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For Jesus

“May the words of my mouth  
and the meditation of my heart be pleasing to you, O LORD, 

my rock and my redeemer.” 
Psalm 19:14
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Author’s Note

The individual personal financial stories provided as illustra-
tions in this book are composites built from various people 
I have known over the years. Their names and personal 
details have been changed to protect their privacy.

All references to tax law or retirement plan rules 
are accurate as of the time of publication. Please consult 
your legal, tax, or investment professionals for personal 
financial advice.
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Introduction

When I was about ten years old, my parents informed me 
that God had called them to be missionaries in Kenya. 
Several impressions, unique turns of events, and so-called 
coincidences all assured them that this was indeed the very 
voice of God expressing His intended purpose for their lives. 
They were bona fide missionaries, not trying to proselytize 
others into thinking just like them, but genuinely compelled 
by love to live a life of service and sacrifice. It’s a challenging 
life, but there’s a real upside to getting a direct invitation 
from God to do meaningful work and saying yes—it 
removes a lot of doubt and confusion about whether you’re 
on the right path. As a child, I grew to cherish this concept 
of being called and waited for the day when I would have 
a calling of my own. I waited, and then waited some more.

I spent much of my childhood in Kenya and, in 
between classes and homework, was occasionally given the 
opportunity to serve the needs of the local people. Those 
service projects, combined with the daily encounters with 
Kenyans who lived in poverty, forever impacted the way I 
perceived the world and wealth.
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When I turned eighteen, my parents dropped me off 
at a small Midwestern Christian college, trusting that God 
would show me my purpose. They then got on a plane and 
went back to Africa.

For a long time, my only purpose was to agonize about 
my purpose. I bartended. I drank. I drifted. I came to a 
point where I felt totally lost in the wilderness. And still 
God didn’t call me. So I called God. But when I didn’t hear 
Him answer, I called the next best person, my godmother. 
Concerned by the despair in my voice as I lamented about 
being fired from both of my bartending jobs in one week, she 
offered me a job as a receptionist in her downtown Minne-
apolis office. I packed up what little I had, and I went.

It could have been a dental office, or a law office, or 
an insurance office, but as it turned out, it was a brokerage 
firm office. And that’s when I discovered I had a natural 
aptitude for all things financial. My background had taught 
me nothing about this profession, but in between answering 
phone calls, I studied. I studied the securities registration 
exam materials. I studied the personal finance articles 
online. I studied the investment textbooks. I studied the 
financial advisors, and I studied their clients. As I observed 
what the professionals around me were doing, I had a 
feeling I could do it just as well, maybe better. I took the 
Series 7 securities licensing exam, and then the Series 66, 
and the next thing I knew, I was an extremely overqualified 
receptionist.
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Not knowing what else to do with me, they offered 
me a sales assistant position working with an ever-changing 
line up of financial advisors. I worked with dozens of them 
and observed how each of them ran his or her practice. I 
saw how and why some succeeded while others failed. I 
learned a lot about the business and about the other side of 
wealth. Already well acquainted with the “Have-Nots,” I 
was fascinated by the “Haves.” Once again, my perspective 
on wealth was imprinted.

I began to partner with some of the financial advisors 
to offer financial planning services to their clients, and I 
studied some more. Once I passed my Certified Financial 
Planner board exams, I walked straight into the director’s 
office and asked him to hire me as a financial advisor. Much 
to my own amazement, he agreed to give me a shot. Finally, 
I seemed to have found some kind of path. I turned around 
and marched proudly out of his office with a huge grin, and 
then it hit me—I can’t be a financial advisor. All the most 
successful financial advisors I had studied had one thing 
in common:  they were already connected to money when 
they started their practices—family money, a group of 
affluent friends, or a strong network of successful business 
colleagues from a past career. I was a missionary kid. I 
didn’t know anybody with money, and even if I did, I knew 
they wouldn’t be looking to me (the twenty-five-year-old 
with an art degree) for advice on how to manage it. How 
could this be my path? I was pretty sure I had heard God 
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quietly calling me to it, and yet it seemed so daunting and 
virtually impossible.

Once again, I didn’t hear God calling me or confirming 
His calling for me, so I called God. I spent a lot of time 
on my knees wondering if I had just made a huge mistake. 
I had left the safety of my salaried support position for a 
make-or-break commission role at a firm that was known 
for its high sales hurdles and even higher turnover among 
new advisors. (Most didn’t make it past the first year.) I told 
God that I would always accept His invitation and always 
say yes to His calling, but I had no real confidence that 
I had heard Him correctly. I told Him He would have to 
show me.

Out of the blue, that day an old friend I knew from my 
bartending days called. He had come into an unexpected 
inheritance, and I boldly offered my expertise—my just-
passed-an-exam-and-got-promoted-from-sales-assistant 
expertise. Long story short, he became my first client, and 
one thing led to the next. I didn’t look or act much like the 
stereotypical financial advisor, and my approach was very 
different. I ran all my recommendations past my mentors 
before I delivered them to my clients. I didn’t drive a black 
Lincoln or a Mercedes Benz, and I didn’t have a single gray 
hair on my head. But against all odds, my list of clients grew 
and my sales increased.

I loved my work; it challenged me and tapped into 
natural abilities I wasn’t aware I had. I felt so honored to 
walk alongside people as they made significant decisions 
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about money and life. I recognized right away what a 
tremendous privilege it was to help people understand how 
their financial decisions affected their destiny. I wanted to 
be more of service and to rely less on sales. So I took another 
leap of faith and left the familiar nest of my first brokerage 
firm to start my own independent practice.

I knew I was in the right place and doing meaningful 
work that I was called to do, but as I further developed 
my own financial advisory process and expanded my 
expertise, I couldn’t shake the feeling that there must be 
more to it. I had grown up surrounded by people with next 
to nothing, many of whom lived quite generously. Now I 
was surrounded by people who had more money than the 
average American, and certainly far more than most of the 
world, and yet most of them feared that it wasn’t enough.

How could there be so much anxiety among the 
wealthiest people in the world who have hundreds of 
thousands or possibly millions of dollars in their accounts? 
Slowly, my confusion gave way to the understanding that 
there is indeed a need, a tremendous need, right here in this 
first-world nation. And at last, I have come to more fully 
understand my calling. My calling is to share a wonderful 
message:

Life is not about having the most. It’s about making the 
most of what you have. You probably already have enough. 
You probably have more than enough. And you can give, 
save, and spend your money in a manner that creates true 
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treasure:  the fulfillment of your calling and the chance to 
make a difference.

You don’t need to be a servant to your money or your 
stuff, and you don’t need to live in fear of your unknown 
financial future. You don’t need to feel shame about your 
finances. You can free yourself from the guilt of wasting 
your money, the bitterness of withholding your money, the 
terror of losing your money, and the denial of ignoring your 
money. You have enough. You only need to learn how to 
manage it in a manner that is worthy of your calling.

That’s my message. And although I am a woman of 
faith, this book isn’t a sermon designed to persuade you 
to adopt my values. It was written to teach you how your 
money can best be put to use to express your values. I believe 
everyone has a calling, but if you cannot yet identify your 
calling, that’s okay. Figuring it out can be a lot of fun. It 
starts with knowing yourself. So prepare for a lot of soul-
searching and self-discovery. It will get intense. But by the 
end of this book, you’ll be able to make financial decisions 
with confidence and conviction. You’ll know more about 
who you are; what you care about; and how to give, save, 
and spend accordingly. You’ll find your own unique path, 
and you’ll follow it.

It’s time to turn your money into true treasure. Are 
you ready to heed the call?
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One
Assessing Where You Are Headed, 

and Who’s driving

The handling of wealth without a plan is a lot like being 
on autopilot. Autopilot may sound appealing to those who 
feel like there is never enough time in a day to get every-
thing done. But in fact, autopilot is downright terrifying 
when it comes to your money. Would you feel peaceful and 
confident in the passenger’s seat if you didn’t know who 
or what was driving the vehicle or where you were being 
taken? Of course not. You would feel anxious, uneasy, and 
trapped. Yet this is the very approach many people take in 
managing their finances.
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If you’re not driving, who is?
• Is your spouse making all of the financial 

decisions for your family?

• Are you being subconsciously influenced by 
messages from the media?

• Are you so busy trying to keep up with your 
friends, neighbors, or co-workers that their choices 
have influenced the way you use your money?

• Have your parents’ money habits been engrained 
into your life?

If your spouse has been making all or most of the 
financial decisions for your family, it is important that 
both of you be actively involved and become partners 
in your financial decision-making going forward. I’m 
not suggesting that you take turns paying the bills or 
balancing the checkbook each month. I am talking 
about strategic-level decisions that will chart the course 
for your family’s future. You wouldn’t have your spouse 
plot out your career path, dictate how you spend all 
of your time, or unilaterally make important decisions 
about your kids, would you? So, why would you delegate 
away your influence in your family’s financial future? 
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AssessINg WHere You Are HeAded, ANd WHo’s drIvINg

Whoever or whatever has been driving, it’s time to 
take back the wheel. We can never be truly certain of our 
destination unless we are plotting the course and driving 
it ourselves—getting directions and help along the way as 

If you have taken comfort in the thought that 
your spouse is more financially savvy than you are, so 
you don’t need to be involved, it’s time to change your 
perspective. You are putting a massive responsibility on 
your spouse’s shoulders. If you don’t like the outcomes 
that your spouse achieves, which at some point is likely, 
it will cause friction in your marriage. But if you have 
willfully opted out of the financial decision-making 
process, for whatever reason, it’s not fair for you to 
complain about the results.

I liken it to those who complain about politicians, 
but don’t show up to vote on Election Day, never write 
their representatives, and never advocate for change. 
Either get actively in the game or quit criticizing the 
players.

If you find your spouse unwilling to share control 
of financial decisions, see if you can gently get to the 
bottom of the issue. What keeps your spouse from 
sharing the responsibility? If you’re unable to resolve 
the issue on your own, go together to a counselor or a 
trusted mentor.
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needed. No one should choose your financial destination 
for you, not your spouse, not the media, not the pull of our 
American Dream–driven culture, not the Joneses, not your 
parents, and not your past mistakes. No one is trustworthy 
enough for that level of responsibility, except one—you at 
your best and most intentional. If you want to transform 
your money into true treasure, you need to be steering your 
resources to line up with your calling.

reflection & Application

1. Who, other than you, has been “driving” your 
financial decisions?

2. Why has this been so?

3. Which financial decisions have been most influ-
enced by someone or something other than you?

4. Where have you been headed? Is that where you’d 
like to go, or will you change course?
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Two

deciding How Much Is enough

What does it mean to have enough? That depends on many 
things:  who you are, your personal preferences, what you 
have become accustomed to, which country you live in, how 
you were raised, and more. A universal, objective answer 
to this question does not exist, but identifying your own 
personal answer is the first step in your journey to finding 
true treasure.

To illustrate how this question is completely relative, 
consider the following. To a:

• homeless person sleeping in the stairwell, enough 
might be defined by a warm meal at a soup 
kitchen;
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• single mother on government assistance, enough 
might be writing a rent check that she knows will 
not bounce;

• man working in a factory, enough might be some 
money left over from each paycheck so he can 
build up a little emergency fund or allow his kids 
to participate in after-school activities;

• young professional, enough may be setting aside 
some money for retirement and enjoying one nice 
vacation each year;

• vice president at a large company, perhaps enough 
is being able to buy a $400,000 home in a nice 
suburb and drive a newer car that will make the 
commute more bearable;

• CEO at a public company, enough might be 
$10,000,000 per year and the use of a private jet.

Whatever your personal scenario, one thing is certain. 
Enough is a moving target and, ironically, the more money 
people have, the more they feel they need. If your career has 

followed the typical trajectory, 
take a walk down memory lane to 
see that this is true. When you 
were out on your own for the first 
time, perhaps just starting college, 
you probably had a lot less than 

The more money 
people have, the more 
they feel they need.
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you do now. Do you remember being excited over free food? 
How about asking your friends to dig through their pockets 
and couch cushions to see if collectively you could come up 
with enough money to order a pizza? The way you defined 
enough was relatively simple in those days. If you had money 
to cover your basic needs, and have some fun once in a while, 
you were basically satisfied, right?

Now fast-forward to today. Do you have more money 
now than when you were nineteen? Probably. Now think 
about what it means for you to be satisfied. What would it 
take to give you the same level of excitement that you once 
felt over a free snack? How much is 
enough for you today?

Another way to demonstrate 
this phenomenon of the moving 
target of enough is the analogy of 
winning the lottery. What if you 
won several million dollars in the lottery? Assume you had 
already paid off your mortgage, made your retirement plan 
contribution, and stocked up on groceries for the month. 
Assume also that your regular paycheck will hit your account 
on Friday and that your employment is stable. Do you think 
you could come up with a couple of ideas of what to do with 
all of this extra money, even if all of your current needs and 
savings goals were covered? Of course you could. You would 
find all sorts of new needs and wants, and your definition of 
enough would shift drastically. You’d start comparing your 
current lifestyle with that of the rich and famous.

Enough is a moving 
target. Find a way 
to anchor it.
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Most people enjoy toying with the idea of being a 
lottery winner or coming into some other sort of windfall. 
We have fun fantasizing about all of the great experiences 
we could have or the wonderful things we could buy. We 
may also enjoy thinking about how we could share it with 
others. But here is the challenge. You already have won the 
lottery—in more ways than one.

Despite the economic ups and downs, you live in a 
country that offers great possibilities. You were given a basic 
education and the chance to build a career. Despite the 
various challenges that persist in our country, we still all 
have access to some amazing opportunities.

Also, if you’re like most people, your income has 
gradually increased each year as your career has progressed. 
Take a look at your Social Security projection statement—
assuming you have not already started drawing your 
retirement benefit. The statement includes a page that 
lists out your earnings from each year, all the way back to 
the very first year you started working. For most people, 
the numbers steadily increase from their first part-time 
job during high school up to their current career. It’s like 
winning the lottery in slow motion.

Let’s say your career has reached a plateau, and you’re 
no longer climbing the corporate ladder. Perhaps your 
employer boosts your pay by 3 or 4 percent each year or you 
receive a year-end bonus if your performance review goes 
well. Interestingly, when that happens, no one worries that 
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they won’t come up with a suitable use for that extra money. 
In most cases, we quickly spend it on something.

The answer to “How much is enough?” before the 
financial increase is always lower and more attainable than 
it is afterward, whether the increased resources come all at 
once, like a windfall, or a little each year. Without estab-
lishing some parameters, enough is a lot like the proverbial 
carrot on a stick that’s tied to your back but dangling in 
front of your face. With every step you take toward it, it also 
moves—one step farther away.

Do you want to know the secret to escaping the 
frustration of chasing after this elusive, moving target of 
enough? Are you ready to jump off the trail where you are 
always running, but you never reach your destination?

The key is to anchor the target. If it’s no longer 
moving, you will easily reach it. If you can define your own 
personal enough in concrete terms, you’ll know when you 
have attained it.

We must apply the principle of defining enough in 
two primary areas, both being highly subjective:  lifestyle 
spending and saving for the future.
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How Much Is enough to spend on  
My Lifestyle?

Let’s start with lifestyle spending. This includes the cost 
of our standard of living, such as clothing, food, housing, 
entertainment, vehicles, household goods, etc. Lifestyle is a 
strange beast that likes to travel in only one direction:  up. 
Once we grow accustomed to a higher standard of living, we 
don’t like to take a step back down. And if we don’t inten-
tionally set a ceiling on our lifestyle spending, its natural 
tendency is to keep going up gradually.

