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“Spend Less, Enjoy More”

(2nd sermon in a series of 4 entitled, “Advent Conspiracy”)
(display the stable scene with “Advent Conspiracy” below it)

Last week Pastor Mira began a 4-part sermon series entitled, “Advent Conspiracy.”  For those who missed her sermon, the series is predicated on the belief that Christmas can still change the world.  

By Christians conspiring together, churches across America are beginning to make a difference in recapturing the heart of Christmas.  Believing that the celebration of Christ’s birth has been overshadowed and even kidnapped by popular culture, Advent Conspiracy is a strategy to keep Christ in Christmas.  It’s a way to keep our focus on the real reason we celebrate.  

Those who embrace the Advent Conspiracy believe that Christmas is more than a buying bonanza.  It’s more than Santa and Rudolf; more than extravagant displays of seasonal decorations and lights; more than an excuse to throw caution to the wind and engage in over-indulgence.  Advent Conspiracy is about keeping Christ at the center of our celebration.  

So how do we do that?  Well, one way is to re-examine the whole idea of gift giving.

(display children holding a stack of gifts)

Ask any child what it is they look forward to most at Christmas and the answer is almost sure to be the gifts.  Sure, we can teach them the real reason we celebrate Christmas is about the birth of Jesus, but deep down they  really know its about getting gifts. 
And for good reason.  Each year that belief is reinforced.  Beginning before Thanksgiving, corporate America fuels the idea that Christmas is about giving and receiving gifts.  Through the use of print, TV, the Internet and text messages, retailers bombard us with the constant message to shop, shop, shop.  

Regrettably, over the decades we as Christians have done little to resist this madness.  In fact, we’ve bought into it.  Without realizing the consequences of our actions, we’ve collaborated with retailers by perpetrating this commercial bonanza - all in the name of Christmas. 

For example, it wasn’t long ago that exchanging gifts was pretty much restricted to immediate family members, with each child receiving two or three gifts.  Those were the days before credit was readily accessible, and families showed restraint by spending responsibly.
But as our economy prospered and the standard of living rose, shopping lists grew longer.  Over the years our lists began to include the boss and co-workers, friends and volunteers, the doctor and pharmacist, the hairdresser, postal worker, garbage collector, and cleaning service.  

(display slide of two teens surrounded by gifts)

In addition, the number of gifts children began receiving increased.  Because credit became easily accessible, more and more people began buying what they couldn’t afford.  Needless to say, this resulted in accumulating huge credit debt, paying high percentage rates on monthly bills long after Christmas was over.    

Recognizing this maddening frenzy to buy, buy, buy, the question becomes, “Where do we draw the line?  When is enough, enough?  How do we decide who to buy for and who to exclude?”

Unless we pause to consider these questions before we begin shopping, it’s reasonable to suspect we will likely overspend.  Before we realize it, we’ll have expended more than we can reasonably afford.  
So how are we to restrain ourselves?  What should be the barometer for spending?  How much is too much?  
All good questions.  The line between affordability and excessive spending is a fluid one, different for everyone.  Depending on your financial resources, some can spend a great deal more than others and never feel the pinch.  The secret is to identify where the financial pinch occurs for you.
(display slide of a pen in hand and calculator)

As you might suspect, the first place to begin is to create a budget.  Before purchasing your first gift, determine your spending limit.  Identify an exact figure you can afford to spend that won’t disrupt your regular expenses.

Next, make a list of the names for those you want to give a gift, including charitable causes.  Place beside each name the amount you’re thinking of spending on each.  Be sure the total you plan to spend doesn’t exceed your total spending limit.  If it does, you need to make some adjustments for the amount you’ll spend for individuals. 

This simple two-part exercise will help you avoid overspending this holiday.  It will also relieve you of the additional stress come January when the bills begin to arrive.

