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What an opportunity to be with NCC this weekend! I’m really excited to be here! I spent the last five years sitting in many of the different locations and absolutely loving it and growing and learning, so thank you for the opportunity to be here.
My beautiful, gorgeous wife and daughter could not be here this weekend, they are at a family reunion in Buffalo, so I’m going to tell a story about my wife later but because everyone I know loves to see home videos of people’s kids, I’ve decided to show you one of my daughter. You need to see her, she is incredible. She has her own web series, which is what happens if you have a dad who is a film maker and a story teller, so the poor kid is probably going to have some issues growing up but let’s go ahead and show that clip.

[video clip]

Like I said, she is going to have a lot to share with her counselor when she gets older! The Adventures of Princes Juno, you can find it on YouTube and you all should, it is exciting.

So, I’m sorry she couldn’t be here but I wanted you to meet her. And she is an incredible swimmer!

Ok, Genesis 1:1

In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth. 

Skip down to verse 26

Then God said, “Let us make mankind in our image, in our likeness.

So, I’m sitting in the back of a medical truck, the sun has just risen, we were on a sandy road, very dusty and just outside my window, a woman is being brutally attacked. I mean, there were 20, 25 guys around her and she was being thrown to the ground and shoved and she was screaming out of fear and anger. I watched as a guy slammed her to the ground and then two guys come and rip her shirt off of her. In about 30 seconds, those 20-25 men turned into about 50, and we were in the medical truck and people were slamming up against the truck and it was chaos all around us. Not for a second did I think about opening the door and getting out of the truck and helping this woman. It didn’t cross my mind. I watched two guys grab her by the right arm and two guys grab her by the left arm and they start pulling her back and forth like a rag doll and she was screaming, and there were four guys and one old woman who were trying to get through to save her, but they were knocked down and dragged away. So the woman wrestled one arm free, got her arm free and she slams one of her attackers hard in the face. I watched, his face went from shock to rage when this woman hit him. So he just punched her and knocked her to the ground. She was still conscious but her eyes were dazed and tears were streaming and not screaming anymore, just given up. I don’t know what they thought she did but this woman was in trouble. I saw a couple knives flashing. We were in Haiti is 2006 and it was a place that the police didn’t even go for three years at that point. It was the second most dangerous place for kidnappings and murder in the western hemisphere. It was chaos. The UN only came through in covered convoy and there were many places where you couldn’t find a place in the wall without a bullet hole in it. There were a couple blocks completely decimated by grenade shrapnel and missile fire and bullet holes. So, I was sitting in the truck and I watched this guy walk up to her, and up until now, I had seen a couple guys with knives in their hands but they were just raised in the air, but I watched this one guy walk up with the knife pointed down and he stepped forward and in one smooth motion, came up, now, I’m going to pause right there. We’ll come back to that. I’m going to take a left turn for a second.

Think about art for a minute. What does art do? Beautiful, good, brilliant art? We all grow up with a certain framework. We are in relationships, in a family, in a town, in a country. The experiences we have growing up create this framework so that everything we learn and experience throughout our days is filtered through this framework. And the framework is still growing when we are relatively young. The older we get, the more solid it becomes and the less loose it is, really. Beautiful, brilliant art challenges the framework. Brilliant art comes in and shows you something that you think you know, you think you understand, and it puts a new light, a new angle, a new lens on it. Suddenly, I knew this thing and then suddenly it is incredible.
I’m not into paintings, and we had the series a few weeks back about those paintings and I looked at them and I saw a guy in a boat but I didn’t get the paintings, but I have had an artful hamburger! A hamburger that has changed my life. So I didn’t get the paintings but some amazing food has been artistic. So art comes in and it changes your perspective. It challenges your framework.

So, I Corinthians 3:1-3, I used to read these verses and see them as like a really stinging rebuke by Paul but I don’t see them that way anymore.

Brothers and sisters, I could not address you as people who live by the Spirit but as people who are still worldly—mere infants in Christ. 2 I gave you milk, not solid food, for you were not yet ready for it. Indeed, you are still not ready. 3 You are still worldly. For since there is jealousy and quarreling among you, are you not worldly? Are you not acting like mere humans?