Have you ever had a project with no deadline? If so, 
how long did it take you to finish it? If you’re like most 
people, a task that should have taken only a few hours can 
easily stretch into weeks, months, or years. In the same way, 
a lifestyle with no parameters will just expand to consume 
whatever resources are available.

The common budget, perhaps the least-loved tool ever 
invented, is the perfect way to put a leash on the lifestyle 
spending beast by effectively managing cash flow. The 
budget, or spending plan, helps us determine how much 
is enough by giving us a place to list out specific dollar 
amounts in various spending categories. It is impossible to 
define enough without this critical step. If the suggestion of 
a budget makes you want to stop reading, understand that 
I’m not necessarily suggesting you keep all of your receipts, 
and account for every penny that passes through your 
account. Identify a method of tracking expenses that works 
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for you. I have a favorite shortcut that works for me, and so 
you too should find a method that you’re comfortable with 
and will use. Consistency is important here, not minutiae. 
(See the end of the chapter for more details on how to take 
action on creating a spending plan.)

Most people know how much they make, but have only 
a vague idea of how much they spend or where their money 
goes. In our consumer-driven culture, it can be extremely 
difficult to keep spending purposeful and intentional. 
That’s why defining enough must start with determining 
how much is enough to spend. No one can tell you what 
type of lifestyle you ought to maintain, because there is a 
tremendous sense of subjectivity around this topic. Instead, 
you will have to decide for yourself what percentage of your 
income you’d like to spend on your lifestyle. The key is to 
purposefully decide, rather than simply going with the flow. 
Draw your line in the sand. You must be able to say no to 
the distractions of a forever-expanding lifestyle in order to 
say yes to your true calling and use your money to create 
true treasure in your life.

How Much Is enough for Me to save 
for My Future?

Once you determine how much is enough to spend on 
your lifestyle, you’re ready to address how much is enough 
to save. Attempting to answer this question is often the 
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reason people initially seek out a financial planner. While 
there are many rules of thumb, this question is not simple 
to answer.

A financial planner can be a wonderful guide in 
helping you navigate through all of the questions that will 
spring up as you attempt to find your personal savings 
target. However, working with a professional requires an 
investment of both time and money on your part, and this 
book’s purpose is not to persuade readers to rush out and 
hire a financial planner. Many people who legitimately 
need advice and help are not ready to work with a profes-
sional, usually because they are not ready to invest either the 
time or the money needed to form a successful professional 
partnership. See the quiz at the end of the chapter to assess 
your readiness to work with a professional.

While this book is not a do-it-yourself guide to 
comprehensive financial planning, it will provide some 
practical ideas on how to prepare for your financial future, 
as detailed in later chapters. But before we can delve into 
specific tips and strategies for saving, we must first approach 
the question from a philosophical level.

Is it possible to ever have enough money saved? An 
unlimited number of variables will impact your financial 
circumstances in the unknown future. The only way to be 
100 percent certain that enough has been saved would be to 
know for certain what will transpire in the future, which is 
an impossible task. Despite our best estimates and educated 
guesses, life and the stock market have a way of ignoring our 
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careful plans, making it impossible to prepare for all possible 
outcomes. For this reason, we must approach the discipline 
of saving with the ultimate goal of simply being prudent—
planning for many potential, probable outcomes, but not 
fully and completely preparing for every possible calamity. 
Furthermore, financial planning must be understood as an 
ongoing process, not a product. Your financial plan needs to 
grow, evolve, and change with your life’s circumstances and 
your understanding of your calling.

Financial Freedom

Most people generally accept that they should save for 
the future simply because it is prudent. However, prudently 
saving to prepare for your next chapter of life has some 
perks that we don’t often ponder, like financial freedom. 
When you have confidence that you are saving a reasonable 
amount each year in preparation for tomorrow, you will 
experience more financial freedom, even if you still have a 
ways to go before you achieve your savings goals. Freedom 
is characterized by:

1. the absence of necessity, coercion, or constraint in 
choice or action;

2. being exempt or released, usually from something 
onerous;
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3. boldness;

4. not being unduly hampered or frustrated.

Ask yourself, what you would do if you:
• had a lot of options and could change course at 

any time without being constrained by financial 
obligations? (Living out your calling goes above 
and beyond obligations to explore what is 
possible.)

• were released from financial worries and the 
onerous burdens of debt or fear of the future 
because you had prudently saved and prepared?

• were able to write checks boldly and confidently 
(executing your financial plan)—regardless of 
whether you were writing a check to add to your 
retirement account, writing a check to your 
travel agent for a vacation that you had saved for 
in advance, or writing a check to your favorite 
charity?

• could make an unhampered gift to help lift people 
out of poverty or help a friend in need and know 
that at the same time you had not sacrificed being 
able to adequately provide for your own family?
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• no longer felt frustrated by money decisions, but 
instead were able to see the true treasure emerge 
from your financial choices?

Do you see how saving for the future is a necessary 
part of financial freedom? None of the attributes described 
above can flourish in the absence of a healthy amount of 
savings.

A common misconception is that financial freedom is 
characterized by the ability to spend on a whim. That is to 
say, many people fantasize about being able to make big 
purchases without agonizing over the decision. This type 
of reckless spending is frequently idealized in movies and, 
thus, has worked its way into our subconscious. But there 
is a significant difference between being careless and being 
carefree.

Recognizing the prudence of saving for the future (and 
paying off your debts) at first glance, may not feel like 
financial freedom. But if you value being prepared for the 
future, and the idea of being free of obligations, you can 
choose to save and pay off debts 
as a display of true freedom. 
That is an exercise of your 
personal power. When you are 
confidently executing money 
decisions that accurately reflect 
your values and your priorities, you are not coerced or 
constrained in your choice or action, even if you still have 

There’s a difference 
between being careless 
and being carefree.
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unmet financial obligations. While you may wish that those 
retirement accounts would be fully funded more quickly, 
you are not unduly hampered or frustrated when you choose 
to save. Do you see how true freedom is found in prudent 
financial decision making?

Plus, financial freedom has an amazing snowball effect. 
If you use your freedom to make good choices, you can 
position yourself to have fewer debts, fewer expenses, and 
a decreasing need to save over the years. Financial freedom 
allows you to think new, bold thoughts on how you will 
give, save, and spend. Rather than missing out on opportu-
nities, you will create more of them for the future. If you’re 
walking down the path toward financial freedom, you will 
see an increasing number of open doors available for you to 
consider and explore.

Now let’s get back to the core question of how much 
is enough to save. If we can’t know the future, how can 
we know when we have reached a point of saving enough? 
With basic financial forecasting (or using rules of thumb), 
you can pin down some tentative numbers on how much 
you need to be saving each month or each year to fulfill 
your goals.

Several financial websites offer free, simple retirement 
calculators online, including many 401(k) websites. These 
may be adequate for someone at the very beginning of his 
or her savings journey. However, they are not appropriate 
for someone nearing retirement or someone using such 
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analysis to make life-altering financial decisions because the 
assumptions are often overly simplistic or unrealistic.

Professional financial planners generally use more 
sophisticated software and, thus, can help you decide which 
assumptions to use for variables, such as rates of return-on-
investments, inflation (how the cost of living may increase 
over the years), and income tax rates.

Better software, combined with more realistic inputs, 
results in more accurate forecasting. The most common 
error with financial projections is using unrealistic assump-
tions. Together with your advisor, carefully examine the 
underlying assumptions to determine your level of confi-
dence in the software results.

Have you pondered the questions of how much is 
enough to spend on my lifestyle and how much is enough 
to save in order to be adequately prepared for the future? 
Have you found that according to your own definitions and 
numbers, you do not currently have enough? If so, here are 
two possible solutions:

1. Acquire more. When we realize we don’t have 
enough, our first impulse is usually to acquire 
more—more income, more savings, more invest-
ments, more house, more stuff, etc. This is the 
anthem of our culture and is the very substance 
of the so-called American dream. It’s only natural 
that this is the first solution to pop into our minds 
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when we think about how to get enough. We’ve 
been trained to think this way.

2. Desire less. The second solution to the problem 
of not having enough is much less popular. Rather 
than striving to acquire more, we can simply 
choose to desire less. I say simply choose somewhat 
facetiously because I know that while this is a 
simple concept, it is difficult to execute. In fact, 
practicing contentment is more of an art than 
it is a science, and mastering contentment and 
discovering abundance is a lifelong journey. We’ll 
explore that in the next chapter, but for now, just 
keep in mind that true treasure is not measured by 
how much you own.

reflection & Application

1. Create a spending plan. Also known as a budget, 
a spending plan will help you identify how much 
is enough to spend on your lifestyle or can help 
you highlight areas of your spending that might 
need to change in order to make traction on your 
other financial goals. A simple spreadsheet can 
quickly do the math for you, but some people 
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prefer pen and paper or software that links up to 
their checking and credit-card accounts. While 
there is no wrong way, consider using a template 
that has a thorough list of spending categories 
already listed so you don’t inadvertently leave out 
any regular monthly expenses. Omitting regular, 
ongoing expenses, as well as neglecting to factor 
in the replacement costs or maintenance costs of 
existing items, are the most common errors in 
spending plans.

2. Create a balance sheet. It sounds complicated, 
but a balance sheet is simply a list of your assets 
(checking, savings, retirement funds, investments, 
real estate, etc.) and debts (mortgage, car loan, 
credit cards, etc.).

3. What is your own personal vision of financial 
freedom? Write down the thoughts and feelings 
that come to mind so you can explore how to 
incorporate them into your financial plan.

4. Create your enough strategy. If you don’t currently 
have enough, how will you attain it? Acquiring 
more, desiring less, or some combination?
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Quiz:  Are you ready to work with a 
financial planner?

1. Are you committed to investing some time 
and energy into getting your financial house 
in order, knowing that you will ultimately be 
responsible for collecting accurate data and 
implementing the recommendations from your 
professional?

2. Are you willing to invest money in preparing 
for your financial future?

3. Are you open to receiving feedback on your 
financial habits?

4. Are your financial questions too complex to be 
answered by simple online tools or books?

5. Are you facing important financial decisions 
(which may or may not be urgent) that will alter 
your financial future?

If you answered yes to all of these questions, 
it might be time to start a new professional 
relationship or revisit an existing one.
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Three
Mastering Contentment and 

discovering Abundance

The opposite of contentment is, of course, discontentment, 
which is rooted in either fear or greed. Sure, we could put fear 
in a pretty dress and call it “insecurity” or we could pin a 
badge of honor on greed and call it “ambition.” But if we are 
honest with ourselves, these are 
some pretty ugly monsters that 
we sometimes allow to latch 
onto us like leeches that suck 
the contentment and abundance 
right out of our lives. In our 
quest to master contentment 
and discover abundance, we are 
setting out to break free from 

Don’t kid yourself. If 
you’re not happy with 
what you already have, 
you won’t suddenly 
become happy once you 
get what you want.
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the negative influences of greed and fear in our lives. Even as 
you read the words greed and fear, you may feel somewhat 
offended. After all, what gives the author, a financial profes-
sional, the right to confront issues of morality?

Please indulge your author, the missionary kid, in 
these thoughts about morality and the condition of the 
heart. If these influences are present in our lives, they need 
to be identified and addressed so that they stop wreaking 
havoc. The first steps down the pathway toward financial 
freedom are made within the confines of our minds and 
hearts. Thinking new thoughts about money, and changing 
our attitudes about wealth, is more than half of the battle.

When it comes to understanding the nature of greed, 
fear, contentment, and abundance, and their relationship 
to each other, the avocado can provide a useful illustration. 
On the outside is a tough, leathery, bumpy skin. Under-
neath that thin layer is the thick layer of green, mushy stuff. 
At the very center is a seed that has the potential to produce 
a living tree, if properly germinated and nurtured. Think 
of greed as the tough, but thin, outer skin, and the thick, 
green layer as fear. The seed represents contentment, and 
the tree that could grow out of the seed is abundance—the 
expression of your calling or purpose. Greed is usually just 
a façade that covers up fear that lurks below the surface. 
And the seed of contentment that contains the potential 
of new life, growth, and abundance, lies dormant until it 
is properly planted and watered. Mastering contentment, 
then, is like being a good gardener so that you can grow a 
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tree of abundance and produce good fruit from the goodness 
stored up in your heart.

Why do people lust after things like fancy cars, trendy 
clothing, and luxurious homes? Sure, it is fun to get new stuff, 
but the fun is generally short-lived. Think of a luxury purchase 
you made a year ago. How did you feel about the object when 
you first acquired it? How do you feel about it now?

A Lesson in Pink sapphires

For me, a certain pink sapphire ring comes to mind. I 
enjoy fundraising events. And while my personal preference is 
generally to make a donation outright rather than get caught 
up in bidding on auction items, at one particular fundraiser, 
I bid on a flashy diamond-and-sapphire ring during the silent 
auction. I was enamored with this ring’s very unique design, 
the likes of which I’d never seen. I bid, somewhat aggressively, 
on the ring, and reveled in the excitement of the auction 
experience. Wearing my evening gown and sipping on a glass 
of wine was almost a role-playing type of environment and 
very different from my everyday life. Ultimately, I saw my 
name flash across the screen as the winner. Of course, we use 
the term winner to describe this experience of being the top 
bidder at an auction, which again reminds us of our culture’s 
view of consumption.

After winning, and subsequently paying for my prize, 
in split seconds, I put it on and enjoyed showing off my 
prize to other partygoers that evening—although it was a 



TRUE TREASURE

30

little too big for me and needed to be sized. In the coming 
weeks, I remembered to wear it every now and then. As the 
months went by, I thought less and less about the lovely new 
ring in my jewelry box. Being busy, I found it impossible 
to make a special trip over to the other side of the metro 
where I would have my ring sized, and it was too big to keep 
wearing without worrying that it might fall off. Plus, I began 
to notice some things about the ring that I didn’t see at first. 
The profile was bulkier than I remembered it looking on the 
night of the auction. Also, the stones were smaller than I 
had initially estimated. Admittedly, it sparkled less without 
the special showcase lighting. Eventually, the ring joined 
other forgotten, so-called treasures in a box on a shelf.

Justifying my purchase, I reassured myself that the 
money went to a great cause, although it was more than I 
had intended to donate to that particular nonprofit. Plus, if 
I ever tired of the ring, I could always sell it. On the night of 
the auction, my husband and I (somewhat carelessly) tossed 
around the term investment. Yet, when I stripped away all 
of my rationalization and justification, the annoying and 
unattractive truth was that I made a significant purchase, 
which I enjoyed for a short while until the newness wore off 
and disillusionment settled in. While this decision did not 
permanently ruin my chance at achieving financial freedom, 
it did set me back a step. To indulge my greed, I chose to 
ignore many other more important uses for that sum of 
money, uses that could have helped me fulfill my calling. I 
traded my money for clutter instead of true treasure.
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Now in painfully honest self-assessment mode, I can 
tell you that at the time being able to make that big purchase 
on a whim made me feel powerful. Although subtle and 
unspoken, my purchase sent a message to my friends around 
the table that I was a successful businesswoman with money 
to spare. I was important 
and influential. Do you see 
how my greed and my 
insecurity (fear of insignifi-
cance) played off each other?

Maybe you aren’t 
influenced by greed at all. 
Nonetheless, most of us have our own version of the pink 
sapphire ring that demonstrates the reality of the fleeting 
newness of material things. What once seemed like a 
treasure has turned into clutter. And just maybe, like me, 
you found many reasons to justify your purchase, but in the 
end, it was truly a misappropriation of funds that under-
mined your values and priorities.

the Newness Addiction

Many people spend their entire lives trying to acquire 
more, or higher quality, material things, and often they 
don’t question why. It’s almost as though accumulation and 
nonessential spending is the default hobby for those who 
haven’t intentionally created other objectives for their lives 
and their money based on their values. Perhaps the appeal is 

Can you remember a 
time when you traded 
your money for clutter 
instead of true treasure?
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the little bit of fun that new things bring. Yet the newness 
keeps wearing off, so people subconsciously are compelled 
to acquire more and more. While a generally intentional 
person might occasionally make a purchase based on a 
whim, for some, this addiction to newness can become 
systemic and catastrophic.

