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The American Recession
I feel like I don’t even need much of an introduction to this subject and why we are discussing it tonight.  Each one of us, I’m sure, is aware of the current economic situation that we are facing here in America.  Each one of us is being personally affected by the recession, or at least knows of someone who is:
· One student I talked to recently just finished his 15th job interview- and still remains jobless.  Another has spent the entire year on resumes and networking- and is still in search.  
· I’ve talked to students who are now planning on grad school, solely because they don’t know what else to do since they cannot find a job.

· I myself am a little bit nervous as I think about a summer full of fundraising

· Some of us who have been enjoying life comfortably are now feeling anxious about the future
· Parents that have been looking forward to retirement, now find that their dream is postponed. 

· Families saving for their children to attend college may now find that their funds fall short of their target

· Some folks who felt secure in their jobs last month now wonder how long their employer will be able to keep them.
Discussion Questions:

(What are some examples of situations that you or someone you know are facing?

(How does the current economic situation change your view of the future? 

Lucky for us- we are not lost among ourselves to figure out some kind of formula on our own of how to respond to the recession.  Scripture addresses the issues that we are facing, and speaks truth to us.  Let’s look together at how it speaks into this issue:

Fear v. Faith in Economic Troubled Times
One of the things we mentioned above is the feeling of fear and anxiety when thinking about the future.  Jesus talks about this directly in Matthew 6:
Matt. 6:9-34

Treasures in Heaven
 19"Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth, where moth and rust destroy, and where thieves break in and steal. 20But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where moth and rust do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal. 21For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also. 

 22"The eye is the lamp of the body. If your eyes are good, your whole body will be full of light. 23But if your eyes are bad, your whole body will be full of darkness. If then the light within you is darkness, how great is that darkness! 

 24"No one can serve two masters. Either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and Money. 

Do Not Worry 

 25"Therefore I tell you, do not worry about your life, what you will eat or drink; or about your body, what you will wear. Is not life more important than food, and the body more important than clothes? 26Look at the birds of the air; they do not sow or reap or store away in barns, and yet your heavenly Father feeds them. Are you not much more valuable than they? 27Who of you by worrying can add a single hour to his life? 

 28"And why do you worry about clothes? See how the lilies of the field grow. They do not labor or spin. 29Yet I tell you that not even Solomon in all his splendor was dressed like one of these. 30If that is how God clothes the grass of the field, which is here today and tomorrow is thrown into the fire, will he not much more clothe you, O you of little faith? 31So do not worry, saying, 'What shall we eat?' or 'What shall we drink?' or 'What shall we wear?' 32For the pagans run after all these things, and your heavenly Father knows that you need them. 33But seek first his kingdom and his righteousness, and all these things will be given to you as well. 34Therefore do not worry about tomorrow, for tomorrow will worry about itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own.
Discussion Questions:

(What are examples of “treasures” that we store up on earth?

(What do you think it means to “store up for yourselves treasures in heaven?”

(Look at verse 24.  Why are serving God and serving money two contradictory things? Describe what a life might look like if money was your master.  Now describe how it might look different if God was your master and not money.

(What are some of the things that we might feel worried about, given the current economic situation?

(Why does Jesus say that we should not worry?

(How can we know that God will take care of us?

(Does this mean that people who follow Jesus will not encounter suffering or need?

(What would someone’s mindset about the recession be if they do not have a relationship with Jesus?  How should the mindset of a follower of Jesus be different?

(According to this passage, what do you think Jesus would say to you about how to respond to the recession?

Stewardship & Giving in Troubled Economic Times:

Stewardship:

(When you look around at the culture that we live in- how would you describe the lifestyle of the typical American?  It is pretty easy to see that we live in a culture full of excess, lavish, convenience, and comfort.  
(What are some of the things you notice people are doing to “cut back,” “save,” or “survive” in this recession? 

Speaking from even my own experience, it can be easy to look at the finances and resources that we have as being our own- that we have worked for and that we deserve.  We can so easily forget that everything around us is a blessing from God that He has provided.  He created the earth we live in, and the people that we are.  He has gifted us with the skills and abilities that have crafted every part of the economy we live in today. Therefore everything ultimately belongs to Him.  Any money that is in our bank account is God’s- and it’s kind of like He’s appointed us as managers of what He ultimately owns. 

Let’s think about this for a minute: let’s say you own a multi-billion dollar company.  You hire managers to take care of the finances & operations.  What would you require of a manager in order for you to trust them with more of your money?
We’re going to look at a similar scenario that Jesus describes in Luke 16.

Luke 16:1-18 (New International Version)

Luke 16

The Parable of the Shrewd Manager 

 1Jesus told his disciples: "There was a rich man whose manager was accused of wasting his possessions. 2So he called him in and asked him, 'What is this I hear about you? Give an account of your management, because you cannot be manager any longer.' 