I read these verses now and they are some of the most encouraging verses ever. Are you not acting like mere humans because there is quarreling and jealousy? How awesome is that! I mean, so, my daughter drank milk for the first six or seven months. You could have put a steak in front of her and she wouldn’t have known what to do with it. And if she could have gotten it in her stomach, it would have hurt her. Paul says, I gave you milk. I used to read that as Paul saying, ‘Hey you bunch of babies.’  But when you are a baby, like my daughter, she is a baby about everything. She screams for no reason, she throws tantrums, she is mean! She pokes you in the eye and pulls your hair. She is a baby and because she is a baby, that is not a put-down. So Paul says I gave you milk. Let’s break it down. Milk is Crist crucified. That blows my mind when I think about it because most of what Christianity preaches from the pulpit, not NCC, but I grew up in a church and the testimonies are, ‘I used to be this, an arms dealer, and now I am this, a nun.’  I used to be something and now I’m something else. I’ve been transformed. And hear me, that is the most amazing testimony in the world. Without it, none of us would be here today, and that’s milk. It’s an incredible testimony but there is so much more. Paul is saying there is quarreling and jealousy and you are acting like mere humans. 
Now, I was in Haiti, a couple hours before the woman was attacked, I showed up. I was in Haiti doing a documentary on child slavery and I finished the documentary early and I had heard about this guy who was a priest, a doctor and a hostage negotiator. How is that for a resume? So I approached this guy and said, “I want to do a documentary on kidnapping in Haiti, can I follow you around?” He said sure so I showed up a couple hours before the attack and we were helping load the medical truck, early morning, and we were carrying supplies, portable x-ray machines and these six long cardboard flimsy boxes and I couldn’t figure out what they were and by the third time I carried one down, I was like these are coffins. I said, ‘Father Rick, why are we carrying coffins?’ He said, ‘Joel, the reason I’m allowed to go into the city where even the police and the UN don’t go is because I offer medical help and I also take these coffins with me because when I travel throughout, we find bodies just laying on top of trash heaps because the people couldn’t afford a funeral, so we pick them up and we put them in the coffins and we bury them. We say some words over them and we honor their lives. We find two, three, four a day sometimes and I do it because, imagine you are a kid growing up in Cite Soleil and you are passing these bodies every day, what does that do to you psyche so I don’t want kids to have to be around bodies all day long, so that’s what I do.’  So, I was sitting here watching in shock and in horror and not for a second do I think about opening the door and trying to help this woman. I didn’t speak the language, didn’t know the culture, these are the excuses that were going through my mind at the time. So the guy walks up with the knife and suddenly this hand shoots out of the crowd and stops the knife on its way down. And the guy goes into rage but then he sees that it is Father Rick and the rage goes to shame and embarrassment like that! Then suddenly the entire crowd, it was like when Jesus calmed the storm, the waves were breaking over Him and the wind was raging and it was chaos and Jesus woke up and said, ‘Peace, be still.’  Well, I saw that miracle with my own eyes. Father Rick grabbed the hand with the knife and it was like this ripple went through the crowd. ‘Oh my goodness, Father Rick is here, Father Rick saw us.’  Then he took his coat off and went to the woman and dressed her in it and told some of his staff to take her to a safe place. Then he went to the guy who had the knife and I don’t know what he was saying but I could see love in his eyes and a little bit of discipline, I think he probably said, ‘Hey, we don’t kill people.’  And the guy nodded. Then Father Rick walked around and placed his hand on different shoulders, and respectfully, the mob who was going to kill this woman, he was loving on them. And he had this kind of authority because of the light that he was in that place. He worked with all five of the top gang leaders in Haiti. He was either taking bullets out of them or worked with them with TB or HIV and malaria, you name it, and they had great respect for him. So it’s kind of crazy, but this guy doesn’t subside on milk anymore, he subsides on meat.
Paul set the blank page, sets the blank canvas, sets the base as mere humanity. Genesis 1:26, we are created in the image and the likeness of God. We are his DNA. We are his breath, his hands, his feet. We are Christ to this world and we are his artwork. That’s who we are. We are living art.
Paul sets the base as mere humanity. The world understands mere humanity. The cynicism, doubt, jealousy, quarrelling, anger, whatever it is, the world has a reference, a framework, for mere humanity. They know where that is, but Paul says, Jesus, Christ crucified, when your heart has been transformed and you are still dealing with a little bit or quarreling and a little bit of jealousy and you are still dealing with some of those things, you are a baby and that’s mere humanity, and that’s good for you, great job! You accepted Christ, now there is so much more!
I’m going to show you a video of art. For the sake of time, I’m going to rush through this story a little bit. I was in Haiti again in 2010, just after the earthquake, and I wasn’t there to see Father Rick but I was struggling. I was trying to get certain shots for the company I was working for and I found myself literally standing on bodies and freaking out. Every person I knew had lost someone close to them and every person I knew had somehow made it out alive. Some had been buried for days but they made it out alive but they had all lost someone. I hadn’t lost anyone and I was still subsiding on milk and I was questioning the goodness of God. How can a good God allow this? How can a loving God allow this? This is ridiculous. So I found Father Rick and I said, “Father Rick, I need 40 minutes of your time, please, can I do an interview with you? I want to get it on camera. How do you not doubt? You lived here before the earthquake and it was tough. How do you not doubt the goodness of God?” 
Let’s hear what art sounds like. 

