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Stewardship Series: Enough

Prayer: Lord, you’ve blessed us. Now challenge us. Amen.

“Simplifying our Lifestyles”

Talking about money isn’t fun.  We are nation that has come to pride ourselves on having more than the Jones.  More stuff, a larger house, more toys, more parties, more of everything.  It is said to be the American Dream, being able to get anything you want and being able to dream and live your dreams.  In that environment, I grew up knowing that talking directly about money, even and especially in church, was something never to be done.  Do we really need to hear how much more the church needs to maintain this facility, it’s pastors, or even it’s ministries?   

Then October 2008 hit and the American Dream quickly became an American Nightmare.  80% of Americans are stressed about their personal finances and the economy.  50% are worried about meeting their family’s basic needs.  This report from the American Psychological Association concludes: “The decline in the state of the nation’s economy is taking a physical and emotional toll on people nationwide.” (Pg 5) 

 In sight of years of economic growth and prosperity, as a nation and families we all became used to getting what we wanted immediately—that extra dinner out, not a problem; that extra gift at Christmas, well of course; that large vacation was necessary.  As a nation we stopped saving, took out equity on our homes, and charged as if their was no tomorrow.  But then tomorrow hit and we have an economic hangover.   The thing we all now realize, more money and more consuming did not bring joy into our lives—if anything it robbed us of our joy and increased stress. 

So what to do when we live in a nation where it is uncomfortable to talk about money but where 80% of us are deeply concerned about finances? Pretend the world is just the same as a year ago? If we as a church we do this then we negate the possibility that the church, and our faith, can help. In preparing for this Stewardship season your Pastors have read the book Enough by Adam Hamilton. More importantly I was challenged and have made significant changes in my life because of some of the concepts that I am preaching on today.  

There are three blaring red flags that have caused the American Nightmare. First, affluenza is the constant need for more and bigger and better stuff. It’s no secret that shopping is one of America’s favorite pastimes.  Newspapers and television ads cost millions a year and entice us all to want and need their products. We all want that new computer, new house, new car, new furniture. And yet most of us don’t have enough room to store all the stuff we already have.  

Second, credititis is the opportunity for us to buy now and pay later. Today credit cards have replaced layaways.  The average American in 1990 was $3000 in credit card debit.  Today it is over $9000.  Seriously. (pg 17)  It goes even deeper.  It used to be that people kept cars for 8 years minimum, but today it’s 3-4 years; often shopping for monthly payments while still paying off the previous car as well.  It goes on and on, with the average college grad having over $2,200 in credit card debit before even leaving college.  

Finally, the two largest money wasters are impulse buying and eating out.  Impulse Buying is when we go into the store to pick up one thing and end up leaving Wal-Mart with a $100 bill. According to Kiplinger’s Finance Magazine the average American family eats out four times a week.  Over a year for a family of four that is about $10,000.  I am not suggesting that you never eat out, but just consider how often do you burn money eating out? 

Most Americans spend money with little self-discipline.  We look at our W-2s at the end of the year unhappily and think, where did all that go ?  This is an American nightmare. 

Yet, the deeper problem is within.  “We are meant to desire God, but we have turned that desire towards possessions.  We are meant to find security in God, but we find it in amassing wealth.  We were meant to love people, but instead we compete with them. We were meant to enjoy the simple pleasure of life, but we busy ourselves with pursing money and things.  We were meant to be generous and to share with those in need, but we selfishly hoard our resources for ourselves.” (pg 21)  We are afflicted by envy.  We are afflicted by greed.  We are afflicted by gluttony.  

1 Timothy 6:17 says: Command those who are rich in this present world not to…put their hope in wealth, which is so uncertain, but to put their hope in God.  Where does our hope reside: in finances or in God?  The issue isn’t that money is bad. Money should never be an end in itself, but a means to accomplish our life’s purpose.  Money can help others, when you donate to Project SHARE and support a family in need.  It is how you use your money and what you honor with your spending that needs examined.  

The starting point is a changed heart, which results in changed desires and a changed sense of our purpose.  The good news, transformation of hearts is God’s specialty.  With God’s help we can silence the voices that say you need more and aim to simplify our lives.  At the end of worship during this sermon series we will sing the 1848 song written by Shaker Elder Joseph Brackett.  It’s a traditional Presbyterian song which I miss from Princeton, and reminds us ‘tis a gift to be simple; tis a gift to be free; tis the gift to come down where we ought to be, and when we find ourselves in the place just right; twill be in the valley of love and delight.  

Transformation of the heart is a gift to be simple; a gift that brings freedom. 

