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Welcome to everyone at all seven of our locations. If you are a guest, we are thrilled to have you and thrilled that you would spend some time with us this weekend. What a week it has been in Washington D.C.!  My parents visited from Florida and I think there are probably two things they would have never expected, one was an earthquake and the other was a hurricane! I mean, you leave Florida to get away from those things, the hurricanes in particular. Here’s what’s funny, I was driving home from Ebenezers and my parents had just arrived and we were headed back to my house and I pulled up and my son Parker said, “We just had an earthquake!” I said, “Oh, my children, what is up? An earthquake? You gotta be kidding me!” Sure enough, neighbors started popping out and we turn on the TV and lo and behold! The funny thing is I got a text, I do quite a few radio interviews for books, and so a station in Chicago called and asked if I could do an interview with them because anybody living in Washington D.C. is an expert on the earthquake and I told my wife I felt a little silly doing this interview because I didn’t even feel it. But I guess all of us have survived it. Honestly, I feel so loved and so prayed for. Everybody and their brothers texted me and said ‘praying for you’ and I had a pastor on Long Island text me and said ‘we’re praying for you.’  Wait a second, it’s coming more toward you than it is us. I guess the one great by-product of nature disasters is that prayer levels go up. What if we kept them up there at that level? Just a thought.
Anyway, we are coming out of a wonderful series. Last weekend was magnificent here at National Community Church. I sat at our Kingstowne location with my family. I take a few weeks off from preaching in the summer, so I just sat back and was like, ‘Lord thank You that I get to be part of this thing.’  Praise the Lord for the things that He is doing. 

It’s good to be back. I’m going to share just a few reflections and observations. Some messages are at ground level and then there are some that are more at the 30,000 foot level and this message would probably fall into that category. So if you have a Bible, turn to I Samuel 14. It is one of my favorite stories in the Bible. I could preach on it about every week. I love this story. We’ll get there in just a moment.

In December of 1874, Scribner’s Monthly published an article by the founder of the Sierra Club, John Muir. Muir was famous for some of his death defying adventures. He loved nature and getting out into nature, so he kayaked through glaciers and climbed mountains and chased bears and rode avalanches, that kind of stuff. His most famous adventure became epic and it is one of my favorite stories. Muir was staying at a friend’s cabin in Yosemite Valley when a thunderstorm swept over the Sierra Mountains and the rain came down in sheets and the wind was blowing so hard that Muir said that trees were breaking every two to three minutes. Some of the younger trees were bent all the way over touching the ground. Muir described it as bowing to the ground as if in worship. Most people retreat to safety or cover in those circumstances but not John Muir. He said, ‘When the storm began in sound, I lost my time in pushing out into the woods to enjoy it, for on such occasions, nature has something rare to show us and the danger to life and limb is hardly greater than one would experience crouching beneath a roof.’ Here’s what Muir did. He climbed up on a mountain ridge where he had a good perspective, a good view, and then he found a bunch of Douglas Fir trees and he picked the tallest tree because he figured it had endured the most storms and he climbed it. A 100-foot tree and he shimmed up all the way to the top of the tree and he held on for dear life. The wind was so strong that the tree swayed in about a 20 – 30 degree arch. With that tree swaying in the storm, Muir stayed at the top of the tree for several hours just soaking in the storm literally. When the storm stopped, he climbed down. Muir said, ‘Never before did these noble woods appear so fresh, so joyous, so immortal.’ It was Eugene Peterson, now in his 80s, author of the Message paraphrase on the Bible and long-time pastor who commented on John Muir and on this story in particular. He said that John Muir stands as an icon of Christian spirituality. He said that Muir is a standing rebuke against being a mere spectator to life.
I like that. I need that. I need that rebuke because I don’t know about you but it is so easy to become a mere spectator to my own life. Like I’ve stepped back and instead of actively engaging, you just start spectating. Then your kids start growing up and if you aren’t careful, you just step back and spectate. For a lot of people, church is a spectator sport. You come and just do the time, but it’s more spectating than anything else.