While greed has external symptoms and can be more 
readily observed, it may very well not be the primary 
struggle. As already alluded to in my pink sapphire story, 
many people subconsciously acquire material goods to 
demonstrate to friends, family, and neighbors that they, the 

owners, are important, and have 
value. They’ve got something to 
prove, perhaps to a parent who 
never approved of them, to a 
brother who is always bragging 
about his recent acquisitions, or 
maybe to themselves.

Overcoming the fear 
influence that lurks beneath the surface is usually a much 
bigger challenge than overcoming greed. Remember the 
avocado has much more mushy green stuff than tough, 
outer skin. Many people wrestle with not knowing who they 
really are, or why their lives are important and significant. 
They may be unaware of their purpose or calling, which 
leaves them not only anxious, but particularly vulnerable 
to the pull of a consumer-driven culture or the opinions of 
other people. These are fundamentally spiritual issues.

Obsession with fancy 
stuff is often a thin 
veneer that covers up 
insecurity, or a lack of 
identity or purpose.
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some People Will Never Have enough

Some people would never buy luxury items, but 
instead, motivated by fear, they exhibit a propensity to 
stockpile and hoard inexpensive items, like clothing or food. 
Usually, because of something they experienced as a child, 
they have come to believe that 
they could never truly have 
enough, so they keep buying. 
While this person may not 
recognize the influence of greed, 
and might possibly feel pious 
about his or her relatively modest 
lifestyle, hoarding is simply 
another face of the same old 
monster. This, too, is a spiritual issue. Consider this quote 
from Anne Ortlund, author of Disciplines of a Beautiful 
Woman, “Security is not the absence of danger, but the 
presence of God, no matter what the danger.”

Contentment

“I have enough,” describes the state of contentment. 
We feel more relaxed and more secure the moment we 
recognize that we are not in need. And, as mentioned in 
chapter 1, desiring less—or choosing to be content with 
what we already have—is the most powerful and effective 
way to attain enough, especially in regards to our lifestyle 
spending. Purposefully choosing a less-expensive lifestyle 

No amount of 
money could ever 
buy a feeling of total 
security. Neither 
can freedom from 
fear or anxiety be 
purchased.
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helps us feel content with what we have, which in turn 
allows us to acquire more so that we have enough for our 
future needs and can remain content in the future. This is 
how contentment boosts our momentum toward financial 
freedom over time, and we come to master it when we 
develop a disciplined focus in our thought life. It can get 
easier and easier as we retrain our minds. Unfortunately, 
our contentment is under constant, unrelenting assault.

In researching how many advertising messages the 
average American is exposed to every day, I found a wide 
range of statistics, from hundreds to thousands. Whatever 
the number, it is impressive and it’s no surprise that as 
Americans, much of our down time is spent shopping.

Corporations invest $620 billion per year in your 
discontentment—the insatiable adversary of your financial 
freedom. When you are content, you spend less, which isn’t 
good for businesses. It is also bad for government, because 
government collects less corporate tax with lower corporate 
earnings, collects less sales tax with fewer purchases, and 
has to shell out more tax deductions or credits if you save 
your money in a retirement account or give it away to a 
charity instead of spending it. Our entire global economic 
system is built upon the foundation of discontentment. Did 
you ever notice how economists and market gurus focus 
on consumer spending as a major component of economic 
health? Like it or not, the economic fate of our world 
rests on your wallet. Consumer, did you know you were 
so powerful? Unfortunately, what might bring health to 
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the economy could bring serious sickness to your personal 
balance sheet. Knowing that billions of dollars are invested 
in your discontentment every year, understand that if you 
wish to avoid this negative state of existence, you must be 
prepared to put up a fight.

Ways to greatly Increase Your 
Contentment

1. Watch less television. In doing so, you 
will be exposed to less advertising and less of 
the Hollywood effect. Continual exposure to 
certain types of programming can normalize an 
expensive, seemingly glamorous lifestyle, which 
subtly sets unrealistic expectations for how life 
should look. According to the A. C. Nielsen 
Company, the average American watches four 
hours of television each day. So, if you, like most 
Americans, watch television, carefully choose your 
programming. Rather than watching sitcoms and 
dramas where beautiful people live in expensive 
homes, drive brand-new automobiles, undergo 
cosmetic surgery, and live unrealistic, high-flying 
lifestyles, stick to documentaries, educational 
programs, etc. When you do indulge in a sitcom 
or a drama, now you’ll do so with an increased 
awareness of the lifestyle gap, allowing you to 
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keep a level-headed perspective. Avoid the sensa-
tional shows that play off of fear and greed. They 
actively sabotage contentment.

2. Make a list of things for which you are 
grateful. Try to come up with at least ten things. 
No matter what kind of circumstances surround 
you, find things you are grateful for in regard to 
your financial situation. I find I need to repeat 
this exercise fairly often, so perhaps you will, too. 
When you hear yourself grumbling about what 
you need or want, take out a sheet of paper and 
write a new list.

3. Spend time with those less affluent. We 
naturally compare ourselves with those around us, 
and measure or rank ourselves accordingly. When 
we are spending time with people who are more 
affluent than we are, we feel relatively poor. While 
we may have previously felt that we had enough, 
in the context of a wealthier group, discon-
tentment can creep back into our minds. It’s easy 
to start feeling discontent or insecure when we 
hear someone else talking about their wealth and 
boasting about their extravagant future plans if 
our bank accounts can’t compete and our lifestyle 
doesn’t measure up.
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However, when we spend time with people 
who have a lot less than we do, the opposite 
happens, and we see the reality and the power of 
our own abundance. We naturally start looking 
for ways we can help as we recognize the relative 
strength of our own financial situation. I am not 
suggesting that spending time with people in 
economic hardship should make us complacent so 
that we stop saving and planning for our future, 
but rather that it should help us keep a healthy 
perspective and a grateful heart.

If you have the opportunity, a service trip to a 
third-world country is a very powerful experience. 
If that is not feasible, consider serving a meal at 
a local soup kitchen or volunteer at a homeless 
shelter. (You won’t have to go far to find people in 
need once you start looking for them.) In any case, 
there is no substitution for personal experience 
and interaction, so if you do not regularly interact 
with people in a lower socioeconomic class than 
your own, don’t settle for a magazine article on 
Bangladesh or a public television program on 
Ethiopia. Get some first-hand experience, which 
might make you uncomfortable, but that’s okay. 
The payoff will be worth it.

This concept has been extremely powerful 
in my own life. Growing up in Kenya, as the 
daughter of missionary parents, I was regularly 
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exposed to people living in poverty. I helped out 
on service projects for orphans, made friends with 
a grandmother of eight who was the sole provider 
for her extended family, slept with one eye open 
after a desperate man attempted to break into our 
home one night to steal from us, and witnessed 
the horror of invalids and children living on the 
streets of Nairobi. I always feel like a person of 
substantial means when I am surrounded by 
people who are impoverished.

In my early years in the financial services 
industry, I shifted to mainly spending time with 
people who were more affluent than I was. As 
a young sales assistant just out of college, not 
having come from family money and working 
at a firm that required a $100,000 account 
minimum, every client that I interacted with 
was far wealthier than I was. I remember a client 
dropping off a check at my office for an amount 
that was relatively small compared to her total 
account value. As I thanked her and walked back 
to my desk, I realized that her small deposit repre-
sented more money than I had earned in the past 
two years. At that moment, I felt quite poor.

Associating with the poor makes us feel 
rich, and associating with the rich makes us feel 
poor. We instinctively and compulsively compare 
ourselves to everyone around us. If you feel stuck 
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in a mindset of scarcity or feeling disempowered, 
try spending time with people who have far more 
to complain about than you do. It will feel as 
though you’ve instantly increased your level of 
affluence, without adjusting your balance sheet.

4. Sacrifice some of your wants to meet 
someone else’s needs. This is an extremely 
effective tactic. It takes the concept of spending 
time with those less affluent one step further. 
This is territory where you’re highly likely to 
uncover some true treasure by making a difference 
in someone’s life. When you intentionally give 
up something that you want in order to supply 
someone else’s basic needs, you are living out your 
priorities and executing on your values, which 
leads to contentment. There is something very 
powerful about knowing you could spend your 
money on that thing you’ve had your eye on for 
a while, but instead, you are choosing to invest 
in someone else’s well-being. You may be doing it 
for someone else, but you will reap a significant 
intrinsic reward as well.

One of my clients was saving up for a 
vacation to Italy. But when the earthquake hit 
Haiti in January 2010, she sent her vacation fund 
to repair wells and provide clean drinking water 
for families devastated by the disaster. She was 
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willing to postpone her trip because she ultimately 
placed more value on the survival of strangers 
than on her own rest and relaxation. Interestingly, 
she did not feel sorry for herself or discontent, but 
rather felt satisfied that she was doing her part to 
help out after this devastating event.

5. Enjoy leisure time that does not involve 
shopping. Perhaps you’d like to try canoeing, 
reading, playing music, talking with a friend, 
going for a walk, camping, telling stories, 
cooking, gardening, skiing, swimming, volun-
teering, writing, or anything that helps you 
unwind and enjoy your downtime—anything 
except retail therapy. Unfortunately, studies have 
shown that when it comes to leisure time, when 
not watching television, most Americans are 
shopping. The television tells them to shop, so 
they do, which means they have to work harder to 
earn more to pay for all the stuff they buy during 
their downtime. When they are done working 
after a long, hard day, they have no energy left to 
do anything besides flop down on the sofa and 
watch television, which tells them to shop, and 
so the cycle perpetuates. Choose a new leisure 
activity, and get off the treadmill that keeps you 
working hard but getting nowhere.
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6. Discover or clarify your calling. “It’s not 
about you” is repeated by business coaches, sales 
trainers, relationship gurus, and preachers. 
Ultimately, I think they’re right. If you want to 
live a meaningful, 
fulfilling life, you 
must have a purpose 
that is anchored to 
someone or 
something other 
than yourself. 
Contentment and 
abundance increase as we embrace the idea that 
we are not the center of the universe. In fact, I 
have never met a person who was both narcissistic 
and truly content. Have you? When we discover 
that we have a purpose that goes beyond self, and 
that we can use our personal power and our 
resources to improve the lives of others, we open 
up the floodgates of contentment and abundance 
in our lives.

So what’s your calling? What’s your gift to 
the world? Why are you here? Who will you help? 
What’s your contribution? Write it down.

If you want to have a 
meaningful life, you 
must find a purpose 
that is anchored to 
someone or something 
other than yourself.
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I’m reminded of the story of Joni Eareckson Tada who 
suffered a diving accident that left her a quadriplegic 
at age seventeen. She lost more than the ability to 
replenish financial resources in the future. She lost her 
health, her independence, and any chance at living a 
so-called normal life. With tough circumstances like 
that, we might agree that she, of all people, would 
be entitled to feel discontented. Yet she went on to 
accomplish her purpose, against all odds.
Joni has served on the National Council on Disability 
and the Disability Advisory Committee to the U.S. 
State Department. She hosts a daily inspirational radio 
program that is broadcast on 1,800 stations. She has 
written 46 books and numerous articles on disabilities 
and personal growth. She founded Joni and Friends 
International Disability Center in 1980. One of the 
programs of this organization, Wheels for the World, 
has refurbished and distributed over 57,000 wheelchairs 
in 102 countries. Joni and Friends also holds retreats for 
families of people with disabilities to provide them with 
information and encouragement. The organization also 
focuses on furthering awareness of disabilities.

If Joni, who was suicidal immediately following her 
accident, would have held on to her discontentment, the 
world, and specifically the community of people with 
disabilities, would have been robbed of her extremely



43

MAsterINg CoNteNtMeNt ANd dIsCoverINg AbuNdANCe

7. Wisely steward at your current level of 
wealth. This last suggestion to help foster 
contentment is part of the 
financial planning process:  
be intentional, and wisely 
use the financial resources 
(income and assets) you 
already possess. As you 
develop good financial 
habits and pay attention to how you manage what 
you already have, you’ll focus less on what you 
don’t have. Wisely using income and assets not 
only leads to greater contentment, but also is the 
key to creating abundance.

You can only 
steward what you 
have, not what 
you lack.

generous contribution. Yet, because she amazingly 
learned to live in contentment and in abundance, she 
was able to realize her purpose. The ways she chose 
to use her financial resources and spend her life have 
improved the lives of thousands of people.
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Abundance

If contentment is acknowledging that, “I have enough,” 
then abundance is realizing, “I have more than enough.” The 
first steps toward true treasure primarily take place within 
the confines of your mind. However, there are both internal 
(psychological and spiritual) and external (physical) aspects of 
abundance. The following stories demonstrate the difference.

On a number of occasions, when I was a child in 
Kenya, my family was honored to join local Kenyan families 
for supper in their homes. Over the years, we experienced 
these local, traditional meals with a number of tribes and in 
a number of villages, and I observed a pattern of unexpected 
generosity and graciousness each time.

For rural families in Kenya, livestock is still the primary 
form of wealth. Yet a family, whose net worth might have 
been four goats and seven chickens, would often serve meat 
to us as their guests—often whom they had just met. The 
typical Kenyan family eats one or two meals per day, the 
bulk of which consist of ugali, a thick cornmeal porridge, 
and sakuma wiki, which is basically an edible weed. Meat is 
generally reserved for special occasions.

Amazingly, these families showed no sign of hesitation 
or regret as they dished out a significant portion of their 
personal net worth onto our plates. Rather, they beamed 
with joy, and kept refilling out dishes until we could not 
take another bite. At that time, our still-full plates would be 
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collected, and our uneaten food would be handed off to a 
group of hungry children waiting in the next room.

These families represent an absolute lack of external 
abundance, yet displayed an overwhelming and humbling 
internal abundance and generosity. I witnessed this behavior 
over and over. These people genuinely wanted to honor us 
and provide for us as their guests. They did not feel the least 
bit imposed upon and invited us to come again.

Years ago, I worked with a client, a widow of about 
seventy years of age. She had $6 million in her investment 
accounts, in addition to her real estate and personal assets. 
She also had sizable life insurance policies that would one 
day provide generously for her children.

I initially admired how she chose such a modest 
lifestyle relative to her assets. But as I got to know her 
better, I realized that she was unable to enjoy or use the 
majority of her wealth. She was constantly concerned about 
running out of money, no matter how many retirement 
projections showed her that those fears were unmerited. She 
was virtually incapable of giving away or spending the bulk 
of the wealth that her husband had accumulated from his 
business and left to her for her enjoyment and provision.

This woman had obtained massive external abundance, 
but had very little internal abundance. This is a great tragedy. 
I never did uncover the reason for her insecurity. Because so 
many people in the world are impoverished, I find it all the 
more tragic when wealthy people—for whatever reason—
act, think, and feel as though they are poor.
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Discovering and fostering the external (financial) 
aspect of abundance is done through focusing our giving, 
saving, and spending. These themes will be explored in 
later chapters. For now, however, we will focus primarily on 
internal abundance.

Internal Abundance

Much can be said about internal abundance, but 
if we were to distill its definition down to two concepts, 
they would be courage and generosity. Courage propels us 
toward our goals; it’s the fuel that allows us to live out our 
calling. Generosity builds a lasting legacy—the impression 
your life leaves on the world.

