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Let me add my welcome to everybody at all seven of our campuses. We begin an annual tradition for us here at National Community Church. There are voices that we need to hear. So every year, we prayerfully think about who we need to invite to come and speak into the life of this church. I’m going to introduce our guest, our friend, in just a moment but let me just add a Happy Mother’s Day! We honor our moms and you will get a gift from National Community Church on the way out but Lora and I want to give you a gift as well, a book called Praying Circles Around the Lives of Your Children. It just came out a couple of weeks ago. You will never be a perfect parent but you can be a praying parent. I think prayer makes all the difference in the world. So, moms, I hope that gift from Lora and I is a blessing to you. I know it will be a blessing to your children.

Reggie Joiner is the founder and CEO of the Rethink Group. They produce resources and curriculum for the next generation. Let me say two things about Reggie. One, I don’t know that there is anybody in the kingdom that is having more of an influence on the next generation than Reggie Joiner. Your kids have been influenced by the vision that God gave him many years ago and the incredible team that he works with. We use the curriculum produced by their team for our children. So if you have kids in Crosswalk Kids, we are the beneficiaries of the vision that the Lord gave Reggie. So it would only make sense that we would invite him to come and share with us. 

I was at a wedding this weekend, and you know weddings bring family and friend together that you haven’t seen a while and sometimes it can be a little awkward. I saw a girl who is now a senior in college and I knew her when she was knee high. I was like, wow, what happened? I got old! So I feel like, in introducing Reggie, it is like introducing our second cousin, if you will. Maybe you haven’t met him yet but you are going to meet him this weekend. I love Reggie Joiner and I am so grateful for his friendship and for the way he has invested in our team and our church. So open up your hearts and make him feel like part of the family as he comes and shares with us.

[Reggie Joiner]

