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This weekend, we continue the ‘Dream’ series and I love it. We’ve had a couple of great messages. We are not talking about the American dream, are we? We are talking about the dream that the Spirit of God wants to conceive in your spirit, something that serves God’s purpose. My guess is that some of you have dreams and probably a number of them. We dream different dreams at different points in our life, but you probably have dreams but you’ve never even thought of them in those ways. I’m hoping that this series helps you identify and come to terms with the fact that you are a dreamer. I know you are. One good example, if you are a parent, you’ve got a dream. In fact, you can name it. I’ve got three of them, Parker, Summer and Josiah. I want to be famous in my home. So one of my dreams has to do with this father hat that I wear. Then I have dreams when it comes to pastoring or writing. Then I have this little life goal list. I think a goal is a dream with a deadline. So we are talking about dreams and this weekend, we are going to look at an incredible dreamer, someone that maybe you haven’t thought of in those terms but his name is Noah.  Instead of going to the Old Testament where you can drill down and get a full caricature of who Noah was, including some of the unbelievable mistakes he made, we are going to look at Hebrews 11:7. It summarizes Noah and one key dimension of what it means to be a dreamer in these words.
It was by faith that Noah built an ark to save his family from the flood. He obeyed God who warned him [and here is the key] about something that had never happened before. 

Something unprecedented, that’s where faith takes us.  All of us want God to do something new while we keep doing the same old thing. But it doesn’t work that way. If you want to see God work in a new way, if you want to go after a dream, you are going to have to do something different, maybe even something unprecedented. And I think Noah sets a wonderful example for us.

A couple of years ago, our family went on a West Coast vacation. It started at Mount Rushmore, and along the way, we visited an incredible sculpture. In 1948, Korczak Ziolkowski was commissioned by a Lakota Chief Henry Standing Bear to design a mountain carving that would honor the famous war leader Crazy Horse. Has anybody seen Crazy Horse? Let me try to describe it to you. Now the great irony, by the way, if you know your history, is that Crazy Horse would not allow himself to be photographed, so you have to wonder about how he would feel about a 563-foot high statue of himself being carved into the granite face of the Black Hills, but that’s a different point. Ziolkowski dedicated more than three decades of his life to begin carving this larger than life statue that is eight feet taller than the Washington Monument or what my kids used to call the giant pencil.  It is nine times larger than the faces on Mount Rushmore.  Korzak died in 1982, but the Ziolkowski family has carried on their father’s vision and continued carving and their projected date of completion is 2050! That’s just shy of 100 years. 100 years devoted to one task! Is that not incredible? Yet, that falls 20 years short of how long it took Noah to build that boat! So let’s get some perspective here. It’s one guy working on it the entire time. Noah’s Ark ranks as one of history’s largest and longest construction projects. And I think sometimes we just fail to appreciate it for what it is. So let’s try to put it into perspective.
If you like statistics or facts, or if you are an architect or contractor, you are going to like this. Everybody else might like it too. The ark measured 300 cubits in length, 50 cubits in width and 30 cubits in heights.  Since most of us don’t measure in the Hebrew system, a cubit was probably 17.5 inches. So if you translate it, that means that the ark was the length of one and a half football fields. Not until the late 19th Century did a shape that size get constructed again.  The internal volume of the ark, 1,518,750 cubit feet, and the equivalent of 569 box cars. If the average animal was the size of a sheep, it had capacity for 125,000 animals.  Put that into perspective. There are 2,000 animals from 400 different species at the National Zoo in our backyard. So that means the ark had the capacity for about 60 National Zoos. Here’s what I’m getting at. This was no weekend hobby project! This took incredible brains and brawn. It took some blood, sweat and tears over a long time. It’s not like it came with an instruction manual, I mean, this was the first boat ever built. We’ll talk about that. But even more than the brains and the brawn, it took an incredible amount of faith. I mean, think about it, who builds a boat in the desert? Who hammers away for 120 years at something they might not even need, unless God is true to his word? And who banks their entire future on something that has never happens before? That is the point that the writer of Hebrews is making. It has not happened before! Yet, Noah, in obedience and faith, builds this boat.
Now, back to our friend Ziolkowski, towards the end of his life, he was interviewed and he articulated his artistic zeal to those who wondered how he could devote his entire life to one task. This is what he said, ‘When your life is over, the world will ask you only one question: did you do what you were supposed to do?’  Can I suggest that Noah did exactly what he was supposed to do? God commanded him to build this ark. That’s not just a good question, it is the question! And it is not just a question you can answer with your words or come up with a vision statement, it is a question that you’ve got to answer with your life. Noah built the ark because God commanded it. It is what he was supposed to do. So when he was sawing those planks and hammering that ship together, it was an act of obedience. And when everything is said and done, I think it was the longest act of obedience recorded in Scripture, 120 years. 120 years to complete that commandment. 