Courage
Courage in our financial lives means taking respon-

sibility for the things we can influence and change, rather 
than resigning ourselves to accept whatever comes our way. 
It is the exercise of personal power for the improvement of 
our financial situation. We must recognize that what we 
will do with what we already have is of far greater relevance 
and importance than what we would do with what we wish 
we had, or what we used to have or what our neighbor has. 
As we shift our awareness to all that we already possess, and 
how we can most effectively use it, two things happen that 
increase our internal abundance:
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1. Our preoccupation with what we do not possess 
diminishes, and the void of what we lack loses its 
negative influence on our minds and emotions.

2. We become increasingly empowered to live out our 
values and our calling through consistent, inten-
tional, and creative financial decision making.

Generosity
Generosity is the expression of love through sacrifice. 

Love is the most powerful force 
in the universe, so why don’t we 
acknowledge its influence on our 
financial decisions? If we’re honest 
with ourselves, we must admit that 
math is not the rationale behind 
our most powerful choices. For 
example:

• Does it make sense from a numerical standpoint 
for parents to forego retirement planning in order 
to send their kids to college? No, but many choose 
to do so anyway, ignoring their financial planner’s 
warning, because of love.

• Is it logical for people with mortgages to give away 
10 percent of their income every year? Of course 
not, but love is more powerful than logic.

Generosity is the 
expression of love 
through sacrifice.
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• What sacrifices do you make in your personal 
finances because of love? Are they the right ones, 
or do you think they should change?

Love compels us to help others, even when it costs us 
something. This is generous living. Most people define their 
life’s calling in terms of helping others in one shape or form, 

and the process of discovering 
abundance can make them 
more effective helpers. When 
they know that they have more 
than enough, they experience 
an increase in generosity and 
can enter into the financial 

aspects of their life’s calling more and more. This in turn 
means an increased ability to teach, heal, provide, protect, 
serve, and encourage others to live out their purpose.

Generosity is a privilege—not a right. You can’t assume 
this privilege of sharing sacrificially until you’re truly ready. 
When you give beyond your current level of abundance, you 
run out of momentum by either having your bank accounts 
drained or by feeling empty inside. If you have been reading 
this description of generosity and wish your life displayed 
more of that trait, be patient. Generosity grows over the years. 
You can’t simply start giving money away and think that you 
will become generous by doing so. It may appear that way 
to those on the outside, but your sacrifice won’t result in joy 
or any of the intrinsic benefits for you unless it comes from 

Love compels us to 
help others, even when 
it costs us something. 
This is generous living.
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authentic internal abundance. Be honest with yourself. There 
may be a very good reason why you’re not feeling generous. 
If you’re not very generous today, go back to the suggestions 
listed for mastering contentment, and start with that. Then 
review the section on courage. Generosity will come in time 
when you practice the art of contentment, coupled with 
courageous decision making. Don’t become self-critical, and 
be sure to resist the urge to skip steps.

If you already are a generous person, then what is your 
next step on the path of generosity? Remember generosity, 
like the tree of abundance, 
grows as time passes, and the 
legacy you are building is not 
complete as long as you still 
have breath in your lungs. If 
you’ve grown accustomed to 
doing the same giving for a 
number of years, maybe it’s 
time to reevaluate. Your internal abundance can always 
keep growing. You may hit a setback now and again, but 
you’ll never hit a ceiling.

When we discover abundance, scarcity, along with fear 
and insecurity, no longer holds us paralyzed and powerless. 
We are no longer convinced that we are poor, and, therefore, 
our hands are no longer tied by the deception that we are 
unable to change and improve our financial situation, our 
careers, our lives, our families, our communities, and 
our world.

Fear and anxiety kill 
creativity, thereby 
hindering our ability to 
make powerful financial 
decisions.
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A social experiment showed that when young children 
are playing, and their mothers are within sight, they exhibit 
wonderful creativity and a propensity for exploring and 
discovering new things. However, when their mothers were 
moved out of sight, the children became anxious and unable 
to create, explore, or discover. They lost power and shut down.

What happened to the children in the experiment often 
happens to us as adults. As we begin to feel insecure, unsup-
ported, or threatened, we clam up. We’re unable to think 
a new, courageous, or generous thought. We can get stuck 
in scarcity (fear or greed). But as we become grounded in 
contentment, and then grow into abundance, a shift occurs 
back to child-like creativity, genuine helpfulness, courage, 
and confidence. And that is how generosity gradually unfolds.

darla’s story

One such transformation took place in the life of my 
friend, whom we’ll call Darla. Darla worked as a project 
manager for the same large corporation for over twenty-
six years. She had done a great job of working her way up 
the ladder and, mid-career, had gone back to school for 
a graduate degree. Her extra education and years of hard 
work were paying off financially. She was earning more 
money than she had ever thought possible, and she had 
accumulated a significant 401(k), great pension benefits, 
and company stock. Even with all of these rewards, the 
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work she had become prolific at was stressful, and she felt 
unappreciated, disrespected, and unfulfilled. The job that 
was providing her external abundance was simultaneously 
draining her internal abundance. In fact, her health and 
relationships were beginning to show signs of wear and tear.
For many years, she believed it was impossible for her to 
leave her job. She thought she was stuck because she and 
her husband had grown accustomed to her steady stream 
of big paychecks. Despite her pension and 401(k), she was 
certain that at the young age of fifty-four she couldn’t afford 
to leave her reliable job.

That’s when she began the financial planning process. 
The financial projections she did with her financial planner 
showed various options where she could afford to retire early 
as long as she maintained a somewhat simpler lifestyle or 
she could take a lower-earning position with less stress and 
work for several more years. She discovered that she could 
quit her job and still have many options that would allow 
her to maintain financial stability. But she was stuck in 
the mode of scarcity and had a lot of fear of the unknown. 
Remember from the social experiment with the children 
that loss of creativity is a side effect of fear?

It wasn’t until she actually cut back her spending for 
a few months and focused on finding contentment that she 
was able to see how things could be different.

She courageously and decisively tackled the challenges 
of paying extra on her mortgage and cutting back on 
variable expenses, like going out to eat. Having these goals 
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now clearly defined and established, accomplishing them 
became somewhat of a game. She surprised herself with her 
ability to live differently and decrease her dependence on 
the big paycheck. As her creativity was revived, she began 
to daydream and strategize about other possible career 
options. She started visualizing how she would like to take 
some time off to recover from her almost-traumatic work 
life and finally launch a new consulting business. She began 
to network more strategically. She went back to writing the 
book she had started years earlier, but never finished. The 
lack of appreciation at work didn’t bother her so much, and 
she stopped taking the disrespect so personally.

Over the course of about two years, she completely 
changed her professional life. She found a way to not only do 
project management consulting, but also create side businesses. 
She published her book and began coaching younger profes-
sionals. Both of these activities allowed her to help others, 
which she found very fulfilling and rewarding. These outlets 
let her share her hard-earned wisdom and experience with 
other professionals in the project management world. And for 
fun, she started teaching craft workshops.

Her life became more balanced, and her satisfaction 
began to improve. Rather than feeling fearful about the 

future, she gradually gained 
confidence. Partly this confi-
dence came from the financial 
planning process, but it also 
came from her shift in 

Intentional financial 
decisions can transform 
our entire lives.
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thinking. Things truly started to change in her mind when 
she practiced, and ultimately mastered, being content while 
spending less. This, in turn, allowed her to discover 
abundance, and she became more courageous and more 
generous. Ultimately, her life transformation was triggered 
by thoughtful, intentional financial decisions.

Getting Unstuck
When we discover abundance, the possibilities are 

endless. For Darla, rather than feeling stuck in an unful-
filling job for the sake of a paycheck, she was freed up to 
explore other career options, and eventually started her own 
business.

When we have discovered abundance, we are not 
paralyzed by all of the what-if scenarios of an unpredictable 
future. We don’t equate our financial future with fear, 
obligation, or dread. Rather, we make purposeful money 
decisions with courage and generosity, and simply plan 
the best that we can. It is from this courageous, generous 
mindset that we can most effectively set about the work of 
learning how to use the money tool.

reflection & Application

1. How will you foster contentment? List several 
specific ways to increase your contentment, 
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either from the examples listed or from your own 
creative ideas.

2. List ten things for which you are grateful.

3. What is your calling? Take a moment to write 
it out.

4. Visualize how you will grow in abundance:

• What nagging financial questions do you 
have that you need to stop ignoring—and 
instead do the research or find the advice you 
need in order to gain confidence?

• If you have too many financial obligations 
(such as a large house or several debts), how 
will you get out from under those burdens?

• What could you be doing with those 
resources—that have been going toward 
things you don’t really need—that would be 
more meaningful to you and your family?

• How will you give more generously to those 
who are in need right now and in the future?

• In what areas will you give yourself 
permission to be generous and gracious 
toward yourself today and in the future?



5555

H
Four

Approaching Money as a tool

Having no moral properties, money is neither good nor 
evil. Having lots can’t solve or prevent all of life’s problems. 
Having too little doesn’t create piety. The key is learning 
how to effectively use money as a tool to build true treasure 
in your life.

A tool is meant to assist us in building or fixing 
something. The specific purpose that we assign to a tool, 
and its ability to aid us in accomplishing our goal, gives the 
tool value and significance. Simply having the right tools 
isn’t enough. You’d never get a house built by gathering all 
of the necessary tools, but then neglecting the blueprints 
and laborers. The money tool, without blueprints to guide 
its use, doesn’t build anything either.
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What if Michelangelo would have only been a collector 
of brushes, chisels, and pigments? Likely, we wouldn’t 
know who he was, because rather than painting the Sistine 
Chapel or sculpting David, he would have remained an 
unmemorable collector whose energy was put into accumu-
lating more tools, and perhaps organizing and storing his 
collection. Should he have amassed a huge collection, we 
wouldn’t have his legacy to enjoy if he didn’t first catch the 
vision, and then carry out a plan for how to effectively use 
his tools to create masterpieces.

Sometimes we subconsciously decide that the plan 
should be to get more money. We often believe that the 
solution to most problems is more money. A common 
trap to fall into is to work very hard to make more money 
and subsequently buy more stuff, and then blindly hope 
that some is left over when we get done spending. Sound 
familiar?

emotions and the Money tool

For better or worse, emotions have extremely powerful 
influence in our financial lives. Advertisers know this, 
which is why so many commercials are designed to directly 
elicit an emotional response. Think of the commercials that 
show families having fun together that promote things 
like cameras, cookies, and minivans. Or how about the 
commercials that show couples laughing and embracing 
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that promote jewelry? Some might elicit negative emotional 
response to drive sales of products such as insurance and 
security services.

However, it doesn’t stop with our buying decisions. 
Emotional reactions are clearly seen in investor behavior. 
When the market goes up, investors can get caught up 
in the euphoria and invest more dollars at higher prices. 
Conversely, when the market goes down, investors are 
tempted to panic and sell (often right before the market 
turns around and begins going up again). Of course, the 
result is buying high and selling low—the exact opposite 
of what every investor plans. Evidence of this phenomenon 
can be seen in the annually published study, “Quantitative 
Analysis of Investor Behavior” by the Dalbar Inc. The study 
reveals that the average investment returns of individual 
stock market investors is significantly less than institu-
tional investors. Year after year, the individuals’ average 
performance is consistently lower than the institutions’ 
performance, primarily because institutions are not influ-
enced by emotion.

It is perfectly natural to experience fear, anxiety, 
jealousy, fondness, comfort, excitement, sadness, and other 
emotions when we think about making financial decisions, 
but these natural emotional responses can cloud our good 
judgment and cause us to make unwise decisions.
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Kara’s story

When I met with Kara, I learned she had inherited a 
large sum of money from her parents and that her primary 
objective for seeking financial advice was to make sure she 
was on track for retirement. She explained that her job was 
very stressful but she felt somewhat trapped in that line of 
work. She was hoping to be able to retire as soon as possible, 
even though she was only forty-five. When she told me about 
the inheritance, I saw great opportunity to help her craft a 
plan that could both assist her in preparing for retirement 
and help sustain her though a career transition.

However, I noticed that she seemed to emotionally 
shut down every time I started talking about how she could 
use her inheritance money as a tool to advance her toward 
her financial goals. She was not able to consider spending 
or investing any of it. The money could have been a great 
help to her, but she was paralyzed. She had an emotional 
attachment to this particular sum of money.

With plenty of other liquid savings, she still kept her 
inheritance in a FDIC-insured savings account, earning 
next to nothing in interest. As our conversation went deeper, 
I realized that no amount of investment risk was acceptable. 
Finally, she said if she lost any of the money in the stock 
market, it would feel like she was losing her parents all over 
again. This money was all she had left of them. So the 
money that could have been used as a tool to help her 
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address her top priorities was in her bank account, but not 
fully accessible.

Not having met her 
parents, I can’t say what they 
would have wished for her, 
but one might guess that 
they would have wanted her 
to use the money to help 
her along in life. In fact, 
they probably had something like this in mind when they 
drafted their wills. Yet emotions can be so powerful, they 
often trump mathematics.

Kara is not alone in that her emotions influence 
her money decisions. A 2004 study by Carnegie Mellon 
University researchers showed that sadness made people 
willing to spend far more per item—up to 300 percent 
more—and purchase a lot more items. Also, people who are 
feeling disgusted are willing to sell things for far below their 
fair value. (Examples might be an item that belonged to an 
ex-boyfriend or a vehicle that has required many expensive 
repairs.)

While it’s easy to recognize the truth of this principle, 
it’s not at all easy for most people to completely remove 
emotions from their financial decision making, nor should 
they. Emotions are part of a healthy human experience, and, 
if we channel our emotions, they are helpful in maintaining 
positive money habits. Remember how it felt to finish 
paying off a debt or the joy of giving a meaningful gift.

Psychologists tell us that 
when the emotional portion 
of the brain is highly 
active, the reasoning mind 
shuts down.
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When making financial decisions, especially major 
decisions that will affect our lives and the lives of our 
families, it’s important to recognize the role that emotions 
might be playing. Then, we can intentionally choose to 
make decisions based on our values, our logic, our common 
sense, and the wise counsel of advisors, rather than being 
subjected to the sometimes-tyrannical whims of our 
emotions. We can also direct and channel our emotions to 
help us gain momentum toward our financial goals.

If you find yourself feeling strong emotions when it 
comes to planning for your financial future, try to identify 
what exactly you’re feeling, even if you can’t fully explain 
why you feel that way. Acknowledge that emotion, and trace 
it back to its roots. It’s often something you experienced as 
a child, an event from the past, or an attitude or belief your 
parents held about money. Once you’ve objectively analyzed 
the source of that emotion, you can judge for yourself if it 
is prudent to allow that feeling to influence your use of the 
money tool. If not, dismiss it, if you’re able.

Often, emotions and subconscious beliefs are so strong 
that you’ll have trouble simply dismissing them, even in 
cases when you can clearly identify them as being inappro-
priate or self-sabotaging. Sometimes just speaking our 
emotions or subconscious beliefs about money out loud to 
another person can dilute their control over our decision-
making process. Getting rid of the emotional baggage and 
false, subconscious money beliefs allows us to effectively 
use our money tool to build the life and the legacy we 
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desire—according to the blueprint of our values, priorities, 
and goals.

reflection & Application

1. Can you identify emotions that have been 
sabotaging your financial decision making?

2. Are there any self-limiting or false, subconscious 
beliefs that are holding you back from empowered 
financial management?
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Five
Identifying Your values,  

Priorities, and goals

Taking time to think through what you value, what you see 
as a priority, and to pin down specific financial goals will 
keep you intentional and facilitate the process of turning 
your money into true treasure. Think of these concepts like 
a pyramid. Values (derived from your core beliefs) are the 
foundation, the next layer up is priorities, and the top of 
the pyramid are the goals. As you go up the pyramid, the 
concepts move from ambiguous to specific. Notice we are 
not looking at your financial values or financial priorities. 
Think broadly first and then narrow down to the financial 
implications later.
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What Are Your values?

