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Let me add my welcome to National Community Church at all of our locations. You are in for a treat. I have been profoundly impacted by the life of Donald Miller.  First, Blue Like Jazz and then A Million Miles in a Thousand Years, which we have at all of our locations, great summer read! But I think more than anything else, I like Don, a lot! He is a great guy! He is a voice that we need to hear as a church. I was so thrilled when I heard that he had moved here for a season. He is a regular customer at Ebenezers Coffeehouse and we are so overjoyed to welcome Donald Miller. Give a huge NCC welcome as he comes. Donald Miller.
I am a regular at Ebenezers! I walk there every other morning and then I walk to Starbucks every other morning so that I’m not spotted at Ebenezers too often! And you have better frozen coffee drinks than Starbucks! So it is really good to be here. I speak about once a month but I don’t speak at churches very often. I don’t consider myself a very good speaker. They say the better you are as a writer, the worse you are as a speaker, so I try to be really bad as a speaker. Honestly, it is awesome to be here.  What I do for a living, I’m a writer. What that means is technically you sit around in your boxer shorts and you look at a blinking curser and you try to come up with the next story. That’s really it! That’s all you do. Then you walk your dog and you come back and hopefully the story is there. The best part is, you write the story and then you realize it is crap and you delete it and you sit and look at the blinking curser again! That’s what a writer does! And at the end of twelve months, you have a book and hopefully you can pay rent if you can sell the book. That’s how it goes.

So I look for stories.

Then I have this other company that I started years ago. I had some guy come to town and say that they wanted to make a movie out of a book that I had written and we spent about a year and a half trying to turn one of my memoirs into a movie. What that means is they took a look at my life and they said what about this is interesting that we can turn into a movie? It turns out there was really nothing interesting so we just made a bunch of stuff up and then we made a movie of basically a bunch of lies. So I do that too, I lie for a living, for Jesus! I’m excited about that, He is excited about that, the devil is excited about that so we can finally all agree! 

So stories is really what I’m interested in.  Then we launched a company called Story Line that helps people look at their lives like a story. The reason I wanted to do that was because we live in a culture that is very self-help oriented. It is very much about getting ahead and progressing and producing more. And the more I looked around, the more I realized the more we try to get ahead, the more we try to produce more and become more impressive to people, the sadder we are as human beings. I don’t have to tell you that, you know that. But I know when I was in high school, I wrote my goals, the things I wanted to do with my life. I grew up in Texas and I wanted to live in Oregon and I wanted to have a million dollars in the bank and I wanted to be a New York Times bestselling writer by the time I turned 35. And all of that happened. And I’m telling you my 35th year on the planet was the saddest year I’ve ever had. I got everything I thought life was supposed to offer and none of it fulfilled me. So much later in life, at 41, I decided the older I got, the more I realized that life has to be about something else, that there is other stuff that will fulfill us more than money, more than glory or anything else. So we started this company called Story Line that helps people live greater stories with their lives. We’ve done this with thousands of people but we still trying to figure out exactly what we are doing. 
But the point of what I want to do is I want to help people come to the end of their lives and the credits roll up the screen and you have that feeling you have so rarely anymore when you go to a movie and at the end of the movie the credits roll and you go, ‘That was so good.’ And the feeling I get at the end of a good movie is gratitude. It’s thank you that I get to live in a life that has so much beauty and so much depth and honestly so much conflict that is overcome and redeemed. We all have conflict in our lives. So we just want to help people figure that out. So we do this over hours and hours of process. But I just want to give you the 30 minute version of that.

So if you were coming into my office and we were trying to help you live a better story, I would introduce the concept by asking you three questions. I would ask you who are you, what do you want and what is the first step. That’s it. Just three questions to help you live a really great story. 

Who are you? What do you want? What is the first step? Those sound like simple questions but they are actually very deep. Once a year, I help somebody write a book. I pick somebody and it takes a long time, but somebody who wants to write a book, I’m full for the next five years, I get somebody every day and I usually tell them they shouldn’t write a book and then I pick somebody else! The goal is to help them, this is my ministry because I realized I am a selfish human being so the only thing I was good at was writing books so I said the goal is to help somebody write a book and put it on the New York Times Bestseller list every 12 months. So we meet with those people and we ask them: who are you? What do you want? And what is the first step? That is what your book has to be about. 
It is true with our lives too. If your lives are going to be successful, we get to the end of our lives and the credits rolls, we will have known who we are. We will have known what we wanted and we will have taken steps to get there. Otherwise, life is just really confusing.