It is great to be here. I’m looking forward to being able to hang out with some of you. It is always, for us, when we come to DC, it is a privilege to be able to see some of the staff at NCC. I work with a team of writers and creators and producers and pastors and I don’t even know how to explain this to you. I know you are probably aware of this but you just have an unbelievable staff. Mark Batterson is an unbelievable pastor. And when we sit around in Atlanta and our team prays for churches around the country, here is a secret I hope no one else hears, we actually pray that there will be a church like this church in every city because we feel like if God would do this kind of thing in every city, there would be a lot of people outside the walls of the church that would rethink who Jesus is and rethink what it means to be a Christian and rethink what it means to participate in church. So when we say we love you guys, we really mean that and we respect the work that you do and the staff here. 
It is interesting, I end up speaking a lot about parenting. I have four children. They are 27, 25, 23 and 21. I don’t feel like I’m an expert in parenting at all. As a matter of fact, if you were to go back and follow me through my years as a young dad, most of you would recognize how difficult it is. They never give you a diploma or a degree on how to do this. I have this one particular memory that I think about sometimes when I’m standing in front of an audience and talking about parenting. It was when I had my first two children, Reggie Paul was four and Hannah was two, and I was in a city in Florida because I had just been asked by a church there to come be on staff. The tradition of our denomination is what happens is you would go and speak in front of the audience and then they would send you to a soundproof room and then the audience would vote on whether or not you would be the pastor based on what you said. So there was this big vote and I don’t care what church it was or how good you did, there would always be like three or four percent that would vote against you. So the whole time you are on staff at that church, you never knew who that three or four percent were! You just knew they were there but never knew who they were. This particular Sunday, I spoke in front of the church and they voted to call me as one of the pastors there and I actually made a bad choice as it relates to going out to a restaurant because I picked the restaurant that all the members of this church went to after Sunday services. I was ready to get away from the crowd but instead I walked right into the crowd with my wife and two children. I remember I was sitting there in the middle of the restaurant when all the church people started gathering around me with my four year old and my two year old. Now, your kids are probably on their best behavior but I was sitting there and Hannah, who is my creative child, had this orange drink that she was using to redesign the tablecloth with all kinds of designs. Debbie was trying to get her to not create the mess that she was. And when you are a young, immature dad, who thinks you know more than you do, you feel like, in those moments when everyone is watching you and your reputation is on the line and the mom isn’t quite doing what she should do, maybe you should step in. So I did. I remember saying something to Hannah, and if you are a parent here, don’t ever say this, and if you are a teenager or a kid here, I want you to understand something, sometimes as parents, we reach into the toolbox that our parents gave us and pull out a tool to use on you that our parents used on us. And even though it didn’t work on us, we think somehow it will work on you. I said something that was not the right thing to say. I don’t know why I said it but I looked at Hannah and said, ‘If you do that one more time, you are going to die.’  Well, being the leader that she was at two, she looked me dead in the eye and she just took her hand and knocked her glass over. So I picked her up and was walking through the church crowd and she was screaming at the top of her lungs, ‘Daddy, please don’t kill me! Daddy please don’t kill me!’ Then she kissed me on the cheek and laid her head on my shoulder and the entire restaurant went ‘Awww!’  So when I tell you that I’m not an expert father, I mean that! I have learned so many things through the years.
One of my favorite hobbies that I like to do to remind myself of the fact that we have a limited amount of time as a family is I love to go antique shopping. I know a lot of you men probably don’t do that but I do. I’m a metrosexual and I like to go antique shopping! One of the interesting things that happened a few years ago was I was in Austin, Texas and I was at a place there called Uncommon Objects. It is a great antique store and I came across this gigantic trunk of black and white pictures. It was amazing. All these black and white pictures sitting there and I was looking at them and I was thinking where did these come from. And the young guy who worked there came up and said, ‘Isn’t that sad?’ I said, ‘What do you mean?’ He said, ‘Well, we get these black and white pictures by the truck loads. When estates sell everything and they have these black and white pictures that at one time were pictures of aunts and uncles and husbands and wives and sons and daughters. They were important but now they are in a trunk being sold for a couple of bucks.’ He said, ‘I guess people who don’t have relatives can come in here and buy their own relatives.’  He said, ‘They will actually come buy them and hang them in their house!’  I thought that was an interesting thing. These people who used to be known now are not known at all and how quickly time passes. So we started playing a game when we go to antique stores. It is a fun game we like to play. We like to go into antique stores and find pictures of people who no longer live but who look like people we know now. The other day we found this picture, see if you recognize this picture. And this was a great one. It was photo-shopped but that is not the first time that’s happened in this city!
The thing about this that I want you to understand is that 100 or 200 years from now, the thing that will change in your world and my world is we won’t be famous or we won’t be known and our life will be reduced down to a sentence somewhere on a website and time will determine the legacy that we leave. And time is fleeting and time is limited. 
We have this tradition that we love to do with our parents when they have a newborn. We love to give them a jar of marbles. We will give them about 1,000 marbles for them to take home and to keep. The point being that the average child, when they are born, has about 1,000 weeks, 1,000 weekends from the time they are born to the time they graduate. So we love to give them a visual reminder of the limited amount of time they will have with the kid before they walk away. Here’s what we ask them to do. We ask them to take out a marble every week so they can literally watch and observe the time as it passes by so they can see the fact and remind themselves of the fact that they have a limited amount of time. The point is this, when you see how much time you have left, you tend to get more serious about the time you have now. Sometimes it is easy for us in the day in and day out of our routine in life to forget that time really is limited and fleeting. Actually, this isn’t a new idea. By the way, that’s why we call it losing your marbles. It isn’t a new idea. Moses said something interesting in Psalm 90:12. I love this passage. He said
Teach us to number our days that we may gain a heart of wisdom.