Values are the concepts, qualities, or ideas that we 
deem to be important. They help to define who we are and 

how we live our lives. Our 
values are the offspring of our 
core belief system or our 
worldview. The dictionary.com 
definition of worldview is:  “a 
comprehensive conception or 
image of the universe and of 

humanity’s relation to it.”
In a nutshell, there are essentially three worldviews:  

theism, transcendentalism, and naturalism, with infinite 
variations. Here are the basics:

• Theism is a personal worldview with a personal 
creator deity (or in some religions, multiple deities) 
as the origin of life. The purpose of life in this 
worldview is summed up in relationships, an 
others-centered existence, and the ultimate destiny 
is unbounded relational life, such as the idea of 
heaven. Some commonly found values among 
those who hold this worldview are community 
and service.

• Transcendentalism is a spiritual worldview 
with the origin of life coming from an 
impersonal energy. The purpose of existence is 

What you believe to be 
true will dictate what 
you deem important  
and valuable.
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self-actualization, and the ultimate destiny is 
absorption. In this worldview, your energy may 
continue on indefinitely, but you expire at death. 
Some commonly found values among those who 
hold this worldview are growth and environment.

• Naturalism is a material worldview with an 
impersonal origin of life. The purpose of life 
is survival and autonomy, and the ultimate 
destination is physical obliteration, where nothing 
exists beyond the death of one’s physical body. 
Common values include independence and 
strength.

Of course, a person with any worldview might hold any 
number of values, so these broad generalizations are only 
meant to serve as examples and further make the connection 
between beliefs and values. As you think through your own 
personal worldview, you might find that you better under-
stand why you esteem some values over others. What values 
are the most important to you? The following list may help 
you come up with your own personal values list or you may 
have values that aren’t on the list. (You’ll have a chance to 
think through these concepts and record your values at the 
end of the chapter.)

Abundance Acceptance Adaptability
Adventure Assertiveness Authenticity
Awareness Balance Beauty
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Belief Boldness Challenge
Community Compassion Competence
Confidence Connectedness Consistency
Contentment Control Creativity
Curiosity Decisiveness Dependability
Determination Dignity Diligence
Diversity Efficiency Empathy
Encouragement Energy Excellence
Exploration Faith Family
Fearlessness Flexibility Freedom
Friendship Generosity Grace
Gratitude Growth Happiness
Harmony Health Helpfulness
Honor Hope Humor
Impact Independence Integrity
Intelligence Joy Justice
Kindness Leadership Learning
Love Loyalty Organization
Patience Peace Practicality
Purpose Quality Recognition
Relationship Reliability Resilience
Respect Responsibility Rest
Security Service Simplicity
Spirituality Strength Structure
Traditions Transcendence Trust
Truth Vision Wisdom
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What Are Your Priorities?

Priorities are the practical expression of our values, or 
how our values can be put into action to create a fulfilling 
life and uncover true treasure. They are the areas of life that 
we give precedence to according to our values and they will 
naturally change in different seasons of life. The priorities 
that are consistently at the top of 
your list probably relate to your 
calling and purpose, so pay special 
attention to those as you ponder 
how your priorities have changed 
in the past or may change later on.

If one of your values is relationship, one of your 
top priorities might be to enrich your relationships with 
coworkers so you can get more enjoyment from your work. 
(Financially, this priority might compel you to set aside 
more money to go out to lunch regularly with colleagues.)

Different people will see different ways to put their 
values into action. Two people might both value simplicity, 
yet to one person that means reducing clutter around the 
house, while to the other, it means eliminating inconse-
quential commitments from his or her schedule.

A young mother who values both family and learning 
may opt to spend most of her time and money on raising 
and educating her children. However, as they are older 
and less dependent on her, she might find she is ready to 
shift resources toward her own learning, spending more 

Priorities are the 
practical expression 
of our values.
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time alone in study and more money on books and classes. 
Because it is healthy and normal for our priorities to shift 
over time, it is important to periodically reflect on how we 
are using our resources to see if we’re due for a change.

While the following list is not meant to be compre-
hensive, it might provide some examples to guide you. 
Notice they are all actions rather than ideas. Some of them 
might be very profound, while some are simple and practical. 
Some will have very obvious financial implications while 
others may not. However, you’ll get a better sense of your 

true priorities if you think of 
them in general rather than 
attempting to look only at your 
financial priorities, since all 
areas of our lives are 
interconnected.

What are your priorities right now? Are they different 
than they were five years ago? How might they change in 
the future? (You’ll have a chance to record your thoughts at 
the end of the chapter.)

• Maintaining a successful career

• Maintaining long-term friendships

• Developing a new business

• Finding meaning and purpose

• Changing my environment

Priorities constantly 
compete with each other 
for limited resources—
time and money.
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• Improving my health

• Leaving a strong legacy

• Providing for my family

• Writing a book

• Finishing my educational program

• Instilling my values into my children

• Planting a garden

• Breaking a bad habit

• Staying connected with family

• Caring for the homeless

• Encouraging and mentoring my staff

• Eating delicious foods

• Finding a cure for cancer

• Confronting my fear

• Staying on a schedule

• Solving a tough problem

• Meeting new people

• Enjoying a season of rest
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As your values and priorities emerge from your subcon-
scious to your conscious mind, you become aware of ways to 
intentionally use your resources to create a more fulfilling 
and purposeful life. However, these things have a tendency 
to hibernate in the back of your mind as you become busy 
with daily tasks and with the conflicting demands on your 
resources. It’s helpful to repeat these exercises regularly 
or record your values and priorities. Be sure to put them 
somewhere that you are likely to see and be reminded of 
them often.

Once you’ve identified and clarified your values and 
priorities, you’re ready to specify your goals and embark 
on the financial journey that has the potential to forever 
change your life. It’s the path to true treasure, not defined by 
a particular standard of affluence, but by a life of purpose.

What Are Your goals?

The journey to true treasure is a lot like a well-planned 
road trip, and your goals are the specific destinations along 
the route. As in a road trip, we first select one or more desti-
nations, then plot out the proposed route, knowing that 
roadblocks, setbacks, and shortcuts sometimes cause us 
to alter our route or update our estimated time of arrival. 
We prepare for unexpected challenges the best we can, but 
understand and accept in advance that the more destinations 
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we’d like to reach, the more likely we will need to update 
our plans and adjust our expectations along the way.

What are your desired destinations on the journey? 
What are your goals for your life? It’s impossible to accom-
plish goals until they are clearly 
defined. And the more the goal 
is directly tied to a value or 
priority that motivates you, the 
greater your chance of 
achieving it.

A common memory aid for goal setting is SMART, 
which reminds us that the clearly defined goals are

Specific

Measurable

Attainable

Relevant

Timely
In addition to these traits, a great goal is one that 

emerges out of an awareness of our values and priorities. An 
example might help illustrate this concept.

Think of a woman who values security, family, and 
nature, and her priorities are spending time with her 
nephews and doing her part to protect the environment. At 
first glance, these values and priorities seem to have little 
connection to her finances. But watch how they reinforce 
and add conviction to her financial decision-making process 
when she realizes that she wants to replace her car (a financial 

“If you aim at nothing, 
you’ll hit it every time.”
—Zig Ziglar
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goal). Rather than just trying to put aside some money each 
month into her savings because she understands that it’s 
a good idea to save up before a major purchase, she’ll be 
much more determined and likely make faster progress if 
she frames her goal around her values and priorities, and 
clarifies it as follows:

• Specific:  A new fuel-efficient car with high safety 
ratings (tying into her value of the environment 
and safety)

• Measureable:  Save $1,000 per month

• Attainable:  Let’s assume that $1,000 per month 
will leave her enough income to comfortably live 
on for the next five months and that she has some 
other money in savings that can be applied to the 
car purchase.

• Relevant:  The new car will provide safer 
transportation for her nephews, as she’s planning 
to take them on several road trips to visit national 
parks in order to spend more time together, share 
with them her love of nature, and reduce her 
carbon footprint at the same time.

• Timely:  She’ll need to save for another five 
months based on the amount already in her 
account, projected savings, and the anticipated 
cost of the car.
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If she didn’t know what exactly she was saving for, or 
why it was important, she’d probably make slower progress. 
The $1,000 may be unintentionally used for other things 
each month. She would continue to have those nagging 
thoughts, always wondering if her nephews were safe in her 
car, so hesitating to take them on longer trips. And she was 
wondering if she was doing her part to reduce emissions. 
When not addressed, those annoying things floating around 
in our minds can reduce our quality of life.

In my experience working with clients, setting specific 
goals is often a major challenge at the outset of the planning 
process. Goals usually start out ambiguous, such as “I want 
to secure a comfortable retirement for myself,” which is 
really more of a financial priority than a financial goal. 
What does that really mean? If this is one of your priorities, 
consider the following clarifying questions to create a goal 
for yourself:

• How much longer will you be able and willing to 
work for income?

• How much will you need to spend each year on 
your lifestyle in retirement?

• How much are you able and willing to save in 
preretirement years?

• Will you earn any other income after leaving your 
current full-time position?
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Because it is difficult to be specific and measurable, 
and because many people have no idea of what is realistic, 
it’s common to postpone the planning process. Unfortu-
nately, procrastination in this venture only makes it more 
challenging and leaves far fewer options available for 
the future.

It’s okay if your goals don’t start out fully defined. 
Better to start with what you already know you want to 
accomplish and clarify your goals in time than to never 
begin planning for your future.

To organize your goals, consider these categories based 
on the three uses of money:  giving, saving, and spending. 
Ideally, you’ll identify specific goals under each category 
based on your priorities, and you can now sort them 
according to importance and timeframe. While you’ll likely 
end up simultaneously working toward multiple goals, some 
might be postponed until the next season of life.

reflection & Application

1. List out your top ten values. Do you see the 
connection between your worldview beliefs and 
your personal values? Values generally shift only if 
and when our understanding of truth changes.

2. List your top life priorities, and rank them 
according to importance. Understand that these 
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will naturally shift during different seasons of 
life. If you find that your priorities are vague, try 
clarifying or splitting them into smaller parts. 
For instance, if you thought to yourself, “I need 
to meet new people,” what does that mean for 
you? Does it mean that you have been living in 
isolation and just need human contact? Or does 
it mean that you have a lot of people in your 
life who subtract from, rather than add to, who 
you are and what you’d like to accomplish? Add 
some notes on the financial implications of your 
priorities.

3. List a few financial goals based on your priorities. 
Do your best on this one, and remember as 
time passes, goals can become more specific, 
measurable, attainable, relevant, and timely—so 
don’t worry if your goals don’t meet all of these 
criteria today. Also, a financial professional might 
be able to help you better understand what goals 
are attainable and realistic. Try to come up with 
at least one goal for each category:  giving, saving, 
and spending.
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Six
Focusing Your giving

Some may think it odd to begin with giving, as opposed 
to saving or spending, because for most people giving 
represents the smallest category of their financial goals. 
However, giving is arguably the most powerful and direct 
way to live out our calling through our financial choices, 
thereby obtaining true treasure. If financial management is 
a journey toward our calling and purpose, then giving is a 
savvy shortcut.
Note:  I’ve known a few individuals whose giving is so self-
sacrificing that they are unable to make ends meet and they 
have come to a point where they 
really have nothing left to give. I 
am not promoting giving out of a 
place of scarcity as an ideal.

Giving is a privilege, 
not a right.



TRUE TREASURE

78

So what exactly does it mean to focus your giving? In a 
word, impact. If you want your giving to achieve maximum 
impact, it must be focused. My research has shown that 
while people indeed do have secondary motivations for 
giving, such as tax deductions or a sense of obligation, the 
most commonly cited primary reason was a desire to make a 
difference or to have a positive impact on the lives of others.

The challenge is that most generous people are not 
particularly focused in their giving. They buy cookies from 
their neighbor’s daughter who is raising funds for her after-
school program. They buy tickets to galas that their friends 
are organizing and dutifully bid at the silent auctions. They 
make regular donations to their church because they are 
asked to do so every week. They sponsor a co-worker who 
is walking to raise money to find a cure for something or 
other. They call in to sponsor a starving child after seeing 
heart-breaking images of poverty on television.

While this behavior pattern is certainly endearing, does 
this giver really have much impact on the cause that is of 
highest importance to him or her? Or is the giving so diluted 
that it isn’t a significant help to any one of these various causes?

Many people wait until the end of the year to make 
one last gift in December. This time it is often unsolicited, 
but it doesn’t matter that no one asked for money because 
this is the cause that the person truly cares about. Sadly, 
by this time, so much has already been given away that 
the purposeful gift is smaller than it might otherwise have 
been. How much bigger would that intentional, deliberate 
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gift have been with a little more planning and focus? Or 
what if the donor had given every month to the same cause, 
and said “no” to the majority of the others?

A wonderful and more pragmatic resource to help 
focus your giving for greater impact is Tracy Gary’s book, 
Inspired Philanthropy:  Your Step-By-Step Guide to Creating a 
Giving Plan and Leaving a Legacy (Jossey Bass 2008 edition). 
It includes numerous worksheets and interactive exercises to 
help readers create very purposeful and detailed giving and 
legacy plans. We will address these issues in less detail than 
Gary’s book, but will still provide you with a framework to 
help you be more intentional and effective with your giving.

to Whom Are You Called to give?

If you want to create a giving plan that you will execute 
and be excited about, it has to be from your heart. You could 
support thousands of different needy and worthy causes. 
Sadly, this says that the world is a real mess. Children die 
of starvation, the environment is being poisoned by toxic 
chemicals, medical research lacks funding that could cure 
diseases, clean drinking water is inaccessible to over half of 
the world’s population, and the list goes on and on. If you 
look at all of the world’s problems cumulatively, you will no 
doubt feel overwhelmed. However, likely one or two needs 
weigh especially heavily on your heart.
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Some experiences in your life—those that have been 
woven into the very fabric of who you are—will compel you 
to give (or desire to give) toward one certain need more than 
the others. Look for those groups, organizations, or causes 

that are tied to your life’s 
calling or mission. They 
might very well be the 
causes you give to without 
being asked. Maybe it’s the 
check you’ve always wanted 

to write, but weren’t sure where to send it because you 
haven’t researched the various organizations that focus on 
that particular issue.

For me, it’s poverty. I care a lot about domestic violence, 
and I’d like to help find a cure for diabetes, but something in 
the very core of my being revolts against the thought of human 
beings barely surviving in desperation and humiliation because 
their basic needs are not met. I feel called and compelled to 
take action on this issue. Adding insult to injury, many of these 
people’s lives could be completely turned around with a mere 
$100 loan and some business education.

Growing up in Kenya, I often had opportunities to 
interact with people living in destitution. Their faces are 
imprinted on my soul—the face of the young mother begging 
in the streets to get food for her baby, the many faces of the 
children rummaging through piles of garbage looking for 
something to eat, and the face of the crippled man stationed 
on a sidewalk without the ability to relieve himself with 
dignity. It breaks my heart to see people who simply cannot 

Defining events from our 
past often shape  
our giving, especially who 
we give to.
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make ends meet, regardless of how hard they work. Impov-
erished parents have no way of providing for their children, 
which results in a ripple effect of devastating outcomes.

