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Grace, mercy and peace from God our Father and our Lord Jesus Christ on this All Saints’ Day of the Church in the year of our Lord 2010!
History is a little thin on the start of All Saints’ Day. Early on the post-apostolic church honored the deaths of the martyrs: Stephen, then James, and then hundreds and even thousands more, but once the church became “legalized,” there weren’t many more martyrs…..so they turned to remembering those who had gone before us into heaven. After all, the goal…..and the dream of every Christian is not only to be blessed in THIS lifetime, but in the next as well. 

Jesus taught quite a bit about heaven, but He taught a whole lot more about living on earth……and of all the things He talked about, do you know what was at the top of His list? Money and stuff! Of 43 parables, 27 are about money. There are 500 verses in the Bible about prayer….and 2000 about money. Take everything Jesus said about salvation, heaven and hell, lump them together, Jesus still talked more about money and possessions than all the rest! It was a big issue in the 1st century and it’s still a big issue in the 21st.
Did you know that in America last year more people declared bankruptcy than graduated from college? Did you know that money is the #1 cause of divorce?  

If we, you and I, are going to be serious about following Jesus, then we have to have our finances in order. Jesus is clear about that: we cannot have two masters. Having our financial “house” in order is just as important as reading Scripture, as serving, as having our prayer life in order! If money and what it will buy is my master because I am always worrying about it and how to get more of it, then following Jesus is going to be a terrible struggle for me.
In America, money touches EVERYTHING we do. It’s that important. But even more important is this: Jesus wants to be in charge of EVERYTHING in our lives. He doesn’t want our lives compartmentalized so that there are parts of living where we keep Him out. It’s a deeply spiritual thing and we’re going to spend a lot of time talking about it.
Let’s pray: Holy Lord, YOU created everything….and You own everything. Open our minds today, and wherever we are financially, whether we’re struggling, whether we’re dealing with the results of poor choices, or whether we’re doing quite well…..bless us as we delve into the issue of money. Amen.

I’m going to begin with a question: How are you doing with the American Dream? You know what the American Dream is: a home for each family with a white picket fence, good jobs for everyone, a nice retirement to look forward to. How’s it working for you and your family? About 2 years ago our country went into financial meltdown. Home values fell, jobs dried up, 401Ks dropped value, companies shut down, we spent billions bailing out companies, government took over Chevy, Chrysler, and a whole bunch more. About a year ago the politicians and even a few economists started saying the recession was over, but I’m not sure our country got the memo on that one. Did you? 
This September our country set a record….not a good one….of the most foreclosed homes in a single month: 102,134 families lost their homes. The American dream is to own a home, but right now, 8 million families are behind on their mortgages. They owe more on their homes than they’re worth, called “being underwater,” and when you can’t sell a house like that, you’re stuck. 

The American dream is to have a good balance between work and family, but that’s not working too well. We’re at 10% unemployment, but truthfully, it’s more like 20% in many places. A lot of people are piecing together 2 or 3 jobs to make ends meet…and barely so. The AMERICAN DREAM is to live well….to do better than our parents….and for the first time in HISTORY, that’s not looking very possible for far too many Americans! 

We all voted last Tuesday, at least I hope we all did…..and the results certainly indicate that Americans had a lot to say about the state of our country and our economy, but I’m far from being convinced that we’re speaking to the heart of the issue: what IS the problem? What caused all of this? 
I’m far from being an economist, but I’ve been reading and researching and I’ve come up with what I think is the heart of our financial crisis. It started with the banks giving home loans to people who had no way of paying them back. But at the heart of THAT was people wanting more than they need. At the heart of THAT was GREED. At the heart of that IS sinful human nature.
See if you agree with the following quote: “Americans are extremely eager in the pursuit of immediate material pleasures and are always discontented with the position they occupy. They think about nothing but ways of bettering their lives…… One usually finds that the love of money is either the chief or a secondary motive at the bottom of everything Americans do.” 
It’s harsh, sure, but it’s accurate. It was written by Alexis de Tocqueville in 1831, after he toured America for the first time. Things don’t change, do they! Truth is, things HAVE changed…..but not for the better. The American Dream has become a nightmare, and not just on Elm Street, but on your street and my street. To a great extent, it’s due to two distinct but very related illnesses that impact us both socially and spiritually.

The first illness is called AFFLUENZA. I’ve got it…. you’ve got it…..most of us do: it’s the constant need for more stuff, better stuff, bigger stuff. Here’s how it’s defined: 
Affluenza, n. 1. The bloated, sluggish and unfilled feeling that results from our efforts to “keep up with the Joneses.” 2. An epidemic of stress, overwork, waste and debt caused by our persistent pursuit of the American Dream. 3. An unsustainable addiction to economic growth. 

