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Pastor Richard Pfeil

Better Together

Good Morning Again! Today we begin a journey lasting from now to Pentecost. Pentecost is the celebration of the birth of the church but also the firing up of the church by the power of the Holy Spirit. It became a dynamic church that grew and grew throughout the community because of its love for each other. And that’s our focus for the next six weeks- learning how we can love one another. It is my prayer and hope that, as we deepen our love for each other, that that love will spill out into our community and people will say, “Man, how these people love each other.” It will become for us a kind of Pentecost, a renewal, rejuvenation, a refreshing. 

Two years ago we did 40 Days of Purpose, which was based on the book The Purpose Driven Life. This book took a look at the question: “What on earth am I here for?” Since then it has become a best seller. It has sold over forty million copies. I think it’s so popular because it hit a nerve. It has outsold any financial planning book, any financial book period, because people are pretty good in their finances but they are lost, spiritually. They don’t know what their purpose is. They don’t know why in the world they are here and that’s tragic. During that focus we learned that we were created by God and for God and we were created for God’s purposes.  

What are those purposes? There are five of them and they are

1. We were planned for God’s pleasure -we call that worship. 
2. We were formed for God’s family -that is fellowship. I call it caring for each other. 
3. We were created to become like Christ- that is discipleship or spiritual growth. We were meant to know God in a personal way and to grow in that knowledge in him. 
4. We were shaped for God’s service -we call that ministry or service within the church. We are called to serve one another. 
5. We are made for a mission-that is service outside the church. God wants us to reach our neighbor in the community -those who don’t know him and bring him into this fellowship of love that we have. 
All these purposes are things to which we are called. When we live out all five of these purposes our lives become empowered; they come alive. It’s like hooking up to electricity. Our lives become illuminated when we operate within all five of these purposes. Now that was a great idea. It was a great idea and it is right on with Scripture and with truth. If you work these five purposes into your life you will live a very rich, deep, satisfying life. 
Today, I would like to share an even greater idea with you. If, in the last two years, you have been trying to apply these five purposes in your life, by now I am sure there is something you have discovered - that you can’t do them, at least, not on your own. We need each other. We can only accomplish God’s five purposes for our lives in community. We need a family. Ephesians 1 tells us, “Long before he (referring to God) laid down earth’s foundations he had us in mind. He settled on us as the focus of his love.” Isn’t that wonderful? We’re the focus of his love, to be made whole and holy by his love. 

Well, how does he accomplish that? How do we experience his love? Long ago he decided to adopt us into his family through Jesus Christ. Look at the person next to you and say, “Hi, family.” These people are your family and you need a family. In fact we are wired to belong. You know, guys are funny. When we get together what kind of conversations do we have? We say things like: “How about those Steelers?” “How are you doing?” Response:  “How are you?” We don’t talk a whole lot and we don’t open up to each other either. You know what I find so funny? Guys, who don’t talk a whole lot, join some of the weirdest groups. The weirdest group in my mind is the Shrinners. Any Shrinners here?  I don’t want to get myself in trouble. Shrinners are those guys who wear those cone shaped maroon hats with tassels and they ride little motorcycles in parades. Now any normal guy doesn’t do that. What would cause men to act that way? Men are usually pretty respectable. It’s because men, like all of us, need to belong. 
We were born into community. We are not like an amoeba. We don’t just divide and we are off on our own. We were created to be in community. God created us. We were born into a family. All of us have a mother and a father. Now our physical families are temporal. Knowing that, God, has provided for us a family who will always be available to us, who will be with us for all eternity, who will be by our side, sticking with us through thick and thin. This family is called “The Church.” 

Something else about community, we are healthiest in community. That is why people who live in isolation, i.e. have been on the mountaintop a little too long, act funny. NASA discovered that the biggest problem with space travel isn’t the radiation, nor the distance. The biggest obstacle they have to hurdle in order to travel to far way stars is isolation or loneliness. If you are alone too long you get a little bit “special,” or kooky. Everyone does and that’s because God created us to live in community. We are hard wired to have friends. 