{video clip}

Let’s take an example, this terrible earthquake happens and all the journalists that were like killer bees, tons and tons of them, no matter what you are doing, no hesitation to interrupt you as you are trying to stop a huge arterial bleed for their sound bite, but many of them say how could anybody believe in a God that would do this? Now, to be honest with you, that comment is stupid beyond words. For how many thousands of years have we known that the earth is a living, moving thing? Is this the first we’ve ever heard of earthquakes? Is this the first time we ever even heard of it, that the earth shakes and moves? We’ve known that forever and God has given us the intelligence to know how to live in the world as it is. So with our intelligence, we know how to build strong enough to survive hurricanes. We know how to build high enough to stay out of flood areas. We know how to build strong enough to resist when the earth yawns and shakes and moves. Is it really to blame God that we are given the knowledge of knowing the world as it is and we are given the intelligence of learning how to organize and survive in it? And really, we are going to blame God? That, to me, is so superficial, it is unbelievable. Because the assumption is there is wrongness in it and the wrongness comes from God directly. There is wrongness in it, in fact and the earthquake showed it. It was made clear to the world that what causes death and destruction is not the size of the earthquake or how long the earthquake lasts, what causes death and destruction in the earthquake is the level of poverty to which the people are subjected. And that goes back to social questions and that goes back to political questions and the selfishness of human beings who don’t want to teach, who don’t want other people to know and will not invest in what it takes to be strong and to be safe. So the wrongness is there. The wrongness is in the human part of it. The wrongness is not in God. And I don’t think you need to be very intelligent to figure that part out at all. It is not like it is some secret of physics. That’s the way it is. So I don’t suffer from doubt because I don’t see the situation the way it is being proposed for me to see it. In the first place, that’s not my starting point.

