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I think I’ve shared this story once before, but it goes back to my childhood days during which we 

would spend a chunk of our summers at a cabin my grandfather had built in the Berkshire 

Mountains of SW Massachusetts.  While there, we attended a small church that was in the center 

of town.  I was probably 7 or 8 at the time, I went up front for the Children’s Message, and the 

Minister handed us each a small stick he had gathered from the woods.  He instructed each of us 

to break the stick – which we were more than happy to do.  He then pulled out a large bunch of 

sticks that he had banded together.  He handed that to the child at the end of the row and 

instructed them to try to break it.  They tried, but to no avail.  It was passed to the next, and then 

to the next, as each unsuccessfully strove to break that bunch of sticks.   

 

Finally, it was my turn, and I was ready to give it my all.  I grabbed that bunch of sticks, I gave it 

a good bend, and sure enough – snap!  It broke right in two!  I don’t know if the sticks had been 

slowly breaking one by one on the way down the row, or if I just happened to get the right angle 

to break the camel’s back, but to this day, I can picture the ‘deer in the headlights’ look on the 

face of that Minister.  The entire message he had planned had just literally been destroyed in my 

hands, and I can tell you that that experience has been on the tip of my mind for every Children’s 

Message I’ve ever led in my life – because you just never know what’s going to happen when 

you bring the kids up for that conversation.  Despite that ruined object lesson, however, the other 

thing that I’ve always remembered was precisely the lesson he was seeking to teach – that clear 

and distinct representation of the strength that comes from the experience of joining ourselves 

together in faith! 

 

Those of you who have been attending throughout this fall will recognize our return to that 

passage from Ecclesiastes 4.  We reflected on that passage when we launched this series on 

Together Matters back on September 12, because it names the fundamental benefit that is our 

togetherness.  “Two are better than one.”  That’s the essence of this series – that our togetherness 

matters in many ways.  As this familiar passage continues on, however, it hones in on a 

particular reason that our togetherness matters.  “Though one might prevail against another, two 

will withstand one.”  The teacher writes.  “A threefold cord is not quickly broken.” 

 

Now, remember our conversation from a few weeks ago in which we were reminded that the 

Wisdom Literature of the Bible, of which Ecclesiastes is a part, is not meant to be a theological 
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text.  The purpose of Ecclesiastes isn’t to teach us about God.  The purpose of Ecclesiastes is to 

look at the order and structure that God has imbued into His creation – into this world – and to 

delineate how it works and how we can best work within it.  So, the teacher isn’t trying to make 

some claim as to why that’s the case.  The teacher is simply looking at the reality of God’s 

creation and making two related claims.  First – together matters.  We are better together than we 

are on our own.  Second – one of the reasons that our togetherness matters, is that we are 

stronger together than we could ever be alone.   

 

There’s no claim as to why.  There’s no theological doctrine in that.  For the teacher in 

Ecclesiastes, it is simply a statement of fact – we are better together, and a major reason that we 

are better together is that we are stronger together.  That’s really what stood out to me about the 

quote that I stumbled across that was shared as our Call to Meditation this morning.  I really have 

no idea who this person is – apparently he is an early 20th center Japanese author – but his image 

was another way of expressing what the teacher is bringing out here in Ecclesiastes.  

“Individually, we are one drop.  Together, we are an ocean.” 

 

It’s not a theological claim – it’s just a truism being delivered.  The theologian in me, however, 

was drawn to ask that next question.  ‘Why?’  As authors and teachers are able to make the 

fundamental claim that we are stronger together, what is the theology behind that?  Why can we 

say that?  Why are we stronger together?  There is, of course, a plethora of very pragmatic 

answers to those questions.  There is a litany of experiences, for each of us, that has shown the 

many hows and whys of our communal strength.  When we come to that question from the 

perspective of our faith, however, I think that there is an entirely different potential that emerges, 

and that’s where Jesus’ words in Matthew 18 come in. 