That first question sounds simple. Who are you? You know your name but that’s not really who you are. If you think about it, probably the first 30 plus years of my life and still today, I’m still trying to figure out who I am. That’s actually a natural process. You try different things. When I was a kid, I wanted to be a train engineer. I wanted to drive a train. That’s what I wanted to do. Then as I grew up, in high school, I turned into a writer. Then I got a job in publishing and I didn’t want to be a write anymore, I wanted to be a publisher. I actually got published by accident. It was just a hobby, I wrote a book at night and it got published and it sold 93 copies and 60 of them were to my mother. Then I wrote another book and it took off and that’s how I became a writer. And it took me a long time to figure that part of my life out and then I had to figure out what I wanted to do. Those are the essential questions. But that first question, who am I, I find that’s where you and I get attacked as human beings. The absolute most, the evil one, meets us right there. If he can take you out in the place of who you are, he can affect your entire life and your entire story.

We meet people, sometimes even in their elderly years, and they don’t know who they are. They are still trying to prove that they are tough for that they are in control. We look back over their story and it has ruined their whole stories. Have you noticed that? But the sooner you find a comfort in who you are, I don’t know about you, but I get lied to all the time about who I am and it’s a scary, scary thing. We are not our successes and we are not our failures. Do you know who we are? Do you know who you are? You are who Jesus says you are, period. That’s it. You are not anything else. Anything that you believe that Jesus doesn’t say you are is a lie. Even if you think you are greater than Jesus, it’s a lie. I believe I’m a great basketball player. That’s a lie! Jesus does not believe that about me! We get lied to. I’ve been hijacked in my life like some of you by my failures and by my successes.
If you would have met me within the first maybe 8 to 10 months after I had a book hit the New York Times, you wouldn’t have liked me. I was arrogant and I thought I was better than other people. It was really horrible. Then there were other seasons where I made huge mistakes and got lied to about who I was because of my mistakes and you probably would’ve felt really sorry for me during those times.  One of those times was just a few years ago. I remember I met this gal and fell in love with her and part of me knowing who I am as a person is admitting my own faults. So what I would do is I had this pattern, I would meet these gals and I was really godly with them, nothing technical that the church would get mad at me about! Mark wouldn’t have to call me into counseling but I would be insecure about whether they liked me back so I would start talking about future and marriage and kids and all that stuff and get them to like me and then get into the relationship and realize I didn’t know if that was what I wanted or not but I had their hearts on the line then I would want to back out. That happened a few times and one time it went so far, we were actually engaged and I just made a huge mistake and I devastated the gal. I lived in Portland, Oregon at the time and I rented an office above a Vietnamese restaurant, which is a mistake because you are going to eat all the time, but I rented this office with another guy. I built him a desk because I needed to be around somebody who was sane. He was there with me and when he would leave at around 5:00, I had hid a little bottle of whiskey behind some books and I would get it out and I would make some whiskey and Coke and I would just numb myself to the pain that I had caused another person. And that was a season of my life that wanted to name me. I got a call one night from my friend Bob Goff, have you read the book Love Does? Bob is the guy to call you at a time like this! You know Bob is this really loving kind of Mr. Rogers character and he is also a very tough lawyer who puts people in prison for life! So he is the guy you want to call. He has grace but then he’ll kill you! I was talking to Bob one night and he asked me what was going on and he knew the whole story and he knew the mistakes I had made. I had not cried that whole year. I felt bad about what I did but I would just mitigate and was trying to protect my reputation and I was trying to mitigate the pain and blame other people for the problems. I had some friends sit me down and tell me I was the problem. I didn’t break down that entire time but Bob called and we were talking for about 30 minutes and he was just guiding me through how I needed to get through this situation and I was just in business mode. I can get into this mode where we are just going to get things done. He said, ‘Can we just stop for a second, I’ve got something I want to tell you.’  I said, ‘What?’  He said, ‘You are really good at relationships.’  I laughed. ‘Sorry Bob! Have you been smoking crack? Are you not paying attention to what is happening in my life right now?’  He said, ‘I’m serious, you are really good at relationships.’  And I felt in my heart a yawning chasm between what Bob said about me and what I had done in my life. And I really think, as crazy as it is, and I’m not trying to get out of the responsibility of having to make amends and repent and change, that’s not what I’m trying to do. What I’m trying to do is illustrate this chasm between what some of us think we are and what Jesus says we are. Do you understand that? Your failures are not who you are. And for the first time in that whole process, I just started to weep with Bob on the phone. I could finally feel. It was like that dream where you just can’t repent until somebody tells you you are forgiven. Do you know what I mean? When somebody tells you you are forgiven and you say, ‘I didn’t do anything,’ ‘but you are forgiven,’ ‘ok maybe I did do something.’  Isn’t that like Christ dying on the cross for us so long ago? Let’s get real about who we are and our stories will come out of our genuine selves. And that story cost me. It cost me my reputation in front of people. If there is a culture of fundamentalists who look down on people who screwed up, I got nothing with them anymore for the rest of my life. But doesn’t the truth cost us something? Especially here in D.C. where you guys live under a microscope like no other city. No other city in the country do you live where if you fail, you are going to cost somebody something. So you can’t fail and you need to hide your sins. That will cost you your identity. It will cost you your connection with God and it will cost you your connections with other people.
But Jesus says, ‘Hey, listen, when you understand who you are, it is going to cost you something, but that is the person I can use.’  The person that God uses is very different from the person that the church uses. Have you noticed that? If you think about Moses trying to get a job as like the Associate Pastor of the church, that is not going to work! The elders would be like, ‘Talk to me about your Sunday morning sermon,’ and Moses would be, ‘Wh wha what, I I I’m not a good speaker.’  It’s not going to work out. Then the interview process, the elders would be very sheepish because they don’t want to offend him but they would have to ask the tough questions. ‘Moses, about the murder,’  and Moses would be like, ‘Well, sometimes I get mad.’  But God is going to use who He is going to use to change the world and you don’t need the approval of other people, you just need to be you. And that is going to be a consistent sacrifice, a consistent I know this is going to cost me but this is who I am. This is who I am.

