	‘Tis the season to go shopping, Fa la la la la la la la la ….
	Yes, we’re approaching that time of year again.    It’s time to trim the tree, decorate our houses, go to parties, and exchange gifts with our family and friends.    It’s a wonderful time of year filled with an air of excitement and joy.   On the other hand, all of this celebrating comes with a price tag.   For those of us who are committed to living on a budget and following God’s financial principles, the holidays can present a challenge.   How do we continue to live within our means without becoming the Grinch Who Stole Christmas?   That’s what we’re going to discuss this month:  Celebrating Christmas Within Your Means.  
Tip #1 Make A Spending Plan.   
	So how do we formulate a spending plan for Christmas?   The best way to pay for Christmas is with a very old-fashioned idea.   When I was growing up, it was very common for people to have a type of savings account called a Christmas Club.   Each week, you put a small portion of money into that account.   By the time the holidays arrived, you had a tidy little sum of money to do your Christmas shopping.  It was really a great idea.   Think about it:  if you could save $10 a week, you’d have over $550 for Christmas shopping. 
	But let’s be honest.   Over the years, many Americans have abandoned this idea.    Although it’s something you might want to consider for next year, it’s a little late to get started now.    What do you do if you find yourself without a Christmas club as the holidays approach?  
Don’t panic and don’t get out the charge cards!   All is not lost.   You can still fit Christmas into you budget by taking a good hard look at any and all discretionary spending in your budget and determining what can be reallocated toward Christmas.   For instance, look at how much money you regularly set aside for entertainment.   Can you skip all other forms of entertainment and apply this money toward Christmas shopping?   Are there any other discretionary spending categories such as clothing or household purchases that could contribute to a Christmas fund?  
This is something our family has tried in the past.   I remember one year we put a moratorium on clothing purchases starting in October.   No one was allowed to buy any clothing items unless it was an emergency (like their winter coat caught on a fire) until Christmas.   We used the clothing fund to help fund Christmas.  If you saw something you really wanted or needed, it became a Christmas present.   
This is just one area of your budget that you might consider tapping into to help pay for Christmas.   Your family’s discretionary spending categories will be different than mine, so you need to sit down and determine how temporarily reorganizing your budget will work for you.   The important thing is that you look at your financial situation and your budget and determine where you can pull money for Christmas without going into debt or neglecting your fixed expenses.   
 After you’ve rearranged your budget, look at the total amount of money available.   This is your Christmas club for this year.   Now it’s time to look at ways to spend it wisely. 
TIP #2   Setting Limits  
	Throughout the holiday season, advertisers focus on certain catch phrases to get us to buy more for the ones we love.   One of their popular concepts is that “the holidays are magical”, a time when dreams come true.   Granted, this theme makes for a good holiday movie, but in real life all those things they are selling cost money, and money isn’t magical.   It doesn’t just appear because it’s the holidays.   January’s credit card statements don’t disappear because the purchases were Christmas presents.   That’s why as Christians we need to be realistic and practical about the holidays.   Part of this involves setting limits on how much we will spend and who we will spend it on.    
 Let’s start with the first category:  how much we will spend.   The answer to that question is determined by a simple equation:  
How much money is in your Christmas savings account?   
Add that amount to the total you were able to glean from your budget in December.   
Once you have determined the sum of these two amounts, that’s how much you can spend---no more.   These are your limitations, and the wise woman will stay within these boundaries.  
	Now to the tricky part—how will you spend this money and on whom?   This is where each of us needs to look at our personal financials and determine our own personal limitations and priorities.   If you find yourself within very tight limitations, the best thing to do is make your immediate family your top priority.    
There is nothing wrong with telling extended family, friends and acquaintances that due to financial limitations you will not be exchanging gifts this year.  Most people will not be offended if you tell them that you can only afford to buy gifts for your kids this year.   Even if they are offended, it is more important that you stand by your commitment to following God’s money managing principles than participate in every gift exchange.     
The key is being open and honest with people beforehand.   Don’t wait until they’ve bought you a present to tell them your plans.   Don’t let pride stand in the way of being honest and doing the right thing.  Reality is that it’s more important that you be able to pay your mortgage, make your car payment, and put food on the table than purchase gifts for friends and extended family.   Money isn’t magical, it’s manageable.   Managing your money means living within your limitations, even during the holiday season.  
	While you’re establishing your Christmas boundaries, it’s important to determine how much you are able to spend on each person on your list before you hit the stores.   How much can you spend on each of your children, your spouse, your parents or anyone else on your list?     This is something our family began implementing when we started living on a budget.   We set a predetermined spending limit that everyone had to respect.   This kept everything fair and balanced, and most importantly, it kept us on our budget.     
