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Abstract: 

In this article the author intends to analyze to what extent the Holy Grail, which may be regarded as a symbol 

for the Holy Communion, can be considered the basis for creating and preserving a community in the Quest of 

the Holy Grail (La Queste del Saint Graal), as rendered in the Vulgate Cycle. One starting point is to identify the 

elements which determine and define a community, and the author tries to apply these characteristics to the 

gatherings presented in the Queste. There are several moments when the Holy Grail appears in front of a 

group of people, and it affects those assemblies in different ways.  

Starting from the well-known fact that a Christian community is created around the Holy Communion, or the 

Holy Eucharist, celebrated with the Holy Chalice, it is to be expected that the Holy Grail, used in a similar 

situation, also gathers a community of knights around it and elevates them spiritually. However, the author 

will show that these expectations are not achieved, as neither the Quest, nor the mystical Grail, can establish a 

community. The text of the Queste does not introduce any sort of community either terrestrial or celestial, 

which could include most of the knights involved in the Quest. 
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Introduction 

The Grail is a symbol of Christian mysteries and it suggests faith and hope, as it has healing 

powers and, at the same time, abundance and bliss, as all can experience a deep feeling of 

contentment, while being wondrously fed from it. These emotions should engender a sentiment of 

togetherness and camaraderie and, once the knights tasted from the Grail in the great hall of the 

castle in Camelot, they should feel united. Nevertheless, this is not the case at the beginning of the 

Queste, because the presence of the Holy Grail in the midst of the Arthurian knights leads to the 

disruption of their aristocratic community. It is this shared meal on the Pentecost, which prompts 

the knights to leave Camelot and to start their indefinite search of the Holy Grail. 

Using the theories presented by George S. Wood and Juan C. Judikis in their work, Conversations 

on Community Theory, I will ascertain if the Holy Grail can create a community around it, or at least if 

those who look for it are united by higher purposes and spiritual expectations, a fact which might 

help them become part of a different kind of congregation. Galahad’s presence in the middle of the 

people of Saras and his position as their king should also create a highly mystical Christian 

community in the city where the Grail has resided for so long, so in this article I want to establish if 

such a situation has materialized. 

 

King Arthur’s Community at Camelot and Its Dissolution 

Defining the idea of community proves a very difficult task because this concept is not only 

elusive, but also continuously changing. The most common description starts from belonging to a 

certain geographical area (the hometown or the neighborhood), in other words the community is 

the group of people living in the same space, but such a definition is rather obsolete today, as 

people can also define the community they belong to in terms of sharing ideas, beliefs, and other 

cultural values (Wood 9-10). Thus, one can talk about the Christian community or the Muslim 

community, and, furthermore, the academic community may also be defined in similar terms, as the 

group of people interested in scientific research in different fields. 
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The knights who lived and fought according to the code of chivalry made up the aristocratic 

community and an idealized form of it is presented in the Queste. The young men seated around 

King Arthur’s table do not only share a common set of ideals, namely the chivalric code (associated 

with the code of fin’amour), but they also feel a strong friendship between them, which prompts 

them to help and support each other, while acknowledging the responsibility to behave according to 

the expectations of those around them. All these elements: the common interests, the awareness of 

interconnectedness and, especially, a sense of responsibility towards the well-being of the members 

of their group, are elements that show that some people have become a community
1
.  

The customary and regular life at King Arthur’s court implies spending time together in banquets, 

tournaments, hunts, et cetera, but some knights also leave the place from time to time, and return 

with stories about their glorious adventures. They often travel together, but even if one departs by 

himself, he welcomes the company of another knight and rejoices when he encounters a friendly 

companion. Therefore, the communality of interests and the awareness that they belong to the 

same community is obvious. 

