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When you and | hear the worstewardship campaign, we have a pretty good
understanding of what this entails: a series eétsf an estimate of giving card where
members are invited to make a financial commitnter@od stating that in the upcoming
year we will give a certain amount to God throulgd thurch. We might draw the
conclusion that a stewardship campaign is only aimaweasing giving to the church to
fund the ministries of the church.

It's hard for many to see that a stewardship ersigha less about the church and
more about the individual. Itis less about therch needing to receive funds for
ministry and more about the need for the church beerto give. Sounds skeptical,
especially when we are given the pledge card, leualhave a need to give as it gives us
freedom from believing that money is the most int@atr thing in life. Stewardship is
more than just finances and more than just theathstating that this is what we need to
fund our ministries for the next year. | prefdrdistic approach that looks at the various
ways we offer our prayers, presence, gifts, ser@i@@witness in the life of the church.
Yet even when these are emphasized, we still st¢hte bottom line of any campaign is
about the dollar, and we judge the success of ampeign by how much is pledged.

There is something about the dollar and the thfinances that we don’t want to
hear; it makes us uncomfortable. We don't liketedrketers to call encouraging us to
buy products that we don’t need or to give to dahte organizations that we know little
or nothing about. We don't like it when we receletters from every organization that
we have ever been a part of or from a charity wemay have supported ten years ago
bombarding us with requests for donations. Sullk aee never answered (with the help
of caller ID) and such letters sent out often findmselves at the bottom of the recycling
bin.

The last thing we want to hear is our church agkim more of our money,
especially when we are already giving in variougsvand especially during this present
economy when we have to be extra careful with moitéd discretionary spending.

There is no reason for a stewardship campaigncbuech’s call to add insult to injury to
those who have suffered great loses either ofrgitbyement fund or other investment



earnings. So even as we begin this series—taldogit money and finances—I do so
not to judge or offend anyone but to open new ideagow towards financial freedom,
to encourage others to be less in debt and to rloger to living the abundant life not
defined by our possessions but a life defined leytithe freedom we experience in Christ.

In the spring, | begin to get bombarded with tHigetent stewardship campaigns
and companies promising that if we use their cagmpdollowing each step, we will see
an increase in giving among the members by 15%40In my experience, sometimes
the least said has brought about the same resuitsyaars when we used a typical
stewardship campaign. | wanted something diffetieis year given our present
economy. So, back in May | came across two bdadsltbelieve will be beneficial to
anyone in our present economy. The first to catgleye wadJpside Livingin a
Downside Economy by Mike Slaughter. The second recourse | got anydls on was a
book by Adam Hamilton entitieBnough. These books are written by United Methodist
pastors and they are written to help Christians fhe abundant life that God has called
us to live, even in a downside economy. So fomine month you will hear me
reference Mike Slaughter and Adam Hamilton on ssEvarcasions as | have found their
information insightful and practical and I trustwwill have the same experience. | think
their approach is refreshing as the emphasis isenhehould be—on the person who
needs to make better financial decisions, on thhgopewho needs to learn more about
saving or the person who needs more disciplinp@mding as well as the person who
needs to simply let go and give more. Chancethatd have described many a person
here in the life of the church. My hope is thrathe next four weeks we grow in our
understanding of what it means to be good stewairttee resources we have and we
seek biblical wisdom and insights on how to saveenieduce current debt and become
even more generous.

| can’t remember a time when | haven’t heard altoeitAmerican Dream. Even
early on we see children wanting to grow up toitle and famous. In the simplest
terms one defines this dream as being able tarivee home that they own. Yet for
others it is about being successful in businesgslaem living a lifestyle filled with an
abundance of possessions. | had a close frieadllege whose goal in life was to not
only earn his first million but have his first ndh saved up by the time he was thirty.

Not everyone has that kind of goal, but it doesa&gde our desire to pursue more than we



currently have and to gain more than we really ne®de define success in terms of
finances. My senior year in high school, | wasedodmong my peers to be the one most
likely to succeed. When we gather next month fortentieth reunion they may realize
just how wrong they got it, in terms of wealth guabksessions.

Alexis de Toqueville, a political philosopher wbame to America in the
nineteenth century made the following observatithmericans are extremely eager in
the pursuit of immediate material pleasures andgkvays discontented with the position
that they occupy.... They think about nothing but svaf/changing their lot and bettering
it.... One usually finds that the love of money ither the chief or a secondary motive at
the bottom of everything the Americans do.” [Toeuille, p. 534, 713]

Such a remark was made over a hundred yearsNgiomuch has changed as we
are, by and large, still a people who consume, ise@nd buy our way to happiness, and
we don’'t want to wait for it. We want it now. Yiog adults who grew up in a nice home
and had nice cars to drive as teenagers oftengé&rughen they get out of college and
they aren’t able to live the lifestyle they wereasmustomed to while growing up. We
don’t want to wait, so we will borrow, we will rup credit card balances to live the way
we want to live now and not wait until we can adtuafford it. We believe that one day
we will be able to pay for it, one day we will papff. So the item we saved money on
by buying it on sale ends up costing us 125% obtiginal price. We also have this
false idea that somehow we deserve the very thimlijfe that we can’t afford, and there
are many who have gotten so far in debt that welaxees to the very things that we now
have to work so hard to keep as everything we gaes to mortgage payments, credit
card debt, student loans or car loans. Meanwhiéeare still acquiring the things today
that we just can’t live without. And for many, tAenerican Dream turns into the
American Nightmare, sometimes overnight and sonestiover a few years.