Last week, Parker and I hiked Half Dome with about two dozen men, including a couple of NCCers and it was amazing for a lot of reasons. One is that we hiked a trail that was named after John Muir. So, 15.5 miles, about a 4,800 foot descent and at points, I’m not going lie, I was wondering why I was subjecting my body to this kind of pain, at my age. Then we got to the top of Sub-Dome. I brought a few pictures. The climb was definitely a physical challenge. Here’s the first picture. The real challenge was mental. I have a significant fear of heights. I don’t like climbing a five-step ladder. This doesn’t do it justice. That’s me in the cowboy hat. The only time I wear a cowboy hat is when I’m hiking. I don’t know. This is the view of Half-Dome from the Sub-Dome and the only way to get up there is to climb some cables. Those cables are at about a 60 degree slope. It felt like 90 degrees. You are going up and hanging on to those cables for dear life. Finally we got to the top and it was cool. Someone had etched this into the rock: if you can do this, you can do anything. I got to the top of Sub-Dome and I honestly wasn’t sure whether I would climb those cables or not, but I knew that if I let Parker climb it by himself and something happened, I might not have a home to come back to, so I followed my son up the cables. Essentially, I had to make a decision. Here’s the deal, I would do it again. I thought going down would be scarier, it wasn’t. Having done it once, I think I could do it again without the measure of fear, but I think it was one of those circumstances in life where you either have to decide, are you going to let fear dictate your decisions? If I let fear dictate my decision, there’s no way I would have climbed those cables. But fear is a terrible dictator. By the way, it was wonderful for my prayer life! I’ve not been in a better prayer meeting. If you want to pray, doing something you’re scared of! Let me ask you a question. I look back on this experience, it was on my life goal list, check that one off, anybody want to guess what part of this whole experience ended up being the greatest part? It was the scariest part! It was the hardest part! It was when you get to that point where it seems very difficult or very dangerous. Those are the things in life that are worth doing. Those are the moments in life where we come alive, if you will. 
I’m not saying that we need to start forming sky-diving groups at National Community Church, but I also know that there are a lot of people that live as if the purpose of life is to arrive safely at death. Somehow, at the top of Half-Dome, it’s almost an out-of-body experience as you look at your life and I had this moment of realization – the harder the climb, the more satisfying it is. Yet, so many of us try to avoid those hard things in life, the difficult things in life, the things we are scared of and in essence, what we are doing is we are robbing ourselves of life itself.

I think there is a larger application here than just climbing Half Dome or the physical dimension of it. I think if we follow in the footsteps of Jesus, He is going to take you some places that are hard to go, that are difficult to climb, and will scare you to death. There is no way around that. I think it is part of the adventure of being a Christ-follower that when you follow in his footsteps, He is going to take you to some places that you aren’t sure you want to go, but once you go there, you thank God for it.

I think sometimes we choose safety over danger, but we have a core value at NCC, playing it safe is risky. I think that’s more than just a nice sentiment, I think it has wonderful moorings in Scripture itself and we are going to see it in the story I’m going to read in just a moment.  I think sometimes that might be risking your reputation by sharing your faith with a friend. That’s a scary thing to do, but there are moments when the Spirit of God is prompting you and if you don’t share your faith, who is going to do it? And you never know, that person could come to faith in Christ and what an exhilarating experience to see someone’s life transformed because you had the courage to share your faith with someone.  That might be confronting a sin in someone else or confessing a sin yourself. That is never an enjoyable experience. I don’t anybody who loves that.  It goes against natural inclination but there are moments when you have to choose to do those things and those things will take you to the next level in your life. For some, it might be going on a missions trip, or it might be trusting God with the first 10% of your income and beginning to tithe. I don’t know what it is for you but I think there comes a moment where you have to make a decision that you refuse to be a mere spectator to life. Some of us are spectators. I’m not here necessarily to rebuke as much as I am to wake us up to the fact that God has so much more planned for you. God wants you to be a difference maker. That’s his plan and purpose for your life but you have to wake up to it and you have to embrace it.

Here’s what I’m trying to say. I think there are two kinds of people, those who read history and those who write history. Actually, there is probably a third category, those who don’t read history or write history, but indulge me, I think there are those who read history and those who write history. There are those who just watch things happen and those who make things happen. I think there are people who accept their circumstances or change their circumstances. I think there are people who are content to be passive and let life happen to them, and then I think there are those who are empowered and prompted by the Spirit of God to be proactive and to make things happen. And I just happen to believe that you can’t study the gospels and look at the life of Jesus and come to any other conclusion that if you are following in his footsteps, there is nothing passive about it and you are not going to be a mere spectator to life and you are going to make things happen. You aren’t going to let them happen, you are going to make them happen. You are not just going to read history, you are going to write history. You know that I love the word ‘history’ and I put a little hyphen in there between his and story, that God wants to write his story through your life, that’s what his-story is, so the question today is – are you  just spectating? Maybe in a marriage, you’ve become a spectator. Or maybe with your kids, or maybe in your relationship with God, or are you climbing the tree? Are you climbing the cliff? Are you doing what God has called you to do?