Now, I know what I’m supposed to do, and in many respects, I thank God, but I went through the process that everybody else went through of trying to figure out what it is that I’m supposed to do. When I was a freshman at the University of Chicago, I had no idea, other than probably choosing a major that would lead to a career that would make a lot of money. That was how I started out. Then I started praying about it and along the way, I figured out what I was supposed to do. When I was 19 years old, I knew that God was calling me into ministry. I didn’t know when or where or how, and it came out of nowhere. God might as well had asked me to build a boat. But I knew that was what I was supposed to do, so I began a process in my life of preparing for that. I gave up a scholarship at U of C and transferred to a Bible college and started going to a little church called West Grant Assembly of God, seven pews. Whoever built it had huge vision! Seven pews! Let’s not stop at six, this thing could explode! Average attendance was about 12 people and 10 of them were typically awake. And that’s where I preached my first sermons to just a handful of people. I put a little recorder and hit record and preach my heart out and I’d go back and listen to it and I remember staying up until 2:00 or 3:00 in the morning preparing for those sermons. Then after that, during summer break, I did an internship and I was like the John Wesley or nursing homes! I did the nursing home circuit! I know for a fact that the number one top of the chart in nursing homes is In The Garden.  When you are in a nursing home, you’ll see what I’m talking about! I preached more sermons on heaven than you can imagine. It just seemed like the most relevant subject.
So I went to seminary, and then when I was 22 I figured out that there was something else I was supposed to do and I felt called to write. For 13 years, that dream was just a frustration to me, a reminder of what I hadn’t accomplished that I knew God had called me to do. It was a struggle. So a lot of years later, the truth is that Lora and I are going into year 17 as the pastors of this church! I had just turned 26 when I started pastoring this church and those early years were tough. I didn’t make much money, worked really hard and loved every second of it! I would do it all over again in a heartbeat! And I just finished my 10th book that will release in September. But that first book was hard to finally get what I knew was in here out to here. 

Here’s what I’ve learned, jot this down because I think it is the big lesson from the life of Noah. I would be the first person to tell you to dream big, but if I were to just stand up here and say, ‘Dream big,’ I think it would be gross negligence because I think what Scripture really teaches is to think long. Think about the moment you will stand before the judgment seat of God and to begin every day right there. You’ve got to think long because if you dream big but you don’t think long, the level of disappointment and frustration is going to overwhelm you to the point where you’ll quit and give up. But if you think long, it enables you to dream big. 

We have a 2020 Vision as a church, and I’ll talk more about the dream that God has given us as National Community Church next week, but our 2020 Vision is 20 locations. We have six locations in the metro DC area and we’ve got John and Steph in Berlin, Germany and we are circling a place that is going to be our beach head there that will be a café which will really be our base of operations for our first international location. Then my guess is that this year, there will be one or two more launches in the metro area. So God is on the move and we are going to try to keep up with Him and keep in step with where the Spirit is taking us. Ultimately, we envision 20 locations, we don’t know where all of them will be, by the year 2020. Then the second half of that vision is that we want to be giving two million dollars to missions annually by the year 2020.  We are about halfway there. The last two years, we have given more than a million dollars to missions as a church. Can we just stop right there and praise God for that?  And we are just getting started.

You might say that is a big dream, but no, we are thinking long, and we are envisioning what God can do long term. Most of us overestimate what we can do in a year but we underestimate what God can do in 10 years.

So what I’m saying to you this weekend is think long! You may think you are thinking long, but you aren’t! Look at Noah’s story. Think in terms of 12 decades and it will reorient your perspective and help us think in ways that God wants us to.

Here’s what we are going to do for the rest of our time together. I’m going to get very theological and then I’m going to get very practical.