Do you know what a heart of wisdom is? Me neither! But here’s the point, it is the opposite of stupid. It is people who don’t realize and recognize that they have a limited amount of time. They waste their years and waste their weeks and don’t understand how important it is to value the time that we have. It is critical to recognize as we work with kids or with teenagers that we have this window. And whether you are a leader that works with kids or teenagers or whether you are a mom or a dad, there is something about putting a number to the amount of days and the amount of weeks that really causes you to begin to look at what you do in an entirely different light. When you see how much time you have left, you tend to take the time you have now more seriously.
There is a second principle and this is what I love to talk about. When you see how much time you have left, you tend to make what matters matter more. Again, you see everything in a limited amount of time and this is like a gigantic countdown clock. So you are understanding and recognizing that there is this time that you have and ultimately you have to somehow get certain things done and if you understand the power of the countdown clock, as it gets toward the end of the game, things get intensified and things get focused because all of a sudden, the seconds count and the minutes count and sometimes when you can see your life or see your experiences with someone else as a countdown clock, it causes you to re-prioritize and to re-focus and to make what matters matter more. In other words, if you start thinking about the fact that every kid who shows up in this church, every kid who shows up in your home or family, you have a limited amount of weeks you can spend with them, all of a sudden, you are going to start calculating what are the big rocks you want to put in place in their life and what are the big things we want to make sure they understand and believe before they walk away. What are the things we want to make sure happen for them? It is so important to think in terms of that because at the end of the day, there are certain things we want every child to walk away with. I want every child to walk away and understand what it means to love God and have a relationship with God. We want every child to walk away and understand what it means to be a Christian and to trust in Christ and for every child to have community with other people and to be in the right kind of relationship. We want every child to walk away and embrace the truths of Scripture and to see God’s Word and to understand who God is in the light of his Word and to see themselves in that light and to see the world from a perspective that God sees the world so they can go through life if a different way.
Here’s the point. This is what I want you to understand. You can’t make a child believe in God. You can’t make a child become a Christian. You can’t make a child see the world the way God does. Sometimes I think as leaders and as parents, one of the things I wish someone would have told me when I was a younger parent years and years ago is that you are tired as a parent because you are trying to do something you can’t do. You can’t get a kid, force a kid, make a kid have a relationship with God or the right kind of relationship with other people. But, and this is the point of the message, you can do certain things. In life, as parents and leaders, if we would focus on what we can do and not on what we can’t do and trust God to do what He can do and we do what we can do, God can be trusted to do what He can do. It is this concept in life of making sure we lean into each other and we do the part that we can do.
I hope I can explain this as clearly as possible. Sometimes as leaders, we can’t force a kid to have  in our homes, we can give our kids a better chance of being in right relationships. We can’t make a kid believe the Bible but we can be good stewards of how we explain truth and how we explain the Bible to help them understand how these stories engage and invite them into a bigger story for their life. We can’t force kids to love God, but don’t we know that we are the best chance a lot of kids have to seeing what the love of God looks like? In your life as a parent and a leader, you have this opportunity. Every week for the kids who show up here or the kids you are dealing with at home, you have the greatest opportunity in the world to give them an image and an impression of who God is. 

So what would happen if, for just a few minutes today, we stop thinking about what we can’t do and start thinking about what we can do? And here’s the danger, sometimes in your world and my world, we get frustrated because we can’t see the spiritual growth in a kid the way we want to see it. I work with middle school pastors all the time and every once in a while, I’ll have a middle school leader come up to me and say something like, ‘I don’t think this is working.’ I say, ‘Why don’t you think it is working?’ They say, ‘Because I just don’t see any change.’  I’ll say something like this, ‘In other words, you are saying that you haven’t had a sixth grader come up to you and say I want to thank you for what you said today because now I see God’s grace in a way I’ve never seen it before and I’m so thrilled that you’ve explained this to me because now I understand.’  He would say, ‘No, I’ve never had that happen.’ I said, ‘You probably won’t!’ ‘Because they are sixth graders!’ In your life and in my world, there is a principle related to time that I want to unpack with you so you can understand why what you do every day is important and why you can’t always see spiritual growth like you want to. 
Let me give you a little hint, sometimes you can’t see spiritual growth because it is just too spiritual. Sometimes you can’t measure character because it is just too gradual. Sometimes you can’t predict significant moments that are going to happen because they are just unpredictable. As a parent, sometimes you need to just rest in the fact that you should keep doing what you need to do week after week after week and trust that what you are doing will make a difference with time. 
Hannah, as a two year old, really thought she was an artist. As a matter of fact, and you may have a son or daughter like this, every flat surface in her mind was a canvas. Everything that would write or draw or paint, she used. She painted on our table and on our walls and on the hood of my car. I remember as a dad, it wasn’t that I didn’t appreciate her creativity, but I remember thinking this is costing me a fortune! And I just did not see at that time in that moment what was really happening. About three or four years ago, she actually started selling her art and making money with it. I think she owes me a lot of money! But the point is, if I could have seen when I was a 20 year old parent, if I could have seen then what I see now, I think sometimes it would have given me the strength and the encouragement to keep doing what I was doing in a different kind of way.

