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Gaining Strength: The Tie that Binds
Bishop Christopher deForest
And though one might prevail against another,
two will withstand one. A threefold cord is not
quickly broken. (Ecclesiastes 4:12)
Autumn blessings to you all! We find ourselves in
November 2021, on the cusp of change. The pandemic is still
upon us, but vaccines work and masks are making a
difference. Advent is almost here, but we’re uncertain what
the new year will bring. Where do we go from here?
In my prayers for us concerning this time, two scripture
passages come to mins. The first is the one above, from the
Old Testament. Many of us recall this biblical image, because
it is used often at weddings, where “a threefold cord” is actually wound together into a
stronger bond, symbolizing how God and the marrying couple are bound together in
fidelity, faith and love.
But look closer at the full verse. It starts not with peace and harmony, but with
conflict: two are divided, fighting to “prevail against” the other. Then straight away, a
different path is taken: “two will withstand one.” It doesn’t say, “two will team up to
overcome one.” This is not bullying or ganging up, in other words. It’s “standing with” –
united against forces that may seek to drive them apart. This is taken even further in the
second line, where two-against-one transforms into three, joining forces. Could it be,
that the two have not destroyed or driven away their enemy – but have instead, drawn
the other into a loving embrace? So that the three become something new: an
unbreakable one.
This is both the will of our God, as well as the essence of God’s very being. The Holy
Trinity. One in Three and Three in One. Mysterious in so many ways, our Triune God
also comes “down to earth” for us, in these days when so many forces and factions try to
drive us apart. Jesus, the One who came down to us, reveals to us the truth of the
threefold cord – through his life, death, and resurrection, connecting our reality to his.
And he spoke of this connection in very everyday terms, in this second Bible verse:
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[Jesus said:] “Again, truly I tell you, if two of you agree on earth about anything you ask, it will
be done for you by my Father in heaven. For where two or three are gathered in my name, I am
there among them.” (Matthew 18:19-20)
This practical promise lies behind the work we are doing, as a Synod, to reach God’s
three “Vital-Sign Goals”, over the next five years. “GROWING YOUNG” is the goal to
bring faithful young people and “young at heart” of all ages together, as Jesus-centered
community, empowered and led by the Spirit to change the world. “GOING BEYOND
DEATH TO LIFE” is the goal to bring together congregations to understand and live
out their God-given purpose, at all points in their congregational life cycle, from birth to
death and beyond, leaving a faithful, lasting legacy.
But the Vital Sign Goal that most comes to my mind at this moment, with these two
verses, is the Goal we call “GAINING STRENGTH.” Over the next year especially, we
have a unique opportunity to explore and shore up the strengths we have, as individuals,
and congregations, and as synod. And the best way to build up strength is to share and
combine those strengths, for our common good, the good of our neighbors, and most of
all, because God has made us for life together, and work together.
We are the threefold cord. We are called to gather as twos and threes, in the name of
Christ, and ask God to overcome our divisions, combine our strengths, and send us out to
be Christ for the sake of all: healing the hurt, loving the land, and engaging the stranger.
Blest be the tie that binds / our hearts in Christian love;
The unity of heart and mind / is like to that above. (ELW 656)
In God’s love,
Bishop Christopher deForest
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November 6, 2021: We Love
November 9-10, 2021: Bishop's Conference
November 13, 2021: Faith Formation Saturday
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