With that as the backdrop, I want to take a look at this story. I Samuel 14

1 One day Jonathan said to his armor bearer, “Come on, let’s go over to where the Philistines have their outpost.” But Jonathan did not tell his father what he was doing.

2 Meanwhile, Saul and his 600 men were camped on the outskirts of Gibeah, around the pomegranate tree at Migron. 
No one realized that Jonathan had left the Israelite camp. 4 To reach the Philistine outpost, Jonathan had to go down between two rocky cliffs that were called Bozez and Seneh. 5 The cliff on the north was in front of Micmash, and the one on the south was in front of Geba. 6 “Let’s go across to the outpost of those pagans,” Jonathan said to his armor bearer. “Perhaps the Lord will help us, for nothing can hinder the Lord. He can win a battle whether he has many warriors or only a few!”
We are going to talk about this one statement. I think it is one of the most powerful statements in Scripture and one of my favorites. We will double back to it.
7 “Do what you think is best,” the armor bearer replied. “I’m with you completely, whatever you decide.”

8 “All right then,” Jonathan told him. “We will cross over and let them see us. 9 If they say to us, ‘Stay where you are or we’ll kill you,’ then we will stop and not go up to them. 10 But if they say, ‘Come on up and fight,’ then we will go up. That will be the Lord’s sign that he will help us defeat them.”

11 When the Philistines saw them coming, they shouted, “Look! The Hebrews are crawling out of their holes!” 12 Then the men from the outpost shouted to Jonathan, “Come on up here, and we’ll teach you a lesson!”

“Come on, climb right behind me,” Jonathan said to his armor bearer, “for the Lord will help us defeat them!”

13 So they climbed up using both hands and feet, and the Philistines fell before Jonathan, and his armor bearer killed those who came behind them. 14 They killed some twenty men in all, and their bodies were scattered over about half an acre.

15 Suddenly, panic broke out in the Philistine army, both in the camp and in the field, including even the outposts and raiding parties. And just then an earthquake struck, and everyone was terrified.
23 So the Lord saved Israel that day.
Now, obviously a turning point in this battle and a defining moment as the Lord saved Israel that day, but how did it start? One guy saying maybe we ought to do something about this. Maybe we should write history. Maybe we shouldn’t just let things happen to us, maybe we should make something happen. In particular, it is this one verse, this one statement that lets us into Jonathan’s mind. It gives us his outlook on life, his approach to life, if you will. He says, ‘Perhaps the Lord will act on our behalf.’ I love this statement. It is so full of hope and so full of faith and so decisive. It is not a statement of passivity, it is a statement of proactivity. Jonathan is saying I’m not going to wait for something to happen, I’m going to make something happen. He refused to accept his circumstances and he decides to change them.
We are reading this piece of history and it might be worth mentioning because he wrote it. We are reading it because he wrote it. He made a decision to do something about this. What gave Jonathan the courage to climb that cliff and pick a fight with this enemy who outnumbered him? I think it is this one statement: Perhaps the Lord will act on our behalf, for nothing can hinder the Lord.  Let me be blunt and let’s be honest, I think most people have the opposite mentality. Perhaps the Lord won’t act on my behalf. It’s why many of us are passive. It’s why many of us hesitate in taking a step of faith. It’s why many of us have been relegated to being spectators on the sideline. Deep down, though we would never say, we would never say perhaps the Lord won’t act on my behalf, but the truth is, our doubt keeps us from acting in faith and we allow fear to dictate our decisions. We are not taking steps of faith because we are afraid of making mistakes more than missing opportunities.