Noah was an inventor. We think of Leonardo Da Vinci as the quintessential Renaissance man. I have a number of biographies of him in my library. I love reading about Leonardo. And Thomas Edison, more than 1,000 patents and many of them still influence our lives today. So we think about people like that as inventors. But the first person that ought to pop into our minds is Noah. He invented a boat! A ship! An entire shipping industry! I don’t care if it’s a tugboat or the Coast Guard or a jet ski or everything in between, everything that floats on water has a genesis that traces back to the first person who created something that would float. Noah.  According to Jewish tradition, this isn’t the only thing he invented. He was a farmer before he became a ship builder and to his credit are the plow, the hoe and a number of other implements used for cultivating the ground. So what we essentially have here is a creative genius.  What I want to suggest is that dreaming really, at its very genesis, is about creating. And that is the nature and character of God.
So let’s go back to the source, which is Genesis 1 and reverse engineer this thing because I want us to understand what it is that God wants to do when we talk about dreaming. And I think if you skip Genesis 1, you are going to miss the whole point.

Genesis 1:1

In the beginning God created

Let me stop there, five words in, created, it is the first revelation of God. God is creative, infinitely creative. Did you know that there are something like 350,000 species of beetles?  Is that not creative overkill?  But that reveals something about God. He loves diversity. You think that’s incredible? Well, there are 7,060,661,114 variations of us, as of today, based on the world population, everyone with a unique fingerprint. No two people ever alike! So different animals, different plants, you read Genesis 1, God created, God is infinitely creative. Now here’s what it says

In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth. 2 And the earth was without form, and void;
Now the word ‘void’ just tuck it away in your memory because we will come back to that

In the beginning God created the heavens and the earth. 2 Now the earth was formless and empty, darkness was over the surface of the deep, and the Spirit of God was hovering over the chaos.

And He still is! He hovers over the chaos of your marriage and the chaos of your workplace and the chaos that pain has brought into your life, the chaos of those situations that are out of your control, the chaos of emotions that you don’t know what to do with, the chaos of your kids and the chaos of your dreams. The Spirit of God is hovering over the chaos.  Then it says

And God said, “Let there be light,” and there was light.
Four words and everything comes into existence.  If God can do that with four words, what can he do?

Then we get to the end of Genesis 1 and here’s what it says

27 So God created mankind in his own image,
in the image of God he created them;
male and female he created them.

So it is almost like God says, ‘I’m going to repeat myself to make sure you get it.’  So hopefully, you got it. In his own image, in the image of God. Back to back, you are an image-bearer of God. I don’t have time this weekend to spell all of that out but I know one thing for sure, you are creative because you are created in the image of God. Some of you, it might be more of on the side of when you watch a film or hear music or visit a national park, you are like, ‘Wow! I love this creativity!’  But that’s your creative impulse at work. And I don’t care whether it is music or business or art or film or sex, creation, or the last one procreation, is an expression of who God is. And right after this, He says multiply!  Those things are expressions of the creativity of God. And some of them have God’s fingerprints on them. If you go visit Grand Canyon, when the sun sets and it turns the Canyon walls pink and purple, if you have not been there, please do not die until you go. It is God’s fingerprint. But the technology we use? Isn’t that our fingerprint? That’s the image of God at work. It can be used for good or bad but everything, everything new is an expression of this creative impulse.
If you fast forward to Exodus 31, God commands Moses to build a tabernacle and there is a guy named Bezalel son of Uri, the son of Hur, of the tribe of Judah. And it says

I have filled him with the Spirit of God, [so the same Spirit that hovered over creation is now somehow at work within Bezalel and it says] the Spirit of God has given him wisdom and understanding and knowledge and all kinds of craftsmanship and artistic designs for gold, silver and bronze and the cutting of stones, carving the wood and many other kinds of craftsmanship.  

So if we think that God anoints preachers, oh my word! Then our perspective of what God is doing is so small! I don’t care what you do, God wants to anoint you! I hope my surgeon is anointed! Teachers, entertainers, entrepreneurs, janitors, pastors, lawyers, politicians, artists, scientists, colonels, interior designers, graphic designers, I can do all day, but if you think about what you do, I promise you God wants to anoint you with his Spirit in the same way He anointed Bezalel.

