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“Cultivating Contentment”

Only a few short months ago we were watching on our TV sets a large area of Southern California being ravaged by wildfires.  In many instances, with only a few minutes notice, hundreds of home owners lost all they owned before being forced to evacuate.  

Likewise, we can also recall the devastating floods that swept through the midland and southern states of our nation earlier this year.  With rapidly rising waters, residents were forced to leave their homes with little notice, taking with them only a few precious belongings, leaving behind most of what they had worked a lifetime to acquire. 

But natural disasters are not the only way we can lose everything we own.  During this past year’s economic recession, hundreds of thousands have lost their homes to foreclosure.  Many were middle class citizens living the American dream, having a good paying job, responsibly paying their bills on time.  But after losing their jobs at no fault of their own, it was only a matter of time before they lost their homes.  Today, much of what they worked a lifetime to acquire is gone.
If nothing else, natural disasters and a bad economy remind us that everything we think we own is only temporary, even if it’s paid for.  Which is the point Jesus was making in this morning’s text when He said, “your true life is not made up of the things you own, no matter how rich you may be."  (Luke 12:15).
Yet the world would have us believe otherwise.  Everywhere we turn we’re told we are what we possess.  We purchase not only because of need, but for status.  We feel compelled to have the latest electronic devise, a larger screen TV or newer car, or a vacation to an exotic destination.  We’ve bought into the idea that what we own defines who we are.  What we buy is less about need and more about want and status.
While Jesus is telling us that our lives consist of more than money or things, our culture is shouting that’s not true.  Despite the fact that we say we believe Jesus’ words, its nearly impossible for us to ignore the message with which our culture is bombarding us.  We still find ourselves spending our time and resources to acquire more stuff.  

Just consider the amazing growth in storage rentals over the past decade.  We’ve collected so much stuff we’re unable to store it in our homes anymore, so we rent additional space.  It’s not unusual to find some home-owners parking their cars in their driveway because their garage is so full they can’t get their car into it.  
In last week’s sermon, Pastor Mira identified two economic diseases that have reached epidemic proportions.  The first is affluenza.  Symptoms include the compulsion to buy more of what we don’t need, and to buy the newest generation of everything we see.  
The second economic disease is credit-itis.  Symptoms of this disease include putting on credit what we can’t pay for in cash.  It makes possible owning today what we can’t afford, usually paying double its original price.  

This morning I’d like to introduce you to a third economic disease.  It’s called Discontentment.  Now I know we normally don’t think that being discontent is a disease, but upon reflection, it’s one of the leading factors why we feel compelled to buy so much, particularly things we don’t need.

A symptom of this disease is to realize that soon after we acquire something we begin to set our eyes on our next purchase.  We barely take the time to enjoy the purchase we’ve just made before we start thinking about what to buy next.  Discontentment is an insidious disease that silently grows within, like a spiritual tumor.  It feeds on our insatiable desire to have more.  

Now let’s be clear.  God created us to have a certain discontent.  God actually wired us to be discontent so we would turn to Him to be fully satisfied.  In this context discontentment was designed to be like a homing device, drawing us back to God.  
Over 1,600 years ago the Christian theologian named Augustine had this very thought in mind when he penned these memorable words: “Thou hast made us for Thyself, O Lord, and our hearts are restless until they find rest in Thee.”
The truth is, God wants us to be content with certain things and discontent with others.  The problem is we tend to get them confused.  We tend to become discontent with what we should be content.
James Mackintosh, a Scottish philosopher of the late 1800’s, once remarked: “It is right to be contented with what we have, but never with what we are.”  
In other words, we were created to be discontent with certain qualities such as our moral character, our pursuit of holiness, our desire for justice and our willingness to show charity.  These are areas in which we should never be satisfied, but continually strive to grow and improve. 
The problem is that we tend to become content with these qualities while being hopelessly discontent with what we possess.  No matter how much we acquire, we find ourselves chasing after more.  We’re forever living in a state of discontentment.  

So what are we to do?  How are we to treat this insidious disease?  I’d like to suggest four ways we can cultivate contentment in the appropriate areas of our lives.
 

The Apostle Paul is an excellent example of contentment.  Writing from a dungeon in which he was held prisoner, he writes in his letter to the Philippians these words: “I have learned to be content with whatever I have.  I know what it is to be in need and what is to have more than enough.  I have learned this secret, so that anywhere, at any time, I am content….” (Philippians 4:11,12).  
Like Paul, we too can learn to be content in whatever circumstances we find ourselves.  These four keys, which include the “secret” Paul referred to in his letter, can help us do that.
First, remember that it could be worse.  Essentially, this is nothing more than looking on the bright side of things, searching for the silver lining.  If instead of immediately focusing on how things could be better, what if we were to pause and realize that no matter how bad things got, things could be worse.  It’s simply a matter of changing our perspective and attitude.  Seldom are circumstances so bad that there isn’t something we can find to be thankful for, no matter how small.
Occasionally we’ve seen on TV following a natural disaster when a victim has lost everything, an interviewer asks how the victim is feeling.  Comes the reply, “Well, my family and I are alive.  That’s something to be thankful for.”  That’s what I’m talking about.  Remember, whatever the circumstances, it could be worse.

Secondly, ask yourself, “How long will this make me happy?”  It’s a simple question, but important one.  As you know, happiness is a fleeting emotion.  It’s a feeling whose lifespan is short-lived.  Recognizing this fact, many of the purchases we make are done so believing the item will make us happy.  And so they do – for a brief period.  But it isn’t long before we find ourselves looking for a place to store the item where it’s soon forgotten.  That’s why our cupboards and closets, basements and garages are filled with unused items.
So before making your next purchase, ask yourself, “How long will this make me happy?  Is the price I’m paying worth the investment?”
Thirdly, develop a generous heart.  This third antidote is essential if we’re to be successful in treating discontentment.  Its importance cannot be over emphasized.  
In his letter to the Thessalonians, the Apostle Paul wrote, “give thanks in all circumstances.”  (1 Thessalonians 5:18)  

Most of us view generosity as something that originates from excess.  What we give to God and others comes from what is left over after we’ve taken care of ourselves.  We give from our abundance.

Most people think they need to feel generous before showing acts of generosity.  But it really works the other way around.  It’s by first learning to be generous to God and others that we gradually develop a generous heart.   When we focus less on what we want and more on being generous, we nurture a sense of contentment in what we already have.  
Lastly, ask yourself, “Where does my soul find true satisfaction?”  The world would have us believe true satisfaction is found in the things we acquire, in success and power.  However, the Bible tells us that true satisfaction is rooted in God alone.  
The apostle Paul named the source of his soul’s satisfaction in his Letter to the Philippians when he wrote, “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.”  (Phil 4:13).   
In other words, Paul found Christ to be his Source, the One who satisfied completely.  
Contrary to what the world would have us believe, the longings of our souls cannot be satisfied by indulging ourselves, acquiring more and more.  King Solomon discovered this for himself when he wrote in the Book of Ecclesiastes these words: “Whatever I desired I did not deny myself.  Then I considered all that I had done over my lifetime and discovered that it was all vanity – like chasing after the wind.”  (Eccl. 2:10,11)
The only real satisfaction of our souls is Jesus Christ.  We can be content because we know Christ is by our side no matter what the circumstances.  
The writer of the Book of Hebrews put it this way: “Keep your lives free from the love of money, and be content with what you have.  For Christ has said, ‘I will never leave you or forsake you.”  (Hebrews 13:5)
With this assurance, we can face whatever each day may bring with satisfaction and joy.  It’s the only way to cultivate contentment.  Amen.  
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