The knights also belong to the same geographical area, as they share the same space and live 

harmoniously at the Arthurian court; moreover, while the community is beneficial for its members, it 

equally benefits from the arrival of new members. Lancelot invites Galahad to the court as soon as 

he has knighted him, as the community of knights
2
 is the right place where a knight can receive the 

proper education and forge for himself an elevated position in society. This fact is connected with 

another important role of communities, namely to educate its members. The attribute, or rather the 

responsibility, to form its members is a defining element for a certain community: “Every community 

educates its members. Every community teaches. One cannot belong to a true community without 

learning in the community and from the community. An educational process is inherent in 

community” (Wood 112). On the other hand, a process of uniformization occurs because of their 

common education and this is visible in the Arthurian gathering as well. All the knights who sit at the 

Round Table have similar manners and inclinations, which makes them almost interchangeable, with 

few notable exceptions
3
. While on the quest, their identity is fluid and, as a result, sometimes they 

are unable to recognize each other, so they fight and kill their opponent
4
, unaware that he is a friend 

and not an enemy. 

But, outwardly, the fact which destroys the Arthurian society in the Queste is the appearance of 

the Holy Grail, which seems at first to be a blessing sent to show that King Arthur's kingdom has the 

divine sanction
5
, but in the end it shatters the community, since all knights leave Camelot. 

Nonetheless, the knights’ fascination with the Holy Grail does not necessarily have a spiritual reason, 

as it can be triggered by their desire for wondrous adventures. This desire is the reason why they 

have the custom of witnessing a marvellous event (before sitting down to have a meal), such as the 

attempt to pull out the sword from the stone floating in the river. 

                                                 
1
According to Wood and Judikis, there are six essential elements that determine whether a community is 

present: “1. A sense of common purpose(s) or interest(s) among members; 2. An assuming of mutual 

responsibility; 3. Acknowledgement (at least among members) of interconnectedness; 4. Mutual respect for 

individual differences; 5. Mutual commitment to the well-being of each other; and 6. Commitment by the 

members to the integrity and well-being of the group, that is, the community itself” (12). 
2
Dame, souffres que vostre nouiax cheualier viegne od moi a la cort le roi artu car il amendera asses plus que 

chi od vous (Queste 4) [Madam (abbess) grant that your new knight comes with me to the court of King Arthur, 

for it will profit him more than staying here with you]. 
3
The exceptions are the knights who are successful in the Quest: Galahad, Perceval and Bors, as well as 

Lancelot, who is actually the main character of the entire cycle. 
4
Sir Owein challenges Sir Gawain and Sir Hector, who are very eager to joust; but they all regret this 

misadventure when Sir Gawain badly injures Sir Owein, and, as a consequence, he dies (La Queste 109). 
5
“Arthur’s creation of an almost ideal earthly kingdom is recognized by heaven when the Grail appears in his 

court, but the intrusion of the spiritual world destroys earthly harmony instead of coexisting with it” (Barber 

110). 
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Another possible reason for the knights’ desire to start the Quest may be their awareness that 

there was something missing in their understanding. They are told that they do not see things 

clearly, but blurrily, as if under a veil “Mais de tant soumes nous enginguie que nous ne le peumes 

ueoir apertement ancois nous fu couuerte la vraie semblance” (Queste 13) [but we were so blinded 

that we could not see it clearly, rather the true aspect was covered]. Gawain’s words make them 

realize that they have perceived reality inaccurately, so a change is needed in order to help them 

visualize events in a different and innovative light. 

Before the Quest, which is expected and prophesied, Arthurian society seems to be in a state of 

inertia and they all hope for miraculous events to bring about some excitement. Communities need 

to change and to rethink the reasons for their existence, their purpose, et cetera. “There is a 

suggestion in the theory that all communities have limited lives as successful entities unless they 

build into their modes of operation some reinvention process to revitalise themselves” (Wood 126). 

Leaving for the Quest of the Holy Grail is part of this process of revitalization of the Arthurian 

community, by reviving the spiritual ideals which were the roots of the knights’ code. However this 

change, needed to energize their community, starts by dismantling it, as the castle is almost 

abandoned, to the king and queen’s dismay. 

