Luke 15:11-24
11Then Jesus said, “There was a man who had two sons. 12The younger of them said to his father, ‘Father, give me the share of the property that will belong to me.’ So he divided his property between them. 13A few days later the younger son gathered all he had and traveled to a distant country, and there he squandered his property in dissolute living. 14When he had spent everything, a severe famine took place throughout that country, and he began to be in need. 15So he went and hired himself out to one of the citizens of that country, who sent him to his fields to feed the pigs. 16He would gladly have filled himself with the pods that the pigs were eating; and no one gave him anything. 17But when he came to himself he said, ‘How many of my father’s hired hands have bread enough and to spare, but here I am dying of hunger! 18I will get up and go to my father, and I will say to him, “Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; 19I am no longer worthy to be called your son; treat me like one of your hired hands.”’ 20So he set off and went to his father. But while he was still far off, his father saw him and was filled with compassion; he ran and put his arms around him and kissed him. 21Then the son said to him, ‘Father, I have sinned against heaven and before you; I am no longer worthy to be called your son.’ 22But the father said to his slaves, ‘Quickly, bring out a robe—the best one—and put it on him; put a ring on his finger and sandals on his feet. 23And get the fatted calf and kill it, and let us eat and celebrate; 24for this son of mine was dead and is alive again; he was lost and is found!’ And they began to celebrate. 

Proverbs 3:13-26
13Happy are those who find wisdom, and those who get understanding, 14for her income is better than silver,
and her revenue better than gold. 15She is more precious than jewels, and nothing you desire can compare with her. 16Long life is in her right hand; in her left hand are riches and honor. 17Her ways are ways of pleasantness, and all her paths are peace. 18She is a tree of life to those who lay hold of her; those who hold her fast are called happy. 19The Lord by wisdom founded the earth; by understanding he established the heavens; 20by his knowledge the deeps broke open, and the clouds drop down the dew. 21My child, do not let these escape from your sight: keep sound wisdom and prudence, 22and they will be life for your soul and adornment for your neck. 23Then you will walk on your way securely and your foot will not stumble. 24If you sit down, you will not be afraid; when you lie down, your sleep will be sweet. 25Do not be afraid of sudden panic, or of the storm that strikes the wicked; 26for the Lord will be your confidence and will keep your foot from being caught. 

Note: the financial planning and budget worksheets referenced in the sermon can be found on this website in the bulletin for this Sunday, October 30, 2011.

Wisdom and Finance
Last week we began a sermon series based on Rev. Adam Hamilton’s book, Enough: Discovering Joy Through Simplicity and Generosity.  We talked about the on-going economic crisis in our country and the toll of stress, anxiety, and fear that it’s taking on many folks.  We said that two of the root causes for our economic woes are two diseases we called: “affluenza” and “credit-itis.”  Affluenza is the constant need for more and bigger and better stuff - the desire to acquire - and the effect that need has on us.  Credit-itis is caused by the opportunity to buy now and pay later, and it feeds on our desire for instant gratification.  We said that today we’re suffering the consequences of our addiction to consumption and compulsive buying, and yet our desire for more is never satisfied, because there’s a deeper problem – one that’s inside of us.  
Although we were created to love and desire God, our culture has turned that desire toward possessions.  Instead of finding our security in God, we try to find it for ourselves by amassing wealth.  By trying to keep up with the Joneses, borrowing against our futures, enjoying more than we can afford, and indulging ourselves now, we become slaves to debt.  We’re robbed of our joy and kept from doing God’s will.  But 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.  Hamilton states:

The idea of keeping up with the Joneses is very much alive today.  It’s a phenomenon that crosses all socio-economic boundaries and generally results in people living beyond their means.  Yet people who live beyond their means are living in a false sense of reality. . . . If an individual’s or family’s consumer debt is higher this year than it was last year, then they [may be heading for financial disaster.]
[On the other hand,] Perhaps you’re not in that place; perhaps you’re doing pretty well.  For you, the question might be . . . “Are you making the most of everything that you have, or do you find yourself being wasteful here or there because you can afford to?”  In either case, there’s a problem that needs to be addressed.

We live in a time of excessive materialism.  Many people today are on a treadmill of consumerism, and that treadmill just keeps going faster and faster.  But the day will come when either we are going to break down or the treadmill is going to break down, because we just can’t continue to go faster and faster in our passion to consume.

Today’s lesson from Luke’s Gospel is usually called “the parable of the prodigal son.”  As we heard, in the story, the younger of two sons demanded his share of his father’s inheritance, left home, and squandered everything.  We typically hear this parable used to illustrate God’s love and forgiveness.  No matter how far from God we stray, God’s mercy is abundant, and God is always ready and willing to welcome us home.  But there’s another important element to the story.