Now, before I get personal with this, let me talk about this on a corporate level, because if you said, ‘Pastor Mark, what’s the philosophy of ministry of National Community Church, what is the church all about, tell me about the cultural of NCC, who are you?’  This statement is a pretty good synopsis of the way we approach ministry and the way we approach opportunities. We don’t have everything figured out, but we are going to climb some cliffs and we are going to go after some dreams and visions that God has given us. We have a 2020 Vision and we try to talk about it periodically because I think it is important for us to be reminded of what we are climbing towards and where God is taking us. That 2020 Vision is to be giving 2 million dollars to missions by the year 2020, and if we get there by 2018 that’s ok! And to have 20 locations by 2020. Is it just about numbers or trying to get to a certain benchmark? Absolutely not! Every once in a while, someone will ask why are we multi-site. Let me just say this, I think that’s the wrong question. A better question would be why wouldn’t we be multi-site. That might be a better question because I have found that whatever God is blessing, you keep doing that thing. When God blesses something, you keep multiplying it. That’s why we don’t just have one small group anymore or three groups or ten groups, because they continue to multiply and that allows us to have more leaders and more people plugged into those groups. And it’s why we have a free market system. So in much the same way, we’ve found that the best way to reach community is to go into that community. It is much easier to invite someone to our Georgetown location if you are right there in Georgetown. Same with Columbia Heights up at the Gala Theater on Sunday nights, or maybe you are out at Potomac Yard, if you live in Crystal City, how easy it that. Barracks Row, maybe someone just has metro accessibility or lives in that area, invite them to Barracks Row. That’s why we go into different neighborhoods. It’s the best way to reach people who live right there. As long as there is one person who doesn’t know Jesus Christ as their Lord and Savior, then are going to keep on keeping on. We are going to keep launching locations. God has called us to be a multi-site church. It is not easier, and I’m not saying it is better. We need lots of different kinds of churches because there are lots of different kinds of people, so this isn’t saying that a church that doesn’t have multiple sites is doing anything wrong. Absolutely not! But the Lord has called us to continue to reach different pockets around our metro D.C. area. By the way, here’s one of the things I love about being a multi-site church, you never get too comfortable and you never get too lazy. It forces us to continue to climb those cliffs that God has called us to. It doesn’t allow too many of us to be spectators, does it? Every once in a while, I think about what if we had one band at one location? That’d be a pretty good band, but the truth is, we would have seven times as many people who wouldn’t be using gifts that God has given to them to serve the Lord. You can look at it one of two ways, one, we need seven times as many volunteers to pull off a weekend, but no, it means seven times as many people have an opportunity to be part of what God is doing. We don’t want to allow anybody to be a mere spectator. One of the beautiful things about launching new locations is it forces everybody to say am I on the bench or am I really engaged using the gifts God has given me to serve in some kind of active capacity.
Last week, Pastor Joel made an announcement, maybe we should have had a drum roll going on as he was making the announcement or maybe we should have shot off fireworks inside our theaters, but I don’t know that we could have done anything to surround that announcement with more fanfare, but do you realize, it was when the last hurricane came through D.C. about three years ago that we had to postpone a Convoy of Hope Outreach where we serve about 10,000 people, and Pastor Joel shared this, that God put on our hearts, like one of those moments where God is like ‘Now good for you, now why don’t you do this every day?’  Whoa! We started praying, we got on the ground, we walked neighborhoods, we have had realtors engaged, you have no idea. We had believed that God would give us a dream center in a part of our city that has significant physical needs, needs that come from broken families and needs that come from lack of resources, tremendous needs, and we have a huge heart for that. And we’ve always believed that God is going to bless us in proportion to how we give to missions and how we care for the poor in our city. So, we were like, God give us a place, and He didn’t. But God, we are working like it depends on us and praying like it depends on You. We did that for three years. You have no idea how frustrating it was. And Pastor Joel really shouldered a lot of that burden. We kept believing the day would come, and that day came a little over a week ago when we signed a lease with the option to purchase the Southeast White House in Washington D.C. right on Pennsylvania Avenue. Here’s what I believe, God is going to do something amazing there. Let me be honest with you. Do we have the personnel and the resources to pull that thing off? No. And I love it. That’s great! That’s exactly where we need to be. What am I talking about? Well perhaps the Lord will act in our behalf! Huh! Perhaps, if we make a determination that we are going to invest significant human resources and financial resources and we are going to go after some needs in our city and we are going to begin to meet those needs and ultimately meet the most significant need and that is a personal relationship with Jesus Christ, and as we meet needs, it gives us plenty of opportunities to share the gospel message, that as we go after that, perhaps the Lord will act on our behalf! What do you think? Do you think that the Lord might get a little bit excited about his children putting their hands to what is his heartbeat? I think the Lord is going to bless it. Perhaps the Lord will act on our behalf.
We will launch our first international campus in Berlin, Germany in 2012. Do you know how much easier it would be to just do a one week mission trip to Berlin? There are so many challenges and obstacles, starting with currency exchange and language and lots of other issues. This is a quantum challenge, so why are we doing it? Well, perhaps the Lord will act on our behalf! Maybe if we step out in faith and we start serving and blessing and loving that city, perhaps the Lord will act on our behalf. 
Next year, we will do 15 mission trips. It would be a lot easier to do 8 or 10 or 12, but perhaps the Lord will act on our behalf. We will launch our 8th campus somewhere in the metro area next year. We don’t know exactly when and we don’t know exactly where. It would be a lot easier to stick with 7, but perhaps the Lord will act on our behalf. It is who we are. It is our approach to ministry. If you are part of this thing called National Community Church, then you have made a decision to be part of something. We are going to be proactive in our approach to what God is calling us to do. We are not going to get too comfortable and we are not going to get too lazy.