Furthermore, many of the knights do not return and those who come back are not spiritually 

enlightened, but rather dispirited and disappointed. The attempt to improve the Arthurian 

community fails as the only knight who comes back after having fulfilled the Quest, i.e. Bors, cannot 

bring about a notable and constructive change. Moreover Lancelot, who is deeply changed during 

the Quest and regrets his sins, reverts to his adulterous relationship with the queen, and in La Mort 

Artu (the last volume in the Vulgate Cycle) the fratricide fights bring about the final dissolution of the 

Arthurian Court. 

 

The Failure of the Community of the Questers 

When the knights start the Quest, they all seem to be moved by high ideals and spiritual 

expectations, as they all want to find the Grail and to enjoy its transcendental power. They start 

together, but they have to take different roads, although they all hope to find and live close to the 

Grail. These common expectations, as well as the fact that they follow the same rules in their 

journeys, hint to the possibility that the wandering knights endeavoring to reach the same goal can 

be considered a community. “Communities are also made up of people who find common cause 

with one another, who see the world in a similar way, who have similar concerns and aspirations” 

(Herrick 20). Such a community is formed when people have the same values, and this might be the 

case for the questers, since they all believe that the ultimate prize is the Holy Grail, and they all hope 

to encounter it. 

The community of the questers is not something well-established, but rather the result of 

experiencing the same deprivations and facing the same challenges. Being part of such a community 

implies being involved in an activity. “The idea that community is a process rather than a place […] 

takes us in new directions” (Wood 9). This activity, or process involves cultural behavior, as all 

knights obey the chivalric code, even when this leads to them fighting each other, as well as a social 

structure, which is implied by the hierarchical order. Lancelot has been the best knight, but he is 

surpassed by his son Galahad, who is considered morally superior. 

Galahad, as well as the other knights involved in the Quest, could make up the community of the 

questers, after being part of (and abandoning) the community of King Arthur’s Court. Galahad’s 

identity, as well as the identities of other knights, depend on their deeds, so in other words, on the 

narratives of their adventures. Moreover, what one can witness is the fact that the Arthurian knights 

belong successively to different communities, adding thus new elements to their identity: 

 

The narrative of a person’s life is always embedded in the story of the communities in which the 

person participates. The community is crucial in the process of identity formation, because it 
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mediates to us the transcending story, bound up with which are traditions of virtue, common 

good and ultimate meaning, by means of which we construct our own narrative (Grenz 51). 

 

By creating a community of the questers, the knights participating in the quest refine, or even 

redefine, their own identity. 

Unfortunately, despite the knights’ initial enthusiasm and their determination to take part in the 

adventure of the Grail, very few of them have the spiritual purity absolutely necessary for this feat. 

Therefore, Lancelot, the most esteemed knight, is not good enough to ascend to the Grail and he has 

to repent and admit the fact that he is sinful. Lionel, Bors’ brother and good friend, shows his true 

cruel nature during the Quest, when he behaves as a resentful and vengeful person. It seems that 

when faced with different challenges, most of the knights lose their fortitude and even their faith. 

This change in attitude makes it very difficult to define the community of the questers, since the 

members of this possible community behave differently and consequently they follow dissimilar sets 

of values. 

The community of the questers could be defined, perhaps, as the assembly of knights who have 

adventures, while searching for the Grail, regardless whether they find it or not. However, having 

adventures, while on the Quest, is a gift and very few knights have the chance to experience it. Thus, 

those who wander aimlessly and get bored
6
 cannot be considered part of the same fellowship as 

Galahad, Perceval, Bors and even Lancelot, who encounter many adventures, a fact which improves 

their understanding of reality, changing them into better persons. 

