Mark 8:34-38

34He called the crowd with his disciples, and said to them, ‘If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me. 35For those who want to save their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake, and for the sake of the gospel,* will save it. 36For what will it profit them to gain the whole world and forfeit their life? 37Indeed, what can they give in return for their life? 38Those who are ashamed of me and of my words* in this adulterous and sinful generation, of them the Son of Man will also be ashamed when he comes in the glory of his Father with the holy angels.’ 

1 Timothy 6:6-12

6Of course, there is great gain in godliness combined with contentment; 7for we brought nothing into the world, so that* we can take nothing out of it; 8but if we have food and clothing, we will be content with these. 9But those who want to be rich fall into temptation and are trapped by many senseless and harmful desires that plunge people into ruin and destruction. 10For the love of money is a root of all kinds of evil, and in their eagerness to be rich some have wandered away from the faith and pierced themselves with many pains. 

The Good Fight of Faith

11 But as for you, man of God, shun all this; pursue righteousness, godliness, faith, love, endurance, gentleness. 12Fight the good fight of the faith; take hold of the eternal life, to which you were called and for which you made* the good confession in the presence of many witnesses. 

When Dreams Become Nightmares
Stress.  Anxiety.  Fear.  These words capture well the state of mind of many in America today.  Over the last couple of years we have witnessed dramatic market losses, the collapse of the world’s largest insurance company, and many bankruptcies and mergers.  Every day seems to bring another piece of economic uncertainty.
Thus begins a book by the Reverend Adam Hamilton entitled Enough: Discovering Joy Through Simplicity and Generosity.  A fairly recent survey found that over three in four Americans are stressed about the economy and their personal finances.  Half were worried about providing for their family’s basic needs.  Over half reported feeling angry and irritable, and lying awake at night worried about the future.  The report concludes that, “The declining state of the nation’s economy is taking a physical and emotional toll on people nationwide.”  Our nation is experiencing what many have described as the “American Nightmare.”  Increasing consumer debt, declines in savings, lower income growth, and a volatile stock market are all a part of our economic insecurity.  We have lived in a society that tells us “you deserve it now,” whether or not we can afford it or really even need it.
Over the next four weeks our sermon series will focus on these issues based on Rev. Hamilton’s book.  During this time we’ll explore what the Bible teaches us about financial management, and we’ll hear stories about what others have learned by working through financial challenges.  We’ll also provide some practical tools to help us assess our current financial situation and to help develop a financial plan with a biblical foundation. 

This is a remarkable and frightening time for our economy.  But the current economic crisis is also a crisis of faith.  When we can’t trust our financial institutions, the stock market, our banks, or our government we find ourselves afraid, and that fear often leads to either cynicism or panic.  And these attitudes may be the most powerful enemy we’re facing today.  When the nation was in the midst of the depression in 1933, President Franklin Delano Roosevelt spoke some famous words in his first inaugural address that I believe are applicable today:
. . . Let me assert my firm belief that the only thing we have to fear is fear itself—nameless, unreasoning, unjustified terror which paralyzes needed efforts to convert retreat into advance.  In every dark hour of our national life a leadership of frankness and vigor has met with that understanding and support of the people themselves which is essential to victory.
At the center of today’s economic crisis is the extension and abuse of credit.  The word, credit, comes from the Latin word credo, which means, “I believe” or “I trust.”  To extend credit to someone is to believe or trust that he or she will repay.  As Christians, our credo or trust is in God.  In fact, the Apostle’s Creed begins, “I believe in God the Father Almighty, maker of heaven and earth, and in Jesus Christ, his only Son, our Lord.”  And as in our Responsive Reading from the Psalms this morning, throughout the Bible we find words of hope and promise that remind us we have no reason to fear, for God is our refuge and strength.

The current economic crisis, then, is actually a spiritual crisis stemming from at least five of the seven deadly sins: gluttony, greed, sloth, envy, and pride.  People are anxious all around us.  Yet we, as Christians, are to be beacons of hope and light.  The church, the body of Christ, is to stand firm, inviting people to find deliverance, redemption, salvation, hope, and a new way of life.

For most people, the American Dream has to do with a subconscious desire for achieving success and satisfying the desire for material possessions.  It’s the opportunity to pursue more than what we have, to gain more than we have, and to meet success, which we tend to measure by the stuff that we possess.  The love of money and the things money can buy is a primary or secondary motive behind most of what we Americans do.  We want to consume, acquire, and buy our way to happiness – and we want it now.

