NATIONAL COMMUNITY CHURCH

April 26, 2009

Influence

Jon Vaughan
Laura Osuri
Amanda Giobbi

(Mark)
It’s a beautiful weekend in the nation’s capital.  We went from winter to summer in one fell swoop. I am so glad you and here. Can I say a special welcome to everybody at all five of our locations, Ebenezers Coffeehouse, Union Station, Ballston Common Mall, Georgetown and Kingstowne. Welcome. We are so glad you are here and part of what God is doing.
 
Last weekend, we kicked off a series titled “Influence” and our special guest was 2005 NFL MVP Shaun Alexander.  It was a great weekend, it was cool to have Shaun here, but what was greater than that was that on Easter weekend, we had 30 people make the decision to cross the line of faith and begin following Christ. Last weekend, we had even more people than that! So can we celebrate that?   Hey, just in case anybody forgot, we exist to help people find a relationship with Christ, grow into that relationship and it is such a joy to celebrate with those who have made that decision, and even more than that, to begin to serve you and help you in your spiritual journey.
 
Next weekend, we will continue our “Influence” series. Our special guest will be Stanley Tamp [?], a 93 year old entrepreneur who has given away over one hundred million dollars. You are going to be inspired and challenged by his story. Here’s what I want you to do, I want you to invite all of your 93 year old friends next weekend. We are not going to check IDs at the door so if someone is 89 or 29, we will let them in. Invite someone to come with you.
 
I’m not the preacher this weekend, we’ve got three preachers, three NCCers who are going to share their stories, but I want to take a moment and frame this weekend and talk a little bit about influence. I don’t do this often but I actually opened up Webster’s Dictionary. What is influence? It has a little mystery to it; I wanted to nail it down. Here’s the first definition in the dictionary: an ethereal fluid held to flow from the stars to affect the actions of humans.  What!?  I had no idea! This is bizarre. Here’s the next definition: an emanation of a cult power.  What kind of series is this church doing? I read those and I thought we better define this thing. So can I put this out there for you to try on for size? This is really what this series is about. It is about leveraging everything we have and everything we are for God’s purposes.  That’s it.  And it starts with small actions on our part that can make a big difference in someone else’s life.
 
This week, I spoke at a conference in LA and one of the other speakers was Blake McCoskie. Blake is the chief shoe giver at Tom’s Shoes. Some of you may know Blake or know of Tom’s Shoes and what’s really cool is that he gave every other speaker a pair of Tom’s Shoes.  So I’m wearing Tom’s Shoes this weekend. Would you like to see them? Is this ok?  Moses took of his shoes!  Let me tell you what’s cool about Tom’s Shoes because some of you may not know the story. When you buy a pair of Tom’s Shoes, in essence what you are doing is giving a pair of shoes to a child in a third world country who doesn’t have any shoes.  Here’s the story – 2006 Blake was on a trip in Argentina and he couldn’t believe how many kids didn’t even have shoes, and it got in his spirit and he decided he was going to do something about it, so he started Tom’s Shoes with just the simplest of premises – with every pair of shoes that we sell, we are going to give a pair of shoes to a child.  Later that year, he returned and gave 10,000 pairs of shoes to kids in Argentina.  Now, to date, they have given away 140,000 pairs of shoes. I think this year, they are on track to give away 300,000 pairs of shoes. Yeah, clap! That’s cool.  Basically, someone saw a need and he thought, ‘ya know what, maybe I could do something about that, maybe I could make a difference,’ and it’s that action that is called influence. Here’s what I want us to see during this series, every revolution, every movement begins with a simple action, a simple idea, a simple step, and I think Jesus is the quintessential example. We are part of this movement. Originally it was called The Way, but eventually it became known as Christianity, about 2 billion people who claim to be Christ followers. We are part of this movement called Christianity but here’s the interesting thing – if you really look at how it started, if you go all the way back to this person named Jesus, He made a very simple statement in Mark 10:45, in a sense, it was like a life mission statement. Anybody have a life mission statement that summarizes what you are about? For Jesus, this was it. He said, “I did not come to be served but to serve and to give my life as a ransom for many.”  That is amazing isn’t it?  To define your life in those terms; Jesus was saying that it’s not about people serving me, it’s about me serving others. You can trace this whole thing back to a guy who, one day, put a towel around his waist, got down on his knees and washed feet.  Now that is influence! But that’s not what we think of, is it? We think about the big things, but no, what influences in the kingdom of God is being willing to get down and wash people’s feet. It is about serving others. I think sometimes we overcomplicate this but it is a simple message.
 