Therefore, despite their excellent beginning, the knights who set off in search of the Grail are a 

fragmented group, with different moral features, and very different life stories. While some have 

inner strength and faith, others are proud and shallow. The attempt to create and define a 

community for those in search of the holy vessel is doomed to failure, because there is no 

continuous connection between them. Although they start together, and from time to time they 

travel in small groups of two or three, they do not really worry about the well-being of the other 

knights. On the contrary, they kill each other by mistake (when they do not recognize their 

opponent) and even worse, Bors’ brother, Lionel, deliberately tries to kill him
7
, several times and kills 

two other people instead, one of them being a fellow quester. 

Therefore, analyzing this group of knights, one can say that, although there is an initial 

communality of interests, there is no commitment to the well-being of each other or to the integrity 

and well-being of the group, as an entity, features which must be met when defining a community 

(Wood 12). In other words, the questers cannot belong to a community although sometimes they 

travel together. The fact that they share the same space does not necessarily imply the existence of 

a similarity in mentalities. 

It is the case of Galahad and Melian, who has been knighted by the former. Although they have 

started their journey together, at the first crossroads they go along different paths, as they choose 

different roads. Melian wants to follow the way towards glory and fame, which is a terrestrial quest, 

while Galahad, who is aware of the celestial meaning of this quest, goes on a different path. The 

reason for this separation, which Melian regrets afterwards, is the fact that they understand reality 

differently, i.e. they use a different system of decoding reality (Looze 238-239). Furthermore, the 

same difference in interpreting the significance of various events can be noticed when the other 

knights have to make choices. Eventually, when they encounter no adventures at all, most of the 

knights return admitting their failure. It is a failure in finding the Grail and at the same time it is a 

failure in creating a fellowship of those who searched for the Grail. 

                                                 
6
Gawain declares: “Ien ai troue puis XV iors plus de XX chacun par soi mais il ne not onques j qui ne se plainsist 

a moi de ce quil ne pot trouer auenture” (Queste 105) – [In 15 days I have found more than 20 knights, each of 

them alone, but did not meet even one who did not complain of the fact that he could not find an adventure]. 
7
Although initially he appeared to be as loving and affectionate towards Bors, as his brother was towards him 

(Queste 4-5). 
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Perceval wants to travel together with Galahad, but, for some unexplained reason, the latter runs 

away from him, and even fights him, refusing to reveal his identity. Perceval wants to know more 

about the knight who defeated him, and his aunt warns him not to try to attack that knight anymore. 

Perceval is only able to join Galahad and travel together with him, after a period during which he 

becomes more experienced and aware of what the Quest implies (i.e. after his stay on the island). 

Bors is also a member of this party, but the three friends do not care about their group as a unit, and 

they are not interested in the welfare of their group, but rather, each wants to achieve his ideal. 

Although, towards the ending of the Quest, Bors, Perceval and Galahad have some adventures 

together, after a time they agree to go on different routes. “Mais metes vous le matin a la voie 

chascuns par soi” (Queste 173) [But leave in the morning, each on a different route], says Bors to the 

others and later on they agree: “hui est li iors que nos deuons departir and aler chascuns sa voie” 

(Queste 174) [today is the day when we must part and go our different ways]. Still, they are also 

aware that they shall meet again; and indeed, during the last part of the journey the three knights 

travel together (until Sarras). 

In their search for the Holy Grail, the knights do not forge a real fellowship in which they might 

support each other or even sacrifice for another, i.e. there is no awareness of a community. 

Nevertheless, they can be part of a “momentary community” (in the definition given by Wood 22-

23), as they are eager to travel together and they rejoice when they meet each other. Despite the 

moments of profound happiness when they weep of joy to be in each other’s company
8
, they do not 

share a strong relationship that might determine them to work or fight together to overcome an 

obstacle or solve a mystery. Each knight follows his own destiny and path, and although they are 

pleased to be together, they do not attempt to join their forces and act as a team. 

 

A Grail Community?  

The element that appears to connect all the questers, and indeed all Christian knights, is the Holy 

Grail, which is the object of their hope for a profound spiritual life, and also the goal of their quest. 

The symbolism of the Grail is infinite, but the core of its significance is its connection with God. 