What I want you to understand is this, there is a secret to leveraging your platform as a home or your platform as a church when it relates to the time you have with a kid. And the secret is this, seeing what happens when you put time over time. What do I mean by that? This week is important. And this week is important. And this week is important. Every week you have with a kid or a teenager in your home or in your church is important. And here’s what I promise you is true, collectively what these weeks do together is amazing. They make a collective impact in a way that just a single, individual week will not make. Ultimately I want you to understand the power of the collective momentum that happens when you keep doing what God has called you to do as a parent or as a leader even if you don’t see immediate results. You are trusting that over time what will happen will make a different kind of impact. And you are trusting that what will happen over time will create a different kind of result in the life of the kid. This is the reason why some people become experts, because they spend thousands of hours honing the skill and doing the same thing over and over and over again and it is the collective power of that that causes them to be the kind of expert they become. This is the reason why some pastors have a unique relationship with their church and their community, because they go into the church and they stay with a group of people week after week and year after year so they have a different kind of relationship. This is the reason why some leaders who show up in the life of a kid or a teenager week after week after week will have a different kind of relationship with a kid because they’ve been with that kid for seasons and they have earned the relationship change they need in their pocket to do life with them and to talk with them about difficult issues. This is the reason why parents who learn the secret of redefining their role in a kid’s life as they transition to preschool or to the elementary world and to middle school and high school and they understand that if they will continue to be present even when they feel like their kids don’t want them to be present, if they will understand what it means to be present, it earns for them a different kind of relationship with that son or daughter. There is something powerful that happens when you see how much time you have left, you tend to see what time can do over time. You tend to value what can happen over time.
For example, when you love a kid over time, it does something unusual in the life of the kid. It gives them the sense of worth and it give them the sense of security and belonging that they need. But you can’t love a kid in a moment. You can’t tell a kid I love you. What a kid wants, what a teenager needs is somebody who will show up in their world and be present every time. Have you ever stopped to ask yourself the question how do you know that God loves you? How do you know that? It is really interesting when I think through Scripture and I think through theology and when I look back across time, it is interesting how God somehow decided that He was going to use time to do something amazing in culture and in the world to prove to you and to prove to me that He cares. Think about this, isn’t it true that if God had wanted to when Adam and Eve sinned in the Garden, He could have fixed things immediately? He could have. He could have shown up and immediately sent Jesus to the cross and everything would be all fixed and redeemed within 24 hours of the first original sin. But isn’t it interesting what God did? God decided to take ages and years and to pursue a people and illustrate what it means to pursue a people even when they rebel and turn against. Over time, He would prove to them in a way He could not without time that He really cares about them. All the way to this climactic moment when his Son steps on the planet and becomes flesh and He goes to the cross for you and for me and He says to all the ages, ‘I have used time to prove to you that I am who I say I am and that I love you unconditionally.’ 
The reason I think that is so significant is because I run into kids and teenagers all the time who don’t feel loved and don’t feel worth and they don’t feel like they have significance. And parents say to me, ‘How can I prove to my son or daughter that we love them?’ I think the secret is time. You prove to them that you love them the same way God proved it to you. Time over time. When you love a kid consistently over time, it says something and it does something that nothing else can else and nothing else can do, but you can’t do that without leveraging time and using time because this isn’t something that happens in a moment. If I had time, I would love to sit around a table with you as leaders and as parents and talk about the things that when you put them over time make a different kind of impact in the life of a kid.