Did you know that God is against loneliness? Genesis 2:18 says, “It is not good for a man to be alone.” It is not good for people to be alone. How does God combat loneliness? He put us in community and he has given a spiritual family, the church. This is the greater idea but it is hard to believe. Believe it or not we are, as a family, better together than separate. 
Now I bet a lot of Christians find this very difficult to believe because sometimes they are wounded by people of the church. Sometimes, the more you get involved in the church, the more you discover the dirt in the church. When you see it, it causes you to conclude that churches are just the same as the world. They are just as hypocritical, problematic; capable of having personality problems; and just as sinful as anywhere else. That’s why people tend to not get involved in their church. They like to be blissfully ignorant. They know the more you get involved the more wrinkles you will see. Isn’t it the truth? 
“How can you say, Pastor, that things are better together? You know, there is no one who knows the wrinkles of a church more than its pastors. We see it all. Sometimes we see the worst of it. There have been times when I just wanted to quit. There have been a lot of times, not with this church in particular, where I said, “God, it isn’t worth it.” What keeps me from quitting? The very thing that should keep you from quitting on God’s family as well, and that is the fact that God refuses to give up on us. God won’t let me quit and stop loving his family because he loves his family. In fact he loves you so much that he gave his life for you. Ephesians 5 says, “Christ loved the church and gave himself for it.” We know John 3:16, but do you know 1 John 3:16? It says that “Christ laid down his life for us so we ought to also do the same for each other.” Why can’t I quit on the church? Because God wants me to love what he loves, and God loves you and God loves me. God loves his family so much that he gave his life for us. 
The longer I have been in the church the more things I have discovered you get from the church that you can’t get anywhere else in the world. I will share four or five of those things but first let’s bow for prayer. 

Lord, maybe someone is here and they are saying church you got to be kidding. Why bother? Lord, help us discover fresh reasons and discover a new commitment in our lives to your people to be as loving and committed as you are as loving and committed to us. We pray this in Christ name. Amen   

Why the church? Well there are some things you can’t get anywhere else. First, in the church I find people to walk with me. Scripture says, “Therefore since we are surrounded by such a huge crowd of witnesses to the life of faith, let us strip off every weight that slows us down, especially what so easily hinders us from our progress, and let us run with endurance the race God has set out before us.” Notice the race is set before us. 

The image that is used in Hebrews 12 is the image of the marathon runner. Now what do you know about a marathon runner? Have you ever seen a marathon run solo, with one person? Have you ever seen a marathon runner run alone? What is hard about exercising alone? How many of you exercise? How hard is it to exercise alone? Why don’t you exercise alone or why shouldn’t you exercise alone? It’s the same reason why you shouldn’t walk to your car in the Mall parking lot alone (especially at night) - because it’s not safe. We need to run the marathon of life together because it’s safer. You have people who cheer you on and encourage you. It is harder to quit because you have such a supportive network. 
There is a Zambian proverb that says “When you run alone you run fast, but when you run together you run far.” People, life is not a sprint. Life is a marathon. You and I need to run the race of faith with others. It’s safer. Within the church you have a network of people who will watch after you  and make sure you stay on course and stay in the race.
 Being part of a local church is also smarter. If you have every run a race you know that it is to get off course, especially if you are the front runner. It’s nice running with a group of people because you can simply follow the pack. It is less likely that you’ll ever get off course running with a group of people. 