Moreover, feeding from the Holy Grail is a movement similar to partaking of the Holy Eucharist, 

which is associated with celebrating Mass. 

The Christian community gathers around the chalice at the Holy Liturgy, as it is the center of 

divine worship and through it Christians enact their “fellowship with Christ and with one another in 

the faith community” (Grenz 536). The Grail comes to Camelot, but a community of God, centered 

on the Grail, does not materialize. The same situation occurs at Corbenic, where the Grail resides for 

some time, and at a certain time feeds 12 knights, but it does not create a longstanding community 

of the Grail. 

The presence of the Grail is most prominent at Sarras, where Galahad, Perceval and Bors feed 

daily from it. Although in jail, and separated from any other friends, the three knights live happily in 

solitude, a context which makes the connection with God stronger. They never complain and in his 

prayer, Galahad asks for death, as an opportunity to live even closer to God. Their behavior 

illustrates the religious precept: “true human life is the enjoyment of community with God” (Grenz 

305), but at the same time it does not strengthen the connections between the members of their 

group. They do not pray for each other or mention in any way the joy of being together, and they do 

not miss the company of any of the other knights, either. 

According to the Christian doctrine, the community of God is the community of the saints and of 

the worshipers gathered in the church, around the chalice, which is used to celebrate the Holy 

Eucharist. The “ecclesial community” (Nichols 36) is the unit that defines Christian life and it 

comprises both the departed and the living in a harmonious gathering, whose aim is to partake of 

                                                 
8
…lors encontrerent bohort qui cheualchoit tout sels et quant il le reconnurent si en furent moult ioiant car 

moult le desiroient a veoir… (p. 187) [they encountered Bors, who was riding alone and when they met, they 

were very happy because they desired to see him very much]. 



Monica Ruset Oancă, ”Community and Communion in the Quest of the Holy Grail”.               

Community and Communication from a Synchronic and Diachronic Perspective (Part I) 

 

HyperCultura, Vol 4, no 2/2015                                                                                                        Page 7 

 

heavenly bliss, in this world and the other
9
. All the believers are expected to rejoice in the presence 

of their neighbors, as the liturgy on Earth anticipates the liturgy in Heaven. 

This ideal picture does not describe the society that Galahad and his companions encounter and 

promote at Sarras. The three knights are alone in front of the Holy Grail, they have no converts and 

nobody is saved or elevated because of their intercession. They are not interested in creating a 

community, not even when Galahad becomes king. No action to draw the people of Sarras closer to 

the Grail is mentioned during the one-year period while Galahad is king. His reign is described in a 

few lines and does not influence his subjects in any way
10

, as they are not mentioned at all. It seems 

that by becoming their king, Galahad’s only interest is in securing a safe position
11

, so that the 

people of Sarras do not bother him or his companions, anymore.  

Instead of being a leader (king or not) who guides his people towards God and salvation, 

Galahad
12

 is the epitome of a contemplative mystic, loving mankind from afar, in other words a loner 

who feels no need for human friendship, since he constantly lives in God’s company. However, 

people need him, and have entrusted him with the highest position in the land, but he neither 

counsels nor prays for them, as hermits usually do. 

The Queste abounds in examples of recluses who live isolated, but are visited by knights (and 

probably other people, too) who ask for their advice. Such devout people show their love for 

mankind and their fellow neighbors by conversing with them and imparting their God-inspired 

wisdom. Unlike them, Galahad does nothing to tell the others about the spiritual treasure he rejoices 

in, and he does not forge any relationship with the people around him. His only company is God and 

the other two comrades, but as long as Galahad lives in the proximity of the Holy Grail, their 

presence is not really necessary for his contentment. 

The three knights that have accomplished the Grail Adventure and live close to it for two years do 

not have a community, although they preserve their friendship. This reality shows that the lack of a 

community in the Queste is not due to people’s sinfulness, which can be blamed for other types of 

alienation. The sorrow brothers feel when they are forced by circumstances (or personal choices) to 

fight each other, as well as the solitude encountered while wandering during the Quest, can be 

caused by the protagonists’ sinful nature, but the inability to create a Grail community is due to the 

fact that, in the Queste, a knight (even if he is “the best knight in the world”
13

) is unable to love both 

God and his neighbor.  