Some children who don’t have enough to eat might join 
a corrupt military in a third-world country just so they can 
have the assurance of two meals per day. Men who cannot 
provide food for their families might be driven to commit 
terrible crimes, perpetuating violence and theft, resulting 
in incarceration. Women whose children are hungry sell 
themselves in prostitution, which can result in more mouths 
to feed and contributes to the rampant spread of AIDS, and 
an exponentially increasing number of orphans.

All of this has been going on far too long in way too 
many parts of the world, and while it may sound trite, I am 
not okay with it. I am compelled to do what I’m capable of 
to bring about justice and restoration. I am moved to action.

A number of years ago, I realized that I could not sit 
on the sidelines and ignore this gut-wrenching problem just 
because it wasn’t my own. At that moment, I made it my 
own. Poverty is now my problem, and although I live in 
relative luxury, surrounded by modern convenience, I have 
taken ownership of it.

Becoming a Stakeholder
A sense of personal ownership toward the chosen 

beneficiary of your giving is the first step in creating an 
effective giving plan. If we go on believing that someone 
else will fix things, or that there’s no hope, we will never 
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truly get in the game. The best way to have significant 
influence is to be committed, and the best way to stay 
committed is to care. Rather than trying to make yourself 
care about the cause that you think you should care about 
or the cause that your friend, neighbor, or co-worker cares 
about, find the one that you already genuinely care about—
and own it. Be a stakeholder, and acknowledge that you will 
be content only when you are doing something.

A word of caution:  one must be careful while 
developing this sense of ownership. Take on too much 

responsibility, and you could go 
from being a passionate advocate 
and committed donor to being 
resigned, defeated, and eventually 
disengaged. Your small shoulders 

are not meant to carry the entire burden alone, and your 
bank account will certainly look meager in the shadow of 
the world’s enormous needs.

What cause would inspire you enough to want to 
organize a harambe of your own? Once you find your cause, 
the next step is to narrow down which organizations you 
will support. Ideas and resources can be found at the end of 
the chapter if you’re ready to take the next step.

What Will You give?

Most generous people are good at writing small 
donation checks because it can be done without much 

Whatever cause you 
choose to give to, take 
ownership of it.
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preparation or planning. However, it is not necessarily 
the best gift from a tax-planning standpoint. (Note:  All 
references to available tax deductions are as of the time of 
publication and are subject to change. Consult your tax 
advisor for tax advice.)

Most people know that they can write a check or donate 
used clothing and household items to a charity, which gives 
them a small deduction on their taxes. However, almost 
any type of property can be gifted. If the gift is made to 
a qualified charity, at least some portion of the property’s 
value can be deducted on the donor’s income tax return—
up to a certain percentage of income.

Have you ever considered gifting art, surplus inventory, 
a vehicle, a business interest, real estate, mutual funds, 
stocks or bonds, or possibly your personal residence via a 
trust that allows you to continue living there until you die?

With the help of the nonprofit’s staff and attorneys, 
more sophisticated and complex trust strategies can be 
carried out for large dollar amounts. Check with your 
attorney to see if a charitable trust can help you maximize 
your income tax deduction for a particular gift, retain 
some degree of control over the gift, retain use of the 
gifted property while you are alive, or gift a partial interest. 
Expensive to set up, and sometimes difficult to maintain, 
these specific trusts are best suited for very large donations 
(upward of $500,000 in most instances).
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One of the most effective and commonly used 
strategies is to gift stocks, bonds, or mutual funds 
that have appreciated in value. Most large nonprofits 
already have brokerage accounts set up to receive 
such donations. Rather than sell your investments that 
have increased in value and pay tax on the gain, gifting 
them directly to a nonprofit allows you to avoid paying 
tax on the gain. In many cases, you’ll also be able to 
deduct on your income taxes the full market price at 
the time of the gift. Because nonprofits are not subject 
to capital gains tax, they can sell your investment and 
use 100 percent of the proceeds for their work. Be 
aware that certain restrictions apply, and your tax 
advisor will be able to give you all the details you need 
to execute this strategy.

Many investors have used this strategy to make 
gifts. It is especially beneficial when it’s time to 
rebalance the investment portfolio and the client has 
many built-in capital gains. If you’re not sure if your 
investments have enough capital gains to make this 
worth the little bit of extra paperwork, check with 
your investment professional or your accountant. The 
appreciated securities that work well are held outside 
of any retirement plan in a taxable brokerage account. 
Note:  appreciated securities inside of retirement 
accounts would not be eligible for this strategy because 
these accounts have special tax treatment.
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When Will You give?

Everything important must be scheduled. If a task 
doesn’t make it onto your schedule, it may never be accom-
plished. Is giving important to you? If so, you must decide 
when to give and purposefully schedule it.

If you’re like me, you may find yourself eager to 
respond to a compelling request. The appeal to give may 
come at the end of an inspirational dinner program or in 
the form of a sermon. While it can be very exciting to take 
quick action, responding 
spontaneously to external 
prompts may lead you not 
only to give to causes you’re 
not particularly passionate 
about, but also to give 
without thinking about the 
best timing of your gift. A planned approach can increase 
the connection between your giving and your calling.

However, many people, rather than giving spontane-
ously, actually plan to do the bulk of their giving upon their 
death. They may opt to make small lifetime gifts, but will 
leave a large portion of their estate to nonprofits. Why do 
so many people take this approach? I believe it is primarily 
because they have not addressed the difficult question of 
how much to give. They do not know how much they can 
afford to give, because they do not have a financial plan, 
so they choose not to give very much until they are dead. 

Everything important 
must be scheduled. If 
not, the important will 
be forgotten in light of 
the urgent.
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While they may or may not be openly anxious, on some 
level, they fear that they may not have enough money for 
themselves, and so it is difficult for them to build much 
momentum in their giving. However, they do want to give 
and are happy to do so at a time when they are certain they 
will no longer need their financial resources.

While at first glance this approach might look like 
an easy solution for how generous people can give without 
any personal risk, I believe it is not a substitute for lifetime 
giving for two reasons. First, if our goal is to make an 
impact through our giving—on an issue that we care about 
very much and one that we own—then presumably, that 
impact represents part of our purpose or calling. Giving can 
be a dynamic means to fulfilling our calling. A combination 
of lifetime and estate giving can be powerful, but you’ll reap 
the intrinsic rewards of giving only if you give while you’re 
still alive.

Second, your contributions are needed now. Remember 
that cause that you decided to own? What would happen if 
everyone else who cared about your cause decided to gift 
only out of their estate? Some of the most effective organi-
zations working on solutions to that very problem might be 
forced to close their doors. It’s important to give when the 
time is right.

Maybe you need to hold off on most of your giving 
until you take care of some other financial responsibilities. 
But if giving will help you accomplish one or more of your 
priorities, I suggest giving at least a little bit now as you’re 
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able, accepting that your level of giving today isn’t what 
you’d like it to be. Then schedule a time when you’ll be able 
to step it up. Also, consider including giving in your 
financial plan and in your budget, so you can purposefully 
review and adjust it over time.

People can define their 
timeframe for lifetime giving 
in many ways. Let your own 
creativity guide you toward 
a solution that fits your cash 
flow, your family, and your preferences.

How Much Will You give?

How much is enough for you to give? This is truly a 
subjective point. Consider this:  your own personal definition 
of enough, when it comes to giving, 
could be the point at which you find 
optimal peace and joy. I’ll share 
some suggestions, but ideally, find an 
amount that you can give cheerfully. 
There is no wrong answer.

Give at a level that is significant to you personally, 
whether that is a percentage of your income or a percentage 
of your assets—giving enough so that you feel it will keep 
you invested and focused on having an influence. You’re less 
likely to care about the effect and outcome of your gifts if 

Giving is entirely personal 
and the best giving plan 
is the one that works 
for you.

Resolve to do 
your part; no 
more and no less.
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giving represents such a small part of your income that you 
don’t need to change your spending or saving patterns in 
order to accommodate your giving.

As discussed in chapter 3, intentionally placing 
someone else’s needs above your own wants leads to 
contentment, and the benefits you personally experience 
can be substantial. So, give at a level that requires you to 
make some sacrifice, but not so much that you feel resentful 
or begrudging. The key is to consciously decide what your 
part will be in light of the needs of your cause and with 
a full awareness and understanding of your own personal 
values, priorities, goals, and resources.

As you think about giving, and open yourself up to the 
awareness of the profound needs of others, I want to suggest 
that you not decide how much to give based on guilt. This 
was a challenge for me in Kenya, surrounded by people who 
had far less than I did. My parents lived on donations from 
churches and individuals who provided our family with 
poverty-level income, according to US standards. However, 
we had considerably better accommodations, clothing, and 
nutrition than the local people.

I often pondered why it was that I was born into 
privilege, while those around me struggled for basic survival. 
Certainly, I had not done anything to deserve my fortune, 
any more than they had done anything to deserve being 
born into destitution. I experienced tremendous guilt over 
this issue for some time, which compelled me to contribute 
significantly to the needs of others. Yet my giving was not 
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joyful, nor did it represent the fulfillment of my calling, so 
it ultimately wasn’t sustainable. Rather than feeling guilty, I 
hope you will be empowered to give sustainably as you come 
to terms with what it means for you to simply do your part.

Ironically, it was the people of Kenya who taught me 
this concept through their tradition of harambe. Harambe 
is a Swahili word that describes the idea of working together, 
each person doing their part, and coming together in unity 
to solve a problem. Community members would organize 
a harambe for a newly married couple, someone with a big 
hospital bill to pay, a family who recently lost a loved one, 
or anyone who was facing a significant hardship. Absent 
of party games and food, harambe celebrations usually 
involved a simple circle of chairs set up facing a donation 
basket, with the sole purpose of coming together to show 
support and give.

One of the most obvious factors when deciding how 
much to give, is what can you truly afford? To answer this 
question, it is often helpful to get some outside perspective. 
Yet, the choice to give is very personal and, for many people, 
very private. People choose not to discuss their giving 
with others for a number of reasons. Many feel uncom-
fortable talking about giving because they don’t want to 
be perceived as bragging or displaying their wealth. Others 
keep their giving to themselves because they prefer the pure 
intrinsic reward of anonymous giving. Still others choose 
to keep silent because they do not wish to be approached 
for additional gifts. However, discussing giving plans with 
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professional advisors can reap big benefits like tax savings, 
as well as the ability to execute an intentional giving strategy 
that is integrated with the other aspects of a long-term 
financial plan.

Your Financial Planner’s Role
Because of the sensitive and private nature of the 

subject, a financial planner might not initiate this conver-
sation with his or her clients. Yet many clients do give, and 
giving has a direct effect on their financial plan, making the 
financial planner an obvious professional resource to help 
a client trying to decide what, how much, or when to give.

A financial planner may sooner talk about planning 
for death, disability, or divorce before they broach the topic 
of giving. Perhaps because the financial planning profession 
has roots in the traditions of Wall Street, financial planners 
are often primarily expected to help investors accumulate or 
preserve wealth, rather than make decisions about resources. 
A common, unspoken assumption is that the planner’s job 
is to help the client accomplish primarily self-preserving 
financial goals. However, people who have sufficient funds 
to invest in the stock market and hire a professional to help 
them manage their wealth may generally be able to afford 
some altruistic financial goals on top of the basic self-preser-
vation goals.

If they have more than enough—abundance—then 
they should not be denied the privilege of establishing altru-
istic goals that can help them live out their calling. People 
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living in abundance who only have self-preserving goals are 
robbed of their chance to make a difference, and the world 
is robbed of their unique personal contribution (financial 
and otherwise).

A strong connection exists between the level of one’s 
affluence and the quality of legacy that could be built 
through thoughtful planning and management of resources. 
People with tremendous resources might find it exhilarating 
and rewarding to stop being told how to stay rich, or get 
richer, and instead strategize about what they want to create 
for the greater good, what social injustice they would like to 
rectify, or for what good deeds they would like to be 
remembered.

A financial planner who is up to the challenge will 
provide you not only with advice regarding charitable giving 
tax strategies, but can also help 
you clarify your giving goals and 
track your progress—all while 
respecting your very personal 
decisions on giving. Perhaps of 
most value, the right advisor can 
provide you with projections and 
analysis to help you decide how 
much you’ll give in light of how your potential giving would 
affect your other goals.

To earn the privilege 
of helping others, we 
must first address 
our own needs and 
responsibilities.
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reflection & Application

1. To whom are you called to give? Make a list of 
causes or organizations that you want to support.

Here are some resources to help you conduct the 
due diligence to make sure that the nonprofits you 
fund are efficiently managing your gifts and effec-
tively accomplishing their mission:

• Contact local community foundations. They 
screen grantee nonprofits regularly before 
writing their own grants.

• Check out the Charities Review Council, 
local community foundation, or other 
watchdog organizations that help nonprofits 
maintain donor accountability.

• Review the Form 990 reporting statement 
for organizations you are considering. In this 
report, you’ll be able to see how much they 
hold in assets, how much they pay out in 
salaries, and much more. The Form 990 for 
many nonprofits can be researched for free at 
GuideStar.org.

Aside from trying to find efficient and effective 
nonprofits, perhaps you also want to narrow down 
your search based on a variety of other factors. 
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Do you prefer to give locally or globally? Do you 
prefer to help fund small startup nonprofits with 
less overhead expenses or only well-established, 
stable organizations that can offer continuity? If 
you would like to fund multiple organizations or 
multiple causes, what percentage will you allocate 
to each?

2. What will you give? Is cash the best gift, or should 
you explore giving appreciated investments, real 
estate, or some other property?

3. When will you give? Will you give now, at some 
time in the future, upon your death, or some 
combination?

Tracy Gary’s book and the worksheets available on her 
website (InspiredPhilanthropy.org) can help you pinpoint 
exactly how to answer these questions, and create a more 
thorough giving strategy.
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Seven
Focusing Your saving

Saving is simply deferred spending or giving. Funds set 
aside today will later be spent, such as for a new car or in 
retirement, or given away, perhaps to pay for a grandchild’s 
education or as a charitable gift. That being said, saving 
should take place with the end use of the money in sight, 
even if it won’t be used for many years. I say this because I 
believe it is possible to save too much money.

If money is a tool, saving it is a bit like keeping it in the 
garage. It’s good to have certain tools and materials set aside 
in storage for future projects. But would it make sense to 
have a hoard of tools and materials that have no anticipated 
future use? Wouldn’t it be better to start a new project with 
those tools, expand the scope of an existing project, or give 
them to someone else who can put them to good use?
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Excess savings is an easy imbalance to correct. All 
one needs to do is assign a potential use and a purpose to 
additional funds. For example, consider a husband and wife 
who have been consistently great savers. Upon review of 
their financial projection, it is determined that they have 
over-funded their retirement accounts, given their goals of 
retiring at age sixty-seven, and spending $60,000 per year 
in retirement. When they realize the additional flexibility 
they have, they opt to aim to retire at age sixty-five instead. 
They expand the scope of their retirement goal and assigned 
a use to their excess savings.

For another example, let’s look at a retiree in her 
seventies. Her financial projections show that she has more 
money left in her portfolio than she is likely to be able to 
use with her modest lifestyle. While she wants to maintain 
a comfortable cushion above and beyond her basic projected 
needs, she is still able to give gifts to her children and grand-
children to help them take care of some much-needed home 
improvement projects and start saving for college.