Have you ever had somebody play with your identity? I mean, have you ever had the evil one speak to you some lies about who you are? I played a practical joke on Bob Goff recently. When I moved to D.C. I came here to chase a gal. We’ve been dating for about a year. She is wonderful! She will be at the service tomorrow. She is an amazing godly woman who is so even keeled. My pastor friend back home said, ‘Don, in most healthy relationships, there is a dramatic person and a non-dramatic person and I want you to know, you are the dramatic person.’  So I got a gal who levels me out! So I chased her and to do that, I sold my car and got this old Volkswagen camping van and it has this white space on the side of the van that looks really blank, like it should have a big sign for a plumber or something on it. I got this hair-brain idea one time, I wanted to play a joke on Bob Goff. Bob wrote a book called Love Does and like an idiot, in the back of the book, he put his phone number.  It is now on the New York Times Bestsellers list so he has gotten a lot of calls. So I thought wouldn’t it be funny if Bob got some really funny phone calls every once in a while, so I chose to play with his identity. I’ll put the slide up here. This is my van and I actually had this magnetic sign made and I put it on the side of my van. Can we zoom in? Here’s what it says: Bird Law, can you sue a bird? Yes, if a bird is bothering you, I’ll sue it! Loud chirping, dive bombing your dog, flying into your kitchen window, pooping on your car, don’t get pooped on, get paid!  And that is Bob Goff’s actual phone number! Then it says: I’m Bob, call me and I’ll explain!  
It has been brilliant! Bob has gotten several phone calls.  So Bob, who usually sits on his back deck talking to people who have had amazing encounters with Jesus, gets these calls from people wanting to sue a bird! The joke sort of backfired on me though because every once in a while I’ll come out of a grocery store and there are people with their shopping carts just looking at my van and I’m trying to get into my van without anybody seeing me. 

But sometimes I wonder if some of the failures that you’ve had and even some of the successes that you’ve had have come from somebody lying to you about who you are. I would say in this room there are very few people who actually know who they are. Isn’t that amazing? I will also say this, if you really knew who you were, you would have a life of peace. Isn’t that cool? So the yawning chasm that separates the beginning of our story from that place where we want to go is the lie you believe about yourself compared to what Jesus says about you. That is your journey. Not that I’m better than other people, that’s just another lie. You are unconditionally accepted in the eyes of Christ. 
We get there and we go, ‘I don’t think I want to take that great opportunity because I just don’t feel like I need it.’  Or, ‘I know I’ve screwed that up but that is not going to name me because it’s not who I am.’ 