Let me ask you a question. Who has made the greatest and most lasting impression on your life?  My hunch is that the answer to that question is the name of a person I’ve never heard of.  Too often, we think of influence in terms of special gifts or abilities or opportunities.  We think of people of influence as people with high-profiles, like athletes, business people, entertainers; but reality is, influence isn’t about popularity, it is about sacrifice. Influence is about someone who is leveraging their life, not in selfish pursuit, but in pursuit of advancing God’s kingdom by serving other people and doing it in the name of Christ. That’s influencing.  Here’s what I want you to know this weekend, at all five of our locations, you are seated next to an influencer! YOU are an influencer!  
 
This weekend, we want to bring it down to the level of real people, ordinary people making an extraordinary difference with their lives. These aren’t glamour stories, these stories are not going to make it on Larry King, these aren’t documentaries, I don’t think anybody is going to make a movie about the three people we are about to profile. These are ordinary people and I love these people because they are making a difference with their lives.
 
The first person you are going to be introduced to is Jon Vaughan. Jon is an Athletic Trainer at Gallaudet University, and I can vouch for Jon, because last year before Parker and I ran our triathlon, about two weeks before, I strained a calf muscle and I couldn’t run, and it was Jon Vaughan to the rescue. He gave me one of those electrical stimulation units and he worked it out. And ya know what? Without Jon, Parker and I would not have accomplished that goal. So just on a personal level, I’ve been impacted by Jon. The way he served me impacted me because he loved it. I could tell he loved helping.
 
The second person you are going to be introduced to is Laura Osuri and she started a newspaper called Street Sense to create jobs for the homeless community. Here’s what’s cool – a couple of weeks ago, I had a first-hand encounter before we were even planning this. One of our homeless friends at Union Station came up to me after a message and he was so excited and he handed me one of the papers and he pointed to one of the articles and said, “I wrote this! I’m an author too!” I celebrated with him, it was a moment. You are going to see what Laura is doing.
 
Finally, Amanda Giobbi works as a Professional Friend at the Southeast White House in Anacostia and you are going to love Amanda. She is the kind of person that when you meet her, you encounter her spirit first, but it’s not her spirit, it is the Spirit of Jesus in her.  You are going to love what she is doing. So without further ado, lights, camera, action…
 
(Jon Vaughan)
I work as an Athletic Trainer at Gallaudet University and I take care of all the sports medicines and aspects of the students when they get hurt or injured or need rehab, I take care of all their injuries. I never would have thought that I’d be working at the job I’m doing now, serving others and helping people. I was pretty selfish as a kid, but when I met Christ and saw how He loved me and how the legacy of his love lives on, and to have an opportunity to do that, it makes me think about what life is really all about. My original plan for my life was to go overseas and work with college students in a different culture, never would I have expected God to send me to people in my own backyard. I guess the biggest difference between Gallaudet and the typical university is that everything is very visual.  When I first started working there, I had to listen with my eyes and I remember being exhausted at the end of every day; and over time, I learned to do my job in a certain way where everything is very visual.  Like in rehab, I explain things visually, like when I’m showing them how to do their rehab, I move my limbs the way they need to move theirs.  When I first started there, my goal was to, sort like Paul said, …all people so that some may be saved. I took six ASL classes in the first year, then I started reading books on the deaf culture and what their history is and where they’ve been, and from that, it gives me a grasp of who these people are that I’m working with, and how do I bring athletic training to them in a way that is specifically for them. But also, how do I bring the gospel to them? I think it is very humbling because I’m not that great at sign language so I think when you’re talking about the gospel, we tend to use distinct words and I’m trying to find a way to bring the gospel as simply as possible, and what I’m finding is that the simple gospel itself has a lot of power. 
 
When I first started working at Gallaudet and entered that culture, I wanted to be the best Athletic Trainer I could be. I feel like that’s what God called me to do, to perform my job well, and within the first year, God opened doors where I was having a Bible study with about 10 athletes and I didn’t even really know American Sign Language, but God had bigger plans for me than I had for myself, and seeing it develop and seeing the need there, I just, I can’t stop dreaming about what God can do there. 
 
