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Welcome to National Community Church, everybody at all six of our locations. We are so thrilled that you are here. It feels a little funny saying ‘welcome’ because I’ve been gone for four weeks, and if you’re new to NCC, you have no idea who I am!  I’m Pastor Mark, our Lead Pastor and the month of August was given to me as a sabbatical, so I’m half here. I’m back and I would be remiss if I didn’t say a couple of things. First of all, I love my spiritual family and it is so good to be back at NCC. I want to say a special ‘thank you’ to our staff. We have an amazing team. I was able to get away for a month and I didn’t worry about a thing. In fact, what a wonderful month! Our ‘Fearless’ series was incredible! So I should go away more often! It was a great month and I want to thank you. I’ve been pastoring this church for 14 years now and that’s the first break like that that I’ve taken, and it was timely and the Lord used it and I’m grateful for it.
I feel like I ought to tell you a little bit about what I did. The first 10 days of that sabbatical, I had some writing time and I was able to put the finishing touches on Soul Print, which is a book that releases in January of 2011, so I finished that project. Then our family spent two weeks out west. Wyoming is a very wide state! We drove across it twice and we went out and spent some time in Yellowstone, then we hiked in the Grand Tetons; then we spent a few days with Dick Foth, who many of you know. For many years, he has been a mentor to me and it was wonderful to be with him in Colorado, that’s where they moved after leaving D.C. and even got to hang out with Scott and Sue Ottman, which a few old-timers will know, were our first church planters in residence. They pastored Pathway Church out in Palo Alto, California, and we spent a few days with them. Then we came back and I’m guessing, like many of our families at NCC, it’s been all about getting our kids ready for school. So school started back up and we’re getting back in the swing of this. So, that’s the month of August. I can’t believe it is September! Here we go.
Last weekend, we finished up our ‘Fearless’ series. Next weekend, we kick off a series called ‘Words.’ Let me encourage you to invite a friend. I think every weekend is a great weekend to invite a friend, but next weekend in particular. We are beginning a new series and we launch our first public service at Potomac Yard. By the way, I’m so grateful to Pastor Curtis and the entire launch team. They are with us this weekend, can we give it up for them!  That would be a wonderful opportunity to invite a friend to that new location and to each one of our locations.

What I want to do this weekend is track our Bible reading. In the beginning of this year, we kicked off something called, ‘From Garden to City’ and we are reading through the Bible together. Here’s the deal, some of you lost track this summer. I know we get out of the routine. Some of you are new to NCC so this is the first time you are hearing about this, so we want you to read through the Old Testament this week to catch up. {Laughter}. Seriously, here’s all I would ask, why don’t you grab a reading plan, you’ll find them at our connection centers or go online www.fromgardentocity.com and you can download the reading plan. What if you just start where we are at and pick up and get into the flow of what God is doing? Our messages track our reading each week, so it’s a way to get into the flow of what God is doing around NCC. I think Labor Day weekend is a great opportunity for that. I encourage you to do it.
This weekend I want to share some thoughts that are in between, if you will. They come out of some of my time on sabbatical. If you have a Bible, turn over to Habakkuk, one of the Minor Prophets. I love this book, one passage in particular, but we are going to talk about more than that. Habakkuk 1:1
 1 The oracle that Habakkuk the prophet received. 

Habakkuk's Complaint 

 2 How long, O LORD, must I call for help, 
       but you do not listen? 
       Or cry out to you, "Violence!" 
       but you do not save? 

 3 Why do you make me look at injustice? 
       Why do you tolerate wrong? 
       Destruction and violence are before me; 
       there is strife, and conflict abounds. 

So if you weren’t depressed before you came this weekend! This is one of those books that, there is no spin in the book of Habakkuk. It’s just straight up truth, and the truth is this section of this book is called Habakkuk’s Complaint. I think some of us operate from this belief that we can’t complain to God. Oh really! Have you read the Bible? There are an awful lot of complaints. My thought is this – who are you going to complain to? We complain to people who can’t do anything about it, don’t we? If you are going to complain about it, I think there is One who can handle it. God can handle our complaints. So, it’s very interesting. I want to say something, and it might be a little bit of a paradigm shift. I probably should get up here and say, ‘Stop complaining.’ Ok, ‘Stop complaining!’ But you also need to start complaining, but we need to complain about the right things. I think many of us complain about the wrong things. 

