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      Lent 2
What to do when you don’t know what to do:
pursue relationships with other believers
[Ecclesiastes 4:9-12; Hebrews 10:23-25; Matthew 18:19-20 NLT]

In the beginning…

More than 50 years ago,


1000 prisoners of war were interred at a special camp in North Korea.

Findings from a study conducted after the Korean conflict were surprising.
The POW’s, you see, were not treated poorly.
They were given plenty of food and water.

Each had a comfortable room in which to live.

None were tortured.

There was not even a barbed-wire fence 

that surrounded the camp to contain the prisoners.

Yet, 38% -- the highest rate in US military history –

38% died in that camp.

Stories emerged of soldiers 
who – one day – went to sit in a corner of their rooms, 

pulled a blanket over their heads…

and gave up.
Most of those that survived went on to live miserable lives.
They were unable to form any lasting relationships.

As soon as these POW’s were released,

the Red Cross noticed 



that the men did not talk with each other.
The Red Cross was even more surprised when they discovered

that most men did not take advantage of their offer 

to call home and let their families know they were free.

Dr William Mayer, who later became the Army’s chief psychiatrist,

conducted the study.

He reported that North Korea used the “ultimate weapon” of war –


they put these soldiers in isolation…



denied them all human interaction.

Mayer concluded that these 1000 soldiers were ruined


by a lack of companionship.

This one man’s conclusion

was our God’s introduction.

At the beginning of time


-- as he created the first of our species --



God said: It is not good for the man (or the woman) to be alone [Genesis 2:18 NLT]
When you and I were born,


we came with a set of “handling instructions”




drafted by our Creator.
Near the top of the list was this one:


“does not function well in isolation”.

“Don’t leave home without it”;
that’s what we are told today.
A credit card will help us get through 
any problems we encounter on the journey.
A credit card would not have helped those POW’s 

during their sojourn in North Korea.

They each needed a companion;

and so do we.

What God is telling us this morning, then, is this:


“Don’t go home without one.”
Don’t make the journey home without a fellow traveler.

A companion – not a credit card –

can help us get through any problems 
we encounter along the way.

Don’t go home without one
1)  God’s pattern 
God, it appears, abhors isolation.
At the beginning, he said “It isn’t good...


it isn’t good for any one to be alone.” [cf Genesis 2:18] 
And later, he did something good…
did something so good 

that none of us would ever have to spend our lives all alone.
No, I’m not talking about providing a person of the opposite sex.
I’m talking about providing a person 
whom God says is like us in every way. [cf Hebrews 2:17]
And I think you know whom I’m talking about.
When we tried to go it alone --

or as one of our table prayers before communion puts it:


“When we were lost and could not find the way back to you,



you loved us more than ever. 



You gave your Son Jesus, who lived, died and rose again




to restore us as members of your family.”

With his visit to our planet


-- and with his death and resurrection on this planet --



Jesus bridged the gap that separated us from God.
You know that, don’t you?

But do you also know


that Jesus bridged the gap that separated us from each other?

Listen to what that pastor named Paul says:


Christ himself has made peace between us…by making us all one people.  

He has broken down the wall of hostility that used to separate us. [Ephesians 2:14 NLT]
Jesus not only showed the way

-- he actually paved the way --

for you and me to travel home, not alone, but with companions.

No wonder

-- in those letters written after Jesus’ visit to this planet --



God includes the phrase “one another” more than 50 times.
“Encourage one another…

forgive one another…



pray for one another…




love one another” –





that’s what he urges us to do on the journey home.
All of this seems to form a pattern…


a pattern from God for his people.

Read the story of God’s people


and you discover how many followed this pattern…

how many of God’s people did not travel alone.

In the Old Testament,

Moses traveled through the wilderness with Aaron;



Ruth went to a foreign land with Naomi.

In the New Testament,


Peter journeyed with James;



Paul cruised with the likes of Barnabas, Silas, Luke.

Please note:


more often than not, 

these travel companions were not members of the opposite sex --


they would not be your husband or wife;



they would be what wise old Solomon called “a friend”…




a friend who sticks closer than a brother (or sister) 

[Proverbs 18:24 NIV]
Please note this as well:


these travel companions were not drinking buddies from the Dead Sea Bar;



they did not come from the Canaan Camera Club;




they were not fellow members of Syrian Scrap-ooking Society;





they were – first and foremost – fellow believers.

2)  Our practice
Don’t go home without one.

That’s what God is telling you and me this morning.

Who, then, is your travel companion?

Which fellow believer is helping you make the journey?

It wouldn’t surprise me…

in fact, it wouldn’t surprise me at all

if many of us have not yet found such a fellow traveler.

After all, we’re living in a culture 
that seems to discourage the practice.
Two reports crossed my desk this past week.
Neither was surprising,


but both underscored what is happening all around us.

The first – a study of college students over the past 25 years.
Research revealed that our young people are becoming 

more and more “self-oriented”…



less and less able to form any lasting relationships.

The second study showed that 


-- between the ages of 18 and 35 --



people have an average of 10 different jobs



(and almost as many different partners).

As I mentioned, none of this should surprise us.

You see, we are the society 

that has invented the automatic garage door opener –



a nifty device that allows us to come and go




without having to make any contact with our neighbors.

We’re also the society 

that has implemented the “no touching” rule at work –


a policy that deters sexual predators,



but also a policy that deprives us of human interaction.

We, of course, are not prisoners of war in North Korea;

but it seems that we are learning to live in solitary confinement 

here in these United States.
3)  God’s perks
Yet, God says:

don’t go home without one.

Make the journey with a fellow traveler.

