20 September 2015 : Guide to Buying a Place in the Sun : Galatians 5 : 16-26  
This is not likely to be the most orderly or well-constructed message you’ll ever have heard delivered from this pulpit, and for that I apologise right away, but it’s been an eventful few weeks. Hot on the heels of a Golden Ticket run on the Borders Railway, free breakfast, free lunch, free train ride, unbridled joy, there followed a sudden cold bath of reality, with the deeply distressing but deeply complex migrant crisis.

The difficulty was to respond in a way that combined generosity to those in genuine need with discernment as to who that might actually be, as the migrants are clearly not one homogeneous group but a volatile combination of [1] refugee families in truly dire straits fleeing a situation in which their very lives were in danger from the total meltdown in Syria ; [2] educated and relatively well-resourced single people looking for a better life in Northern Europe away from their roots ; and [3] potential Islamic State or Al-Qaeda activists exploiting the humanitarian crisis to infiltrate the west.

To their immense credit, it was our local primary schools who took a bold lead, setting up a Washbag Appeal, inviting donations of items that would be typically placed in a washbag for an overnight stay : like shampoo, shower gel, hand-wash, toothpaste, toothbrushes, soap, flannel, etc, plus washbags themselves. These would be distributed via a locally-based charity with a proven track record of getting things to where they ought to be, as this is often a big problem with crisis like these.

The Kirk Session also considered the matter, and took the view that to receive around 4 refugee families in various small towns like Jedburgh and Selkirk was far superior to placing large numbers in the cities where there is already a high level of poverty and tension among various ethnic groups. We were confident that small towns like ours would be much more likely to embrace the new arrivals and we in the church are happy to be at the forefront of doing so, providing practical help as they settle. 
Scottish Borders Council has set up a task force to deal with this awful situation, on which we reflected last time we were together, and the church has reported ready, willing and able to do whatever is asked of us. Walking by on the other side is never, for the believer, an option. After all, we are, by faith in Jesus, numbered among the descendants of Abraham, to share in his inheritance. God has placed all spiritual and material resources at the disposal of His church. We are blessed to be a blessing  

After dealing with all that, it seemed odd to be disappearing off the scene on holiday, but after a year or so involving the setting up of a new business and a family wedding, it was time. I’m not sure why, but Thomas Cook Airlines weren’t using one of their own planes for the Fuerteventura run, but a hired-in vehicle. 
Now I know what First Bus did with the old heaps displaced from the Kelso to Hawick service. Blu-tak on a couple of wings, and when the cabin crew say so, the passengers all stick an arm through the nearest window and flap furiously for a few hours. The last word in comfort it was not, but in fairness the flights were about the quickest ever.

To describe our week as a holiday is to stretch the term almost to breaking point. Actually, we were on a business trip, people on a mission, and it was a mission looking ahead not that many years to retirement. When I preach my last sermon here, not only have I no job, but we have no house. That was what we had to resolve, and you don’t want to know all the wheeling and dealing that’s been going on these past few months to get the finances in place. Suffice to say it’s all been within the law. Honestly! 

We went with a list of estate agents to contact and properties to view. We never made it to any of them. Instead, out for a walk to stretch our legs after being caged up in a plane for 4½ hours, on that very first afternoon we stopped at an agent not on our list, and found ourselves making an appointment for a hatful of viewings the following day.
Without boring you with all the details, this whistle-stop tour narrowed our search down to two possible targets, one considerably cheaper than the other. A walk around the respective neighbourhoods soon told us the reason for the big difference in price. Both houses were in pleasant enough small holiday complexes, but one was surrounded by evidence of the property bubble bursting a number of years ago. 

All around were derelict holiday complexes, even the ghost of a failed water theme park, abandoned when the money ran out and the banks repossessed, left to the devices now of squatters, graffiti artists and, we are led to believe, sundry unsavoury trades that we’d just as soon not have our family and friends exposed to, thank you very much.

But walking round that ghost town was a weird and rather sad experience, as each empty villa, each empty apartment, each empty business, represented one dream that had turned sour, one person’s plans that had come to grief when the era of soaring property prices fuelled by impossibly cheap credit hit the wall and slithered to the floor.   
Someone once defined recession and austerity as a time when people no longer spend more than we earn. By that definition at least, austerity is a distinctly Biblical virtue. 
The JB Phillips translation of Romans 13.8 declares bluntly : Keep out of debt altogether, except the perpetual debt of love which we owe to one another. Proverbs 22.7 warns that the rich rule over the poor, and the borrower is slave to the lender. The Message version of that verse counsels : the poor are always ruled over by the rich, so don’t borrow and put yourself under their power. 

In Deuteronomy 28.12-13, the blessing of the Lord includes : You will lend to many nations but will borrow from none. The Lord will make you the head, not the tail. But in vs 43-44, under the heading of the curse, we read : The foreigner who lives among you will climb the ladder, higher and higher, while you go deeper and deeper into the hole. He’ll lend to you; you won’t lend to him. He’ll be the head; you’ll be the tail. 
One of the slickest deceptions the devil uses to disable otherwise decent godly people is the idea that we cannot be happy unless we have every-thing we can possibly get by maxing out our credit cards and bank loans. That’s the line the advertisers will try to sell you, with ruthlessly efficient glossy charm. Think. Is it really worth it?

