Luke 12:13-21

13Someone in the crowd said to him, “Teacher, tell my brother to divide the family inheritance with me.” 14But he said to him, “Friend, who set me to be a judge or arbitrator over you?” 15And he said to them, “Take care! Be on your guard against all kinds of greed; for one’s life does not consist in the abundance of possessions.” 16Then he told them a parable: “The land of a rich man produced abundantly. 17And he thought to himself, ‘What should I do, for I have no place to store my crops?’ 18Then he said, ‘I will do this: I will pull down my barns and build larger ones, and there I will store all my grain and my goods. 19And I will say to my soul, ‘Soul, you have ample goods laid up for many years; relax, eat, drink, be merry.’ 20But God said to him, ‘You fool! This very night your life is being demanded of you. And the things you have prepared, whose will they be?’ 21So it is with those who store up treasures for themselves but are not rich toward God.” 

Philippians 4:4-13

4Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, Rejoice. 5Let your gentleness be known to everyone. The Lord is near. 6Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God. 7And the peace of God, which surpasses all understanding, will guard your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus. 8Finally, beloved, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of praise, think about these things. 9Keep on doing the things that you have learned and received and heard and seen in me, and the God of peace will be with you. 

10I rejoice in the Lord greatly that now at last you have revived your concern for me; indeed, you were concerned for me, but had no opportunity to show it. 11Not that I am referring to being in need; for I have learned to be content with whatever I have. 12I know what it is to have little, and I know what it is to have plenty. In any and all circumstances I have learned the secret of being well-fed and of going hungry, of having plenty and of being in need. 13 I can do all things through him who strengthens me. 

Cultivating Contentment
Today we’re continuing our sermon series based on Rev. Adam Hamilton’s book, Enough: Discovering Joy Through Simplicity and Generosity.  In recent years, we’ve witnessed a number of devastating natural disasters, including hurricanes, floods, tsunamis, tornadoes, and wildfires, from which survivors many times have been fortunate to escape with their lives but little else.  After a wildfire unexpectedly ravaged many homes in southern California a few years ago, folks staying at an emergency shelter were asked the question, “What did you save from the fire?”  One boy saved his pillow; another, the saxophone he had been learning to play.  A young woman saved her two cats and some important documents.  Another lady saved her Bible, purse, shoes, diploma, and cell phone.  Hamilton asks the question:
What would you save?  Imagine a wildfire is headed toward your home and you have ten minutes to grab what you can and flee.  What would you take with you?

These kinds of natural disasters remind us that everything in this world is temporary.  The stuff that seems so important today will be gone tomorrow.  When we’re gone, most of our stuff will be outdated, worn out, or simply of no value to anyone else.  And so consciously, we should be able to affirm what we heard Jesus say in our Scripture lesson this morning:  that our lives do not consist in the abundance of possessions.  Yet our culture incessantly shouts “that’s not true!”  The world continually tells us that the abundance of possessions is exactly what life consists of.  We’re bombarded with messages that tell us: 

If you just had a little more, you’d be more satisfied; if you just had that one thing, or if you had a bigger house or a nicer car or more fashionable clothes, then you’d be happy – at least happier than you are right now. 
And so there is a wrestling in our hearts.  Hamilton states:

Despite the fact that we say we believe Jesus’ words, we still find ourselves devoting a great deal of our time, talents, and resources to the acquisition of more stuff.  We say that our lives do not consist in the abundance of our possessions, but we live as if they do.
Have you ever heard of RLS, restless leg syndrome?  It’s a condition in which one’s legs twitches and contracts, especially in bed at night.  I’ve heard it playfully called, “the jimmy legs.”  Well, it turns out there’s a similar condition we could call RHS, Restless Heart Syndrome, that acts in our heart - or soul.  The primary symptom of Restless Heart Syndrome is discontent.  Those who have it are rarely satisfied for long.  The moment they acquire something, they scarcely take time to enjoy it before wanting something else, leaving them continually discontent.  And unfortunately, most of us are infected by RHS to some degree.
Now there’s a certain discontent that God intended us to have.  God actually wired our hearts to be discontented, so that we would seek the only One who can fully satisfy us.  We’re meant to yearn to know God more, to cultivate a deeper prayer life, to pursue justice and holiness with increasing fervor, to love others more, and to grow in grace and character and wisdom with each passing day.

Unfortunately, however, for many of us there are things with which we should be content that are the very things we find ourselves hopelessly discontent with.  We can find ourselves discontented with our stuff, our jobs, our church, our children, or our spouses.  Hamilton states:

God must look at us and think, “What is it with these people?  I give them everything they need and more as a gift, and they keep asking for the gift receipt.”  It’s as if we’re saying to God, “I don’t like what you’ve given me, God; I want something else.  [Let me trade in the gifts you’ve given me for something better.”]
So what can we do about RHS?  How can we get past our restlessness and discontent and instead foster satisfaction and happiness in our lives?  The apostle Paul is an excellent example of contentment.  As we heard in our New Testament lesson from Philippians, Paul wrote about learning the “secret” to being content:

I know what it is to have little, and I know what it is to have plenty.  In any and all circumstances I have learned the secret of being well-fed and of going hungry, of having plenty and of being in need.

