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Pastor’s Message

“A Pastoral Approach to Gambling”

”Don’t you know that you yourselves are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit lives in you?” 1 Corinthians 3:16

 
In November the Dubuque area will have the opportunity to approve the continuation of gambling facilities at the Greyhound Park and the Diamond Jo. This vote comes after 8 years of experience with gambling here in Dubuque. How should we, as Christians committed to Christ and His Word respond when asked to approve or not to approve gambling?

In considering our response we need to understand that we are called to serve Christ with all that we have.  Because we are God’s temple we are to act consistent with our Lord out of love for Him and His eternal blessings. We will not want to do anything intentionally to bring dishonor to our Lord. We also will care for all people, the worker at the casino, the recreational gambler, and the problem gambler. We need to also acknowledge that there is no specific condemnation of gambling in the Bible. Many have condemned any form of gambling as a violation of the 7th commandment in that gambling is trying to get something for nothing and therefore is similar to stealing. But the reality is that God’s Word would place this more in the realm of witness and stewardship: Is this an appropriate way for us to use the gifts God has blessed us with?

The Challenges of Gambling

The challenges of gambling are well documented. The abuse and excess of gambling destroys many lives, marriages and families. Bankruptcy is often the inevitable result of excessive gambling. The Telegraph Herald quoted one source as saying that 2% of the population surrounding a gambling facility is caught up in problem gambling. This is significant and the devastation cannot be ignored. We, as caring Christians, need to be concerned in love for those inside and outside our congregation who are impacted by problem gambling. 

Other side problems such as increased drug abuse and organized crime are probably less documented and more difficult to connect to gambling. Clearly the temptation of gambling is powerful and preys upon our human desires for quick painless gain and thrill seeking that can easily lead some down the road to addiction. Youth and the elderly seem to be especially susceptible. Often it is those who are poor who find gambling attractive as a way to escape poverty. The gambling casino is clearly in control and is going to arrange all game playing in a way so that they can turn a handsome profit therefore leaving the gambler with the short end of the stick.

The Benefits of Gambling

The gambling industry has expended much time and energy in educating us in the benefits provided by their establishments. Millions of dollars have been donated to nonprofit organizations. A thousand people are employed. Many people depend financially on this industry for providing for their families. The economic impact would appear to be great. Less clear is how these positive economic aspects balance the grave consequences on the personal and family life of the problem gambler.

Gambling in moderation could be seen as a form of entertainment when in a disciplined fashion, within the appropriate budget for the individual, an amount is gambled. When signs of abuse are present (concern by family members, increased debt, selling or “hocking” of possessions, marital problems, …) clearly help needs to be sought right away. However, as with many addictions, the addicted person is often the last person to know and admit that they have a problem. The caring and firm support of family, pastor and counselors needs to be sought in order to prevent further pain and suffering. Help and hope through our loving God in Jesus Christ is always possible while the earthly consequences may still linger.

Our Christian Response

In the end I cannot categorically condemn or support gambling. God’s Word does not make the decision clear so therefore I cannot speak otherwise. Gambling is very similar to consuming alcohol. The mature responsible adult who participates in moderation as a form of entertainment can do so, I believe, without sinning. 

For me, I cannot separate the pain and suffering from the potential entertainment and community economic value. For me the negatives out weigh the positives. One thing that I do believe needs to happen is that the gambling industry needs to be held responsible for taking more preventive measures in dealing with the problem gambler. Treatment of problem gambling is often too late.  In a similar way bars are now being held responsible for preventing people from drinking too much and then being allowed to drive.

How you vote in this coming election is a matter of conscience that is guided and directed by our commitment to Christ and His Word. Christians, I believe, can honestly disagree on this issue. How we perceive issues of stewardship and witness can be different.

No matter how we vote there is one thing that we all need to do, that is, express our concern and spiritual support for those who have become involved in problem gambling. 

· Speak to your friends and family members in a nonjudgmental way in order to assist them to find help.

· Talk to a counselor, gambling help line or pastor in order to seek guidance.

· Look in the mirror and ask yourself if your gambling is a problem for your family or yourself. 

· Ask serious questions, seeking honest answers: Is it out of control? Are you heading down a road of no return? Are you setting a bad example for those who come after you?

· Pray for those who are affected negatively. Pray for adequate resources and opportunities for assistance for those in need.

May God bless our community and our congregation as we strive to be the best possible stewards and witnesses of His gifts. For we are God’s temple and God’s Spirit lives within us.

In Christ,

Pastor Bob Weinhold

P.S. If you are interested in more information with regard to our Synod’s stance on gambling, copies of a Commission on Theology and Church Relations (1996) document have been made and are on the table in the Fellowship Hall.

P.S.S. Please call if you have any need whatsoever to talk or share about your concern for this issue. I am always here to counsel, pray and guide if possible.
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