Let me share one other update. Really it is a prayer update about something that has been happening behind the scenes. Some of the things God has done around here the last year or two are so beyond our control. It’s wonderful because it means we can’t take any credit for it and it means we can’t take it for granted, so praise God! In June, I received two phone calls back to back. I’ve been pastoring for 15 years and I’ve never gotten a phone call from another church saying, ‘Hey, we’d like to give you our building.’ Then two days in a row, I get phone calls, back to back. One of them, we didn’t feel like we could steward it, so we are not just going to take advantage of the situation or sell the property and pocket the money, so we genuinely said we are humbled and grateful for that offer but we prayed about it and it is not the right plan or the right time. But the other church, we felt like we needed to continue to seek the Lord and see if it was his plan and purpose. It is a church that, over the years, has dwindled to a very small number of people and they have realized that their option at this point is to potentially give this to someone that it might be able to do something with it. And through the sovereignty of God, they heard about National Community Church and our approach to ministry and in particular Ebenezers Coffeehouse, and that method of creating a marketplace where church and community can cross paths. Long story short, after months of talking and praying, we are so humbled because on September 11th, they are going to vote on this. I’ll be honest, we as a leadership team did a lot of praying and conversing about this and it’s not an easy part of town. It’s a great facility and a great location but I don’t know how that’s going to happen. Obviously you’d planting on soil where something has died, but here’s what I believe, that if they vote and discern from the Lord that this is something they are to give to us, then what we have discerned is that perhaps the Lord will act on our behalf! Maybe, just maybe, we could go into a community that desperately needs to hear the good news of the gospel message, and if someone’s gotta go it, let’s raise our hands! Let’s not get comfortable, let’s not get lazy. Is it going to be easy? No! But perhaps the Lord will act on our behalf.

Do you get the point? Am I beating a dead horse? You are part of something! Our whole approach is perhaps the Lord will act on our behalf.

Let me make it personal. I wish there was an artist rendering of Saul and Jonathan. Saul is probably in some kind of reclining posture being fanned, popping pomegranate seeds off the tree that’s right above him and he’s in this relaxed posture, and it says with 600 men, and I guarantee you these are the 600 best soldiers and these are the elite troop, the best of the best, and they are sitting on their hands, passive, not doing anything. Wouldn’t you think that the leader of the people of Israel might want to actually do something about this enemy that has them subjugated, that has them in a posture where they are surrendered to the Philistines? But it is Jonathan and this other picture, I can see off the muscle fibers as he climbs up that cliff with his armor bearer and it is a picture in contrast between someone who is letting things happen and someone who is making things happen.  Can I ask you this question? Which picture are you in? What posture are you in? When you come to church, when you come to one of our gatherings, are you engaged in worship or are you just noticing what other people are doing around you? You are not 100% concentrated on you actually engaging God. Passive or proactive? I might recommend that you close your eyes and it doesn’t matter what your voice is like but you sing some words to the Lord and you picture yourself before the throne of God lifting up the name of Almighty God. How engaged are you? Sometimes I’m shocked at my own passivity. Like, Lord I’m singing these words and not really thinking about what I’m singing. Are you actively sharing your faith with the people around you? Are you praying and fasting? Is fasting a regular spiritual discipline for you? Why would I pull that one out? Because it is probably the least practiced spiritual discipline there is. Someone who is fasting, what that tells me is this, even if they are doing it wrong, even if there are mixed motives or whatever, if someone is praying and fasting, at least it tells me that there is a hunger there, that they aren’t satisfied with where they are at spiritually, that they want to experience more of the empowering of the Holy Spirit in their lives. Are you growing in grace? Are you growing in generosity? You know that for Lora and I, one of our goals is always to continually increase the percentage of income we give back to the Lord. I tell you what, if we live long enough, this could get pretty good! We want to continue to grow in that grace of giving. And here’s the one that to me is at the heart of this issue. I think it is the difference between being a mere spectator and someone who just climbs to the top of that Douglas Fir tree and holds on and embraces God. I think it is learning to discern and obey the promptings of the Holy Spirit. That’s the difference between someone who is passive and someone who is proactive!
Is that an easy thing to do? No! Here’s the danger of a message like this, some of you will want to go turn in your resignation letter tomorrow. I’m not saying that at all. In fact, did you notice what Jonathan does? He concoct a plan and he looks for a sign from the Lord. So it is not a blind faith, it is with both eyes wide open. Like, Lord I think You are leading me to do this. 