Like Paul, we, too, can learn to be content in whatever circumstances we may find ourselves.  Hamilton suggests four ways to cultivate contentment, followed by five ways to simplify our lives, because the two go hand in hand.  When we simplify, we become more content; and when we’re content, we simplify.

His first key to contentment comes from a pastor in California who says that whenever we become discontented with something or someone, we should say four words: “It could be worse.”  For instance, he says when you’re frustrated with needed repairs at home, or frustrations on the job, or disappointment with your spouse, simply say, “It could be worse.”  Actually, and especially with that last one, it’s probably better to think the words rather than saying them out loud.  
Personally, I would suggest that this be taken a step further.  In a way, saying, “It could be worse,” might seem like we’re simply settling for less.  However, if we actually consider similar situations that are worse, we begin to have perspective; the reality of our situation is driven home.  The fact is no matter how bad our situation may seem at times, there are always those that have it ten times worse.  For instance, we might have frustrations at work, but there are those who have been without work for a long, long time.  We may wish that we had a nicer home, but there are many homeless folks without any home whatsoever.  With perspective comes better understanding.  And no matter what we may not like about a thing or person or circumstance, we can always find something good to focus on if we’ll only choose to do so.

The second key to contentment is to ask ourselves before making a purchase, “How long will this make me happy?”  Too often we buy things we think will make us happy, only to find that the happiness lasts about as long as it takes to open the box.  There’s typically a short period of satisfaction that many times simply doesn’t last.  Unfortunately, many of the things we buy aren’t worth the expense.  Especially for major purchases, it’s always a good idea to try before we buy, if possible, to see if the thing is really as satisfying as we had hoped it would be.
The third key is developing a grateful heart.  This is one of the most important keys to contentment and happiness in life.  Gratitude is essential, if we are to be content.  In fact a genuine sense of gratitude is very similar to that of contentment.  In his first letter to the church at Thessalonica, the apostle Paul said that we are to “give thanks in all circumstances.” (1 Thessalonians 5:18)   A grateful heart recognizes that all of life is a gift.  Similar to the first key, in any situation, we can either complain or be grateful.  We can focus on all the things we don’t like, or we can look for the things we do like and be grateful for them.  Contentment comes when we spend more time giving thanks for what we do have rather than thinking about what’s wrong or missing in our lives.
The last key is found in the question, “Where does my soul find true satisfaction?”  The world answers this question by telling us that we find satisfaction in ease and luxury and comfort and money.  The Bible, however, answers the question very differently.  From Genesis to Revelation, it tells us that we find our satisfaction in God alone.  Look again at our Call to Worship in your bulletin.  
“O God, you are my God, I seek you,  my soul thirsts for you. . . .  when I think of you on my bed,  and meditate on you in the watches of the night, my soul is satisfied as with a rich feast,  and my mouth praises you with joyful lips”
Saint Augustine put it this way: “Thou hast made us for thyself, O Lord, and our hearts are restless until they find their rest in thee.”

And in our New Testament reading the “secret” to contentment that Paul learned was that “I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.”  In other words, Paul found Christ to be his Source, the One who satisfied his every need and enabled him to be content in all circumstances – whether in a prison cell or a palace, in poverty or in wealth.  
Paul discovered the deep love of God.  He knew that his life belonged to God and that he was a part of God’s plans for the world.  All of his deepest needs were satisfied in his relationship with God through Christ.  Hamilton states:
Deep in our hearts we, too, desire to be connected with the One who is the creator of the universe.  We need to believe our lives have meaning.  We need to know there is grace and mercy when we’ve blown it.  We need to know there is hope in the face of the darkest circumstances.  We need to know we’re loved unconditionally by Someone who know us better than we know ourselves.  And we need to be able to share this love in meaningful relationships with others.  Contentment is found in our relationship with God and our relationships with others.  That’s why Jesus said the two most important things we must do are to “love the Lord your God with all your heart, and soul, and mind, and strength” and to “love your neighbor as yourself.”  If we keep our focus on these two things, we’ll find satisfaction for our souls and lasting contentment.  Contrary to what the world would have us believe, the longings of our souls cannot be satisfied at the shopping mall.  The only real satisfaction of our souls is Jesus Christ.
In addition to cultivating contentment in our lives, we need to cultivate simplicity.  As I said, contentment and simplicity go hand in hand.  Simplicity says less is more and that we don’t need a lot of clutter in our lives.  There comes a point when we have enough stuff and gaining more only creates stress, which actually makes us less happy.