I had never met a deaf person in my life before I started working at Gallaudet, I didn’t know sign language or even how to finger spell my name or anything. It’s interesting that when I got the job, I started meeting deaf people everywhere I went, even the places that I would least expect it, like I met a deaf person in my hometown and it was fascinating because he was just so blessed that someone could actually communicate with him for the first time.  When I was in Ethiopia, I met a 13 year old deaf orphan and I had the opportunity for the first time to tell him that God knows sign language, and I could truly see God in those things, just seeing Him send me somewhere and open my influence to another people group. The hearing side of the world’s approach to the deaf community in history has been, I think they have been viewed as a people group to show sympathy to and fix, but they are not. They are a people group who are unique and are able to bring specific gifts and talents into this world, but people don’t even realize.
 
The hardest thing for me is hearing a student’s story about a church experience when their parents would take them to church and there was no interpreter and they just sat and watched the actions but they were not hearing the sermon or anything. Or when a kid went to a charismatic event and someone put hands on their head and shook them and told them they didn’t have enough faith. Those things are really hard for me and impact me and make me think how I can recreate the image of Christ for them. My image of Christ for them is to show them love, love them and show them that He really does love them and He died for them.
 
Sometimes it is really hard because I go to my job and wonder if I’m having an impact on my students, and as soon as I ask that question, I always feel the Holy Spirit tell me that I’m planting seeds and He is making it grow. I think from that, it has helped me be free there, to do what I can and not think about what I can’t do. And also, the Holy Spirit always tells me that He is developing me to become a greater influencer and that in itself is very positive to know, that He is not done with me and that He is continually growing me into a better influencer.
 
This year, one of my coolest experiences I had, a freshman came in and he was really strong in his stance that there is no God, and I remember, everyday, God giving us an opportunity to communicate and we would talk about that a little bit each day, little nuggets of truth. And throughout the season, he had a couple of injuries so he was stuck with me and we had more chances to talk and he shared his story and what he has gone through and why he has such a strong resistance toward God. Then in the spring semester, I just felt like God was telling me to invite him to Alpha. I remember after the meeting having a discussion with him and he told me that he appreciated that more than anything and that he had really changed his whole view with just that, and in a couple more weeks he started talking about reading the Bible and liking this Jesus guy.  So it was a really cool experience to see a kid go from not believing in God to now a close step to really accepting Christ.
 
I’m called to be an Athletic Trainer. I’m responsible to give the best athletic healthcare to my student athletes. But besides my resume, my true heart and calling is their spiritual health, and seeing them grow in their relationship with God and seeing them go after the passions that God has given them and really becoming true example of Christ. I want to be remembered as someone who loved those people. I believe that the best way to love any person is to show them Jesus.  I’m learning more and more about how Jesus loves us and how His legacy of love outlives all legacies. I also want to be someone who stood against the injustice of the deaf community. I want to be someone who sees the deaf for what they can bring to this world, not what they can’t. It’s a wonderful people group that truly loves and desires community, and I’ve learned how to be a better communicator, I’ve learned to truly listen to others, and ultimately, I’ve learned that actions speak louder than words, especially when you have no words to say.
(Laura Osuri)
It hit me one day that there are all these people right in front of my face that need help and that I could be doing something to help them.  I graduated from American University in 1998 with a degree in Journalism and after graduating, I worked for a newspaper office in Philadelphia and then I came to DC and worked for a financial newspaper here. I had stumbled upon a street paper called Real Change. I thought it was a great idea because it merged my journalistic interests and my philosophic interests, I had done some work with the homeless, and I really wanted to see about starting one in DC. I eventually got in touch with the National Coalition for the Homeless and gathered up a bunch of volunteers and writers and vendors during that time and put out our first issue in November 2003.

Our shortened mission is to empower the homeless and educate the public.  Street Sense had a staff of three, and then we have about 30 volunteers on any given issue that help out with editing and writing. Then we have our vendors, they are the men and women who sell Street Sense and all of them are homeless or formerly homeless or living on the poverty line. We have about ninety active vendors who sell about 15,000 papers every other issue.  It’s great to see the success stories of the vendors. They come all disheveled and they go through the training and start selling the papers and suddenly people start walking up to them and buying the paper and they are really realizing that they are a productive member of society and people want to talk to me and want to buy something from me. Then when they start writing stuff, it is great to see how excited they are to see their name and their words in print.  

They can get out of homelessness. We are not going to make them rich or provide them with a house, necessarily, but we give them that hope and that vehicle to lift themselves up.  They are family. Ya know, on the streets they have lost their family or lost touch with their family a lot of time and they come to Street Sense and we become their family, so it’s great to see that happening. And they appreciate the fact that Street Sense has made them whole again in the self-respect area.