Unfortunately, excess savings is rare. Much more 
common is a lack of savings. This can be a much more 
difficult imbalance to correct and often is symptomatic of 
bigger financial issues like an unsustainable lifestyle. In 
particular, mid- to late-career individuals who have had 
significant earning capacity for several years, yet still have 
very little saved, are particularly likely to be living unsus-
tainable lifestyles.
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Consider a couple in their late fifties that had earned 
well above the national average household income for the 
majority of their working years. However, they had taken 
on a large mortgage, car loans, and some credit card debt to 
fund their ideal lifestyle. This extremely popular approach 
of buying now and paying later is an easy rut to slide into 
and can take lots of discomfort, sacrifice, and perhaps some 
embarrassment to escape.

Because of all of the debt payments they needed to 
continue making, they were unable to set aside much of 
their income. To make matters worse, a decline in the real 
estate market, combined with their mortgage and home 
equity line of credit, meant that they now owed more on 
their home than its market value. Because they didn’t have 
the cash in the bank to cover the excess house debt, they 
didn’t have the option to sell and downgrade to a less-
expensive home to reduce their monthly expenses. Their 
cars, too, had more debt attached to them than the price 
they would fetch if sold.

An unsustainable Lifestyle

A preretirement financial strategy where we have no 
savings over a prolonged period of time is obviously unsus-
tainable, and most people can easily recognize the logic 
behind this reality. However, because of the cultural pull to 
keep up with the proverbial Joneses, it is extremely painful 
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to break out of this pattern. Making a significant reduction 
in lifestyle comes at a high emotional price, and therefore, 
these decisions are never made based on logic alone. Unfor-
tunately, many people living unsustainable lifestyles, with a 

chronic lack of savings, choose to 
maintain this pattern, even after 
realizing or suspecting they have a 
problem, which only delays the 
inevitable. And with each passing 
year, they further reduce their 
options for the future.

Sadly and realistically, I 
believe the majority of Americans today are living an unsus-
tainable lifestyle with very anemic savings habits. Bypassing 
savings for the sake of hyper-spending is the new normal. 
As a nation, we have had periodic seasons of a negative 
national savings rate in our recent history, meaning that as 
a nation we sometimes spend more than we earn. I am not 
attempting to sugarcoat this, because this new normal is 
not a healthy one. It ultimately hurts those who are caught 
up in it, often robbing them of their purpose, fulfillment, 
and their chance to make a difference. It undermines their 
values and priorities.

If you suspect your current lifestyle might fit into this 
category—characterized by the fact that you never manage 
to save on a consistent basis because all of your income 
is already spoken for each month—right now is the best 
time to make positive, proactive changes. True, yesterday 

An unsustainable 
lifestyle trades 
tomorrow’s reserves 
for today’s trivial 
luxuries.
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might have been a better time to start saving. However, if 
your sense of regret prevents you from making necessary 
changes today, you will continue to narrow your options 
for the future, and increase your financial anxiety with each 
passing year. Be proactive. Do something about it now.

Of course, not every savings shortfall is based on 
unsustainable living or poor choices. A number of people 
have fallen behind on their savings due to circumstances 
that were completely beyond their control.

terry’s story

In Terry’s case, he had managed to save more than 
most in the past twenty years of his career, but he was still 
significantly short of being on track for his retirement goal. 
He had gone through an extended period of unemployment 
and began carrying a credit card balance while he was 
looking for work. Of course, while laid off, he had no way 
of contributing to a retirement savings plan and also missed 
out on any potential company match. So at the same time 
his debt began to increase, his overall financial picture took 
a double hit with his inability to save.

As soon as he found his new job, to help him get caught 
up and improve his chances of a successful retirement, he 
met with a financial planner to discuss his overall financial 
health. They employed a three-pronged approach to focus 
his savings:



TRUE TREASURE

100

1. He began aggressively paying down his high-
interest credit card debt. It doesn’t make sense to 
save and invest extra money each month while 
paying 25 percent interest on credit card balances. 
Once this issue was addressed, he moved on to the 
following steps.

2. He used a mix of investments for his new 
retirement contributions that were geared for 
moderate growth to help make up for lost time, 
while still not taking on excessive risk relative 
to his personal comfort level with market 
fluctuations.

3. He opted to boost his retirement savings to 12 
percent, up from saving 8 percent at his last job, 
and after the first ninety days, he qualified for 
a 3 percent company match. Like most people, 
Terry was looking at a range of possible retirement 
dates. If practical and feasible, he would have liked 
to retire at age sixty-five. However, if needed, he 
would be willing to work until age seventy. Being 
only forty-six at the time, he had a lot of uncer-
tainty about his future retirement, and any number 
of things might alter his plans and his chances of 
success. He decided to target age seventy for his 
retirement age, knowing that if he got some help 
from the market or if he inherited some money 
from his father, he could revisit that decision.
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savings Categories

As mentioned earlier, when it comes to savings, your 
funds should be set aside for specific purposes. Think first in 
broad categories based on time horizons, and then split out 
specific goals. Most people will have at least three categories 
for savings:  an emergency fund, short-term or intermediate-
term goals, and long-term goals like retirement. Let’s look 
at each of these categories separately, and see how they 
might be narrowed down to more specific sub-categories, 
depending on individual circumstances.

Emergency Fund Savings
An emergency fund is generally defined as four to six 

months of mandatory monthly expenses. So when looking 
over your budget, take out any amounts that you included 
for regular monthly savings and all the extras, like dining 
out, entertainment, or anything beyond the bare essentials. 
Next multiply that number by four, five, or six, or more, 
depending on both your personal comfort level and your 
unique situation. If you have two income earners in your 
household and you both have very stable jobs, perhaps 
you need only four months of expenses covered by your 
emergency fund. However, if you have only one bread-
winner who works at a company that might need to lay off 
employees if the economy swoons, you could opt to have 
over a year’s expenses covered by your emergency fund.
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Emergency funds are best kept out of the reach of 
market volatility. Many investors opt for FDIC-insured 
CDs, but these have various maturity dates, so your money 
could be locked up when you need it most. If unforeseen 
circumstances force you to get your money out of a CD 
before the maturity date, you’ll likely be charged a hefty 
penalty. A smart choice for your emergency fund is not only 
a conservative investment, but also one that is easily acces-
sible without fees or penalties. If you do not have adequate 
emergency savings, this should be the top priority with 
regard to saving.

Note:  If you also have high interest rate consumer 
debt, like credit cards, I suggest you first put $1,000 in 
an emergency fund for now; second, focus on paying off 
expensive debts; and then finish funding your emergency 
savings.

Which of your values are supported by creating or 
maintaining your emergency fund?

Short- and Intermediate-Term Savings
Short-term or intermediate-term savings goals are not 

as general or generic as emergency funds and retirement 
savings. You may or may not have any of these goals on 
your radar at the moment, but most likely you do have one 
or two. Examples are:  a down payment on a new home or a 
business, an elective surgery, college savings, kitchen remod-
eling, a family vacation, a sports car, a specialty instrument, 
a boat, etc.
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Maybe you don’t currently have any vacation plans, 
and you don’t want a sports car. Still, don’t overlook some 
of the less-extravagant intermediate goals. Consider the 
current ages and conditions of your vehicle(s) and appli-
ances. Are any big replacement purchases coming up?

The type of savings vehicle that is best suited for short- 
or intermediate-term goals depends on the timeframe for 
each goal. Generally speaking, if your goal is more than ten 
years into the future, you might consider using stock-type 
investments, even though stocks are characterized by more 
risk and volatility than other investments.

Planning ahead for intermediate goals is a great way 
to avoid the unnecessary use of debt. You’ll ultimately pay 
less if you don’t have to pay interest over a number of years. 
Plus, as those who frequently use car loans can tell you, the 
value of your property might very well be lower than the 
amount you still owe the bank, long after that property is 
no longer meeting your needs. This means you would pay 
once to purchase it initially, as in a down payment, make 
payments, including interest, while you use it, and pay 
again to get rid of it, which means paying off the balance 
left on your loan at the time of sale. Ouch! Save up ahead of 
a big purchase instead when possible.

Long-Term or Retirement Savings
Long-term savings is generally used to sustain your 

lifestyle after you are no longer willing or able to earn 
income. Some look forward to the notion of retirement and 
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can’t wait to stop working, while others enjoy their work and 
can’t imagine life without it. But no matter how much you 
love your work, a time will likely come when your health or 
your energy declines, making it impossible to keep up with 
the pace of your younger years. When that happens, your 
earning capacity will be reduced, and you’ll rely on other 
sources of income.

Working with an Investment 
Professional

For long-term goals, an investment professional 
can add value by educating you on your options, as well 
as taking care of some of the details for you while you 
continue to focus your attention on other areas of life. Stock 
investments of some sort are almost always recommended 
in the portfolio strategy of someone who is accumulating 
for retirement and would benefit from potential longer-term 
growth. Stock investments are also used in the portfolios of 
retirees to provide income that could potentially increase 
over time to keep up with the cost of living.

Make sure you understand all of the risks before 
investing, and ask your advisor to explain the pros and cons 
for two or three investment portfolio options before 
selecting a strategy. An upfront conversation detailing fees 
and expenses should be part of the process. And make sure, 
if you are considering an annuity as an option, that you 
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thoroughly understand the product. Annuities are quite 
complex, so it may take more than one meeting. Don’t take 
shortcuts or make hasty 
decisions you may regret later. 
Should you find it challenging 
to understand investment 
products and strategies, 
remember that you owe it to 
yourself to learn what you need 
to know in order to make a 
prudent decision. Assuming you 
place a lot of trust in your 
investment professional’s recommendations, it’s still 
important to stay actively engaged in the decision-making 
process when it comes to your long-term investments. 
Long-term savings usually represents the largest portion of 
your wealth, and you will be affected by the results of your 
investments, for better or for worse.

reflection & Application

1. If you don’t currently have an adequate emergency 
fund, how will you get one? Can you set aside 
some income each month toward this goal, or can 
you liquidate an asset in order to set aside some 
cash reserves.

While you may have 
some unfunded 
short-term goals, 
you may still want to 
allocate at least a little 
of your savings toward 
long-term goals.
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2. What short- or intermediate-term goals represent 
your current priorities? Review your answers from 
the values, priorities, and goals exercises from 
chapter 5 as needed.

3. Are you doing what you need to do to fund 
your long-term goals? If you have found yourself 
continuously neglecting your long-term savings, 
is there a chance you might need to adjust your 
current lifestyle down in order to plan prudently 
for the future?

4. If you suspect you have become trapped in an 
unsustainable lifestyle and don’t see a way out, 
whom will you ask for help? What resources can 
you tap into to start fixing the problem rather 
than continuing down a path that you already 
know is a dead end?
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Eight
Focusing Your spending

Have you ever thought of spending as a way to demonstrate 
your values? A financial planning colleague once told me, 
“As soon as a client shows me their checking and credit 
card statements, I can tell what’s important to them.” This 
statement made me think. Everyone subconsciously priori-
tizes spending choices on some level. But I don’t know many 
people who strategically direct and effectively monitor the 
majority of their spending decisions based on what is most 
important to them—their values.

In chapter 2, you were encouraged to make a budget, 
or a spending plan, for your monthly or annual cash flow. If 
you did that, you’ve got a good idea now of what’s coming 
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in and what’s going out. Looking at your budget, you’ll 
notice that some expenses are not negotiable. For instance, 
everyone needs to pay the utility bills. These mandatory 
expenses most likely do not have a direct connection to a 
value or a priority from your list. But pay special attention 
to the discretionary (optional) items in your list. If you’re 
spending a lot of money each month on a particular discre-
tionary expense, ask yourself these two questions.

1. Which of my core values or priorities are repre-
sented by that expense?

2. Is that expense prohibiting me from making 
headway in other more important financial 
priorities?

This will allow you to tell if that expense actually 
belongs in your budget. If the expense does correspond to 
a value, priority, or goal, but you still want to find some 
extra dollars in your spending plan, see if you can fulfill 
that same goal in a less expensive manner.

Jill’s story

Jill’s largest discretionary expense is the $1,000 per 
month she spends on her horses. She goes riding three times 
each week and finds that those moments out in nature allow 
her to do some of her best thinking. Her head is clear, so 
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she uses that time to think through tough decisions and she 
reflects on what matters. Her significant other lives three 
hours away, so she sees him only on the weekends, and she 
doesn’t have any family close by. But she loves her horses 
and enjoys their companionship, as well as the friendships 
she has formed with other riders at the stable. She also 
benefits from the exercise she gets while riding.

While $1,000 per month may seem like an expensive 
hobby, Jill earns a six-figure salary, and the expense does not 
cut into her ability to save for the future or meet her other 
goals. She lives frugally in other areas of her life, and she 
can easily afford this expense. In addition, it helps her live 
out three of her core values:  clarity, friendship, and health. 
This is an example of a discretionary expense that allows Jill 
to exchange some of her money for true treasure.

Clare’s story

Clare loves to look good. She spends $150 per month 
on cutting and coloring her hair, and another $50 per 
month to have her nails done. She loves to shop for the 
latest fashions so she can always look sharp. Nothing takes 
the edge off a bad day at the office like a new pair of shoes. 
Between clothing, shoes, and accessories, she spends about 
$600 per month, bringing her total beauty bill to $800.

While less expensive than Jill’s horses, Clare’s income 
is also considerably lower than Jill’s. Clare, in her early 
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fifties, earns $40,000 per year as a sales assistant. She is 
seriously behind in her retirement savings after a divorce ten 
years ago, and has only $35,000 left from her settlement. 
After her divorce, she struggled to find her equilibrium as 
her former husband had been the primary breadwinner and 
she was accustomed to a high standard of living. Since she’s 
been on her own, she hasn’t been saving in her 401(k) plan or 
anywhere else, but just trying to live a normal life. Clearly, 
her $800 per month beauty bill cuts into her ability to meet 
her other financial priorities, like preparing for her future.

While Clare enjoys her co-workers’ compliments and 
feels good about her image when she walks into a room, 
there is a disconnection between this expense and her core 
value of confidence. When she’s home alone at the end of 
the day, she worries about how she’ll get by in her later 
years. She knows Social Security income won’t be enough. 
While she enjoys her independence, she secretly wonders if 
she should be looking more intently for a second husband 
who could take care of her when she can no longer work 
full time. In those moments when she is alone with her 
thoughts, she feels anything but confident.

This discretionary expense needs to be modified for 
Clare’s well-being. The interesting thing with this case is 
that at first glance, her core value of confidence could be seen 
as being directly tied to her beauty bill, but she ultimately 
lacked confidence in her future because of her lack of prepa-
ration. So while some of Clare’s values are connected to this 
expense, it still fails the second test for confirming a good 
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discretionary expense because it prohibits her from making 
headway in more important financial priorities, thus under-
mining her calling and stealing her true treasure.

Thankfully, Clare had the self-awareness to identify 
this problem, and the determination to correct it so her 
spending could more accurately reflect her values, priorities, 
and goals.

before You buy

If you have ever found yourself a little too quick to let 
go of your dollars, here’s an easy exercise to help you rein in 
discretionary spending.

Ask yourself some key questions before making a 
sizable purchase, especially if it’s a luxury item.

1. Do I want to maintain it, insure it, clean it, 
study the manual so I can figure out how to use 
it, or worry about it being damaged or stolen? Is 
it worth the potential extra hassle that it could 
bring into my life? Do I have the time, space, 
and capacity to enjoy it now? (If not, should I 
postpone the purchase until I’m ready for it?)

2. Will I still cherish it in six months? How about 
in a year? (Be honest. Nothing stays new and 
exciting forever.) What’s this item’s allure shelf 
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life before the newness wears off and it loses 
its appeal?

3. Does this purchase represent one of my values? 
If so, is it also the top priority for me now or is 
something else more important?

4. If it is a match with my values and priorities, is 
there another way to fulfill that same value or 
priority that will allow me to keep my cash and 
skip taking on additional clutter or potential 
hassle into my life?