Adam Hamilton writes about two illnesses that plaghany Americans, turning
the dreams we had into nightmares. [Hamilton, pTh& first is that many suffer from
affluenza. Affluenza is defined as “extreme maiésm which is the impetus for
accumulating wealth and for overconsumption of gobfDictonary.com] It is having a
strong desire to acquire goods; most of us have ldected with this illness to some

degree at some point in our lives.



People have a tendency to want more because teeyasatisfied with what
they have in life. And so we continue to accunailabre things that are supposed to
make us happy, and before we realize it our hoasefilled with too much stuff so we
either add on to our houses or move into bigges oagding to the perception of how
successful we are in life. If things can't fitoar houses then we place items that we no
longer need but have a hard time letting go of galb-storage units. When | was
growing up, there were no self-storage units innognetown. Now, when | pass
through, there are five self-storage unit complexBsday there is an estimate of 1.9
billion square feet of self-storage space in Angerjelamilton, p. 16.]

Thirty years ago we didn’t need that space. M1%he average American home
was 1,695 square feet and in 2004 the average ha®@,349 square feet. The average
size of the American family has shrunken from 8.2.6 over the same thirty year
period. That is more home for less people. Séyess ago | talked with a person who
had built a home across the field from the homehith he was raised. In between the
houses was a four room house that at one timedraddas a gas station on a country
road. He had rented that house for the first sgwears of his marriage. As we stood
there in his yard talking, he commented that hisilfiaof six was much happier in the
cramped corners of the small house that they wseght than in the much larger space of
the house he had recently built.

The second illness is credit-itis. This illnesgenerally suffered by young adults
as opposed to older adults though not many are merfrem this since a lot of people
are preapproved for credit cards. | thought it Wescoolest thing as a freshman in
college to receive a call stating that | had beeajpproved for a credit card with a limit
of $2,000. By the time | got the card, the limiént to $10k and then $15k and | actually
knew people who had multiple cards and when thaggated from college had $20,000
in credit card debt. Credit-itis feeds on our oesd buy now and pay later as we seek
instant gratification. Unfortunately, there aramg people who don’t have the discipline
to keep from maxing out these cards or who haveraatated so much debt with car
loans, student loans and mortgage loans (sometim#gple mortgage loans) that they
are in real financial trouble. There is a persomy extended family who was making a
good living but then one day decided to count haveimdebt he had only to realize that

he had amassed three quarters of a million ddledebt. Such a realization was a true



wake-up call to start living within his means besathe American Dream had become a
nightmare. Mike Slaughter says, “When you haved déhny kind in your life, you are
working today to pay for the past, instead of arepthe future.” [Slaughter, p. 17]

There is a deeper issue than lacking disciplinerwihcomes to debt and a deeper
issue than trying to keep up with the Joneses.aWereated to have fellowship with
God and to trust in God, living in such a way thattrust God with our life as we enjoy
the life God has given us. Our security is toaith God, not in wealth and not with our
good name, our nation or its military power. We areant not only to have a wonderful,
trusting and life-sustaining relationship with dtreator but we are meant to live in peace
with each other to build community and experient®hness, yet we so easily find our-
selves competing with others for jobs, for our piet the pie, and for the position of top
dog. We are given the gift of life and it is notanéto be complicated, but we make it so.
Rather, we are to enjoy a simple life with the damgifts that God gives us, and we are
meant to be a generous people not only to Godobgit/e to those in need. The problem
with the illnesses of credit-itis and affluenza—e@n’t see how we could possibly be
more generous.

The root of the problem is not that money is thiarse of all evil. That is not
what the Bible teaches. Churches are built witin@yo Medical research is funded by
money. Colleges stay strong with the generosiglaini. Money is used for the food
we eat, the clothes we wear and the vacations kee tiloney is not bad at all. Money
has done a lot of good for many people. We wotldave the quality of life we have if
it weren't for the money generated in our communitjoney is not bad; rather the Bible
teaches us that it is the love of money, our aéttoward money that can cause evil to be
so close at hand. Jesus said, “The thief comgs@steal and kill and destroy. | came
that they may have life, and have it abundantlghifJ10:10]. Yet in our pursuit of more,
we end up being robbed of the abundant life Cloffstrs.

Adam Hamilton writes, “The devil doesn’t need ¢éonpt us to do drugs or to steal
or to have an extramarital affair in order to degtns. All he needs to do is convince us
to keep pursuing the American Dream—to keep up thighJoneses, borrow against our
futures, enjoy more than we can afford, and indolgeselves. By doing that, he will rob

us of joy, make us slaves, and keep us from doodjwill.” [Hamilton, p.22]



We read in the scriptures and we sing the sorigsths we are to “seek ye first
the kingdom of God and his righteousness, andhadig things shall be added unto you.”
Seeking God first doesn’t just mean in worshiproBible study, but seek God first in all
things—in relationships with others, in marriage &mily life, in the way we conduct
business with others and in the way we handleiaantes. God cares about more than
our tithe and gifts, God cares about how we haallllef our finances. God cares more
about our life than where we might spend eterni®nd desires for us to experience
wholeness and peace in our lives, every aspeadirdfv@s, including our finances. Mike
Slaughter says, “We must put God first when it cemeeour finances and when we put
God first and serve God with our money, money seuge” As we do this, we begin to
see life in a different way, the dream changesnbaves switch from a life seeking
earthly pleasures to a life lived to glorify Godves live within our means and quiet the
voices that tell us we need more. With God algfsiare possible. Even in a down
economy we can experience upward living if we aiteng to let God in, daily turn from

the ways of our culture, change some habits arsdl imuGod’s providential care.
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