Have you ever driven at night in heavy rain or fog? How helpful is having a car in front of you with his lights on? It’s so much easier staying of the road with someone ahead of showing you the way. That’s what Christ did for us. In the same passage it says that he blazed the trail for us, and he call us to do the same for each other. To help each other find the way and stay on that narrow road. Alone, it is easy to lose our way. Proverbs says, “There is a way that seems right to each person, but it ends in death at times.”  … But it ends in death at times. On our own we can lose our way, we can get into all kinds of silly things that seem right to us, but they are self-destructive. They don’t work in our lives. They cause things in our lives to fail. It is a lot less lonely when we walk together. The church community is God’s cure, God’s remedy, to loneliness.
 Now there is something about the church you need to know. People are lonely in crowds. For lonely people the worst place to be is in crowds, and that is why some people just don’t want to attend a church. It is full of strangers; they don’t know anyone. It is so hard entering into a large church - there are a lot of strange faces. There are too many people and there is not enough time to get to know anyone. Sunday morning is made for worship anyway, not fellowship. You need a small group for that.
You see this pattern in the New Testament. They met together in the temple (large group) for worship for their spiritual needs to be met; and then they met in each other’s houses, breaking bread and fellowship (that is small groups). That is how you get to know people. That is how you learn to walk with each other. That is how you encourage each other. That is how you learn to get to know each other. That is how you love each other. That is why I encourage you, during this series, to join a small group. It is in a small group that you get to know people who will walk with you and support you in your faith. It is a smart thing to do and you will grow better.
The second reason we should be part of a church is I find people to work with me. Now just saying the word “work” to those in the White Clay area - eyes begin to glaze over. “Work, that is the last thing I want to do with my life. I have enough things to do.” We really are pushed for time and for two reasons: we are trying to do too much and we are trying to do it alone. 

The boomer generation, those before 1963, is the first generation, by and large, who do not have grandparents in the home. What were grandparents? Grandparents were margin. Grandparents helped with the kids; grandparents helped clean the house; grandparents helped pay the bills. Grandparents were wonderful! Grandparents produced margin in people’s lives, making life possible. Now we have lost that resource. Few grandparents live in the home. Now we have just as much to do with less help. It’s really even worse because we have even more to do. Our houses are bigger. We have more stuff. There are more things on our schedule. No wonder we are stressed out. 
On top of all that we are also trying to repair our homes on our own. Why are older houses so nice inside? Why is the woodwork so grand?  Because artisans did it; craftsmen did it.  They hired it out. They didn’t try to do things on their own. We are the do-it-yourself generation. Do you know what we discovered? By not hiring out we are not sharing the workload with others. We are burning out. We discovered we can’t do it alone.
 The same is true in our spiritual life. We can’t go it alone. If you do you will burn out; you will falter. God has given us more important things to do with our lives than spending it hammering nails and having nice homes. God has created us for greater purposes than that. We are called to not only make a living but make a life- make a difference in a person’s life. Ephesians 2 says, “God made us to do good works which he planned in advance for us to live our lives doing.” This means there are things that God has planned for you in your life, and unless you accomplish them, there are people’s lives that will not be touched for his kingdom’s sake. Things will be left undone. 
How do we accomplish these things? How do we make a greater impact in the lives of others in our community? We do it better together. 
Sunday night we heard a wonderful analogy that illustrates this point –the snowflake. A snowflake, by itself, is extremely fragile, isn’t it? But a lot of snowflakes can shut down traffic, can stop a day. In fact it changed our entire leadership retreat. We were on retreat when the big snowstorm came. It had a huge impact. That is the kind of impact we can have as well if we do things together.  That is why we have structured all mission projects to happen through a small group, because we’ll make a greater impact doing them together. Plus, working with us is energizing. It is also encouraging. It’s easier to be motivated to give up time that’s precious to you and serve others when you see others doing the same thing. 

So if you want to make a greater impact, get together with a bunch of other flakes, and you will make a huge impact. Ecclesiastes says this, “Two are better than one because they get more done by working together.” We saw the results of that yesterday at the ‘spring spruce-up.’  We had about thirty people out here working together and they accomplished a ton of stuff. Just look around the church and see what they did. We are better together because in the church I find people who will work with me. Community is God’s answer to fatigue. So if you are fatigued, overcome fatigue through community. 

The third purpose or things that we experience through the church is people who will watch out for us. It is interesting that when Jesus described us in John 10, he described us as sheep. Why does Jesus use that analogy?  Because there are qualities in human beings that are also like that of sheep. Now someone might say, “Yeah, it’s the smell.” No it’s not the smell. Someone made this observation, though: the church is like manure. You want to know how? The church is like manure: piled up on itself it stinks up the area, but spread it around and it enriches the world. That is very true. Cloistered, we don’t make much of an impact, and sometimes we can get kind of stinky, self-righteous, but spread out we make a huge impact and difference in our world. 