For example, what about words? The average kid hears six to seven negative words of criticism for every one word that is positive. Can you imagine what negative words can do to a child? And can you imagine what the right kind of words can do for a child over time? When you give a kid words over time consistently week after week after week, I promise you something happens in their life. You give them a different sense of direction. As leaders in a church and as parents, you are giving kids a spiritual vocabulary. You are giving them a relational vocabulary as you speak the right kinds of words to them. 

The reason I love the book that Mark just wrote, Praying Circles Around the Lives of Your Children is because there is something about the power beyond what it unleashes God to do, there is something about the power of a kid hearing you pray for them and hearing the words that you care about them over time in their life.

Here’s another one, what about fun over time? Have you ever thought about fun as a theological issue? Sure it is a theological issue! Look around at nature and creation. Look at all the things God created that seem to enjoy playing. The squirrels and the rabbits and the birds, look around at you. Have you ever stopped to think how fun over time becomes something that melts the heart and builds a bridge to the kid’s character and soul? Sometimes I afraid we don’t play enough. We don’t have enough fun together. Have you ever thought about how fun over time ultimately communicates to someone that you really like them? As a matter of fact, I think are going to be convinced that you don’t like them if you can’t have fun with them. Sometimes as parents and as leaders, we have forgotten how to do that. Not only that, I think fun over time authenticates forgiveness. Have you ever been able to have fun with someone that you hold a grudge against? Isn’t it true that if you are mad at somebody or if you are upset with somebody, you can’t have fun with them? One of the most important things you can ever do as a parent when a kid has done something wrong or there has been a discipline issue is to turn around as fast as you can and do something fun with them because fun authenticates forgiveness. When you have fun with them and when you enjoy being around them and when they know you enjoy being with them and they know you like them, it breaks down the wall and they actually feel forgiven. 
We could go down the list, words over time, fun over time, stories over time. The stories you tell about your family and about God and the stories you tell about life gives them a sense of perspective. Not just once or twice but over the collection of moments and weeks that you have with them. It opens up their heart and does some things unusual.

The bottom line is when you put time over time, here’s what you are doing, you are making history! You are making history with a kid or a teenager and with each other. The problem with making history is most of us do not realize we are making history until after we’ve made history. If I could do anything, I would love to sit down with a mom or a dad or a leader and say, ‘Listen, you keep doing this week after week after week and trust me, you are making history with the kid.’ The reason history is so important, listen, there was a young lady we ran into a few years ago, she had been in sex trafficking and it was a horrific story and my wife and I showed up to help rescue her and in the middle of this ordeal, she tried to commit suicide and she ended up in the hospital in Queens, New York. Debbie and I drove to Queens and we hung out until she would finally agree to see us. She had lied to a lot of people so she was caught in this scam and when she got caught in the scam, she tried to take her own life. We showed up, we were the only people at the hospital for her and we waited for three days to get in to talk to her. When she finally showed up in the waiting room to talk with us, she was angry. She said, ‘Why did you come? You know what I did? Why are you even here?’ The first thing that came to my mind that I wanted her to know is that we showed up and we came because sometimes you need people in your life who have history with you before you can really know you are forgiven. Sometimes you need people in your life who have history with you who know you who you are known to before you can really feel loved. I need that in my life! Don’t you? I mean, think about this, can you really be forgiven by someone who doesn’t know you? You need people in your life, and we need to put people in the lives of kids and teenagers who have history with them so that over time, they can understand what it means to be loved and what it means to be forgiven and what it means to be redeemed. 

When you see how much time you have left, you tend to value what happens over time.