In order to pursue this life of transformation and finding joy, we can’t pursue more stuff.   As people of faith we know that only through coming back to the basics, back to our source of satisfaction, can we have a life where less is more.  Therein comes this idea of simplifying our lifestyles.  What if we all took a week to reduce our stuff and focus more on God’s requests and building God’s kingdom? What if we all saved $100 in our spending and gave this Christmas to put a child through school in Durban South Africa?  Those 20 lattes you gave up can change a life. So how do we simplify? Here’s five basic steps Hamilton gives: 

1. Set a goal to reduce consumption and live below your means. Set tangible goals to reduce how much you throw away, how much energy you use, and your life’s footprint.  Use canvas bags instead of plastic bags.  Look at mid-grade level products instead of the best of the best.  Buy a car that increase miles per gallon. Reduce your heat a few degrees and have fleece blankets always available.  Turn out all the lights when you leave a room. Simple yes, but if reducing our consumption is done by the whole congregation consider the huge impact. 

2. Before making a purchase, ask yourself, “Do I really need this?” and “Why do I want this?” At Target the other day I thought I needed another pair of black dress pants. Then at the rack, because this little book, I stood there counting the three pairs already in my closet and said to myself, do you really need this?  Yet many of us, and I am guilty too, walk into a store can’t find what we want, and feel obligated to pick up something we need at home.  From now on I am only allowed to buy what is on my list for Target, Wal-Mart and Giant.  If I think I need it, it must be on the list for 24 hours before I purchase. That gives me time to consider if I really need this, and often I don’t. 

3. Use up something before you buy something new.  From household appliances to cars to other things around our houses, wait until a replacement is necessary.  Buy things made to last and take care of them.  Remind yourself you always don’t need the latest fashions or that larger television or a new colored toaster.  

4. Plan low-cost entertainment that enriches life.  The times I remember best are not the expensive family dinners out, or the great vacations, but the annual family hiking day in Rickett’s Glen State Park complete with water falls, beach swimming and traditionally burnt hot dogs.  Often we spend tons of money and energy on vacation only to come home needing another vacation to rest from the one we just finished.  It isn’t about how much people spend on gifts, or what their house looks like or their newest TV, it’s about the love and time spent together.  Low-cost high-involvement activities are what make memories. 

5. Ask yourself, “Are there major changes that would allow me to simplify my life?” Some of us live so far beyond our means that only a radical change will help.  It’s freeing to not have a car payment, but fully own an older car.  It’s freeing to have a house that we live in every room instead of many rooms only visited on cleaning day.  It’s freeing to let go of those memberships that we never use.  Are there significant changes in your possessions, home, job or activities that will help you simplify life? 

Setting goals to simplify life with these little steps has already brought joy to my life.  Instead of that extra pair of black pants, I put that money into buying a water filter for a family to have clean water for a year.  One pair of pants I really didn’t need equals a water filtration system in Guatemala for a year for a family of 5.  

Why bother with all this work to simplify? What is the real end goal in life?  Remember our scripture read earlier this morning.  Back in Genesis Abraham’s radical obedience to God becomes the faith model of the Old and New Testaments.  The Lord says to Abram, before his name was changed, leave your country, your family, and your land to go where I will show you.  In the words of John Wesley, Abram was asked to trust God further than he himself could see.   And why should he go where God calls? Why bother with changing his life? God tells Abram, because you will be blessed; you will be a blessing to all you meet.  Abram was blessed to be a blessing to others.  

And aren’t we blessed today? We are blessed to be able to worship in this space.  We are blessed to have food on our tables and never wonder where the next meal will come from.  We are blessed to be able to give back to God.  We are blessed to be able to go to Wal-Mart, Target, or any store and purchase what we need, really need and never fear we can’t make it another day.  We are blessed to be challenged to simplify life so that we may be a blessing to others.
Our gift is that we are blessed. Our challenge is how we will live out being a blessing to others.  Through simplifying our lives we will have more to bless others with and live more joyfully ourselves. 

A closing story: Johnny, a young adult with down syndrome took this call to be a blessing to others to heart after hearing it in church one day.  He went home thinking of ways to bless others and finally came up with a plan.  Each night he would search the Internet for positive sayings that would encourage people.  Then he would print 300 copies of them and carefully cut the sayings into individual strips.  The next day, he would put one saying in the grocery bag of each of his customers saying, “I put a saying your bag. I hope it helps you have a good day.  Thanks for coming here.”  A month later, the manager noticed that Johnny’s line was much longer than others. Even with additional lines open, people waited and no one budged. People wanted Johnny to be their bag boy.  He touched them and filled them with hope.  Johnny got it.  He was pursing this mission of being a blessing to others.  

What about each of us? Are we keeping life simple and being a blessing to others? Can we articulate why we are making decisions and how that touches our purpose in life? Do you live extravagantly or give extravagantly? 

What if we were a church, and within it, individuals defined not by what we own but by what we give?  Lord, help us to be a blessing to others.  