Now, we can’t go through a weekend like this and not quote Martin Luther King, that would be wrong. I love what he said, ‘If a man is called to be a street-sweeper, he should sweep streets even as Michelangelo painted or Beethoven composed music or Shakespeare wrote poetry. He should sweep streets so well that all the hosts of heaven will pause to say there lived a great street sweeper who did his job well!’

Now jot this down. The name Bezalel in Hebrew means in the shadow of God.  Oh, well then, that means that God would have to be hovering to cast that shadow. It is beautiful imagery of the same Spirit that hovered over creation now hovering over Bezalel as he worked metal and as a carpenter and craftsman and weaving and engraving and embroidering and had an eye for interior design. The Spirit of God was helping him in each of those endeavors.
This idea of ‘in the shadow of God’ is a thread that runs throughout Scripture. So if you fast forward to Luke Chapter 1, you are going to remember this, here is what it says, the angel shows up and announces to Mary that she is going to give birth to the Son of God. Do you remember the language? It says

The Holy Spirit will come upon you and the power of the Most High will overshadow you.

And He wants to overshadow you as well, in whatever you do. The incarnation is not just a moment in history where our Messiah was born in Bethlehem, but also models the Spirit of God is still conceiving things within us. It is the very nature of God. So at the birth of the universe, you have the Spirit of God hovering. Then at the birth of our Savior, you have the Spirit of God hovering and overshadowing. And then at the birth of the church, this is where our theological journey will end for this weekend. On the Day of Pentecost, Peter gets up and preaches a sermon, and he says

In the last days, God declares that I will pour out my Spirit on all flesh and your sons and your daughters will prophesy.

Now this is huge because he doesn’t just say sons. This is a paradigm shift, your sons and your daughters will prophesy. I’m going to anoint men and women, I’m going to call men and women and in this ancient culture, this is huge, it is revolutionary. It reminds me of Genesis 1, male and female He created.  
Then it says

Your young men shall see visions and your old men shall dream dreams.

You are never too old or too young to be used by God.

One last thought on this. Remember the Holy Spirit hovering over the void? Now He fills the void, like expanding foam.  If you live a DC row house that is older than 50 years, you have probably fought some battles with rats. I’ve had a lot of experience with this. First home, a hole underneath our kitchen sink, I filled it with expanding foam. Over the course of the 15 years that we lived in that house, I don’t even know how to describe it to you. If you looked underneath our sink, it would scare you to death! It would look like some alien formation with globs that kept growing into the blob. I used more expanding foam! I don’t know anything about the stuff. I just went to Home Depot and explained my problem and asked if they had any of that expanding stuff.  But here’s what I’m getting at, the Spirit of God doesn’t just hover over the void, He wants to fill the void within us. So this is not about us getting a dream, this is about us getting into God’s presence, getting into God’s Word and saying Spirit of God fill this void within me and conceive something in me that You would work through me for your kingdom purposes. And when that happens, it is an act of creation just like Bezalel and just like the first day of creation when God said let there be light.

I’ll be honest, when I get up early in the morning, set my alarm, fighting a book deadline, I don’t always think about that, but I promise you this, when we do final edits and we have cover design and the day that book releases, for me, writing is an act of obedience. I don’t type on a keyboard, I worship God on a keyboard. It is my way of obeying what I’m supposed to do. So when that book finally releases, it is an act of worship to God.
We’ve got to identify and connect the dots. Noah had to get frustrated. Here’s where we are going to get very practical. Noah had to get frustrated. I mean 120 years, you can’t tell me there weren’t days when his laborers got sick or they put the wrong plank on or this or that, but he kept with it. 

And that brings me to a thought that puts some feet on your dream. According to Jewish tradition, the very first thing that Noah did was plant trees. Scholars can’t be 100 percent definitive but probably bald cypress trees. They take between 45 and 200 years to reach their full maturity depending on the environment. They grow 150 feet tall and 12 feet wide. If you do the math, and I’ve done it, take about 200 trees to saw the planks to make the exterior of the ark. Then it would take about 188 trees per deck and there were three decks, so about 764 trees for that.  

See, here’s the thing. I think many of us want in two years what our parents have that they spent a lifetime working for.  We don’t want to have to work for it or wait for it. I want it ASAP. I get that. But you’ve got to think long. It is long obedience. You’ve got work hard and pray like it depends on God and you’ve got to do it one day at a time, one decision at a time and one step at a time.  