Here’s my favorite way to think about when it comes to discerning the will of God. I’m going to talk about the will of God for a couple of minutes then we are done. Remember Peter? On a boat in the middle of the Sea of Galilee in the middle of the night and he walks on water. Here’s my take on that. If you are going to get out of the boat in the middle of the lake in the middle of the night, you better make sure that Jesus said, ‘Come!’ If Jesus said, ‘Come!’ you better not stay in that boat! If you stay in the boat, you are never going to walk on water. How do you hear Jesus say, ‘Come,’ it’s through that still, small voice of the Holy Spirit. It is through studying Scripture. It is through eliminating the distractions. It is through eliminating some of the other voices that you shouldn’t be listening to. And it is about the Scripture and the Holy Spirit in concert together to begin to speak. Will you always know? No! But here’s what I’ve learned, sometimes we think perhaps the Lord won’t act on our behalf and so we never obey those promptings and we never step out in faith. I’d rather make a few mistakes. I’d rather step out in faith and allow the Lord to move, so I think that is the key. 

Just a couple of thoughts on the will of God, a couple things I’ve learned. First of all, was it the will of God for Jonathan to climb the cliff and engage the enemy and win that war? I think it was. I think it was.  But here is my observation, number one, the will of God is not an insurance plan, it is a daring plan. In fact, in my Bible this whole section of Scripture is called Jonathan’s daring plan. It is not Jonathan’s insurance plan. Many of us approach the will of God like it is an insurance plan instead of a daring plan. Jesus didn’t die on the cross to keep us safe, He died to make us dangerous, to wreak havoc on the enemy, to invade enemy territory and to take back what rightfully belonged to our Lord Jesus Christ. That is what He called us to and that’s why we need to launch locations. That’s why we need this dream center. That’s why we are going to keep moving out and keep climbing those cliffs, because that’s what He called us to.  I’m not just talking about physical danger. I think sometimes saying yes to the will of God involves risk. It is a daring plan. 

Number two, the will of God doesn’t get easier, it gets harder. Oh great! I wish I didn’t have to say that, but it has gotten so much harder to pastor this church. Let me say this, I’m so grateful for an amazing staff and incredible leaders, ministry leaders, small group leaders, I used to do about everything. I answered the phone, I led worship, I preached the sermons. If it was going to get done, I did it, but now we have an amazing team but the truth is, it has gotten a lot more complicated. It is a lot harder but here’s what I believe. Is it possible that God continues to mature us in a way so that He can call us to do things that are more difficult and more dangerous and that involve more risk? I don’t think the Lord does miracles so He can say, ‘Hey that’s the big one, it’s all downhill from here.’ No, I think God does miracles so that we then have faith to believe Him for bigger miracles. I think God is building endurance within us so that we can climb higher cliffs and go after bigger dreams. I don’t know, when that 2020 Vision is accomplished, who knows what 2030 or 2040 or 2050 holds? I don’t know. But here’s what I believe, I believe it is not going to get easier, it is going to get harder. But that’s a good thing. That is a blessing. If you are walking in obedience and walking in faith, God will give you something harder to do. When I got to the top of Half Dome, if it had been a mile hike on level ground, we wouldn’t have been up there like Wow! No, because it was physically and mentally very challenging. It is the hardest things in life that are worth doing. So God doesn’t want to put us on the path of least resistance, He wants us to do things that are harder. 
Finally, the will of God doesn’t always make sense. This doesn’t make a whole lot of sense. Jonathan, why don’t you stay here and we’ll send Saul and the 600 men to do this? Sometimes the will of God won’t necessarily add up on a human plane, but if you discern that God has called you out, then you need to go for it.