The word prodigal doesn’t mean someone who wanders away or is lost.  It literally means “one who wastes money.”  A prodigal is a spendthrift.  In the parable, the prodigal son wasn’t concerned about the future.  All he wanted was pleasure – instant gratification.  And so he took his inheritance and began to spend it on riotous living until it was all gone.  
Many today wrestle with this same kind of thinking.  Not worried about tomorrow, folks want what they want now.  But the problem with that kind of thinking is that, for many, the “famine” eventually comes.  It comes when everything has been spent and even a little bit of next year’s income.  So credit cards are used to pay the bills, and they go spiraling down, further and further into debt.  Finally, like the prodigal son, a place of dire need is reached.  Having nothing left, including credit, many today struggle with how to deal with the growing debt to which they’ve become enslaved.

Others who are more financially secure can have a different set of problems.  They may not be facing creditors and a growing debt, and yet there is a temptation to become wasteful and extravagant, to burn money on things neither needed or even valued, as if there is the need to spend simply for the sake of spending.  And regardless of our economic status, the ironic thing is that when our goal is simply enjoying ourselves and having as much pleasure as we can in the moment, the things we do to achieve pleasure tend to become less and less satisfying, eventually leading to a place where we are entirely dissatisfied - and maybe broke.  Opportunities are wasted, sold out for short term pleasure.  The future has been charged away.

After Terry and I had children, we made the conscious decision that, rather than continue to work, she would stay home with them.  Living on one income – especially with two children – was quite an adjustment for us.  We struggled at times to make ends meet and would worry about paying bills.  So we had to pay close attention to what we bought and how we spent our money.  But when the children got older, Terry went back to work, and our income grew.  We no longer paid that close attention.  Spending twenty dollars here and forty dollars there was no big deal.  We ate out more.  Money sort of just flowed through our fingers.  And after a while, I began to wonder, “Where did it all go?”  Hamilton states:
[The thing is] every dollar we choose to waste is a dollar that could be used for something more meaningful – something that could have lasting impact.  It could be saved or invested for retirement or given to help others and support God’s kingdom work.  When [we] remember this, [we] realize that being a good steward of what [we] have is a matter of great importance.

There are many ways we waste money, but there are two primary money-wasters that many of us struggle with. As we think about these, I’m not suggesting that they necessarily be eliminated, but simply that we should think more carefully about how we spend our money.  The first big money-waster is impulse buying.  How many of us have made a trip to the grocery store to pick up a single item, say a $3 gallon of milk, and come home with two bags full of groceries for about 10 times as much?  There was a great sale on some things and the displays on other items attracted our attention.
There are two keys to avoiding impulse buying.  One is never go grocery shopping when you’re hungry!  I know from experience that if you do, you’ll pick up extra items.  Secondly, shop only for what you need:  make a list, buy what you need, and get out of the store.  If you see something else you want, write it down and wait for your next planned shopping trip.  You’ll find many of those items aren’t nearly as attractive once you’ve left the store.  And that works not only for food, but for any kind of impulse buy.  By waiting just 24 hours to purchase it, you’ll be amazed at the amount of money you’ll end up saving.
The second great money-waster is eating out.  Again, not that we should never do it, but the issue is frequency.  Americans eat out an average of four times a week.  Hamilton gives an example that rather than eating out four times a week, a family of four could save more than $6000 a year by cooking the same meals at home, money that could be saved, spent on something more important, or given away.  Even half of that is a significant amount, and many of us eat out even more often.  Hamilton asks us to think about how much we spent on eating out last year, and what else might have been done with the money.
Those questions lead to an even bigger and more important question:  What is our life about?  Why do we exist?   I think we can agree that we don’t exist simply to consume as much as we can and get as much pleasure as we can while we’re here on this earth.  The fact is, we were each created by God for a higher purpose.  We hear God say in the book of Jeremiah:

For surely I know the plans I have for you, says the Lord, plans for your welfare and not for harm, to give you a future with hope.

We each need to know and understand our life’s purpose - our vision or mission or calling - and then spend our money in ways that are consistent with that purpose or calling.

You know, if we don’t determine our life’s purpose, then it will be determined for us.  Our society tells us that our life’s purpose is to consume - to make as much money as possible and to blow as much money as possible.  But the Bible tells us something very different.  In its pages we hear that we were created to care for God’s creation.  We were created to love God and to love our neighbors as ourselves.  We were created to care for our families and those in need.  We were created to glorify God, to seek justice, and to do mercy.  We who have accepted Jesus Christ as our Savior are to follow his teachings and to seek to do his will in our lives.  

Now if these are our life’s purpose, then our money and possessions should be devoted to helping us fulfill this calling.  We’re to use our resources to help care for our families and others - to serve Christ and the world through the church, missions, and everyday opportunities.  Hamilton asks:

Are we pursuing a mission that is bigger than our personal satisfaction?  Can we describe our mission and its relationship to our faith?  Does the use of our time and money reflect that mission?  Answering these questions should cause us to reflect on the true role of money and possessions in our lives.
Money and the things money can buy isn’t an appropriate goal or focus for our lives.  Money isn’t an end; it’s a tool.  It’s a means for accomplishing an end – specifically, for accomplishing our life’s purpose.  Money itself isn’t bad; it isn’t the root of all evil.  According to the Bible, it’s the love of money that is the root of all kinds of evil. (1 Tim. 6:10b)  Hamilton states:
Each of us is called to be a blessing to others.  We have a life purpose that is greater than our own self-interests, and how we spend our God-given resources reflects our understanding and commitment to this life purpose or mission.