It’s a very contagious virus, isn’t it! How do you know you have it? Let me give you a few of the symptoms:

1. A love of shopping….and I don’t mean a few groceries now and again. Whether it’s the mall or the internet, our entire economy is built on us BUYING stuff. Every TV commercial is aimed at selling stuff. Every magazine is filled with ads designed to make us WANT more stuff. One of the biggest “hobbies” is what I have called for years “recreational shopping!” And now we can do it right from our i-phones and our laptops!
2. The second symptom follows closely…. The I NEED IT bug. Pam can tell you how this symptom shows up in me: I NEED that locomotive or my crew can’t run the 34th street local, honey… I need it. Let’s take a dramatic pause: turn to the one next to you and share one case of the “need-it is” you’ve had lately. OK, let’s go……………………….ok….try to stop!
3. The third symptom is even more telling. It gets to the heart of the virus: It’s the deadly I NEED IT NOW, whether I can actually AFFORD IT right now or not. I need it NOW. It can’t wait, even a minute, much less a month, or till you actually have the MONEY!
According to the National Homebuilders Association the average American home went from 1660 square feet in 1973 to 2400 square feet today, which is ok, but in 1973 there were NO rental storage units in America. Today there are 1.9 BILLION square feet of self-storage space for stuff we have that we don’t have room for and far too often are bought with money we usually don’t have!

This brings us to the second illness that goes along with affluenza: CREDITITIS. Credititis is the opportunity for us to buy now and pay for it later. Our entire economy is built on credit….and credit cards. College kids, even high school kids with NO income are offered credit cards…..I read one story about a dog offered a card with a $20,000 line of credit. Maybe it’s because he was a Shi Tzu! 
The average credit card debt per family today is over $9000, triple what it was 20 years ago, and thanks to the way they’ve changed the rules, if you only pay the minimum balance on a $9k debt, it will be paid off in only…… 240 years!?! 
I’m actually amazed that Kmart and Sears have brought back Lay-Away. What a concept, not taking your “stuff” home from the store until it is paid for! Add to that mortgages, home equity loans, student loans, car loans and all the stresses that go with and the American Dream has become a nightmare. 

Right about now some of you are asking where the Good News is. I’m working my way there…..starting in Genesis 2: the Garden of Eden. God put Adam and Eve there and it was PERFECT. They had EVERYTHING, a perfect relationship with him, with each other, all they could eat…..all except that ONE tree. “That one is off limits,” said God. It was HUMAN BEINGS living GOD’S DREAM! 
That dream became a nightmare when sin entered the world, described in Genesis 3. Remember the temptation? “Did God really say you must not eat from ANY tree in the garden?” That’s NOT what God said. He said not from that ONE tree. Temptation usually has a little truth in it….but it’s always distorted. 

You know the story: “Eat it” said the devil. “YOU won’t die! You’re worth it! You deserve it! You’ll be like God!!!!” Do it NOW!  This same thing that came into the world that day is one of the root causes of our financial crisis today: PRIDE! “I’ve GOT to have it……..and have it NOW…….because I DESERVE IT! I can’t drive that old rattletrap of a car…it’s 2 years old! I HAVE to have these JEANS, EVERYBODY ELSE has new jeans!” On and on it flows and into debt we go.
Advertisers use the same appeal: it’s called SNOB appeal, and the devil was the first one to use it. Pride BLINDS us. It makes us borrow more money than we can pay back. It makes us LEND money to people who can’t pay it back. 

Adam and Eve fell victim to the same thing that has infected and afflicted our financial system today, the sin of GREED.  They decided that what they had wasn’t enough, even though God had given them more than they’d ever need.
Greed: We define it this way: when we want more than we need. What was the result for Adam and Eve? God’s dream had become a nightmare. Instead of innocence, they had shame. Instead of walking with God, they hid. Instead of living forever in the Garden, they were banished and they died.

At the heart of our economic crisis lies a spiritual crisis: God gave Adam and Eve everything they needed in the Garden. God also set up a boundary, around ONE tree…… but they wanted more and they stepped over it. God has given US today plenty….and set up boundaries for dealing with it. The Bible is filled with wisdom about dealing with money. That’s why Jesus taught so MUCH about it. Wise people SAVE. Fools spend whatever they have. They go into debt……and DEBT is where far too many families are and DEBT, $13.7 TRILLION is where our country is. Our National Debt, what our country owes (mainly to China) is increasing by $4 BILLION a day….and to bring that home, the share for EACH of us is right close to $44,350! 
What do we do about it? When dreams become nightmares, the only solution is to turn to God. Turn to Jesus and He will give you everything you WANT, right? WRONG….Jesus never said that: He said, “Follow me FIRST and you will have everything you NEED.” (Matt 6: 32-33)  Basic question: Who is first in your heart? What’s first in your life? Is it life in this world or life in God’s kingdom? Today’s Gospel is the Beatitudes….the “blessed are those who” verses from the Sermon on the Mount. I’m going to put them up, one at a time. Notice how they start?  By seeking God. By following Jesus. Through Kingdom “stuff.” We get that part right……..and all the rest….what we NEED….it follows. Let’s close with prayer and next week we’ll talk about: “Cultivating Contentment.” 