 3"The manager said to himself, 'What shall I do now? My master is taking away my job. I'm not strong enough to dig, and I'm ashamed to beg— 4I know what I'll do so that, when I lose my job here, people will welcome me into their houses.' 

 5"So he called in each one of his master's debtors. He asked the first, 'How much do you owe my master?' 

 6" 'Eight hundred gallons of olive oil,' he replied. 
      "The manager told him, 'Take your bill, sit down quickly, and make it four hundred.' 

 7"Then he asked the second, 'And how much do you owe?' 
      " 'A thousand bushels of wheat,' he replied. 
      "He told him, 'Take your bill and make it eight hundred.' 

 8"The master commended the dishonest manager because he had acted shrewdly. For the people of this world are more shrewd in dealing with their own kind than are the people of the light. 9I tell you, use worldly wealth to gain friends for yourselves, so that when it is gone, you will be welcomed into eternal dwellings. 

 10"Whoever can be trusted with very little can also be trusted with much, and whoever is dishonest with very little will also be dishonest with much. 11So if you have not been trustworthy in handling worldly wealth, who will trust you with true riches? 12And if you have not been trustworthy with someone else's property, who will give you property of your own? 

 13"No servant can serve two masters. Either he will hate the one and love the other, or he will be devoted to the one and despise the other. You cannot serve both God and Money." 

 14The Pharisees, who loved money, heard all this and were sneering at Jesus. 15He said to them, "You are the ones who justify yourselves in the eyes of men, but God knows your hearts. What is highly valued among men is detestable in God's sight.

Discussion Questions:

(So what is the story here?  What is going on in this passage?  

(When the “manager” fears losing his job, how does he react?  What does he do in hopes to secure himself in the event that he does lose his job?

(What do you noticed is repeated in this passage that Jesus also said in Matt. 6? (When Jesus repeats something- he really wants to get a point across!)

(What do you think Jesus is saying in this passage?

(What does this mean for us, especially in these economic times? What does it communicate about how God wants us to “manage” His resources?

Giving:
Another thing that I think can be honestly said of us (as people) is that when economic trouble hits, we hold tightly to whatever money or resources we do have because we don’t want them to be taken away from us.  One of the first places that we cut back in is our giving.  We see the other things that we need as more important and vital than our tithes, offerings, or anything that we might give to help people in need.  We think, “God will understand- I just can’t give right now.  But as soon as I get back on my feet or this recession clears up, or I am more stable, I will start giving again.”
Let’s take a look at what scripture says about this:
2 Corinthians 8:1-4 (New International Version)

2 Corinthians 8

Generosity Encouraged 

 1And now, brothers, we want you to know about the grace that God has given the Macedonian churches. 2Out of the most severe trial, their overflowing joy and their extreme poverty welled up in rich generosity. 3For I testify that they gave as much as they were able, and even beyond their ability. Entirely on their own, 4they urgently pleaded with us for the privilege of sharing in this service to the saints.

(Let’s take a look at this situation: the Macedonian church, as it says in this passage- was dealing with extreme poverty- yet they were very generous in their giving.
(I was recently looking at a sermon on a passage in Numbers, & the Pastor said, “it’s just a statistical fact that the more people have, the less they tend to give; and the less people have, when they are consecrated to the Lord, the more generous they tend to be in our giving.”  The more money and things that people have, the tighter they hold onto their money…why do you think that is?  Why would people who have less give more?
Mark 12:41-44

The Widow's Offering 

 41Jesus sat down opposite the place where the offerings were put and watched the crowd putting their money into the temple treasury. Many rich people threw in large amounts. 42But a poor widow came and put in two very small copper coins, worth only a fraction of a penny.
 43Calling his disciples to him, Jesus said, "I tell you the truth, this poor widow has put more into the treasury than all the others. 44They all gave out of their wealth; but she, out of her poverty, put in everything—all she had to live on."

(My mom likes to tell me this story from when I was 5 years old.  We were shopping around Christmas time, and after checking out, there was one of those Salvation Army people standing at the doorway ringing their bells and collecting money.  I tugged at my mom’s arm when she tried to walk by them and said, “Mommy- aren’t you going to give money to them?”  To which she replied, “Sweetie, all I have is the 7 cents I got back from our purchases.” But I wasn’t going to let her off the hook.  I said to her, “But mommy, remember that Bible story where the woman gave all she had even though it was only a little bit?  God liked that.  You need to give them that 7 cents.”
· I always laugh when I hear that story now- but I am convicted by the truth that my statement held and how far away I’ve gotten from that mindset now.
(Why do you think Jesus shared this story with his disciples?

(How could the fraction of a penny from this widow be more than the large amounts the rich were giving?  Does this mean that the rich should not give large amounts then?

(According to this passage, what does Jesus require of us when it comes to giving?

(What do you think Jesus would tell us about giving right now in the midst of such a troubled economy?
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