Airlines offer “perks” to people who regularly fly with them;

Northwest, as you know, has its “Worldperks” program.

Did you know that God also offers “perks” in this world --


“perks” to people who regularly travel with a companion?

In the lessons we heard read only moments ago, 
he lists some of these perks.
Strength

God tells us: Two are better than one. 
Why?  Because they have a good return for their work [Ecclesiastes 4:9 NIV]
If you’re traveling with a companion and encounter problems,


you’ll get more than you expected…

you’ll be stronger than you think.

Bill Melvin tells of a horse pull in western Canada.
One horse pulled 9,000 pounds; another 8,000.

You would think that together they would pull 17,000 pounds.

But no; when they were yoked together,


the two horses managed 30,000 pounds.

In business, we called this “team effort” synergism.
However, if you’re traveling with a fellow believer,


more than synergism comes into play.

Do you remember what Jesus once said?


Where two… gather together as my followers, 

I am there among them [Matthew 18:20 NLT]
With Jesus, two become three.

With Jesus as company,

two become a mighty crowd.
Was God thinking of his Son 

-- and what his Son could do with just two of us --
when he said:
Three are even better, for a triple-braided cord is not easily broken

[Ecclesiastes 4:12 NLT]
Support
Two are better than one, God tells us.

And then he goes on to list another “perk”.

If one person falls, the other can reach out and help. 

But someone who falls alone is in real trouble.


Likewise, two people lying close together can keep each other warm.



But how can one be warm alone? [Ecclesiastes 4:10-11 NLT]
We may think of a 70-year-old falling in her home…


or a 17-year-old falling off his skateboard.

But I suspect God has other “falls” in mind –


those times when you and I fall short of God’s expectations,


only to find ourselves in a mess of our own making…



those times when losses lay us low:




when the loss of a loved one, 

the loss of a job, 

the loss of our health knock us off our feet.

If we’re traveling with a companion


when we fall victim to the chances and changes of life,



we have a support system, don’t we?

We have someone who can help lift us up, pick us up…

someone who can warm our broken hearts with their love.

But pity the man – says God – 
who falls and has no one to help him up [Ecclesiastes 4:10 NIV]
Success
Don’t go home without one.
A traveling companion will ensure 

that you have strength, support…

and even success –

at least, when you pray.

That’s what Jesus says.

You’ve heard his promise, haven’t you?


I tell you this: if two of you agree here on earth concerning anything you ask, 

my Father in heaven will do it for you. [Matthew 18:19 NLT]
Make your traveling partner your prayer partner…


and you have people in high places



-- you have a Father in heaven -- 




handling all of your travel arrangements.
In his popular book The Purpose Driven Life,


Pastor Rick Warren recognized the need 

to make the journey home with a companion.
He, in fact, devotes several chapters to what he calls “fellowship”.
He not only defines what fellowship is --

he claims it is nothing more than two fellows in a ship…



that is, two people traveling together.
He not only defines what fellowship is,


he also describes what fellowship does.
Listen as I read Warren’s brief description of our five purposes in life.

Pay special attention to what he says about “fellowship”.


“Worship helps you focus on God.


Discipleship helps you fortify your faith.


Ministry helps you find your talents.


Outreach helps you fulfill your mission.


And fellowship helps you face life’s problems.”

What to do when you don’t know what to do in life?

Find a mate to make the journey with you.

4)  Our partners
Let me ask you again:


Who is your travel companion?

Which fellow believer is helping you get home?

If you’re still looking, 
two “I’s” can help you find one.
The first “I”?

The first “I” is “involvement”.

Did you know that more than 50% of our members are part of a small group?
Some of these small groups are associated with our church;


others are not.
It really doesn’t matter.

From the stories I hear, 

many of us are finding traveling companions in these groups.
So, if you’re still looking for a mate, 


I suggest you become involved…

involved in a small group.

There is, I believe, one meeting at a place near you.
If you need directions, please ask me.
As I said, two “I’s” can help you find a traveling companion,
The first “I” is “involvement”;


the second is “investment”.
That’s right, we need to invest…

invest one of our most precious commodities.

No, not money…but time.

We can always make more money,


but we can never make more time.

We each have a fixed amount.

But if we’re serious about finding a companion,

we’ll need to invest our time.

We’ll need to take time --

take time to be a friend…make a friend.
Will our investment pay dividends?
I just love what God says:


Two are better than one;

…they have a good return for their work [Ecclesiastes 4:9 NIV]
At the end…
This past week, during the snow storm,

I took time to re-read a Christian classic.

Written in 1678 by John Bunyan,


Pilgrim’s Progress today seems like a script for the Muppet Show.

It is, however, the fanciful story

of a man named Christian on a journey:

he’s traveling to Celestial City.

One scene from the story caught my attention.

Christian and his companion find themselves in a giant maze –


they’re trapped in the dungeon of a giant called Despair.

Christian is ready to give up.
Like the POW’s in North Korea,


he is all set to sit in a corner, 

pull a blanket over his head…and die.

Christian tells his companion:


“The grave is more easy for me than this dungeon.”

But Christian’s traveling companion will not let him die.

He encourages him to continue the journey.

Christian listens, 

fills his days with “I believe” statements…

and, with his friend, finally gets out of the maze.

If you’re familiar with the story,

you know the name of Christian’s friend.

He was called Hopeful.

Hopeful is what we need

-- and Hopeful is what we need to be --

on the journey home.
Through the work of his Son,


God has already prepared a Celestial City for us.

Through the work of his Spirit,


God has set us on the road that leads there.

And today he urges us not to go home alone.

Find a companion…


be a companion,



so that your travels will be Hopeful.
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