And so the American Dream has evolved to become an American Nightmare due to two distinct yet related illnesses that impact us both socially and spiritually.  The first illness can be called “affluenza.”  Affluenza is the constant need for more and bigger and better stuff - as well as the effect that need has on us.  It’s the desire to acquire, and if we’re honest, most of us have been infected by this virus to some degree.  Hamilton states:

Shopping has become an American way of life.  Every newspaper we pick up and every television show we watch is filled with advertisements hoping to convince us that we need something else.  And they’re good at it!  The voices whisper in our heads, fueling something that’s already there, and we find ourselves thinking, “That’s right.  I do need that.”  We all sense the continuous fueling of our desire for more.  And yet many times we don’t have room for all the stuff we already have.

So our homes have gotten bigger: the average American home went from 1,660 square feet in 1973 to 2,400 square feet in 2004.  And a whole business market has developed for storing the stuff we’re enticed to buy – often with money we don’t actually have!  Today, there’s an estimated 1.9 billion square feet of self-storage space in America.
The second disease that goes along with affluenza is credit-itis.  Credit-itis is brought on by the opportunity to buy now and pay later, and it feeds on our desire for instant gratification.  Our economy today is built on the concept of credit-itis.  Unfortunately, it has exploited our lack of self-discipline and allowed us to feed our affluenza, wreaking havoc in our personal and national finances.
It didn’t use to be that way.  Some of us here can remember a time when folks would go shopping in August to try on fall and winter clothing, and then put them on lay away.  As soon as the clothes were paid for, then they could be taken home.  Instead, for many today credit cards have replaced lay away.  Why wait and make payments when we can obtain the things we want right now?  

And more and more Americans have gone deeper and deeper in debt in order to have what they want now and pay for it later.  As their slogan says: “There are some things money can’t buy, but for everything else, there’s MasterCard.”  In 1990, average credit card debt in our country was around $3,000.  Today it’s over $9,000.  And it’s hard to pay down a credit card balance when we continue to use it rather than paying cash, because we’re not thinking about the money when we use credit.  It just doesn’t feel real to use plastic instead of cash.  And so the average credit card sale is about 125 percent higher, over twice as much as cash purchases.  But unfortunately, credit-itis is not only limited to purchases made with credit cards; it extends to car loans, mortgages, and other kinds of loans.  Along with more and bigger stuff, folks buy bigger and better houses and bigger and better cars.  And while the life of the average car loan and home mortgage continues to increase, the average American’s savings rate continues to decline.  In 1982, the average savings’ rate was about 10% of income; today it’s well under 1%.  
And so today we’re suffering the consequences of our addiction to consumption and compulsive buying.  Yet our desire for more is never satisfied.  That’s because there’s a deeper problem – one that’s inside of us.  There’s a spiritual issue at the root of affluenza and credit-itis.  Our souls, which were created in the image of God, have become distorted.  We were created to love and desire God, but instead our culture has turned that desire toward possessions.  We’re meant to find our security in God, but we try to find it for ourselves by amassing wealth.  We were created to love people, but instead we compete with them.  We were meant to enjoy the simple pleasures of life, but we busy ourselves with pursuing money and things.  We were meant to be generous and to share with those in need, but we selfishly hoard our resources for ourselves.  There is a sin nature within us.

And Satan plays upon this sin nature.  A couple of weeks ago we said that whether you call it Satan or evil or something else, that there are spiritual forces of evil in this world that are opposed to achieving God’s will.  The ruler of the world’s kingdom likes things the way they are and doesn’t want God’s purposes to be achieved.  Scriptures tell us that Satan tempts us and plays upon the weaknesses in our souls.  His delight is to undermine our effectiveness as Christ’s people, replacing our joy with misery.
Jesus said, 

The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy.  I came that they may have life, and have it abundantly (John 10:10).