I have this friend who works for the Seattle Seahawks, and I’m sorry they beat you but I was there and I was very happy about that moment but I know it was hard for you. My friend is Pete Carroll’s assistant. We’ve been good friends and we talk a lot about Jesus and he called me one time about three months ago and he told me he had put together a list of what the Bible says about me. He said, ‘I was meeting with a group of college guys and we realized that all of our problems in life actually exist because we don’t have a true, firm identity about who we are. So I went through the Bible looking for who Jesus says I am.’ And he put together a list and he emailed it to me. And I had our designer put it together in a pdf, you can get it off our website or I’ll email it to Mark so he can send it out. It looks like this. I’ll read you some of this of what Jesus says we are. 

He says we are beloved. He says we are a child of God. We are forgiven. We are a saint. We are set apart. We are an ambassador of Christ, a co-laborer. We are a sweet aroma. Do you feel like a sweet aroma? Honestly? We are never alone. We are a masterpiece. We are free. We are a temple of the Holy Spirit. We are wonderfully made. We are adopted into God’s family. We are a co-heir with Christ. We are holding a secured future. We are whole in Christ. We are new. We are righteous.

Let me ask you, when you hear that and you see that up here, don’t you feel like me sitting in my office and having somebody say to you, ‘Your good at relationships.’  Isn’t there a chasm? So our job is to span that chasm. That’s our journey. Am I willing to take the journey to believe Jesus when He says who I am? Am I willing to take that journey? I think that is the journey of your life. That is the story! Every story is about a journey. A story is about a character that wants something.

Who are you and what do you want? And the ‘what do you want’ part is also incredibly important when we work with people to try to help them figure out the story of their lives. Who are you? We’ve got to deal with the whole identity crisis issue. Do you believe you are who Christ said you are? That’s the first major deal. Then what do you want. And what you want really hinges on whether you believe who Christ says you are. Because if what you want is to be powerful or famous or to have glory or to have a trophy wife or to have a lot of money, your whole identity is messed up. That’s an identity problem. That is not a what you want problem. It is a brokenness there that you are trying to fix by getting this stuff, and here’s the bottom line, it is not going to work! You are going to get there and you’ll feel like I did at 35, you’ve reached your goals and having the worst year of your life. So what we want is incredibly important. When what we want comes out of this heart of gratitude, it becomes really beautiful.

Betsy and I just went out and had dinner with Gary Haugen, who runs International Justice Mission. That’s a dude who operates out of an identity that is solely based on Christ. He seeks no glory. And he is not even, you wouldn’t meet him and think he is humble. Usually when you meet somebody and you think they are humble, they are actually projecting an identity of humility, but people who are truly humble are invisible. You know what I mean? This guy doesn’t seek anything for himself. He just wants to set people free from being in slavery to the oppression Satan is using to dominate this world.  

When we first deal with our identity, then we want something. Here’s another big paradigm shift that we guide people through. You get to choose what you want! Does that sound crazy to you? You get to choose what you want to do with your life! There are people who would push back and say God has a specific will for everybody. I don’t know about that. I don’t see that a whole lot in Scripture. I see that some places. Let me just give you some biblical caveats. 

You will know that God has a specific plan for your life, for instance, if your donkey talks to you. Seriously! At that point, you need to stop and you need to obey God! If you are a virgin, you’ve never had sex but you are pregnant, God has a plan for your life! But other than that, what if you get to choose? What if you get to choose out of the desires of your heart redeemed by Christ what you want to do? And what if that choice is crazy? What if you could be an archeologist for Christ? What if you could be an architect for Christ? What if you could point your boat into the wind so that the sail just fills up with the Holy Spirit and you get trucking? What if that is actually something that could happen in your life?  When we sit down to help people live better stories, that sounds fruity, right? But it lit me up! Really? I’m in! Let’s do that! And God shows up.