Is living the advertiser’s dream really as good as it’s cracked up to be? Is it really worth the stress of lying awake at night hoping there’s enough month left at the end of the money? Is it really worth the effort of keeping up with the Joneses when the fact is the Joneses are one missed bonus, one hefty car repair bill, away from repossession too? 

So much of the stress we suffer is self-inflicted because we’re not strong enough to say no to the temptation to buy stuff we don’t need and can’t afford. There’s a wall plaque we saw recently : the best things in life aren’t things. We all know that’s true, so let’s have the backbone to take the appropriate action to make it true for us. 1 Timothy 6.6 : Paul says : godliness with contentment is great gain. That’s a major stress-buster.

Learn to be content with who you are. God loves you just as you are, so why tie yourself in knots trying to be like somebody else? And extend that grace to others. Learn to be content with the wife or the husband you have. And I mean be content with that person just as he or she is, not just as you might like that person to be! Your wife or your husband may not be perfect, but guess who else that also applies to? 
Moving on! Be content with the children God gave you, the job God gave you, the house God gave you, the car God gave you. Don’t always be pining for the grass on the other side of the fence that always seems to be greener, when in fact it’s moss. Don’t get sucked into silly jealousy or envy of what others seem to have. We don’t know all the facts, and there is no reason why we should, it’s none of our business.
Take heed of Paul’s wise commentary in 2 Corinthians 10.12 about the petty attitudes that stop so many people from enjoying the life they have : They are only comparing themselves with each other, using themselves as the standard of measurement. How ignorant! But please note also that contentment is not the same as complacency. It is not a smug self-satisfaction with ourselves and with our lot that makes us insensitive to the needs of others. Scripture says : Godliness with contentment is great gain. 
For the believer, contentment is a quality decision to be happy with who we are, where we are and what we have whilst we’re still on the journey toward fulfilling God’s best in us, for us and through us. Contentment involves patiently waiting in faith for God’s will and purpose to be worked out in His time, and not wasting energy in pointless comparisons with other people’s spouses, houses, cars or whatever. 

If someone else seems to be doing better than you are right now, let that be a God-given opportunity to be happy for them, not a fleshly knee-jerk reaction to be jealous of them. Our attitude is infinitely more important in the Kingdom of God than our bank balance. Indeed, keeping a humble and contented attitude is a major key to advancement.  

OK, I can see by your faces you want me to shut up and move on. A wee funny story that’s got absolutely nothing to do with anything. My favourite football team is no longer Sunderland. I’ve gone native with that too, adopting Union Puerto, abandoning the bottom of the Premierleague for a similar rung on the ladder of Spanish Division 3, Group 12. The day I went they lost 3-1 and had 3 players sent off. Real glory-hunter!
Finally the day came to sign the papers on our island home, a 1-bed bungalow in Caleta de Fuste, not one we had even looked at, but we’re more than happy with our purchase. We spent a morning in the island capital, Puerto del Rosario, opening a Spanish bank account, getting all sorts of papers signed, and then a culture shock, a pleasant one.

It is the tradition, it seems, of estate agents to conduct much of their business in the bar next door to the office. When we got back to Caleta, it was all hugs and kisses on both cheeks, then – what would you like to drink? Now, I don’t normally do alcohol during the day as I just fall asleep, but as it was a special occasion I saw a wee glass of red stuff on the table in front of one of the agency bosses, so I asked for a red wine.

Out came not one but two immense glasses. Who’s the other one for, I asked? You. It’s happy hour, came the reply. I can tell you, I made them last a long time! It took us 2 hours to complete the deal and 6 hours to celebrate it. Welcome to the Canarian way of life! But let me say this. In the midst of many long hours online perusing property websites, we had consistently prayed : right house, right place, right price.  
In God’s sense of humour, sending us to an estate agent we’d never considered, to a development we’d never considered, and a style of house we’d never considered, seems pretty much in line with that. Sometimes we want to give God a bit of a helping hand, don’t we? We cast all our cares upon Him, as the Bible says, then surreptitiously start taking them back again as if we’re not quite sure God’s got the experience and the ability to deal with a problem quite as big and difficult as ours. O us of little faith!

And let me tell you I slipped into that trap too. One of the tensions of buying abroad is that the purchase price is in the local currency. Let me say I have never in my life paid so much attention to the wiggles in the sterling-euro exchange rate. Emitting exotic execrations as Corbyn’s election as Labour leader whacked a cent off the pound, then schadenfreude as below-par German output whacked it back up again. 

Contacting all sorts of online money brokers to extract every last cent from our sterling budget, and they were muttering in the region of 1.24 euros to the pound, which made me think of moonlighting a few shifts in Asda. Why did I sweat so, when God had it in hand all the way? First thing Thursday I phoned my own bank in Hawick. They quoted 1.32, and by the time I got there it was 1.34. As if God was teasing : Right house, right place, right price, right exchange rate. What part of my yes, Frank, didn’t you believe?
You know, there’s a lot of horrible stuff going on in the world around us, but it doesn’t change the one constant factor – God’s over-riding goodness. As we said last time : Jesus is the same yesterday, today and forever [Hebrews 13.8]. Why don’t we decide today to believe and receive, to be not just containers but dispensers of His overflowing love and grace? If this world is ever going to change, it will be because God’s children learn to take Father at His Word, let Him pour out the full measure of all His blessing on and in us, and we in turn get out there and share it just as freely as God gives freely to us. In principle, it’s not difficult. Let’s stop making it harder than it actually is.