TIP #3   Making a list, checking it twice
The absolute best way to blow your budget is shopping without a plan.    Ultimately, as you are wandering around the store browsing for ideas, you will find many things that aren’t included in your budget.   Surrounded by Christmas decorations and holiday music, you’ll be tempted to splurge and buy things extra things for others or even yourself.    At the end of the day you can return home having spent a considerable amount of money without having purchased anything for the person for whom you were originally shopping.  
	That’s why it’s best to plan first and shop second.   Most of the planning can be done before you even hit the mall.   Begin by asking the Holy Spirit to give you ideas of what to give to each person on your list.    As He gives you an idea, write it down.   When you do go shopping, take your list and look specifically for the items that are on the list.   This will help you remember everything you have to buy without forgetting anyone and stick to your budget. 
TIP #4  A Sales Circular is a Girl’s Best Friend 
	After you’ve made your holiday shopping list, it’s time to start scouring the store circulars to find the lowest possible prices on the items that you need.   Although this may sound like a lot of work, it really isn’t because almost every store has their circulars available online.   With a few clicks of a mouse, you can browse the circulars to see who has what you’re looking for at the lowest prices.   This is a great way to compare prices without wearing yourself out going from store to store.   If no one has the items you’re looking for on sale that week, wait a week and it will probably go on sale then.   If you start early, you’ll have the freedom to wait and check out next week’s circulars.     
This is how you make the advertising world work for you instead of against you—know what you want and use the ads to find it on sale.   Now you’re in control of your shopping and your finances!
TIP #5    Get Up Early and Stay Up Late
	In the world of holiday shopping, the early bird and the night owl get the best deals.    If you pay attention to the holiday advertising, you will see that the best sales start after 8 p.m. on Friday and end around 11 a.m. on Saturday.   Once the clock strikes 11 a.m., the computers automatically raise the prices throughout the entire store.   But during those peak hours, there are bargains to be found!   
	Over the years we have found that rearranging our schedules to fit into these sales can save a lot of money.   I remember one year we got up early on a Saturday morning and went to one of our favorite stores for the early bird sales.   The prices were unbelievable!   Not only that, but there were special door prizes and my Mom won a free gift card.    We made out like bandits that morning and were out the door before the crowds arrived around 11 a.m. just in time to watch the prices go up.   It was a fun day and a good memory—it also helped us stick our Christmas budget.  
TIP #6   Coupons—Don’t Leave Home Without Them
	I love a good coupon!     By using a coupon you can save an extra 15, 20, or 25% off your purchases.   How great is that?   Years ago, all the store coupons were in the newspaper.    However, modern technology has changed coupons forever.    Honestly, it’s made it a lot easier.   Now whenever I know I am going shopping, I go to the internet and Google any stores I plan to visit.   If they are offering an in-store coupon, I print it off and take it along.    
 It only takes about 5 minutes, but it saves money and helps me stay on my budget.     By spending a few minutes online (or having your children do it for you) you can save, too.   Think about it:   if you spend $50.00 and use a 20% off coupon—you’ve kept $10.00 in your Christmas budget.   Not bad for 5 minutes work!   So start up your printers and save the coupons you get in the mail!   When you’re ready to shop, don’t forget to take your coupons.   They are your ticket to keeping your costs down and your Christmas budget intact.   
TIP #7   The Element of Surprise
	When you’re a small child, one of the most exciting things about Christmas is the element of surprise.   What surprises will Santa leave under the tree for the next morning?   When you woke up, probably at the crack of dawn, you couldn’t wait to tear open the packages and see what you got.  
	One thing our family has learned over the years is that while surprises may be nice for children, they aren’t always practical for adults.    The older our family became, the fewer surprises there were under the tree.   Why?   Because I would see a sweater that I loved and wanted, and to keep within our budget, it became a Christmas present.   Maybe Jamie needed something for his computer and he was the only one who understood what he needed.   Then he’d help pick it and it would be a Christmas present.   
	Don’t get me wrong, I’m not saying that all surprises should be eliminated.   I’m just saying that if your family has needs, it’s okay to make those needs Christmas presents.   If it’s necessary that the person with the need tries something on or helps pick it out—it’s okay.   The world won’t cave in because it isn’t a surprise.   The important thing is that they are getting a gift that they want, they need, and they can use.    Sometimes that’s more important than a surprise. 
TIP #8   There’s nothing wrong with underwear.  
	Have you ever seen the comedy sketch where the child is shaking every package under the tree determining which presents are toys and which ones are underwear?   It’s the stuff sitcoms are made of because we can all relate.   We’ve all opened Christmas presents filled with socks, underwear, a much needed sweater, or a bathrobe.  