Before we get into that too far, let’s enjoy the passage and the text here and try to understand what’s going on. In verse 5, the Lord answers Habakkuk’s complaint
The Lord 's Answer 

 5 "Look at the nations and watch— 
       and be utterly amazed. 
       For I am going to do something in your days 
       that you would not believe, 
       even if you were told. 

Oh how we love Habakkuk 1:5! We memorize it and we bank on it and we love this verse. Everybody wants to be amazed, but we fail to read the next verse, so let’s do that. What is the awesome thing that God is going to do? What is the thing that we utterly amaze them?
 6 I am raising up the Babylonians, [a] 
       that ruthless and impetuous people, 
       who sweep across the whole earth 
       to seize dwelling places not their own. 
So this is the awesome thing, but where is the bad news? Oh yeah, the Babylonians are going to come and take you captive and take your homes and destroy you. Awesome? Sometimes, it has to get a little bit worse before it gets a little bit better. Has that been anybody else’s experience? I’ve found that until the pain of staying the same is a little bit worse than the pain of making a change, I stay the same. We just maintain the status quo. Sometimes, things have to get so bad that you actually have to complain about it to do something about it. I think a lot of live at this place in our lives where we just kind of deal with it and accept the way things are, but that’s not the Habakkuk is doing it. Don’t accept it, complain about it. Listen, stop complaining about selfish things and petty things, let’s be clear that we define our terms. All of us are so good at complaining about the wrong things. This week, I was complaining about my knee. I had reconstructive surgery in college, played basketball, and I’m a little bit frustrated because for the last several years, I’ve done the triathlon in September and I usually train through the summer. It’s the way I stay in shape and I love it and enjoy it, but I’m not going to do it. I had to cancel this week because of my left knee. I don’t know what’s wrong, it might be a cartilage issue, but I can’t get the inflammation down, so I’m icing it and taking ibuprofen. So this week, I’m at the guy, on the elliptical and I’m feeling sorry for myself and complaining a little bit. A guy out of the corner of my eye catches my attention as his wheelchair goes across the weight room. That’s a rare sight, so it caught my attention and I watched him. I could tell he was paralyzed from the waist down. As he got himself out of his own wheelchair and got onto the bench press and proceeded to work out, that’s when my complaints became rather convicting. We complain about a meal when there are people starving to death. So on one level, c’mon folks, reality check here, let’s not be complaining about petty and selfish things. But aren’t there some things that we should be complaining about? Aren’t there some things that we shouldn’t settle for? I’d like to call them righteous complaints. 
Can I ask you this question – do you have a righteous complaint? Last week, it was such an honor to have Gary, the founder and CEO of International Justice Mission. I love Gary. I met him several years ago and there aren’t too many that fall into the category of heroic, but he is a modern day Habakkuk. What was Habakkuk complaining about? Injustice. And I think what we experienced last weekend was someone who had a righteous complaint. I’m not just going to sit here and not do anything about it. Some of us, please take this the right way, you are in a job and you are complaining about? Or you are in a marriage and you’re complaining about it? 

Number one, let’s make sure it is a righteous complaint.

Number two, here’s a thought, what if we do something about it? I think a lot of us live our entire lives with this, we complain about our job but we don’t really do anything about it. We complain about our marriage but we don’t really do anything about it. We complain about our circumstances but we just do what we’ve always done and expect things to change, then we are frustrated when they don’t and we wonder why.  

Right about now, you wish I was still on sabbatical, don’t you!

Some of us spend our entire lives complaining and we never do anything about it. I think there are a couple of reasons for this. One is that many of us don’t really know what’s wrong. We never attain the level of spiritual discernment to identify what the problem really is. This is so random but I think it makes a point given where we live here in the D.C. area. I just came across this this week and found it interesting, a study about commuting to work. It found that when a person travels more than one hour to work, each direction, they have to make 40% more money in order to be as satisfied with life as someone with a short commute.  My point is, you need to ask for a 40% raise! {Laughter} The reason I bring that up is because I read it and wondered how many people are complaining about how busy they are and how they don’t have the margin that they want or need but they’ve never really identified if it could be an issue that is solvable? Maybe they’ve never really identified what it is. I’m saying it is trivial, but it is trivial compared to some of the spiritual complaints that we really never identify what’s wrong and we don’t know how to fix it. That’s where some of you are this weekend. There is some kind of righteous complaint. What do you do about it?