The knights’ desire to find the Grail, i.e. search God, has separated them from the Camelot 

society, but their attachment to terrestrial interests (glory and fame) and life-style (rich clothes and 

trimmings) makes it impossible for them to fulfil the Quest, and, consequently, the community of 

                                                 
9
The presence of Josephus at the Castle of Cobernic supports this idea of a continuous celebration of the Mass, 

on Earth and in Heaven: “ne vous emerueillies pas se vous me vees deuant vous ensi comme ie sui a cest saint 

vaissel. Car aussi comme ie le serui terriens aussi le serf espiritels” (189) [Do not be amazed if you see me in 

front of you in the same way as I am near this Holy Vessel, because the same way I served on Earth, I serve 

now in Heaven]. Saint Joseph, also called the first Christian bishop in the Queste, celebrated the Holy Liturgy 

on Earth (in Sarras in front of Galahad and his other two companions) and he has the same duty in Heaven. 
10

The only thing he does is to decorate the place where the Holy Grail is located. 
11

He has been threatened with death several times by the people of Sarras, including the moment when he is 

asked to become king: “Et il mistrent la corone dor…et por ce quil veoit quie faire le couint lor otroia il car 

autrement luessent il ochis (196) […and they set the gold crown [on his head]…and seeing that he cannot do 

otherwise, he accepted, because they would have killed him]. 
12

The people of Sarras do not benefit spiritually from Galahad’s presence, although a man’s soul is saved at the 

abbey in the land of Gorre, because of his involvement. The voice of the dead man addresses Galahad: “Mais 

nostre sires ma regarde en pitie par la grant humilite qui est en vous si ma oste la soie merci de ceste dolor et 

ma mis en ioie des ceils seulement por la grace de vostre venue (186) [But our lord took pity on me because of 

the great humility that is in you and moved me, all thanks to Him, from this pain and placed me in the joys of 

Heaven, only because of the grace of your coming]. 
13

“li mieudres cheualiers del monde” (the inscription on the sword Galahad takes from the stone floating on 

the river at the beginning of the Grail adventure) (Queste 6). 
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the Arthurian knights cannot become the community of the Holy Grail. Thus, each knight follows his 

own individual path, either disappointed (some return disheartened to Camelot) or contented (the 

three knights who rejoice in the presence of the Grail and also Lancelot, who has the chance to 

experience this joy only briefly). 

 

Conclusions 

Despite the rich symbolism of the Grail as a source of togetherness and unity, the knights looking 

for it do not have the ability to forge a community or to acquire a sense of togetherness, in order to 

support each other and to become stronger as a group. Although they have this common goal, they 

cannot cooperate in order to find a way that would qualify them all (or at least more of them) to 

ascend to the Grail. Despite the guidance they receive from various clerics, the questers fail to 

understand the specificity of their pursuit and most of them end up lonely, and isolated, regretting 

having joined the Quest. The restrictions to reach the Grail are of spiritual nature and, therefore, 

they can only be understood and obeyed if a spiritual attitude is adopted by those involved. 

The only hope to create a relationship that unites the knights involved in the Quest is for them to 

strengthen their connection with God, and thus to become part of the mystical community of God. 

Such an ideal situation can only be achieved if they have a virtuous life, after regretting and 

confessing their sins. Unfortunately, most of the knights do not understand this fact and remain 

bound to earthly concerns, failing to experience the spiritual happiness that comes from living in 

communion with God and with their neighbors. Not even Galahad can extend his love and devotion 

to his fellow Christians, as he focuses his entire attention on the mysteries of the Holy Grail. The 

world of the Queste is not structured in communities, as the wandering questers have no 

community, and there is no Grail community, either. 
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