Being able to accomplish the greater purposes God has for our lives requires some measure of planning.  Through prayer, study, worship, and small group interactions, we begin to get a sense of our life’s purpose: God’s calling.   The next step is to set goals.  We can begin by asking: Where is God calling me to serve?  What am I to accomplish in the next year?  The next five years?  With the rest of my life?  Taking the time to set goals related to our lives and our finances is crucial if we are to become wise stewards of our God-given resources.  
There’s an insert in our bulletin today to help us with this kind of planning.  I would invite each of us to take this sheet home and spend some time filling it out, understanding, of course, that it’s just a snapshot in time.  Things will happen that will change our plans: for instance, our life situations change, or we grow spiritually and better understand our calling.  But the fact is, we’ll never be at the perfect time to begin.  It’s important to start planning now and make any adjustments, as needed.  The insert helps us to think about where God is calling us - what is our life’s purpose – to set goals to help us achieve that purpose, and to set financial objectives that support our life goals and purpose.  Then we can identify two short-term, mid-range, and long-term financial goals that are aimed at helping us to accomplish our broader life objectives.  At least one goal in each category should relate specifically to our faith.

For instance, one of the short term goals Terry and I have is to make certain financial commitments to missions each year that go above and beyond our tithe to the church.  Each year we give our first 10 percent to the church, and then we set aside additional funds to support other needs.  This past year we began to support a child through the Rainbow Network, and we helped to support the work at the Domestic Violence Center.  This requires some planning, because otherwise we would simply spend all of our income.  Setting goals in this way is essential if we are to fulfill a life purpose that moves beyond our own interests to bless the lives of others.
And once we’ve set financial goals, we need to develop a plan to meet them.  The old saying is true: A failure to plan is a plan to fail.  Of course, there are countless books on financial planning.  However, Hamilton has condensed some of the most basic financial planning concepts into the six principles that are on the small static cling that were handed out this morning.  If you’ll look at those, you’ll see there are scriptural passages included that support these principles.  The back peels off of these, and they can be placed on a mirror or window where they will be seen occasionally as a continual reminder.  Combined together these biblical principles create a simple plan to help us become a better money manager.  

The six principles are:
· Put God first both in your living and your giving.  In other words, give your tithe and offering off the “top” of your income, and then live on whatever remains.  This can be a little scary at first, but you will be amazed at the blessings that begin to flow when you put God first in your life.
· Prepare a spending plan and track all expenses monthly.  In other words, develop a plan in which you tell your money what you want it to do.  Tracking your expenses with a budget is like getting on the scales: It allows you to see how you’re doing and motivates you to be more careful with your expenditures.  To aid in making a plan, we’ve included in the bulletin a budget worksheet with suggested percentages to be spent on different categories of expenditures.  You can compare these with your own spending patterns and make plans for any needed adjustments.  Also included are the web addresses for some excellent resources to aid in budget preparation.
· Simplify your lifestyle.  In other words, live below your means.  Because this discipline is critical to the success of any financial plan, next Sunday’s sermon will be devoted to this topic.

· Immediately establish an emergency fund.  An emergency fund is an account separate from checking or long-term savings set aside specifically for emergencies.  Financial experts recommend beginning with $1,000 and building that into three months’ worth of income.  With this fund available, no longer is there a need to depend on credit cards.

· Pay off your credit cards.  While building an emergency fund, begin to pay off credit card debt and use cash or debit cards for purchases.  Some experts suggest for greatest savings to first pay off the credit card with the highest interest rate.  Others suggest first paying off the one with the smallest balance, experiencing that victory, and applying your payments from the first card to the second to create a snowball effect in paying off the cards.  Credit cards should be destroyed unless you can ensure the balance can be paid off monthly.
· Practice long-term savings and investing habits.  Saving money is the number-one wise money management principle everyone should practice.  Not just for the sake of saving, however.  That would be hoarding, which in the Bible is described as the practice of fools by those who fail to understand life’s purpose.  Saving should be purposeful: for such things as emergencies, to meet our financial goals, and for retirement needs.

Remember the prodigal son was welcomed home and loved by his father, but he had to make a new start – and so do we!  For many of us achieving financial peace and accomplishing God’s greater purposes for our lives requires that we learn to simplify and to consciously spend less of what we have so we can direct it to things that are really important to us.  We can decide to let go of certain financial habits so that we can better serve God’s will.  And when we do so, I can guarantee that we’ll each find greater simplicity, contentment, generosity, and joy for our lives.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen. 
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