I think Habakkuk models something for us. He takes his complaint to Someone who can do something about it. Many of us take our complaints to someone who can’t do anything about it and that’s called gossip. What if we took our righteous complaints to someone who could do something about it? That’s what Habakkuk does. In Chapter 2, verse 1

 1 I will stand at my watch 
       and station myself on the ramparts; 
       I will look to see what he will say to me, 
       and what answer I am to give to this complaint.
Now, let me read the New International Version because it is a little different

 1 I will climb up to my watchtower 
       and stand at my guard post; 
       There I will wait to see what the Lord says and how he will answer my complaint.
Habakkuk has this complaint and what does he do? He climbs this watchtower. Watchtowers were the highest elevation in the city. They had the best view, a panoramic perspective. Isn’t it true that there is something about just a change of perspective? There is something about being in a place with a little bit of elevation. Is that just me or is that true for you? I’m just coming back from the Grand Tetons and we hiked up to Inspiration Point. Has anybody been there? I was there when I was 10 years old, it was so cool to come back. We took a little boat across the lake then we hiked up about a mile and oh, the view! The view is spectacular. It’s the strangest thing in the world, it just puts your life into perspective. You take this deep breath and it’s awesome. I think many of us live in this place of complaining and we never get above our circumstances, but that’s what Habakkuk does. He models for us. He gets into this watchtower and he climbs up and it is interesting because there is this determination, he says, ‘I’m going to stay here until I get the answer I need, I’m going to climb up there and station myself until there is a solution to this problem, I’m staying right here.’ I wonder if some of us never resolve our complaints. We are up and down and that didn’t work. We have such a short attention span that we never really hear from the Lord what it is He wants to do to fix the problem. We’ve got to station ourselves in that watchtower.
As we change seasons and change series, I thought it might be an opportunity for us to climb the watchtower. So we will come back to a little bit of personal application but let me talk corporately for a moment. I ended my sabbatical over at the National Cathedral. It is one of my favorite places. I going to different places that inspire me and get me out of my office and out of my routine, so I will often to down into one of the little chapels and get by myself and pray and walk the grounds. One of my favorite spots is the observation gallery up on the 7th floor. The cathedral is built on one of the highest elevations in the city anyway, but there is this wonderful perspective as you look around the city. Historically, it has significance for me because I remember as we were getting ready to launch our first location, we had an offsite meeting back in 2003 at the National Cathedral trying to figure out where that second location would be. I remember going up to the observation gallery and doing a complete 360 and asking the Lord where He was taking us. Where is it? Over here looking east of over there looking north and south? Long story short, we landed on Ballston Common Ball in Arlington. Let’s give it up for our Ballston location. We became one church with two locations. To be able to go up there this week and see that we are over here and over here and over there and looking across the 14th Street bridge and down Jefferson Davis Highway and see Potomac Yard, what a joy to be able to see where God is taking us.
At the beginning of this year, I cast some vision for us as a congregation. I want to revisit that for a moment because many of you are new in the last six months. We have a 20/20 Vision. That vision really came out of this conviction that God was working in my heart. I felt like maybe we were making decisions based on a two-year time frame instead of a ten-year time frame and I feel like, at the beginning of the year, the Lord said, ‘You need to climb the watchtower and you need a longer perspective.’ And that longer perspective yielded a bigger vision as we envisioned 20 locations around the metro D.C. area. Not all of them in this area, most of them, but the day is going to come where we will look beyond the borders of our city. I don’t know if that’s Baltimore or Philly or New York or not necessarily in the East Coast, but the day will come when we look beyond our current proximity here in D.C. and we will launch a location. The truth is, we’ve had a lot of invitations to come to a lot of different places, and we are not quite there. We are working right now to establish a greater presence throughout the metropolitan area, but the day will come that we look beyond D.C. to some other cities. Then, of course, in 2011, we will launch our first international campus in Berlin, Germany. We are looking even now for a space for a café where we can do a ministry that really incarnates in that culture and beings to reach out to that city and that country. So, some exciting things are happening. 

