
THE CORD
Secrets to the Resilient Life

Unbreakable Series (Part 1)
Text: Ecclesiastes 4:8-12; Acts 4:32-37

Meet Meb

We’ve all met them — the UNBREAKABLE Ones.  Somehow, the pressures and 
pains that tear others apart don’t seem to disrupt or degrade them in quite the 
same way. They are not perfect or invulnerable people. They still feel hurt and 
struggle, as all of us do. But they move through life with a remarkable 
resilience, an unusual confidence, an uncanny power. This isn’t an act. It’s not 
an accident. It’s not just genetics. There is a reason these people are this way. 
These exceptional people have been part of an extraordinary kind of community 
whose habits forged this strength. 

A few weeks ago, while attending a breakfast in Chicago, I met a man named 
“Meb” who illustrates this.  On the surface, there was nothing particularly 
impressive about Meb. He stood about 5½ tall, with a bald head above a slight 
frame, maybe 130 pounds at best. But as I got closer, there was a light in his 
eyes and a relaxed steel in his stance that quietly hinted: “He might be one of 
them.”

Meb, I learned, was born in Eritrea, a tiny state on the eastern Horn of Africa 
that once belonged to Ethiopia. As you may know, Eritrea’s government is 
infamous for its violation of human rights and persecution of religious 
minorities. It’s a land that has been ravaged by civil war and tribal conflict. One 
of Meb’s earliest memories is of helping villagers clean up the body parts of a 
boy of his own age who had mistaken a land mine for a toy. There were days 
when Meb was so desperately hungry that he ate moistened dirt, just hoping to 
suck some kind of sustenance from the soil.  

For these reasons and more, Meb’s family fled Eritrea when he was only 12 
years old. The family travelled more than 50 miles a day on foot, his pregnant 
mom carrying another child on her hip. Meb’s dad shepherded the family in a 
constant gauntlet to evade military patrols, outlaws, and wild animals. They 
finally made it to the Sudan – which, amazingly, was a safer place than the one 
they’d left. In time, they made their way to Italy and, finally, to the United 
States. 

Life was no party in America either. Meb’s mom and dad had eleven kids they 
needed to somehow feed, clothe, and shelter. They faced language and cultural 
barriers, huge economic hurdles and health challenges. The pressures of life 



brought on the kind of squabbles all of us know from experience in our own 
homes, workplaces, or friendship circles. But, in two important senses, there 
was a CORD that connected Meb’s family members and gave them a remarkable 
resilience.

Commit to Being Part of a Cord

Long ago, King Solomon of Israel was approaching the end of his life. Solomon 
had lived long enough to figure out a few things the hard way. And so, maybe 
because he didn’t want those who followed to make all the same mistakes he 
had made, Solomon sought to pass on what he’d learned. In the fourth chapter 
of his memoirs -- the book we call Ecclesiastes -- the famous wise man 
describes seeing a person who had tried to live his life mostly on his own. This 
guy made a lot of money, but his wealth brought him little satisfaction. 
Solomon goes on to imply that the reason was because this man didn’t have a 
set of long-term intimate relationships in his life. There was no “band of 
brothers” or “circle of sisters” of which he was a part. He had no “great group” 
to restrain the worst in him or call out the best in him. No real “partners” with 
whom he was building or sharing his life. He had all of these casual 
acquaintances and sort-of-relationships, but it was a life of crowded solitude.

How many of us go through life like that, I wonder. We sit next to people in 
our home or in church. We labor next to them in our workplace or at school. 
We live next to them in our neighborhood or walk next to them in the 
marketplace. But are our lives really entwined with other people’s lives, or is our 
life mainly one of crowded solitude? 

As Solomon observes: ”Two are better than one, because they have a 
good return for their labor: If either of them falls down, one can help 
the other up. But pity anyone who falls and has no one to help them 
up. Also, if two lie down together, they will keep warm. But how can 
one keep warm alone? ]Though one may be overpowered, two can 
defend themselves.’” And then Solomon goes one step further and says: “A 
cord of three strands is not quickly broken” (Eccles 4:9-12).

Maybe because Meb’s family was from a place where you had to depend upon 
relationships and not riches to get by, they got this idea. They knew they 
couldn’t control a lot of the things that life threw at them. But they understood 
that there was one thing they could always control, and that was how they 
answered this question: “Who am I really committed to?” Who’s going to be 
able to count on me no matter what comes? Who’s going to know that I’ll 
show up again this week? That they can call me in the middle of the night? 
That I’ll be at their bedside in the hospital? That I am for them even if they 
mess up very badly? That I love them enough to tell them the truth no one else 
will?



Meb’s family made a commitment like this to one another. They worked really 
hard at staying intertwined with one another. They paid attention and made 
changes when the cord got frayed. They would not let life separate them, 
because they knew that -- whether in the jungles of Eritrea or the sands of 
Sudan or the cities of America -- they were stronger together than apart. They 
could not be quickly broken.