That’s not my starting point. That’s the most profound statement. Basically, he answered the question with, ‘What a dumb question!’  That’s not my starting point. What do you mean doubt? Doubt the goodness of God in this? Are you kidding me? That’s not my starting point! 
I was subsiding on milk. I was sitting there like a baby just seeing and reacting to the world around me and Father Rick was like, grow up man! That’s not my starting place. We are called to be God’s art, but I believe that we have a world where many of us are not art, we are propaganda. We have subsided on milk for too long. NCC talks about it all the time, our pastors talk about it all the time. We take the faith of the pastor who is speaking on a Sunday morning and we think we have somehow done our work for the week because they’ve got great faith and good for us because we were here and we listened to their great faith. We don’t dive into the Scripture, we don’t dive into a relationship with God that is there for us. We don’t eat meat and we become a walking cliché. We become a billboard as opposed to a beautiful piece of art that we are called to be. We become propaganda.
Ok, last story for you.  I liked in South Africa for nine years. I was in love with a beautiful woman. Her name was Meagan. She was hot! We dated before I went to South Africa, and back then Skype didn’t exist. We still had pagers. So it was 50 or 60 cents a minute to call her from South Africa. She was at school in Houston. At the end of the year, I called her dad and said, “Bill, I’m going to propose to your daughter, what do you think?”  He said, “I don’t think she is ready and I’m pretty sure she will not say yes, but go for it!”  I understood. He said, “I embrace you as the son-in-law I’ve always wanted and I love you.” But I understood what he meant. So I flew 19 hours back to the U.S. I slept for a few hours and then I drove 21 hours to Meagan’s house, the ring burning a hole in my pocket. Before I arrived, I cleaned the car and I got there and I knocked on the door and I just couldn’t wait for that amazing embrace, and she was just like, “Joel? What are you doing here?”  Long story short, after a 20 minute conversation and me not being invited into the house, the beautiful Meagan dumped me. To be fair, she probably dumped me a few months earlier via some snail mail, but I didn’t understand and I didn’t comprehend. So I drove 21 hours back, hitting the steering wheel in anger, screaming at God, mad because that’s what milk drinkers do. They get mad at God when a girl breaks their heart.  To end the story, this is important for you to know, four and a half years later, I won! I got Meagan! It was amazing! Guys, if there is one thing I can tell you, if you are in love with a girl and she says no, ignore her! I wore her down. She finally said, “Ok, let’s get married.”  But we created Princess Juno and I think that’s pretty impressive! 
So, a year later, I hadn’t had a conversation with God for a year. I hadn’t opened my Bible for a year. I was working there as a youth pastor and English Literature teacher and I ended up staying for nine years but this was my second year and I had not had a conversation with God or opened my Bible even though I had been preaching some Sundays. I was angry and bitter with God because that’s what babies do. I had one long weekend, it was a youth weekend where we did craziness. It was exhausting, horse riding and paint balling and scavenger hunts and I really felt like I sacrificed for God, even though I wasn’t talking to Him. At the end of the weekend, I dropped some students off and I was angry and bitter. It had been a year and I needed something that would make me happy so I drove to the only place I knew would make me happy. I had enough in my pocket to buy a Happy Meal at McDonalds. It has happy in the name, how can it not be good. So it was late at night and I got out of my car at McDonalds and they were about to close and I pull in and there are these five street kids. There is 40 percent unemployment in South Africa and there was a lot of poverty and a lot of street kids but I was numb to it and I was angry with the kids for getting in my way because I wanted my happy meal and these stinking street kids were in my way.  So I got out of my car and they were all asking me to get them food because they were hungry and I just literally pushed through them angrily to get into McDonalds.  The guy in front of me was ordering and I was mad, mad at God, mad at Meagan, mad at the street kids because I was being a baby. The guy ordered in front of me and this is kind of miraculous, I heard God. I’m sure He was knocking all along but I heard Him for the first time in a year, and I was mad when I heard Him because He said, “Joel, buy those kids some hamburgers.”  I know it was God because there was no way I was thinking about buy those kids some hamburgers!  So He said, “Buy those kids some hamburgers,” and I said, “No.” And that was my first conversation with God in a year, “No.”  God said, “Joel, buy those kids some hamburgers.”  And the lady said, “Can I take your order?” And I said, “No.”  Really.  She said, “Well sir, we are going to close, can I get you anything?”  I was angry and bitter but I knew that I would feel guilty, that was the only reason I did it, I said, “Give me five junior cheeseburgers.”  Meagan, my beautiful gorgeous wife hates it when I tell them part of the story, but McDonalds without ketchup is disgusting! Some of you think McDonalds with ketchup is disgusting, to each his own, but I walked past the ketchup stand and I thought sticking street kids don’t need ketchup.  