We have this amazing thing lately. I was on a plane and I said, ‘God, I want a big house and I want a tree house that I use as an office and I want a barn out back that I can use for big venues that we’d have concerts in.’ And I told God, ‘This is going to cost three million dollars but listen, I’ll work a deal with you, if You give me three million dollars, Story Line will be free! Anybody who wants to come can come and we won’t charge anything because You will have already paid off the property and the barn and the tree house.’  Here’s how many times I hear from God. Mark hears from God twice a week, I hear from God every eight years. I probably hear from Him more but I just think it’s silly.  So God said to me, I swear He said to me, ‘Don, give it away now. Give it away now.’  We landed the plane and I called my guy in Nashville and I said, ‘Hey man, God spoke to me and said we are supposed to give away Story Line.’  So we were building this registration sight for Story Line and we normally charge $300 to go to our conference and we changed it to just pay what you can afford. Literally, put in a number and then put in your credit card number and you can come. We did that! And we now have our largest, most profitable conference ever and we are five months ahead of schedule! It is crazy when the Lord says do this.  So there is something to doing what your heart wants to do. I liken it to if you were in college and you met this friend and you went over to their house for dinner and you met their dad and their mom and their brothers and sisters and you are sitting there at the dinner table having dinner and the dad is sitting at the head of the table and he says, ‘Here is what we are going to do for dinner, you are going to eat the corn first, you are going to eat the chicken and then we are going to talk about politics and I’m going to ask this question and you are going to answer this way and then after dinner we are going to put on our pajamas and you are going to wear this and then you are going to go off to college and get a degree in this and then you will marry who I tell you to marry and then you’ll have kids and here’s what you will name your kids.’  Is that a functional or a dysfunctional family? Dysfunctional! And I think most evangelicals have a dysfunctional relationship with God. They are saying, ‘God what do you want me to do?’ And God is saying, ‘I put it in your heart, what do you want to do?’  We’ve got a million paths here that we can walk down. God is saying, ‘My whole thing is I want to walk it with you. We will bond in the doing. We will bond in capturing your heart.’  
Now, He is a great father, so he has ethical boundaries. So I used to talk to God and say, ‘God what is Thy will?’ And God would say, ‘Really? Am I some sort of Shakespearean actor that you are talking to me like this, Thy will?’  I’m like, ‘Seriously Lord, what is Thy will that Thou would have me host of angels…’  God would say, ‘Don, what do you want to do?’  ‘No! I want to do what Thy will is for me.’  God, ‘Seriously, Don what do you want to do?’  So I finally was like, ‘Really God? I can do anything?’  ‘Yes, anything.’  ‘I would like to be a photographer at Mardi Gras.’  ‘No, not an option!’  So He fathers us toward something that makes your heart light up! Do you get what I’m saying? It is called a functional family! There are about eight of us who had one and that is the model we want to follow!

Who are you? These are the questions we need to wrestle with this week. Here’s your homework. Who are you? Who are you? Do you believe a lie about yourself? If you do, your story will be corrupted. You will send it to the publishers and the publishers will say it is just not lighting me up. I’ve had that experience! Who are you? And then what do you want? Are the answers to those questions clear in your life?

Then finally, the third question, what is the first step? Great characters take action. We cannot intellectually sit around in a small group and answer those questions and have them change our lives. We have to do. God bonds with you, not in the thinking, not in the wanting, not in the wishing, not in the study of poetry, He bonds with you in the doing. I’m not big into what gender God is, mainly because I’m not smart enough to debate anybody about it, but I do think God is more like a man in the sense that He bonds in the doing. The worst thing that I can do in life is sit and have coffee with you. I hate it. Women can have coffee and they really understand each other. I need to do something with you. If there were eight guys in this room and we didn’t know each other and we all went into the woods of Virginia and we hunted bears and we killed a couple and we came back, sweet Betsy would say to me, ‘Don, what were the guys like?’ I would die for those men! I love those men! I love those men and I’m not ashamed to say it!  ‘Where did they grow up?’ ‘I have no idea.’  ‘We killed a bear! We drank its blood!’  ‘Did you talk about your father issues?’  ‘No, but those are my brothers! I love those men!’  

So what if God wanted to bond with you in the doing of the thing that made your heart light up? What if God was like a father who stretches out a big piece of paper in front of you and sits with you and puts a box of Crayons down and says let’s just draw something together. Let’s draw a ministry at your work that is really quiet and nobody knows about it and it centers around prayer. Do you want to do that with Me?  What is your heart saying? What about that ambition you have to record an album someday? What if we got that going? What if you and Me did something really crazy? And you know exactly what I’m talking about don’t you? It’s that crazy thing. It is that purple dinosaur! You know, you draw that purple dinosaur and what kind of awful dad would come back and say, ‘Dinosaurs aren’t purple.’  He wouldn’t do that. He would say that’s a great dinosaur! 

Sure, you might fail but all great stories go through failure. Won’t it be beautiful when you fail and He is there with you? Isn’t the whole point the bonding?

Can I pray for you? That we would live great stories, beautiful little children’s books, every person in this room, that you come to the end of your life and the credits roll and you go, ‘Thank you!’ And everybody around you goes, ‘I loved their story!’ ‘They were fearless!’

Jesus, can we write a story with You? Will You remind us who we are? Will You remind us what we want? Will You give us the courage to take the first step? In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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