One other thing happened as we began this process. We realized that, here we are, really out of space at Ebenezers, those who are standing for this service said Amen! We are out of space. How many services can we do? We are trying. We keep launching locations to give people options, but we are out of meeting space and our staff, there are 27 of us with protégés running around here, and the truth is, we are up in each other’s business. We have no space, so we began a search at the beginning of this year for property that would facilitate a larger vision. It doesn’t do anything to our vision of meeting in movie theaters or as a multi-site church looking at different locations, but as we began that search, we found four pieces of property. Two of them were the right size but in the wrong location, not where we wanted to be or needed to be. One of them was the right location but the wrong size, not big enough to facilitate the vision that God has given us for the people that attend this church. There was one piece of property that was the right location and the right size, but as some of you know from stories I’ve told the last couple of months, we lost that location. But the story doesn’t end there. It is ironic to me as I look back, it was as we stood on that property for the first time, looking at it, that another party put a contract on it and we lost it while we were on the property. That was disappointing! They went through their 60-day feasibility period and at the end of that 60 days, we held out hope, maybe they wouldn’t get their financing or would decide that it wasn’t where they were supposed to be. Lo and behold, they asked for an extension and we thought this is our opportunity and came in strategically with a little bit of cash to put on the table to say we want this piece of property, and they said we would have it within 24 hours. We did not have it within 24 hours. They decided to give them 10 addition days and it was devastating. 10 days past and it had already died twice, but in my spirit, I really believed God wanted us to have it, so we kept praying and kept believing. I was at Potomac Yard Theater watching the Karate Kid on a Friday night with the family and I knew that close of business was their 10-day deadline, and I’ll never forget, I loved the movie and I should have turned off my phone, but I got a text in the middle of the move, and I remember this feeling like I hate this movie now because I read the text and it said it’s a dead deal, the other people got it. It was a feeling of disappointment that I can’t even put into words.  A couple days after that, I went to Peru, hiked the Inca Trail and finally after four days of being out of communication with my family and with the civilized world, I called Lora from a pay phone in Peru and we caught up and then she told me that while I was on the trail, we got the contract on that piece of property. I said, “Hallelujah!” in Spanish, which is ‘Hallelujah!’ I was jumping up and down and saying ‘Thank You Lord!’ We corporately, as a congregation, we prayed and we prayed and believed that God was going to do a miracle. So part of the reason I share that story again is because, last week, we went to settlement on that piece of property, and this week, I went over there and I like mementos, and so, there it is, you can figure it out, right at the corner of 8th and Virginia and I feel like this right here, this is one of my bigger mementos. It doesn’t really fit on my shelf but I’m going to find a place in my office for this because this is a miracle memento. We shouldn’t own it but we do own it because the Lord answers prayer. He did something miraculous. All of that to say, I’ve always believed our best days are in front of us. I continue to believe that and the Lord continues to provide more and more evidence to that effect.
So I’m so excited as I think about our next chapter. The truth is, you don’t build a building in a day. We begin a process of meeting with architects, of dreaming about what those spaces can look like, maybe another coffee house or maybe some sort of performance theater that would serve our purposes and the community’s purposes. I think about space for our families and our children and I think about our team working in a space where they aren’t on top of each other. You put all that together and I believe that the Lord is positioning us for something pretty amazing. Can I just say that any church that’s preaching the gospel and any church that is Christ-centered and any church that believes the Bible and that worships Jesus Christ for who He is, the Son of God, that is a church that we are on their team and they are on our team and we celebrate the work of God’s kingdom in this city. There is not a church that is better or worse, that’s less or more, but God has determined that there would be churches with different names and unique visions that would serve his kingdom purposes a little bit differently. Some churches that would be a little bit more traditional and then a few oddball churches that would meet in movie theaters, and I think it is important, every once in a while, to climb up in that watchtower and remind us of what we are a part of. If you are here, I believe you are here because the Lord has called you here and you are part of this vision. I want to thank you for being part of that vision. I feel like this is an opportunity as we change seasons, let’s believe God for what God is going to do next. I continue to believe that some miracles are right around the corner that are even bigger than the miracles we have already experienced. And I think it helps me going on sabbatical and coming back to get some fresh perspective on where we are and where we are headed. I hope and pray that that helps each of us get a sense of what we are part of and where the Lord is taking us.
Let me try to tie this thing in. I think you need to spend some personal time in the watchtower. I don’t know what that is for you. I could be someplace with a high elevation like the observation gallery at National Cathedral. I love getting up on the rooftop of Ebenezers. If you want, climb to Inspiration Point. There is something about elevation that does give perspective, but that’s not what it’s really about. What is it about is putting ourselves in a place where we can hear the voice of God; where we allow God to speak into us; where we allow God to address the complaints in our lives, and we stay there long enough, we station ourselves on the rampart, like Habakkuk, ‘I’m staying here Lord until You answer me.’  You aren’t always going to get the answer you want. ‘Oh great, the Babylonians are invading and they are going to destroy our houses.’ I can’t promise that you will always get the answer you want, but I want to briefly go to the end of this book because I love the ending. Verse 17 of Chapter 3 paints an awfully bleak picture and some of you, this is where you’re at:
 17 Though the fig tree does not bud 
       and there are no grapes on the vines, 
       though the olive crop fails 
       and the fields produce no food, 
       though there are no sheep in the pen 
       and no cattle in the stalls, 
Could you have a worse description of current circumstances than this one? In an agricultural country where they rely upon fig trees, grapes, olives, sheep and cattle, and there are no cattle, no sheep, no olives, nothing! Yet look at how this book ends:
 18 yet I will rejoice in the LORD, 
       I will be joyful in God my Savior. 