I got to the door, and you are going to think the miracle is what happens in about a minute, but it is not. The miracle happens in this moment right here, like heavens part miracle. I opened the door and suddenly, my heart breaks. The kids have more than doubled, there are more than 10 out there, I hadn’t counted them earlier, and suddenly my heart was breaking and I just started getting teary and started praying and trying to figure out what to do. They were starving. Do I cut the hamburgers in two? They are little hamburgers anyway. I gave the first little girl and hamburger and she got teary-eyed so I started praying for these kids, “God give these kids families, raise people up, let me see these kids, let these kids be world-changers,” I just prayed and prayed and suddenly a year of bitterness and cynicism and anger just dissipate in this moment. I was handing the kids burgers and handing out burgers and every single kid has a burger! I looked down and there was a burger for me in the bag.  Now, I know I’m messing with your perspective and your frame of reference, so let me help you out a little bit. I’ve shared this story before and somebody came up to me afterwards and said, “Joel, let me tell you what happened, the guy who ordered in front of you must have ordered 10 or 12 burgers and you guys got the wrong bag, right?”  It could have happened.  Somebody else said, “I used to work at McDonalds and at the end of the night we would throw away the burgers, so probably the lady saw that you were angry and she probably wanted to make your night so she threw a bunch of burgers in the bag and gave them to you, could that have happened?”  Sure, it could have. God uses people to do his miracles all the time. But my God is big enough and this might really stretch your framework, and He might even like McDonalds enough, to multiply their hamburgers. Whatever happened is irrelevant because those kids were going to be hungry and were probably still hungry when I left. They hung out at McDonalds so that hopefully somebody once a day would buy them a hamburger. That’s what they hoped for, that’s what they expected. They had no idea what God did. So I was sitting in the car and I was weeping and I started driving to my pastor’s house. It was late at night but I needed to talk to somebody. I didn’t understand what just happened and God said, “Joel, I did this for you.”  “What do You mean?”  He said, “I did it to show you what you are missing. There is so much more available. There is meat available. There is fullness of life available. There is relationship that suddenly makes the mundane, a trip to McDonalds or Ebenezers or Starbucks or whatever, a place that is bursting with opportunity for the miraculous to come down and have lives changed because you are my artwork.”  My heart was breaking. I believed in miracles. I believe the Holy Spirit is working around the world. I believe blind eyes are opening and I believe God wants to do that here and I believe God is the God of miracles. But usually when I believe that, it is because somebody like Pastor Mark, that guy is so spiritual and so amazing that of course miracles would be around him. God did it when I was in the most rotten place I could possibly be in, probably the worst place in my Christian walk, God did an amazing miracle and it had nothing to do with me, because that’s what we have access to with the Father. It doesn’t have to do with my work or what I’ve done or how much I’ve pushed. It had to do with me in the moment saying, 
“God, I want to be yours and I want to give it all to You.”  What’s great about it is, I had that year off but God said, “You don’t need to make up that year, come on right here, now, dive in.” 
Father Rick is not a mere human. He is the fullness of humanity. It is what we are called to be. We are called to show the world, they expect mere human from us and they get mere human an awful lot, but what we are called to be is not the quarreling and the jealousy and the doubt and the anger and all the petty, childish stuff we deal with all the time. I’m talking to myself here. I regularly go back to milk. We are God’s artwork.
Art is like taste buds. I was thinking that if Pastor Mark was sharing this analogy, he would tell you about how taste buds work. He would talk about the cortex of the thing with the scientific thing and it would be amazing, but I can tell you that I looked this up on Google! Scientifically, we all have taste buds and that’s all you are going to get from me on that! But it’s like art. Some art I can look at and it is like oh my goodness, that blows my mind, but you can look at it and be like I don’t get it. And that is the beauty of art. And it is the same thing with us. We are God’s art. And when I am living to the fullness, the best, the biggest, the most potential I can live to and I am embracing who Christ is and I am in this love relationship, when I sign my artwork, some people in the world will look at it and say I want that. I need that. But some people will be like I don’t get it, because they need Pastor David to shine and they need you to shine because you have that thing that their taste buds need. 

It is the same reason there are a lot of great churches in this city, because different people need different things. But unless we are shining and we are all embracing who we are meant to be, we can’t rely on Pastor David and Pastor Joel and Pastor Heather and Pastor Mark because if we are not shining, then people aren’t getting what they need. They are not seeing who we are supposed to be.

What is your starting place? Are we drinking milk? I often go back to milk, but I want to live in that place where there is no such thing as mundane in Christianity. There is no such thing as boring in Christianity. Every moment is bursting with opportunity for the miraculous. Every moment is bursting with the Holy Spirit desperate to shake things up and change things, and if your framework hasn’t been blown apart in the last year, in the last month, in the last week, then something needs to happen because we need it.

God, thank You so much, thank You for your Holy Spirit. Thank You that You are talking to us. Thank You that You want to move in our lives this week. God I pray that You will point out in our minds as we go this week that we would be looking for opportunities to bring the fullness of who You are, to experience You Father God. Thank You for your goodness. Amen. 
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