on 'authenticity' - a deeper genuineness and vulnerability about 
being human. Tribal people don't respond to industrial leaders' power but they may 
respond to their person. Tribal people don't respond to agricultural people's strictures 
but may respond to their stories... (too much alliteration - sorry, I've been restraining 
myself) 
 
I wonder whether agricultural leadership is 'constructive', industrial leadership is 
'adaptive', tribal leadership is ‘charismatic’, and virtual leadership is 'connective'. 
 
 
4. VIRTUAL COMMUNITY 
Here at last after many weeks is "virtual community," the second last post in this series, 
proving that time is secondary in the virtual world! Virtual community consists of people 
who 'connect' primarily in cyberspace. 
 
People 
Clearly the internet is not generational. However, like television, the iPod and the 
telephone, those who have grown up with it take to the internet like digital ducks to a 
cyber sea (I can't believe that I just wrote that...). So Gen Y and Gen X are very much at 
home with electronic communication in all of its varied forms. Virtual communities are 
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the most fluid, intimate and anonymous of all. You can have an  identity just for 
shopping, or meet, date and marry. Virtual community can be intensely tribal, or consist 
of a discussion forum for that new software that won't bloody work for you. 
 
Because the internet is fundamentally connective, it's a major gift to people is to allow us 
to connect with whomever and whatever we need or want - family, friends, interest 
groups, old classmates, our  hopes, desires and even regrets. Such connections may be 
long-lasting (keeping in touch with old friends since you've moved interstate) or casual 
and transient. Baby boomers and their churches profoundly underestimate the 
importance of electronic communication in fostering and sustaining geographically-
dispersed relationships (eg. My church only uses electronic communication with young 
people to promote its events).  
 
Place 
Place is often ignored in conversations about the internet. Where are people when they 
access electronic communication? Virtual practices often happen in regular geographic 
places. Email becomes part of the psychological and bodily space of my study, my home. 
Mobile people live in zones and corridors, both indoor and outdoor. Electronic 
communicates fosters community with people often in the places that are most 
meaningful to them. We all know about the personalisation of technology - my iPod or 
mobile is a fashion accessory, a part of me - so the 'place' aspect of virtual community 
includes 'body'. Not 'I have a phone' but 'I am my phone'... For this reason alone, 
electronic communication is intimate, not superficial. 
 
Space 
Cyberspace is non-geographic. Local and global are overlaid. Margaret Wertheim 
suggests that the internet has allowed us to achieve the historical dream of transcending 
physical space. Virtual communicators often also inhabit tribal communities. They have 
favourite people and places. The point is that experiences of community and connection 
are separate from, or rather, float above, physical spaces of community. Virtual notions of 
community must take seriously the fact that cyberspace is multi-dimensional - the 
screen is not flat, impenetrable - it is a portal to complex, connected, multi-sensory, 
dynamic worlds, arenas, communities, experiences. Cyberspace is interactive and non-
linear space. And cyberspaces are inhabited imaginatively. These are profound and 
largely unexplored questions about how we create, inhabit and sustain virtual 
communities. 
 
Time 
Internet time is instant time, no time. We have all experienced the moment of wonder 
when an email sent across the word results in an almost instantaneous reply. Electronic 
communication has some distinct time patterns - some information (such as website 
data) can be accessed anytime, anywhere, some communication is spontaneous (a phone 
call, a 'flashmob' gathering), some is prescheduled and 'one-off' (a webcast), some is 
cumulative (a discussion list), some is 'download now, play later' (a podcast). More so 
than other forms of community, virtual community is oriented around the shifting 
timetables of its participants. I connect with others when, where and how I choose. But 
rather than indicating that virtual connections are occasional and fleeting, their 
spontaneity may mean that they are intense and frequent. 
 
Purpose 
As noted above, virtual connections can have many purposes. When does connection 
become community? When communication becomes group communication and is 
sustained and developed over time. Electronic promotion (advertising) is not virtual 
community. Web 2.0 recognises not only interactivity, but shared purpose, authoring and 
authority as essential to ongoing community.  In many ways, virtual community is tribal 
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because the ubiquitous nature of the www requires clustering in order to make sense of 
anything. 
 
Leadership 
So virtual community is networked, nodal community, not only connected but 
interconnected, multi-way - not a level playing field, but ever changing nodes of 
influence and connection. In this environment, leaders may be hosts, networkers or 
nodes themselves. In other words, they may lead by simply enabling the connective 
infrastructure, they may actively connect, refer, forward/copy and pass on viral 
information. They may be a node around whom others gather, becoming not so much a 
celebrity as a clearinghouse for ideas, opinions, information, resources. Such authority is 
not simply or necessarily utilitarian, in fact, given the voluntary nature of online 
communities, nodal leadership may be a sign of strongly shared values, great respect and 
deep interpersonal connection and friendship. Authenticity may be as vital in the virtual 
arena as in other forms of community. 
 
 
5. IN CONCLUSION 
 
This of course is not an academic paper, more of a magazine article, a ‘brain dump’. 
 
These four ‘caricatures’, summarised in the following table, are intended to highlight the 
observation that there is no one thing called “community”, and that community identity, 
belonging, leadership, form and style vary significantly, not only on ethnic grounds, but 
also for broader cultural (and to an extent generational) reasons. 
 
Hence community building, sponsorship or leadership, particularly from a local church 
perspective, needs to take account of multiple communities and multiple approaches.  
 
One of my key observations is that we should encourage, equip and resource the leaders 
of each of these kinds of communities to lead according to their own ‘culture’. And both 
foster and welcome these multiple ways of fostering genuine belonging, participation and 
purpose. 
 
I welcome your feedback on these observations. 
 
 
Peace 
 
 
Craig Mitchell 
 
Email: craig.mitchell@flinders.edu.au 
Website: http://craigmitchell.typepad.com/mountain_masala/    
 