But besides setting a budget and living within it, there are  other factors I suggest you consider.  For example, remember whose birthday it is we celebrate.  
(display slide of the Holy Family)
Of course it’s self-evident that we’re celebrating Jesus’ birthday.  But do we remember Jesus with a gift?  When putting together your shopping list, will the name Jesus appear on it?
Usually a gift given to Jesus is charitable in nature.  Sometimes it’s a gift given directly to someone in need.  More often it’s given to a church or charitable organization who ministers to people living on the edge, people in desperate need of the basic necessities such as food, shelter and proper clothing.
This year, here at Allison we’ve designated four possible gifts to the Christ Child.  Each gift supports a project in South Africa where Rev. Anna Layman - a ministerial daughter of our congregation - is currently serving on staff at an inner city church.  These projects are listed for you on the special envelopes found in the pew racks marked, “South Africa Ministry Support.”  You can choose to support one or more of these projects as your gift to the Christ Child.
But maybe you’re more inclined to give your gift to the Christ Child in a way that benefits those who live locally.  In such instances there’s Project Share, Carlisle C.A.R.E.S., the Salvation Army or Hope Station – to name a few.  

My point is that we not forget whose birthday it is we’re celebrating.  If we as Christians neglect to honor Jesus with a gift that is worthy of our love and devotion, who then will?  

Another factor to consider is the nature of the gift itself.  For those who were present last Sunday, you’ll recall Pastor Mira spoke about giving gifts that are personal.  Gifts that create a special connection between you and the recipient.  
Such a gift might be something you make with your own hands, like a painting, a shawl, a scrapbook depicting memories, or something you crafted from wood or other raw material.  Maybe it’s a service you’re willing to provide, like preparing a meal once a month for a special loved one or shut-in, or providing transportation for someone unable to drive.  Maybe it’s as simple as a date, agreeing to meet with a family member or friend once a month for coffee or lunch, just to be sure you keep in touch.  The possibilities are endless if we’re willing to take the time to be creative.
My point is that gifts that are memorable don’t need to be expensive.  They just need to be thoughtful.   Sometimes the best gift is not a present at all, but our presence.  
We’re all familiar with Matthew’s account of the visitation of the Magi to the Christ Child.  They entered the house were Mary, Joseph and the Baby were staying, and there presented to Jesus their gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh.  They were gifts fit for a king.  Some suggest that’s why we give gifts at Christmas.

But I want to remind you of another group of men who visited Jesus on that special holy night.  They were the shepherds, considered by many as social outcasts.  They were among the lowest of society’s lowest class.  

While tending their sheep, and angel appeared to them and announced that their Savior was born, and they could see this miracle for themselves if they were to travel to Bethlehem.  And so they did.  
They left their flocks by night and traveled to the place where Jesus lay, and there they humbly knelt beside His manger and worshipped Him.  There’s no record they presented Jesus any gifts.  They simply knelt in humility and adored Him, opening to Him their hearts.  Then we’re told they returned to their fields praising and glorifying God for all they had seen and heard.
The goal of Advent Conspiracy is not to suggest we eliminate the practice of exchanging gifts.  That would be to misrepresent its intent.  The goal of Advent Conspiracy is to remember whose birthday it is we’re celebrating, and to be sure Christ remains at the center of our celebration.  It’s to resist the compulsion to spend irresponsibly on excessive and unnecessary gifts. 
Just recently I’ve noticed and been intrigued by Wal*Mart’s tag line in their commercials.  Have you seen it?  It reads, “Save Money – Live Better.”  I find that slogan interesting, and most appropriate for this season of frenzied buying.  Even Wal*Mart recognizes that we can save money and still live better.  We can save money and still honor Christmas.
(display the stable scene with “Advent Conspiracy” below it)

My message for you today is this: Christmas doesn’t need to be defined by excessive spending, or the number of gifts we buy or receive.  Christmas can still be defined by God’s gift to us of a Savior, incarnate in Jesus the Christ.  
May Christ remain at the center of our celebration, and may we adore and honor Him with humble hearts.  This, after all, is the true meaning of worship.

AMEN.