Understand the Six Strands That Lead to Resilience

This past summer, Mike Murphy introduced me to the results of a landmark 
study in human development by two professors at the universities of Alabama 
and Nebraska. Professors Nick Stinnett and John Defrain had been trying to 
figure out why some families seem to survive (and even thrive) under pressures 
and crises that left other families overwhelmed and broken down. Stinnett and 
Defrain identified six factors that seemed to mark the life of the more resilient 
families, though I think these characteristics can be applied to unusually strong 
groups of many kinds. 

The first factor I’ve already touched on: The resilient families displayed an 
unusually high degree of commitment to one another. Secondly, they were 
exceptionally good at offering encouragement to each other. Third, they 
worked really hard at clear communication with each other. Fourth, they spent 
generous time together. Fifth, they engaged in God-seeking practices together. 
And, finally, they embraced suffering as an opportunity to grow together. 

Now, I recognize that we could spend a week on each of those ideas, and 
that’s precisely what we will do in this coming messages series! You see, these 
six strands intertwine to form the CORD of the kind of “transforming 
community” the Bible describes as the best possible context for human 
development and transformation. So… if you are part of a literal family… if you 
are seeking to strengthen the quality of what happens in your closest circle of 
friends… if you’re hoping to deepen the life of your small group or revitalize 
your work group... then learning about these six strands of community and 
weaving them more intentionally into life together will be transformative for 
you. It’s not only going to make your GROUP more unbreakable; it’s going to 
make the PEOPLE who are part of your group strong and resilient in the face of 
life’s pressures in the way that ALL of us want to be (Acts 4:32, 33b, 34a).

How incredibly true that proved in the life of the little Eritrean man whose story 
I’ve been sharing with you today. I wish I had time to describe all the ways 
those six strands ran through the life of Meb’s household. It’s not surprising, I 
suppose, because Meb’s family was devoted to following the way of Jesus. But 
what a difference it made in the people that group produced.

I mean, think of those kids. They come from a culture of abuse and 
deprivation. They enter this country with nothing. They don’t know the 
language. All they have is the values of Christian community at the center of 



their life, God, and one another. Yet what a combo that proved to be. 
Amazingly, all of Meb’s siblings not only made it in this new country, they went 
on to college. All eleven of them.  And they didn’t just go to college. Those 
kids from the badlands of Eritrea became doctors, lawyers, engineers, MBA’s, 
amazing contributors to this world. I found out that Meb is actually considered 
the academic slacker in the group. He only achieved a bachelor’s degree at a 
slump school like UCLA. Our son starts there this Fall! But Meb turned out quite 
well.

As a college student, Meb was named to the All-America team in track and field. 
He won the NCAA championship four times in the 5K and 10K distances. Years 
later, he became a three-time national champion in the USA Cross Country 
Championships. He took home a silver medal in the 2004 Summer Olympics 
and finished first in the New York City Marathon in 2009. And then on April 21, 
2014, after fighting back from a broken hip and a serious knee injury… After 
being told that Nike no longer saw him as competitive enough to sponsor him… 
After seeing that a body could be torn apart by a random explosion here in 
America too, Meb Keflezighi went to the starting line of the Boston Marathon -- 

just days away from his 39th birthday. 

To the absolute shock of all the commentators, at 18 miles into the 26-mile 
race, the “old man” from Eritrea had an 81 second lead on Wilson Chebet, the 
Kenyan all-star. But the Kenyan’s legs were ten years younger and now he was 

closing the gap. By the 24th mile, Chebet had cut the lead to eight seconds, 
and then to six. Observers noticed that Meb’s stride was getting choppy and a 
pained grimace had set upon his face. 

As he came down the final stretch on Boylston Street, the site of last year’s 
bombings, Meb made the sign of the cross on himself and, as if powered by a 
strength from beyond, began to separate himself from the Kenyan behind. 
Moments later, Meb of the Keflezighi family, Meb of the UCLA Bruins, Meb of 
the Boston Strong, Meb of the Church of Jesus, crossed the finish line first  – 
the oldest winner of that marathon ever and the first American victor in thirty 
years. Under severe stress and over the long distance, Meb had proven 
UNBREAKABLE. But it wasn’t because he was invulnerable or just so naturally 
tough; it was because he had a family, a team, a set of running partners, a 
group, a true spiritual community that helped make him this way.

Who Are the People You’ll Help Become Unbreakable?

I just had to ask Meb at the breakfast that day: “What was going through your 
mind as you were coming down that home stretch filled with such pain? What 
were you telling yourself?” I was sure he’d say something like: “I was thinking, 
‘Just hang on, Meb. Think of all those endorsement contracts! Remember all 
you’ve worked for. Imagine the glory of victory.” But what Meb said was. “I 



must do this for my family.”

Who is your family? Who is the group, the team, the circle of people to whom 
you plan to make a commitment like that? What’s the community – maybe 
there’s more than one – that will be the cord you entwine yourself with and 
with whom you weave the six strands that lead to an amazingly resilient and 
beautiful life? Figure that out because God’s plan is to use that community to 
make all of you nearly UNBREAKABLE.
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