 The truth is there’s absolutely nothing wrong with these gifts!     Even though advertisers have tried to convince us that Christmas needs to be filled with the newest video games, big screen televisions, the latest electronics and lots of bling for the ladies, reality is that the average family budget cannot afford these things.   It’s time that we went back to the old-fashioned ideas about Christmas where people got one or two special things and the rest of the gifts were things they needed.   It’s time we regained our perspective about money, debt, and Christmas shopping.   If your family needs underwear, then go ahead, wrap up the underwear!
TIP #9  Choose to Buy Gifts instead of Cash or a Gift Card.  
	Years ago, we believed that “It’s the thought that counts.”   Somehow over the years this sentiment has disappeared.   Instead, we write checks and give each other gift cards at Christmas.   With this new tradition has come the pressure to keep writing bigger and bigger checks.   Ultimately, instead of giving a gift from the heart, many people feel obligated to write a check they may or may not be able to afford.   However, when you purchase a gift, people don’t know what you spent.   If you shop around and God blesses you with an awesome sale, you may be able to give an incredibly lovely gift while sticking to your budget.   If it’s something they can use, they should appreciate it.     If they don’t like what you bought, then they can return it using the gift receipt you’ve placed in the box.   
TIP #10  Consider a Homemade Gift 
	One way that many women save money during the holidays is by making homemade gifts for extended family, friends, or acquaintances.     This was one way that my Mom stretched our family’s Christmas budget over the years.     I remember she embroidered a tablecloth for my Grandmother, she painted ceramics for extended family members, and she made baskets of homemade candies for family and friends.   All of these items showed people that we loved them and cared, without spending a lot of money.   Maybe this year you could use your talents or your children’s talents, to make gifts for family and friends.   Not only will it help your budget, but you will be creating memories as you work together creating your gifts.   
	Another way to save money while still giving a meaningful gift is to give someone the gift of time this Christmas.    What a great gift to give to an elderly person on your list.   Offer them a day with you to do whatever they want to do.    Maybe they will have a list of chores and they could use some help.   Perhaps they’ll want to come and spend a day at your house and do what you do.    Maybe they don’t get out often and they’d like to go out to lunch and enjoy a day out.   Give them a day to do whatever they want to do.    It could mean more to them than a present. 
Tip #11  Avoid the Temptation to Shop Online
        Although it may seem appealing to shop from the comfort of your own home, prices are always higher on the internet.     Add on the price of shipping and handling and shipping back any items that need to be returned, and internet shopping can become very expensive.   So be courageous and brave the traffic.   Go to the mall and buy what you need.   Nine times out of ten, this will save you money. 
 Tip #12  Pray.
	Maybe this should have been the first suggestion, because it is the most important.   Whenever you are presented with a challenge in your budget, the first thing to do is consult the Holy Spirit.   He will give you the wisdom and guidance to know what to do in every situation.   Only He can give you the strength to stand by your budget, and the courage to tell others about your financial limitations.  
	Remember He knows the heart of the other person.   He understands what they will be open to and what will offend them.   He also knows your heart and your desire to obey Him and be a person of integrity by living in reality about your financial situation.   Ask Him for wisdom to know which gifts to give.   Pray that He blesses your attempt at living within your means with sales and bargains as you shop.   James 1:5, “If any of you lacks wisdom, you should ask God, Who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it will be given to you.”  That’s why prayer is so important. 
TIP #13   Remember the Reason for the Season
	It’s very easy to get caught up in all the commercialism and the pressure to spend money this time of year.   One way to overcome this and keep your perspective is by remembering what we are celebrating this season.    The true meaning of Christmas has nothing to do with presents and bows or surprises under the tree.   The true heart of Christmas is the celebration of God sending His Son to earth to redeem those who will accept Him as their Savior.
 It’s important to remember that the first Christmas didn’t involve a tree or lights or even any gifts at all.   The main characters were a very poor, newlywed couple.  The setting was a barn filled with animals.   The only guests invited were poor shepherds who came directly from their fields.   As all the world was focused on paying the Roman tax, God sent the greatest Gift that mankind has ever known.   
I pray that you will keep this perspective as you plan your holiday celebrations this year.    Instead of stressing about spending money on expensive gifts, focus on celebrating Jesus and giving the gift of love to the people in your life.   Remember, because we are celebrating Jesus’ birthday, we should be honoring Him as we celebrate it.   When we choose to focus on Him and live by the financial principles that He taught us, we are honoring Him on His day.   That’s what Christmas is truly about—bringing glory and honor to Jesus. 
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