Satan doesn’t need to tempt us to do drugs or to steal or to have an extramarital affair in order to destroy us.  All he needs to do is convince us to keep pursuing the American Dream - to keep up with the Joneses, borrow against our futures, enjoy more than we can afford, and indulge ourselves.  By doing that, he will rob us of joy, make us slaves, and keep us from doing God’s will.
Hamilton writes:

When I think of the ways the devil tempts us regarding greed, I think of the last temptation of Christ in Matthew’s Gospel.  The devil took Jesus to where he could picture all of the riches and glory of the world, and he offered it to Jesus if Jesus would only choose to turn away from God’s path.  Jesus was literally tempted to pursue wealth and power as opposed to sacrificial love, and we are tempted in the same way.
Here’s what Satan knows: if he can get you in debt, he can make you a slave.  If he can convince you to spend all you have, you’ll never offer your tithes to God, never help the poor as you could have, and never use what you do have to accomplish God’s purposes.  If he can tempt you to become a slave to creditors, you will not know simplicity, generosity, or joy.  He will have neutralized your effectiveness for the Kingdom and choked the gospel out of your life.
We heard Jesus say it this way in our Gospel lesson: “What does it profit a person to gain the whole world, and forfeit his soul?”  

So what’s the answer?  Over the next three weeks, we’ll look at biblical teachings and practical tips related to how we can change our habits, get out of debt, get a handle on our money and possessions, live more simply, and give more generously.  But first we must acknowledge that the starting point is a healing transformation in our hearts.  We need a changed heart, which results in changed desires and a changed sense of our life purpose.  And here’s the good news:  This is something God specializes in!  
The Children’s Sermon that Terry shared this morning was actually an article that ran in our newsletter a couple of years ago.  I’m going to repeat it because it really does illustrate the process we each need to go through.  
Being a Christian is like being a Jack-o-lantern.  God lifts you up, takes you in, and washes all the dirt off of you.  He opens you up, touches you deep inside and scoops out all the yucky stuff – including the seeds of doubt, hate, greed, envy, and materialism.  Then He carves you a new smiling face and puts His light inside you in a way that gives light to others.

Did you hear who does the work?  Not us.  We can’t change ourselves; only God can.  And yet we have to allow that to happen.  We have to be willing to submit, to give ourselves willingly to God.

Some folks think that believing in Jesus is enough, that we receive a changed heart when we accept Christ.  And that’s does happen!  But accepting Christ is just the start of the process of becoming the person God created us to be.  That’s when we let God reach down into the pumpkin patch and pick us up to begin the work that’s needed.  And there’s a whole lot of work needed if we are going to get rid of all the yucky stuff inside.  In other words, we need a heart change every day.  We need to get down on our knees every morning – every hour really – and say, “Lord, help me to be the person you want me to be right now.  Take away the desires that shouldn’t be here, and help me to be single-minded in my focus and pursuit of you.”  When we do this, God comes and cleanses us from the inside out, purifying our hearts.  
When we allow Christ to work in us, we begin to sense a higher calling - a calling to simplicity and faithfulness and generosity.  We begin to look at ways we can make a difference with our time and talents and resources.  By pursuing good financial practices, we free ourselves from debt so that we’re able to be in mission to the world.  And a key part of finding financial and spiritual freedom is found in simplicity and in exercising restraint.

The sect of Christians called Shakers were known, among other things, for their simplicity.  You may be more familiar with the name as the description of a style of furniture than a religious group.  The furniture they built also reflected their value of simplicity.  It lacked the flourishes of other styles of furniture of the time, but was beautiful and excellently crafted.  The Shakers were also known, however, for their songs and for their dancing and joy.  Perhaps the best known Shaker hymn is entitled "Simple Gifts."  Appropriately, it’s a simple song with only one-verse and was sung as the people danced and worshipped.  The words of the song captures the invitation to simplicity:

'Tis the gift to be simple, 'tis the 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.
When true simplicity is gain'd, 

To bow and to bend we shan't be asham'd, 

To turn, turn will be our delight, 

Till by turning, turning we come 'round right.

With God’s help, we can live counter-culturally by living below, not above, our means.  With God’s help, we can build into our budgets the money to buy with cash instead of credit.  With God’s help, we can build into our budgets what we need to be able to live generously and faithfully.  With God’s help, we can simplify our lives and silence the voices constantly telling us we need more.
At this time, I’d like to invite you to put your hands on your lap, and just extend them palms upright on your lab.  I would invite you to say this prayer with me, just quietly under your breath:

Change my heart, O God.  Clean me out inside.  Make me new.  Heal my desires.  Help me to hold my possessions loosely.  Help me to love you.  Teach me simplicity.  Teach me generosity and help me have joy.  I offer my life to you.  In Jesus’ name, I pray.  Amen.
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