The thing I love most about my job is having the ability to touch so many people’s lives and seeing these little ways that Street Sense influences people, whether it’s a vendor who comes about all excited because a reader took them out to lunch or a comment from a reader who saw a really courteous vendor who helped them with directions, just the little ways that Street Sense touches other people’s lives. 

One thing that is your own is your hope and your dignity, and you see so many homeless people how have given up hope or have completely lost their self-respect and dignity and my prayer is that none of our vendors lose that or when they come to Street Sense, they regain it.  

You NCCers out there, when you see a Street Sense vendor, don’t just give them a dollar and walk away, engage with them, interact with them, ask them about their day or what they like about this issue or just engage with them. It’s huge. Yes, it’s great to get that dollar, but just having that interaction with the public is really appreciated.

(Amanda Giobbi)

I am a full-time friend and I work at a small non-profit called the Southeast White House. Our organization mentors kids full-time. Our organization picks up kids from the nearest elementary school. We look at the kids and we pick them based on at-risk factors. We pick our kids who are in the most need for an advocate. At six years of age, they are picked up by our organization, they get assigned a full-time mentor and that mentor keeps them until they are 18 years old and are graduating from high school. As mentors, we look to make sure we keep those kids out of the juvenile justice system, that they are clear of teen pregnancy and that they graduate from high school and go on to college.

The way I got into this, when I was 13 years old, I had not been a great kid before then, I had been arrested and sat before a judge and they decided whether or not I was going to go into a juvenile detention center or whether or not I would have community service and she granted me community service. An obscene amount of community service in a small period of time. Then I had a list of places I could go to. I decided I would go work at a soup kitchen because that sounded the most entertaining to me. So I found myself at 13, a rebellious trouble-maker, in a soup kitchen in the inner city of DC. Most people who worked in the soup kitchen were homeless themselves and lived there and worked there. All the people that came in were in great need, and I just fell in love with it.  

I now live in Southeast DC. I live within walking distance to all of my children and that was a strategic move for me. I grew up in Arlington, Virginia and started out living in Arlington when I worked in Anacostia and it became sort of a double life for me, one that I couldn’t balance well. I would go to work in Anacostia and then come home to Arlington and I just didn’t know how to comprehend what I had seen during the day and what to do with where I was living in the evenings because they are such totally different worlds. Four miles away from the Capital and there are 140,000 people that live there with an average income rate lower than $17,000 a year. The average number of children in a home is three children with a single parent. There are no sit-down restaurants in our community. They have one grocery story that services all those people. There is nothing that gives the people in Ward Seven and Ward Eight any initiative to make Anacostia look beautiful, to pick up the trash. It is under serviced and overlooked and then you go a couple miles down the road and it is the absolute most powerful place in our country, maybe the most powerful place in the world, and yet there are these people arm’s length away who are being overlooked. I wanted to connect with my kids. If I wanted to meet them where they were at, I was going to have to abandon where I grew up, move into their community and adapt their lifestyle. Once I did that, they would be able to connect with me in a totally different way and say, “Hey, she lives here, she likes us, she is going to take an income level close to us, she is going to live like us in order to identify with us.”  And it has made the world of difference. I see it with the parents I work with. They are much more trusting, one, that I can be their neighbors and that they can see me all the time, and two, that they realize that I’m serious about what I do. This is not me as a young white woman who says, “Hey, I want to come in and rescue you.”  That’s not what it’s about at all. I want to understand where you are coming from and I want to serve you and love you. That’s what it’s about.  

Success with my children is watching them grow up and watching them do what they love and become who the Lord wanted them to become. That doesn’t happen often in our community. Kids start to save and prepare for their funerals at about 16 years old, and they tell their friends what they want their funeral to be like.  Here’s a picture of me so you can screen print it on a shirt. I want my kids to pick friends that would afford them the opportunity to live and to make the choices that would allow them to become successful in whatever way that means for them. I’m very short-term in my prayers, I pray specifically that every day I have my kids, that I would be focused on them, that I would be focused on how to best serve them that day and that they would bond closer to me and closer to the Lord on those days that I have them, no matter what we’re doing. No matter if we’re at a farm, at a theme park, at a coffee shop, at my house, that somehow there would be a deeper bond between myself and between them and Jesus that would continue to progress.  