 19 The Sovereign LORD is my strength; 
       he makes my feet like the feet of a deer, 
       he enables me to go on the heights. 

So if you said, ‘Pastor Mark, what did you really walk away with from your sabbatical?’ I wish I could tell you that I was coming down from Mount Sinai with some tablets or something like this new revelation, but those are typically called cults, so it’s probably a good thing I’m not!  There was only one revelation and it is ancient. It’s like so ancient, I felt like, as I looked at my life and surveyed my marriage and my family and the ministry that the Lord has allowed me to have and to serve you in this capacity, as I looked at my life as a whole, I felt like that one thing that God spoke to me was Revelation Chapter 2, it says ‘Do the things you did at first.’  I’m like, but I wanted something new, something different and exciting, but all I got was do what you did at first. 

Some of you are complaining about your marriage, well you weren’t complaining the day you got married were you? What if you could go back and do some of the things you did at first? I think the habitual blinds us to the miraculous, right? If there was only one sunset ever in the history of the world, we would all be like that’s the most awesome thing ever! But because it happens every day, we don’t even bat an eye. The same is true in our relationships and the same is true with all of life. So I feel like the Lord has spoken one thing, go back and do what you did at first. Go back to that place where I’m your first love, where you and seeking Me and you are spending time in my Word and you’re doing the things I’ve called you to do. I think that’s what this last verse is all about. Rejoice in the Lord. Be joyful in God my Savior. There might not be any figs on the tree, the crops might have failed this year and there are no cattle or sheep, yet I will rejoice in God my Savior.

When was the last time you thanked the Lord for salvation? Jesus Christ died on a cross to pay the penalty for your sins so that you could be not only in right relationship with Him, but in that relationship forever! The sovereign Lord is my strength. When was the last time you thanked God for his sovereignty? Lord, thank You that You order my footsteps, that I am your workmanship created in Christ Jesus to do good works prepared for me in advance. Do you have a sense of destiny? That sense of destiny, even in the most bleak of circumstances isn’t that the thing that will get you through a tough season, a challenge, something that seems like it will never end?

I wonder if some of us need to go back to that place and rejoice in who God is and what He has done for each one of us. Let’s pray together.

Father we come to You and we pray that You would help us process your Word. Lord I don’t know what it is that your Spirit wants to speak into each one of our lives, but I thank You that your Word does not return void. God I pray that You would help those of us who so easily and quickly complain but we do it in a selfish or petty manner. God would You expand our vision? Would You give us a reality check? Lord would You help us right here right now remind ourselves that there is no greater blessing and no greater favor than simple receiving the grace that You have offered? And in that we rejoice. Everything else might be going wrong in our lives, but we can still rejoice in God our Savior. We can rejoice that the sovereign Lord is strengthening us and ordering our footsteps. Lord I pray for those who need to climb a watchtower, that they would do it and that You would help them identify what that righteous complaint is and to make a change, to quit complaining about it and do something about it. God I pray that You would help our lives count for something that is bigger than our problems and that we would be part of your kingdom purposes. Lord thank You for the thing that You are doing at National Community Church and the privilege of being part of it. Lord we pray your blessing and anointing and favor upon each location and upon each one of us at each of our locations and that Lord You would continue to use us so that your kingdom would come and your will would be done on earth as it is in heaven. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