 

Many of you are likely familiar with these words from Matthew.  The 20th verse in particular, 

“For where two or three are gathered in my name, I am there among them,” is a passage that has 

deep and historic roots in our particular tradition of faith.  I don’t want to get too far into the 

weeds with this, but in the Congregational Way, these words have long been the anchor on which 

we have grounded our understanding of what we refer to as the ‘completeness’ of the local 

church.  In our particular ecclesiology (which is the fancy term for our theological understanding 

of the church), we are distinct from other denominations in which the ‘Church’ is the greater 

company of the denomination with each local body being a subset of that wider Church.  In the 

Congregational Way, we have long looked to these words from Matthew 18:20 as the reminder 

that there is no denominational authority or hierarchical structure needed for the Church to be the 

Church.  We gather, and we gather in His name, and thus he is with us and we, as a local 

autonomous body, are the full and complete Church.  That’s how we preachers like to talk about 

the theology of the Congregational Way. 

 

The thing that I think we so often miss in that claim, however, is the fundamental theological 

promise that is inherent in that understanding.  We so quickly, in the Congregational Way, turn 

our attention to these words as the groundwork for our understanding of how to be the Church, 

that we miss out on the hope and wonder that is imbued in those words.  We are the full and 

complete Church as the local body because Christ is with us when we gather, but we are the full 

and complete Church as the local body because Christ is with us when we gather!   
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That’s the why behind the claim of Ecclesiastes.  We are stronger together – the teacher reminds 

us of that fundamental truth in Ecclesiastes.  But, why are we stronger together?  Over and above 

all of the pragmatic reasons we might suggest, these words of Jesus suggest that we are stronger 

together because together is the place in which his presence is enlivened among us. 

 

Now, I want to be clear here.  I’m not in any way suggesting that God is not with us in that 

personal way – that we don’t have that intimate connection with Christ on an individual level.  

We do.  The Bible makes clear, again and again, that God cares for each of us alone, and so for 

as if all were but one.  What I want to suggest, however, is that that to which Jesus is pointing in 

these words of Matthew 18 is that there is distinct and powerful manifestation of his presence 

that emerges in our togetherness that we don’t know on our own.  What I want to suggest is that 

Jesus is highlighting that we are stronger together, and that we are stronger together, because 

together is a place in which his Spirit and presence can be made known in unique and powerful 

ways. 

 

You know, each year as school resumes in our household, a certain amount of conversation 

seems to revolve around math.  Overall, I’m able to be helpful with some of it, while other parts 

of it I haven’t used in over 30 years and simply don’t remember.  But, one thing of which I am 

deeply grateful is that, with Jay now in 7th grade, we seem to be past the worst stages of ‘new 

math.’  For those of you who haven’t had kids in school in the last 20 years or so – basic math 

isn’t the basic math we knew.  It’s all done differently now.  The answers are the same, but the 

process is completely different.  And, I for one will not miss trying to help them figure all of that 

out. 

 

Why that comes to mind, however, is that I think that God has a certain amount of ‘new math’ of 

his own.  When it comes to these questions of our togetherness – when it comes to this notion of 

how we are stronger together – God’s math just seems to be different.  In God’s math, 1 plus 1 

isn’t 2, and 2 plus 2 isn’t 4.  In God’s math, 1 plus 1, and 2 plus 2, are accentuated by the 

presence of Christ in a way that the sum of our togetherness is a strength and capacity so much 

greater than the mere combination of that which we respectively bring to the table.   

 

We started our reflections today with those foundational words of Ecclesiastes and the teacher’s 

reminder that we are stronger together.  When we read those words in the context of Matthew 18, 

however, we are shown why that is the case.  “For where two or three are gathered in my name, I 

am there among them.”  That is the phenomenal promise of God’s math.  Together Matters 

because we are stronger together.  And, we are stronger together because together is where we 

discover more fully the presence of Christ among us, and together is where that very presence of 

Christ carries us to heights we’d never reach on our own.  

 

 

 

 


