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Major Purchases – 2

For many of us the next most expensive item after the purchase of a home is the purchase of a vehicle.  For some it may be more than one vehicle - especially when public transit is not an option.

Many articles have been written about the Western love affair with the automobile.  Having lived for many years in Asia, I would dare say it is a worldwide love affair.  Being able to go somewhere in a private car, especially if it is a car that has ‘status’ – like a Benz or even a Rolls – tells everyone that you’ve made it!  

Compromised Objectivity.  For many, a car or truck is more than just a mode of transportation - it is a statement!  Consider the young male ‘personalizing’ his little ‘Civic rocket’ or his ‘Chevy truck’ with special paint, ‘ground effects’ and a multi-watt, multi-dollar sound system that says ‘I’m here!’  Consider the Wall-Street success story driving the latest ‘Beemer’, the macho off-roader in his ‘Hummer’, Miss Good Looking in her ‘Cabriolet convertible’, or the retiree in his ‘Lexus SUV’ – they’re all saying ‘I’ve made it!’  There is evidence that each gender and each age group participates in this ‘love affair’ with cars/trucks.   Similarly, so does a Philippino driver who decorates his ‘Jeepney’ and an Indian truck driver his truck. 

Our passion or love affair with cars makes us much less objective about transportation.  We may even choose to deliberately ignore what a car really costs us – because we just don’t want to give up our vehicles.   We are very quick to justify a vehicle purchase for convenience, or we’ll choose a model that catches our fancy but isn’t necessarily a good choice from a practical or stewardly perspective.  

Motorized vehicles cost us more than just the purchase price or the fuel to run them.   Consider the investment in roads alone, the expenditures for oil extraction, mining and other related manufacturing industries that pollute our air and water.  Drive by the Hamilton steel industries sometime and you’ll get the picture!  The related health costs to our society go beyond the costs associated with vehicular accidents to include the hazard to our health from pollution and the increasing girth of our citizens due to the lack of physical exercise – largely contributed by the convenience of our vehicles. 

Instead of focusing on status, a good steward needs to be practical when it comes to the decision to purchase a vehicle.   What is value in a vehicle?  It varies based on your assessment of what you need:

· Flexibility: the ability to haul materials as well as people.  

· Fuel economy: with the increasing cost of fuel – we are forced to be more stewardly!   But cost aside, shouldn’t Christians exemplify a higher level of stewardship on principle alone?

· Reliability.  No one wants to be stranded on the side of the road – especially in our cold winters.  The cost of repairs is often too quickly used to justify the purchase of a new car.  Never underestimate the importance of timely maintenance. 

· Performance – we’re in a hurry and so we want to move fast.  Vehicle performance is often skewed for fast driving and handling – not so much for safer driving or better economy.

· Durability and trade-in value - Manufacturers often manipulate price and warranties to attract new buyers.  

· Cost of insurance – a special problem for young men.

Can you do without?  Before purchasing a car, it is important to assess what your alternatives are.  Is there a public transit alternative?  Is there a car pool you can join – so that you might be able to make do with one car?  For instance, can you manage without a car or a second car by using public transit in town and occasionally renting a car only when you need it?

What do you really need – most of the time?  Maybe it is nice to have a pickup truck or a crew-cab pickup or a large SUV.  But how much of the time will you just use it to commute?  A tow behind trailer for the occasional run to the dump or to pick up supplies, or even a rental truck may be more stewardly. The extra fuel consumption of a truck over a car, alone, makes whatever you occasionally haul very expensive.   

New or Used?  Consider used first – the depreciation on a new car is awful.  If you are not technically inclined, seek out a friend who can help you make a good choice.  Do your research.  You increase your success in a used car purchase if it is from a 1st owner or someone you know who is good at maintaining a car and has a ‘good’ reason for selling.  However, the less you understand about a vehicle the more you need a reliable model and brand - you are better off with a new car if you can afford it.  If you do buy a new vehicle, consider keeping it 10 years or more - even if you drive a lot (over 40,000/year) – it means you have to stay on top of the maintenance.  If you need to have two cars, one can be much older and of less value so that you might be able to save on ‘collision’ insurance for it. 

Lease or Buy.  Leasing is the same as renting.  It may have an advantage for business people who travel a lot.  For the most part, you can do better with an outright purchase especially if you maintain your vehicles well and buy them used.   

Stewardly Tip: Do Research.  There are many sources of solid information (private and government) that rate the quality, reliability, fuel consumption and safety of vehicles manufactured today.  There are substantial differences so buyers beware!  Independent consumer groups that are objective and report on how a vehicle performs in the hands of consumers like you and me are preferred over manufacturer literature and promotion.

Readers:  Share your ‘Stewardly Tips’ so that we all can make better use of the resources God has entrusted to us.  Submit your suggestion and your contact information so that we can acknowledge your contribution or ask for more details.
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