Let me close with this. A few years ago, Parker and I hiked the Grand Canyon from rim to rim and we did it in July in 130 degree heat. I lost 13 pounds in two days. It was the hardest hike I’d ever done. We struggled with dehydration and by the time we finally got there, we went down the north rim and up the south rim, I was spent. I remember we were climbing up those last few switchbacks and I see hundreds of people up on the rim just looking at the Canyon. Their clothes are all clean, they don’t smell, they are licking ice cream and taking pictures. I was feeling sorry for myself, but then I was like, you don’t even deserve to take pictures! Then I finally got up there and it dawned on me that I feel sorry for them. They saw the Canyon, I conquered it! I own this Canyon! By the way, when I woke up in our tent, my poor roommates, that morning we were going to hike Half Dome, I’m like, how are we going to do this. I kid you not, the alarm went off and my first words were, “Half Dome, you are going down!”  I’m pep-talking and they wondered if I was having a dream! But here’s the deal, I call those people who don’t hike the Canyon, who just stand on the rim, I call them rim huggers. They are spectators. Now, granted, you can go visit the Canyon and take some pictures, fine. You can show me those pictures and I will not hold it against you. But you see what I’m saying? I do not want to be a rim hugger. I don’t know if you are going to remember anything I’ve said. I’m just sharing out of what is in my spirit this weekend. I believe this, perhaps the Lord will act on our behalf. We cannot be spectators, we cannot be rim huggers, so may the Holy Spirit convict you where you need to be convicted. Some of you have been spectating your marriage for a long time. That’s not right. You’ve got to invest in it. You can’t go passive. You have to continue to be proactive. You have to invest in that relationship. 
I want NCC to be a place where people can come and check it out and get used to it, but at some point, plug into a ministry, plug into a small group. We have a group directory! How convenient! If you want to avoid the mess of other people’s lives, then don’t plug into a group. If you just want to keep to yourself and stay where you are at, do not go check out one of our small groups. If you want to be a spectator, just stay right where you are. But if you want to engage, I can’t think of a much better way than to plug into a small group and plug into a ministry. It is not complicated. It is a little overwhelming because there are a lot of groups, but do you not owe it to yourself to take a few minutes and pray through this and say, ‘God, what group might You be leading me to?’ Don’t even just approach it as a consumer, like what can you get out of that group. Approach it and say what can I bring to that group. I can tell you countless stories that it is not just the small group leader, like our small group leaders are Moses coming down with the Ten Commandments. No, nine times out of ten, it is just a bunch of people in a group trying to find their way and in those relationships, God uses them to be a catalyst for spiritual growth. So I don’t know exactly what your next step is or what you need to do, but I think this would be a good starting point. As we transition from the hurricane season to the fall season, plug into a ministry, plug into a group, find a place to engage and become an active participant in what God is doing.

Last thought, I know what you’re thinking, ‘I’m not Jonathan.’ Like, someone like Jonathan writes history but I’m the person that reads history. I get that and I feel the same way. There aren’t many Jonathans but I dare say that there is not a single person at any of our locations that can’t be an armor-bearer. And without that armor-bearer, Jonathan doesn’t climb that cliff and he doesn’t win that battle. He needed someone who said I’m with you heart and soul. 

Are you willing to engage in what the Lord has called you to do? Let’s pray.

Father, we come before You and ask and pray God that You would guide us and lead us. Lord we don’t want to be satisfied with where we are at. We believe there is more of You, there is more grace and more power and things you want to do in our lives that are beyond what we can ask or imagine. God I pray that You would put it in our hearts to really engage, to integrate this simple idea, the simple thought, perhaps the Lord will act on my behalf. God would You give us the faith to function in a way that we give You opportunities to move miraculously in our lives because we are not content with just sitting on our hands, but God we are determined to climb the cliff, to proactively go after the things You have called us to personally and corporately. To that end, we ask and pray for your help and your blessing, in Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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