Why does he use sheep as an analogy for us? Well I think one of the reasons is because sheep are vulnerable, and so are we. We are very vulnerable people. What is the most dangerous place for sheep? Alone. Alone. What is the most dangerous place for a Christian? Being alone. I can’t tell you how many people I have talked to who no longer walk with Christ, no longer are part of a church, and the slide began when they started getting alone, when they pulled away from and apart from the worship and fellowship of the church. When you do that you no longer have people who can watch out for you. 
Just recently we heard a couple of stories in our nation about people who tried to do things alone. There was that lumberjack in Pennsylvania who decided to do some logging alone. While in the woods a tree fell on him and pinned him to the ground. There was a story not too long ago about a mountain climber who decided to climb alone, even though he knew better. He fell and became lodged in the crevice of two rocks. He could not dislodge himself. With someone else it would have been easy to get out, but he was alone, and no one knew he was there. So you know how he got out? The same thing the logger had to do. The climber had to cut his own arm off to get free or he would have froze and the logger had to cut his own leg off, or he too would have died. Totally unnecessary had they only learned this important lesson.  We are not better alone. Together there is safety. Together, we have people to watch out for us. Ecclesiastes 4:10 says, “If one person falls, another can reach out and help him, but people who are alone when they fall are in real trouble.” 
Not too long ago I had someone who came into my office who had been blindsided by his wife’s demand for a divorce, totally blindsided. Now what do I know about this? I know that anyone who is in the process of a divorce is so for good reasons and the person has been forewarned many times, they simply haven’t listened. This is particularly true with guys. For some reason guys have a hard time hearing what their wives are saying. When they hear criticism from their wives they more easily pass it off as the “nagging wife” thing. Guys though can hear it better when it comes from other guys who love and care about him. And that’s what this person lacked. He had friends but no one who was willing to tell him the truth, who confronted him with his behavior and how it was hurting the relationship. Had this guy only had other guys watching out for him, but he had no one to watch out for him. Now he is in trouble. That is why it is so important to be part of the church family. We have people who will watch out for us. 
A good word picture for this is something we heard at one of the men’s retreat: “watching your six.” Those who are military men know the most dangerous place to be is alone. Most soldiers lose their lives from being shot from behind. How do they keep that from happening?  Every person in the military has someone watching his back. They call it “watching their six.” Every soldier has a buddy protecting his back so he isn’t blindsided. That is what the church can do for you. A fellowship of believers can watch out for you and make sure you are not blindsided by life. Ecclesiastes 4:12 says, “A person standing alone can be attacked and defeated, but two can stand back to back and conquer; three are even better for a triple braided cord is not easily broken.” 

The fourth benefit of being part the church and why church is worth the bother is because in the church I find people who will wait and weep with me. People, no one should have to be in a hospital during a life and death surgery alone. No one should ever be alone waiting on test results from a problem pregnancy. No one should ever be alone when they get news from the battlefield. No one should ever suffer alone with an eating disorder or a financial pressure. No one should suffer alone with depression or a family conflict. No one should ever be left alone in a nursing home. We are called to and meant to care for each other. Corinthians says “If one member suffers we all suffer.” Romans says, “Be happy with those who are happy and weep with those who weep.”

 If there is anything that I have experienced more of and what I appreciate most about being  part of a fellowship is the number of times when I’ve been down and others have come and picked me up. When my wife was ill or when Allyson was ill when she was a child- just the people who came out of nowhere, people I didn’t even know. Pastors from other churches who didn’t even know me, but heard about the situation I was in, came to encourage us and to suffer with us. What a blessing and when I needed it the most. It has far outweighed any wounds I have ever experienced in the church! 
Now it wasn’t too long ago that I was talking with a person, sharing the benefits about being a part of a church, and they said, “Pastor I don’t know what you are talking about because I don’t experience that at all. There isn’t a single person who cares about me in the church; and I am thinking about leaving today.” I got talking to the person a little bit and discovered some things. What I discovered was the person had remained on the fringe. They just came, like a lot of people do (maybe I am talking about you), to church, worshipped, heard the sermon and went out the door. Never talked to anyone; never shook anyone’s hand; never visited when someone was in a nursing home; never made a hospital visit; never prayed for anyone; never made a call on someone who has gotten away from the church; never part of a fellowship event; never participated in any work event. The person was absolutely anonymous. 
If that is you, you will never experience the warmth and love of a church until you give the same love. This is one area you really do reap what you sow. If you want a friend you have to be a friend. If you want to experience the love in the body of Christ, you have to give love to the same body of Christ. You have to let people into your life so they know you. When people know you they are able to care for you. You can’t care for someone you do not know. So if that is you, I encourage you to move from the fringe and become active. Participate in your church and you will experience this benefit in your own life. 