I think time over time is actually how you build a legacy. I think there is a lot of confusion about legacy. I think sometimes we think a legacy means being known or being famous but I don’t think that’s what a legacy is. I have the sneaky suspicion that 100, 200, 300 years from now, somebody is going to be walking through an antique store and they are going to find a picture of you and you are not going to be as famous as you hoped to be. The real issue of legacy isn’t becoming famous. The real issue of legacy is making God famous. The real issue of legacy is not simply leaving an inheritance. An inheritance is what you leave for someone, a legacy is what you leave in someone. And you can only leave something in someone who is present with you now, not someone who you will never know. So your real task, your real job as a person on this planet is to leave something in the people who are present with you now and to use your opportunities in life to invest in them so they can understand how big God really is and understand what it means to engage in a story that is bigger than themselves and bigger than you. Sometimes I think we forget the essence of what legacy really is. As a leader, your job is simple, show up and be present. Spend the time necessary as a parent, as a pastor, as a staff, as a volunteer, as a friend to show up in their world over and over again.
If you have a two or three year old and you are down to about right here, you will only know that three year old as a three year old once, then they will be four. Then they will be six. You will only know a 13 year old once as a 13 year old. And you will never want to know them again as a 13 year old! Then all of a sudden, those of us who are parents know, we would say to the younger parents how fast this really goes! Then it is gone and it is over. Nothing illustrates this any more in my mind like a wedding. For those of us who have walked our daughters down an aisle, we know how fast it goes. I was doing a wedding the other day for a friend of mine right before my daughter got married, so it was real emotional for me. I was seeing him give his daughter away and I was getting ready to give my daughter away and it was an emotional time and I had to be the one to say at the end, ‘Who gives this woman to be married to this man,’ and as I’m looking at my friend and he was crying and the night before the wedding day, we were sitting around the room and this girl, Christie, she had grown up with our kids and she is like one of our daughters, and the night before the wedding at the rehearsal, she married a musician who is an incredible musician and we were sitting around and all these young musicians and many of them have their two year olds and three year olds and it was fun and it was funny hearing their stories and I was listening to them and I was wondering if they really know, these dads, how fast this really happens. That night, I went back to the room and I wrote something down for Mark and I’m going to read it. 

Knowing when to hold on and when to let go is more complicated than we ever imagined it would be. That’s because your kids trick you at first. When they are toddlers, they hold on to you very tightly and make you believe they are never going to let go. So you do what a parent should do, you hold on too. They may wonder off a few feet but they always come running back. Then when they become young children, they act like they believe everything you say. They want you to be there for them at their games and at their important moments. They even pretend they want your advice and act like they believe most of what you say. So you keep holding on so you can lead them and guard their hearts. Then somewhere around middle school, they start teasing you. They let go when you are not expecting it and they do it more often that you feel like they should. They even start behaving like they expect you to let go more but they never really tell you when you should let go and when you should hold on. You are just supposed to know somehow. It is really confusing. The complexity of decisions can put you in a daze as a parent. Then without warning, they become teenagers and start moving toward adulthood at warp speed. That’s when there is the temptation to panic. You don’t want them to see it but it feels like there is so much at stake and these years can fluster the best of moms and dads. Personally, for me I know there was a tendency to hold on too tightly when I should have let go and a tendency to let go too soon when I should have held on. The problem is there is no textbook or parenting seminar or 24 hour counselor to explain exactly when you are supposed to let go and exactly when you are supposed to hold on. So you do the only thing you know to do, you guess. You pray, you feel your way through every decision and sometimes you get it right and sometimes you get it wrong. But you never stop trying to figure it out because of one primary reason, he is your son. She is your daughter and you want her to know that you will never stop fighting for her future and for your relationship with her.
Here’s the thing, we are here on Mother’s Day and we say thank you, thank you, thank you for doing what you do. We have a limited amount of opportunities to invest in the people around us. If you don’t remember anything I say, remember this, you will only be remembered by the people who know you now. This is the opportunity for you to invest in the people around you, the people you know, the friends, the family, the sons, the daughters, the husbands, the wives, don’t miss this. Your weeks are numbered and your time is limited and legacy is at stake. But the powerful thing is, collectively what we leave in them, if we do this the right way, they will leave in the ones coming behind them and that’s the goal.

Let’s pray.

Heavenly Father, thank You so much for the opportunity to be part of National Community Church. Thank You for the legacy that so many leaders and so many parents are leaving in the lives of the next generation here at this church. God I pray more than anything that as individuals as we get ready to leave this place, would You just remind us the time You have given us, the moments You have given us, the opportunities You have given us are a gift from heaven and a gift from You. And God that we will be wise in the way we invest in the kids and the teenagers of the next generation. In Jesus’ name, Amen. 
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