I remember when I hiked Half Dome a year ago and I looked up in the pre-dawn morning at the very peak and thought to myself there is no way, how in the world by the end of the afternoon am I going to be up there? I had this thought, it is the most logical thought, but it was a moment for me, one step at a time. I had steel determination. I was in pain but I put one foot in front of the next and one step at a time and something started happening in my spirit. I started talking to Half Dome. That may sound weird but do you want to know what I said? ‘You’re going down!’  I challenged it because I believe that one step at a time, I could get up there and I could look down at the end of the day down on where I started and laugh. And I did it, one step at a time. 

I don’t know where you are in the dream process, but I read at least 2,000 books before I ever wrote my first book.  Here’s what I did, I started turning every message in the early 2000s into a written manuscript for years. I would spend hours and hours doing this and I would email it to our evotional-list, our take on devotional and email, I thought that was creative, so I sent it out but what I was doing was working on what I was supposed to do. Then finally, right before my 35th birthday, I decided that I was not going to turn 35 without having written a book. So for 40 days, I went into a writing season and I determined I wouldn’t come out, no matter how good or bad the book was, without a step towards that dream. It took a long time.

Here’s my question – what trees are you planting? Are you planting the trees that you can eventually saw and that you can eventually hammer that will eventually be the ark that God has called you to build?

Let’s not overcomplicate this thing. It is one step at a time. Don’t get overwhelmed by the fact that you can’t do it in one day. Rome wasn’t built in a day, neither was Noah’s Ark.

Let me close with this. Most of us allow what we can’t do to keep us from doing what we can do.  And because we are not sure if we can get to the dream, we just quit before we even start. Let me put it this way, we want God to reveal the second step before we take the first step because then we don’t have to exercise any faith.  We want more revelation but God wants more obedience. If we would exercise more obedience, God would then give more revelation and we would move toward that dream.

It doesn’t have to be something huge, it can be something small.

I got an email this week, this past year, I traveled a little bit sharing about The Circle Maker and one of those stops was a church in Kalamazoo, Michigan and this week I blogged about my word for 2013, Selah, if you go to my blog, you can read about it. That’s my word for this year. I want to understand it and live it. Somehow that triggered this email from this woman. She said:  I met you at my church, I’m the woman who has adopted 13 kids, maybe you remember. She said two and a half years ago, we adopted a little girl who only lived 55 days. She was born without a brain and we named her Selah. She was conceived in rape, born to a poor woman but she was still given life. We brought her home from the hospital at 10 days old and gave her a family on this earth until she went from my arms to Jesus’ arms on her 55th day of life. Because of our adoption of her and the love we demonstrated, her Muslim birth mom came to know Jesus as her Lord and Savior. Then she says something so profound, she said every life has a purpose.  That was Selah’s purpose. For our family, adopting babies with life-limiting conditions that would otherwise be aborted, as I type this, our eight month old, born with a rare condition, by the way whose name is Josiah, is getting ready to go be with Jesus. She sent me a picture of Selah.

I think there are people who would say what difference can you make?  And there are some people who say 13 kids! Wow! But some would say 55 days caring for a baby without a brain, what’s that about? That’s about doing what you are supposed to do.  It is not about how big or how small. The Bible says that Noah did exactly what the Lord had commanded him to do.

So the question, and you better figure out the answer to this question, what are you supposed to do?

Let’s pray.

Father, we come before You this weekend and offer ourselves as image-bearers and say have your creative way in us. May your plans and purposes prevail in each one of our lives. God we offer ourselves to You and we pray that the Spirit of God, the Spirit that hovers over the chaos, that Spirit we invite to take up residence within us. It is a promise that when we put our faith in you, Lord Jesus, the Holy Spirit comes and fills us and we pray that You would fill that void in our lives and that You would bring that creativity and that You would conceive that dream within us. Lord for those who feel so discouraged because they feel like they are not making a difference, well maybe it is loving the person right next to us, the person at work or our neighbor or that person that seems unlovable, maybe that is what we are supposed to do. Maybe that is enough. God help us not to feel like we are failing because we can’t build an ark that takes 120 years in one day. Help us think long and dream big and pray hard. In Jesus’ name, Amen.
Ministry Transcription

margaretsalyers@gmail.com
606-706-5006