And the consuming habits of Americans today are not only wasteful; they are unsustainable.  Every year we consume over 1.2 billion trees to support our needs for packaging, paper, napkins, and bags.  We use 2.5 million plastic bottles ever hour – most of these for water.  While we only have 5% of the world’s population, we produce 40% of the world’s garbage, annually averaging about 1600 pounds per person.  As people of faith, simplifying our lives is not only necessary to achieve good spiritual health and find contentment; it’s crucial to being good stewards for the world in which we live.
Hamilton suggests five ways to simplify our lives.  The first is to do research, share ideas with others, andor have a brainstorming session with your family to set specific goals for reducing your consumption, and to begin living below your means.  Some ideas are: to use canvas bags when you go grocery shopping and refuse any extra packaging; buy the middle rather than top-of-the-line products when making purchases; improve your fuel economy by at least 10% when buying a new car; reduce your utilities by 10% by setting the thermostat back a couple of degrees when you’re away during the day and asleep at night.
Another suggestion is before making a purchase to ask yourself, “Do I really need this, and why do I want it?”  These questions will help determine the true motivation behind the purchase.  Is it a need, a self-esteem issue, or something else?  You may find yourself wrestling with your true motive and decide that your reason for purchasing the item is not a good one.
With Christmas coming up, a form of this question may be helpful with gift-giving, as well.  Many times we feel obligated to give, even if the gift is perfunctory.  When giving gifts, ask yourself, “Is this item needed by or meaningful to the recipient?”  Rather than one more item of stuff, consider providing a needed service or making a donation in the person’s name to a valued charity.  This kind of gift would likely have more impact and meaning and also emphasize the value of simplicity.
A third suggestion is to completely use something up before replacing or buying more and to consider the lifespan of the replacement item.  Again, our culture encourages us to replace based on fashion, style, and to keep up appearances.  But taking good care of the things we buy; using them until they are empty, broken, or worn out; and buying replacement items that are made to last maximizes value.  
A fourth suggestion is to enjoy low-cost, enriching entertainment.  Many times we think we have to entertain with flashy or exciting activities that can be expensive and exhausting.  It’s amazing how much more pleasure can be derived from low-cost, simple activities.  Last week, Terry and I drove over to the national forest east of Forsyth and simply walked in the forest for a couple of hours.  The peacefulness and deep quiet were wonderful and refreshing!  In fact, it was so quiet I literally watched a leaf fall from a tree and heard it land!
The last suggestion is to ask yourself, “Are there major changes in my home, possessions, job, or activities that would allow me to simplify my life?”  For instance, selling the car you’re making payments on and purchasing one that can be bought outright, downsizing your home, or getting rid of a club membership that is never or rarely used.  Hamilton states:

Remember, if you can’t do all the things God is calling you to do and you’re unable to find joy in your life, perhaps it’s time to simplify in some major ways.

But simplifying our life requires self-control.  King Solomon wrote in Proverbs, “Like a city whose walls are broken down  is a [person] who lacks self-control.” (Proverbs 25:28)  In Solomon’s time, if the city’s walls were broken through, the enemy could march right in and destroy it.  There was no longer any protection.  Likewise, self-control is a wall around our heart and life that protects us from ourselves, from temptation, and from sins that are deadly and that can ultimately destroy us.  Self-control comes down to making a choice between indulging our desire for instant gratification or choosing to not act so that a higher cause or greater gratification can be later achieved.  
Hamilton states that asking three questions before taking an action can help us forgo instant gratification: 

“What are the long-term consequences of this action?”  “Can this resource of time, money, or energy be used for a higher good or a better outcome?”  and “Will this action honor God?”
Asking these questions help us to move from being enslaved by our impulses toward exercising self-control.  Additional help can be gained through regular prayer and by discussing our decision making with others whose opinions we respect.  For instance, Hamilton’s book would be a great one to use for a small group study.
Ultimately, of course, it’s up to us to decide where we’ll make our beds, which “tent” we will live in as Hamilton says: the con-tent or the discon-tent.  We decide by intentionally considering what our lives are about.  If we decide that “life does not consist in the abundance of possessions,” then we are choosing contentment.  But that doesn’t mean we need to stop buying things or move into cramped homes or apartments.  It means we live more consciously in regard to our true needs and motives.  Instead of being enslaved by our need to purchase and consume, we look to God as our Source, giving thanks for what we have; asking God to give us the right perspective on money and possessions and to change our hearts each day.  It means we decide to live simpler lives, wasting less and conserving more.  And it means that we focus more and more on loving and serving God and others, as we choose to give and serve more generously.
Let us pray that we would know the secret of contentment of which Paul wrote: That in any and all circumstances we would know the secret of being well-fed and of going hungry, of having plenty and of being in need, because we can do all things through him who strengthens us: our Lord, Jesus Christ.
In Jesus name.  Amen.
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