I see life as the DMV. Do you know what the DMV is? The Department of Motor Vehicle. Now Delaware is not bad but Pennsylvania is. (See I can talk about them because they are over there). Is there anyone who works in the Department of Motor Vehicles? I don’t want to offend anyone. But I have never seen such incompetence in any other bureaucracy or agency. The experience for me has just been awful. But you know how I make it? Do you know how I get through the Department of Motor Vehicle? I get through because I know everyone else in that room is suffering with me. We support each other; we help each other; we just look at each other and we say “I know what you are going through man.” You give each other the look or you say little phrases like “I know. I have been here two hours as well.” You say those things and, as a result you get through it together because you are suffering with each other; you know what they are going through. The same thing will happen in our lives, as well. Life is like that. We only get through life when we do it together. 
There are a lot of other benefits of being part of a local church. St. John of the Cross was a 4th century pastor. I think he said something very interesting. Here is what he said, “The Christian that is alone is like the burning coal that is alone. It will grow colder and not hotter.”
Every guy understands this analogy because most guys that I know won’t cook unless it is on the grill.  One Father’s Day my children got me this shirt:  I am the Grill Sergeant. The grill belongs to me. Now there are some things I know about grilling because I have done it so many times.  If you spread the coals out, what happens, especially if they are just lit on the tips? They peter out. They grow colder; they don’t grow hotter. But if you pile them up together and they stay together, what happens? Man, it begins to heat up; the heat becomes intense. The same thing is really true in our Christian faith. If we are separate, if we are alone, we will grow colder and not hotter.  In the church I find people who will keep my faith burning hotter rather than colder. Being part of a church my faith burns brighter, just like a coal. It burns brighter.
 Jesus said the very same thing. He said, “Do you want to know how you are going to reach the world for me? Here’s how” – “Your love for one another will prove to the world that you are my disciples.” (John 13) Your love for one another, the piling up of the coals, will burn so bright it will prove to the world that you are my disciples. We even witness better together. 
We also burn longer! Coals burn longer together and they burn completely. The fire burns totally through the charcoal brick. The same is true in our lives. As we are part of a Christian fellowship, God works the fire of his Word and Spirit completely through us, in every part of our lives so that we are totally redeemed and we become the kind of people that we hope to be. Community is God’s answer to a lukewarm or a dead faith. 
So, why church? Why bother? Well, because in the church I find the answer to loneliness and defeat and fatigue and despair and spiritual death. Sure, it has problems, and it has problem people. I know that full well.  But its positive qualities far outweigh its negative ones. In the Church I experience a people who will keep me going, who know and care for me, who keep me accountable and on the right track, and who enable me to make a greater impact in other people’s lives than I can make on my own. In the church I experience a people who are going in the same direction that I am, who are swimming against the current of culture. In the church I find great encouragement and great support. 
Someone has described the church as a ship. The Church is like a ship. She is a big ship; she is an old ship. She creaks, she rocks, she rolls. At times she makes you nauseous, but she gets to where she is going. She always has and always will to the end of time, with you or without you. It is a whole lot better getting to the destination of the kingdom of God together, isn’t it? We are better together. 
So this is my encouragement to you: One, join a local church and become active in it. 
Two, join with me on this journey, as we learn to polish the ship up a bit so it creaks and rocks a little bit less and makes people less nauseous. You know we can only do that together. We only can learn how to love, and love one another, together. The choir is going to sing a message about loving one another together. Listen to the message… (The song was “Love One Another” by J. Ellen)                