I believe 100% in field trips. Whether that is a field trip that is a close distance away or a field trip that is in another country. I believe that children learn the most when they are put in situations where they can learn very practical things. When I started working my girls, most of them hadn’t been east of the river and they might not have even known that there was another part of DC that looked different than theirs. So to go on field trips and to see things and experience new things really broadens their experience, broadens their knowledge and helps them learn so much faster. It is a wonderful bonding experience for us. I think that these are important things to experience because if you don’t experience them, how are you going know what you feel most passionate about?  Lots of things that I was most passionate about, I learned later in life. I didn’t become a believer until later in life. So to expose those things to my kids early on, to expose them to it a lot and to intertwine Jesus with that, I think is the best learning experience for them.

I want my kids to know that I love the Lord.  That’s the best thing that I can ask for. I want them to think of me as someone who loves them, that didn’t complain when we were together, that kept things positive even when they were hard and scary, but that I was real with them. All those characteristics that I want to be with them are characteristics of Jesus. So the legacy I want to leave is for them to think back one day and say, “She loved the Lord and she tried as hard as she could to be like Him and to love us like He loves us.”

What I do is important because everybody needs a mentor. Everybody is a mentor whether they realize it or not. There is always someone looking at your, modeling their behavior after you, so you have to look and say, ‘Is my life reflective of something that would be helpful for people to follow?’  There are so many adults and children and people all over who need someone to advocate for them and need someone to live life with them. So I tell my kids all the time, “You might grow up and be something spectacular, a professional dancer or a doctor, but you will be a mentor whether you realize it or not. You should always have a mentor and you will always be a mentor. That’s how people grow as individuals. They need someone to advocate for them, they need someone to look up to, they need someone to follow. Then they need to turn around and do that for someone else.

(Mark)

Are you inspired? Can we express our appreciation?  Jon and Laura and Amanda, what an inspiration. I want to share a closing thought as we go to the Lord in prayer. First, you don’t want to get into the boxing ring with Amanda. I think she’d knock you out and then give you a big hug.  Don’t you feel like you just love these three people! What an amazing picture of the way God can use us!  

This week when I was in LA, I visited the Dream Center, I had spoken there a couple of years ago and I know the pastor, Matthew Barnett, so I wanted to go say hello. It’s an amazing ministry. They bought the old Queen of Angels Hospital, where, before it closed, 80% of those born in LA were born at Queen of Angels, a massive hospital that they’ve turned into an amazing ministry to be exact, 243 ministries impacting thousands of people. When I was there, you kind of stand back in awe of what God is doing through that massive ministry, but in a sense, sometimes that can be paralyzing. Sometimes it is easy for us to think about, ‘What is our pastor going to do? Or what is that ministry going to do?’  But the word the Lord put in my heart this weekend is that you are a one-person dream center. You are. You have the potential to influence someone for eternity if we will simply serve others using our gifts, leveraging our gifts and our talents and our abilities. I don’t know where you work, I don’t know what this week looks like for you, but let me share my personal definition of success.  In my book, success and stewardship are synonymous.  Here’s it is – do the best you can with what you have where you are.  That’s it.  It’s not about when you get this position or get that promotion or when your bank account hits some magic number, it is not about any of those things. It’s about this week, am I going to look at the people around me through the eyes of Christ and make a difference in their life. I pray that this week would be an amazing week, because no matter what your circumstances are, I believe the Lord wants to begin to raise us up corporately as National Community Church and individually as a part of this spiritual family. Can you imagine all of us using all of our gifts to bless the people around us?  We would turn this city upside down, or maybe right side up.  Let’s pray.

Father thank You. What a privilege it is to be part of your kingdom, to be part of a cause that is so much bigger, so much longer, so much more important than anything else in our lives. Lord we thank You for what You have done for us. You have your life, You sacrificed your life on the cross for each one of us and You gave us a new lease on life and that new lease on life is what we look toward and look forward to and we pray that You would help each one of us let our lives count, to let our lives make a difference. Lord I want to pray right now for anybody at any of our locations that is discouraged or feels like they can’t handle their lives, I pray that You would begin to put the pieces of our lives back together. Lord I believe it’s those places where we have been hurt, broken, disappointed, that You can heal us and turn it around and that becomes our ministry to others. So right now, those in that place, I believe You are preparing them for a powerful ministry. Lord, may each one of us follow the example of the One that we follow.  You said You came not to be served but to serve.  I pray that as Christ followers, we would follow in your footsteps and follow your example and that our lives would be all about serving others.  In Jesus Name. Amen. 

 