Questions like these, when answered honestly, will 
help you to avoid such potential pitfalls as retail therapy, 
keeping up with the neighbors, and being a sucker for a 
good sale on items you don’t need, and perhaps don’t truly 

want. Our level of 
consumption determines 
our worth in American 
culture, and we will need 
to exert some effort if we 
want to avoid being 
caught up in the games. 

Don’t expect it to come naturally, and don’t be naïve enough 
to think that you are immune to the pull of the culture.

Choosing to be purposeful in your spending is likely 
the most challenging aspect of using your money according 

Our level of consumption 
determines our worth in a 
consumer-driven culture.
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to your calling. But if you can focus your spending, you’ll 
find yourself in the driver’s seat of your own destiny.

reflection & Application

1. Review your budget. Are there discretionary items 
in your spending that seem a bit high? If so, are 
those items directly supporting one or more of 
your key values? Do they accurately reflect your 
top priority, or are they keeping you from making 
progress on other goals that are more important?

2. What are the largest purchases you anticipate 
making in the next six months? Before you put 
those purchases into your financial plan as short- 
or intermediate-term goals, review the questions 
in “Before You Buy.” Are there any purchases that 
just aren’t worth it?
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Nine
Creating a team  

of trusted Advisors

Remember back in elementary school when it was time to 
play dodge ball or kickball, and two team captains took 
turns picking who would be on their teams? All of the kids 
would line up in a row, waiting eagerly for their names to 
be called. Did you ever get to be one of the captains? Once 
in a while, a captain would choose his or her friends first, 
but usually the most talented athletes were picked first. The 
captains tried to acquire teammates who could run the 
fastest, throw the farthest, or kick the hardest because they 
knew that the skills of these other players would ultimately 
determine their own personal success or failure.

When it comes to the money game, once again the 
teammates often prove to be the key determinant between 
success and failure. But this game is played without any 
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timeouts or do-overs, and sometimes it feels like the rules 
are always changing. It starts with the money we get when 
we are children, either as an allowance, or from odd jobs, 
and it ends with the distribution of our assets (or debts) to 
our heirs. In this long tournament, there will inevitably be 
varying levels of wealth, changes in tax code, additions to 

and subtractions from our 
families, economic cycles, 
career transitions, and more. 
The help from the teammates 
received along the way can 
have a huge influence over the 

many important outcomes in this high-stakes game.
So how do you go about picking your team of trusted 

advisors? Unlike the kids on the playground who already 
know the players’ skills from past games, in the money 
game, we often don’t have previous experience with the 
players we assemble. It’s impossible to know for certain if 
each will meet (or exceed) our expectations and fulfill their 
roles. However, you can employ several tactics to improve 
your odds of assembling a great team to help you turn your 
money into true treasure.

Who Can You trust?

Without trust, hiring professionals for advice is 
an exercise in futility and frustration. If you’re always 

The quality of your 
team can greatly 
influence your financial 
outcomes.
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second-guessing the advice you get, you are unlikely to 
consistently follow it. Yet, the money game is won through 
consistent execution of a strategy. If you are constantly 
changing strategy or direction, you’re sure to be on a less-
efficient route, if not simply spinning your wheels. You 
would be better off saving your money and going at it alone 
than hiring an advisor who you don’t trust, because no one 
follows advice that comes from an untrustworthy source.

How can a professional’s trustworthiness be deter-
mined? Two essential ingredients must be present, and there 
are many potential ways to spot them:

1. The advisor must have competence—the 
knowledge, skill, and capacity to perform his or 
her role on your team.

2. The advisor must have integrity—the character 
and morality to act in your best interest, including 
when in the presence of potential conflicts of 
interest.

Competence
Competence is obtained through a combination of 

education, experience, and effective business management. 
When you are shopping for professional advisors, first take a 
close look at their credentials. The training and educational 
accomplishments of insurance agents, financial planners, 
and stockbrokers fall within a remarkably wide spectrum. 
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While one may have a plethora of degrees and designations, 
another may have only completed the basic licensing test 
that was required in order to legally sell a particular set of 
products. Yet they may have the same or a similar title on 
their business cards:  financial advisor, financial planner, 
financial consultant, or some other variation of this theme.

The basic examination and registration requirements 
that these professionals need to obtain in order to conduct 
business are not necessarily thorough, comprehensive educa-
tional programs. In some cases, they aren’t tested for basic 
competence in product suitability or financial strategies at 
all. They often focus on understanding industry regula-
tions and protocols more than on ensuring the advisor is 
fully equipped to give good advice. In contrast to attorneys, 
who must pass a rigorous bar exam before practicing law, 
most financial professionals are not required to take a 
major, multiple-day examination to test their competency. 
However, many choose to voluntarily take additional 
education. If you appreciate this additional, voluntary 
training, you may wish to reward such professionals with 
your business.

In addition to reading your prospective advisor’s bio 
online to check for educational accomplishments, you may 
also take note of any initials listed after his or her name. 
In the financial services world, these indicate professional 
designations that can tell you a lot about the advisor’s 
commitment to education and, in some cases, the specific 
expertise of a particular professional.
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Professional Designations

Ever wonder what those initials after your financial 
professional’s name mean? While some professional 
designations are very in-depth with many rigorous 
requirements that take years to complete, others can be 
completed in a weekend. When determining the true value 
of various designations, a review of the requirements from 
the designation’s website will be helpful.

For example, a list of requirements for the Certified 
Financial Planner designation, one of the most respected 
designations for financial planners, can be found on the 
Certified Financial Planner Board of Standards Inc. website:  
www.cfp.net.

A small amount of research on professional 
designations can help you understand a lot about the 
perspective of a particular advisor and help ensure a good 
fit. For instance, if you hire a financial planner with the 
Chartered Life Underwriter designation, you may expect 
that he or she is likely insurance-focused. If your primary 
concern is managing risk or estate planning, this could be a 
great fit for you.

Professional designations often have other requirements 
in addition to the core educational program. Again using the 
Certified Financial Planner designation as an example, three 
years of financial planning experience, a four-year college 
degree, a board exam, adherence to a code of ethical 
conduct, and ongoing continuing education are all needed 
to obtain and maintain certification.
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Interview prospective advisors, and ask questions about 
their length and types of experience, their typical client, the 
size of their practice, and their ongoing education.

If an advisor has many years of experience, but shows 
little commitment to continuing education, he or she may 
be unaware of newer products, changes in tax code, or the 
latest studies and research. Eagerness to learn and adapt are 
key in an ever-changing industry.

Finally, when it comes to competence, don’t underes-
timate the importance of the advisor’s ability to effectively 
manage his or her business. Make sure your advisor truly 
has the capacity to take on new clients. Does he or she 
employ a solid process while leaving room for individual 
client needs and preferences? Does he or she seem to have 
adequate support staff? Can you obtain a reference to verify 
the qualities that you’re not able to observe first hand?

Integrity
Integrity is who we are when no one is looking. For 

a person of integrity, right and 
wrong are not determined by the 
risk of being caught. It’s a heart 
attitude that dictates the way 
we do business and the way we 
interact with and view others. 
A person of integrity doesn’t see 
a customer as a mere financial 

“Laws control the 
lesser man. Right 
conduct controls the 
greater one.”

—Chinese Proverb
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opportunity, but as a human being who deserves respect, 
honesty, and fair treatment.

Integrity can be hard to spot. How can you be sure 
that the integrity is sincere and not a façade that vanishes 
once you (the client) have left the building? So much gray 
area exists in financial services. Sometimes it can be very 
difficult to determine whose interests are being put first, the 
client’s or the advisor’s. This is why personal integrity—above 
and beyond the codes of ethics and legal requirements—is 
so critical. In addition to acting in a client’s best interest, an 
advisor with integrity will also have the humility to admit 
when his or her expertise is insufficient, and will bring on 
additional help (or refer to another professional) if needed 
to thoroughly address client concerns.

Integrity is an intangible quality that can be difficult 
to gauge during an initial interview meeting, but here are 
two suggestions:

1. If you have generally found that you make 
accurate first impressions of people that are later 
validated by their actions, listen to your instincts.

2. Get a referral from a friend or family member 
who is in a similar financial situation and is very 
happy with their advisor. Alternately, if you have 
one great financial professional, but need another 
with a different expertise, get a referral from 
your existing advisor. Perhaps you completely 
trust your financial planner, but you need legal 
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advice on estate planning. In this case, tell your 
financial planner specifically what you appreciate 
about him or her and ask if he or she knows of an 
attorney with similar qualities. Word to the wise:  
the referral is especially important if you recognize 
that you don’t generally read people well. Be 
honest with yourself.

Now that we’ve looked at ways to identify compe-
tence and integrity in professional advisors, let’s examine 
the professional and personal roles on your team that need 
to be filled.

Professional Advisors

The director of the orchestra keeps all the musicians 
in sync with each other. They play in harmony because 
the director leads them in tuning to the same pitch, and 
they all follow the director’s baton for cues on timing, 
dynamics, and when to begin and end each song. Think of 
your financial planner as the director of the orchestra. Or, if 
you are more into sports than music, think of the financial 
planner as a quarterback. (See appendix A for a complete list 
of professional financial advisors, but for now we’ll focus on 
financial planners.)

Your financial planner should know your values, prior-
ities, and goals and should holistically look at your finances. 
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Attorneys can advise you specifically on estate planning, 
and insurance agents can advise you more specifically on 
risk management, and so on. However, your financial 
planner should have at 
least a basic working 
knowledge of nearly every 
aspect of your financial life 
and can help you decide 
when to bring in additional 
professionals as needed.

As the financial 
services industry has evolved, we’ve seen an increasing 
amount of crossover and cross-selling from one type of 
business to another. Many banks now offer mutual funds, 
many brokerage firms now offer insurance and mortgages, 
and so on. Because of this, you might find some professional 
advisors are able to offer several products. This may poten-
tially add a welcomed convenience factor to your financial 
life. However, make sure that the person giving you advice 
is well qualified in every product or service area on which 
they advise you.

Most financial planners offer investment management 
in addition to financial planning. In fact, financial planning, 
as a distinct and separate profession, is a relatively new 
concept. The business of giving advice on financial matters 
originated with the formation of the stock market and Wall 
Street. The first professional to give advice on saving and 

Your financial planner 
should have a basic 
understanding of nearly 
every aspect of your 
financial life, not just 
your investments.
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investing was a salesperson, a stockbroker, who was paid 
commission to purchase or sell securities.

Since that time, we’ve seen a gradual shift in the 
financial services industry from the traditional stock-
broker model to a more advice-based model that sometimes 
includes financial planning. This shift has resulted in the 
creation of several new business models whereby financial 
services consumers can obtain financial advice and financial 
products. This in turn has created much confusion both for 
investors and for financial professionals as they struggle 
to redefine and clarify the advisor–client relationship. To 
add to the confusion, various financial institutions assign 
different titles to investment professionals. Titles such as 
financial advisor, financial planner, registered represen-
tative, financial consultant, investment representative, and 
many other variations have all been used to describe essen-
tially the same role at different institutions.

For more information on the business models 
employed by various investment professionals and financial 
institutions, see appendix B. Understanding the business 
model will help you understand how your financial profes-
sional is compensated and whether or not you are a good 
fit for one another. Understanding the financial incentives 
will help you determine if your interests are appropriately 
aligned and whether you know where potential conflicts of 
interest could arise.
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Personal Advisors

The greatest team of professional advisors can take you 
only so far. Your day-to-day behavior and your ability to 
follow through and implement the financial decisions you 
make will take you the rest of the way. But change is hard. 
You may find it very difficult to get your behavioral patterns 
to consistently line up with those amazing, values-based 
financial priorities and goals that you came up with while 
you were reading this book or talking to your financial 
planner. That’s where the personal advisors come in.

Maybe it’s a friend, a relative, a spiritual leader, or a 
mentor. Maybe it’s more than one person from this list. Who 
are the people in your life who care about you personally, 
who understand your calling and have the capacity to help 
you accomplish your goals? Who would understand and 
validate your personal definition of success and know what 
true treasure looks like for you?

As the Beatles remind us, “Money can’t buy me love.” 
There’s no substitute for love when it comes to identifying 
people who will walk with you, encourage you, hold you 
accountable, and help you stay on track. While you might 
have the best professional team money can buy, there is a 
special value to getting some advice from someone who 
knows you very personally.

Maybe you can be a personal advisor to someone else 
or set up a partnership where you and a friend hold each 
other to your stated intentions. Simply stating your 
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intentions and goals out loud to another person will help 
increase your odds of success. The more people you tell, 
and the more frequently you interact with the people you 
have told, the more your odds should increase. You’ll need 
to save face, and they won’t let you forget what you set out 
to accomplish—hopefully in a gracious manner. But if 
they hold you to your word in a less gracious manner, it 
still does the trick.

The bottom line is:  the right team can add great value. 
Lone Ranger-types seldom live lives of great influence. Even 

pioneers and innovators must surround 
themselves with great supporting 
players in order to be highly successful. 
A team of professional and personal 
advisors will allow you to effectively 
focus on what you are most passionate 
about, while delegating some of the 

details, and simultaneously receiving constructive advice, 
accountability and support.

reflection & Application

1. Who is on your team of professional advisors 
right now? Make a list of all the professionals 
giving you money advice. (This could also include 
writers/authors, radio, or television programs.) 
Are these advisors trustworthy (having both 

Accountability 
is the annoying 
little secret to 
success.
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competence and integrity)? Evaluate each one on 
your list. Is there anyone you need to add, remove, 
or replace?

2. Who is on your team of personal advisors? Do 
these people care about you? Do they have the 
capacity to help you stay accountable? Do they 
demonstrate wise financial management in 
their own lives? Are these advisors trustworthy? 
Evaluate each one. Is there anyone you need to 
add, remove, or replace?
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Ten
tracking Your Progress and 
Celebrating Your success

Back in 1997, I climbed Mount Kenya with my father and 
a group of friends. The first two days of the three-day climb 
were spent hiking up the rough terrain with the summit 
still far off in the distance. The third day included the final 
ascent, which was the most grueling part of the climb, and 
then the entire hike back down the mountain.

Days one and two were rigorous, to be sure, but 
generally speaking we talked, laughed, and enjoyed the 
scenery. By day three, however, we were tired. Many of us 
experienced mild altitude sickness, indigestion, and labored 
breathing as the air became thinner. So imagine our total 
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lack of enthusiasm when our guide awoke us at 3:00 a.m. 
to begin the final ascent—the toughest part of the journey.

We were sleep-deprived, sore, and fatigued. We had 
been allowed only two small biscuits and some tea for 
breakfast because a larger meal would mean a greater 
chance of nausea and dangerous altitude sickness, so we 
were hungry. Yet we headed with our flashlights and winter 
coats toward the peak, still invisible in the bitterly cold 
darkness of the early morning.

I assumed at the time that the extremely early start 
was necessary in order to finish the climb and get back to 
the base camp before sunset. No one wants to be walking at 
night in a game park full of wild beasts like the ones living 
at the bottom of the mountain, so I didn’t protest. Much to 
my surprise, however, we made it to the summit, and all the 
way back down the mountain, with three hours of daylight 
to spare.

Knowing that the guides have lots of experience taking 
amateur groups like ours up and down the mountain, and 
being thoroughly weak and exhausted, I became more than 
a little irritated. Several of us had been so tired on the final 
ascent that we nearly turned back several times. A few extra 
hours of sleep would certainly have helped.

When I asked the guide why we were not allowed to 
sleep longer, his answer surprised me. “Oh, yes. We could 
have let you sleep longer, but then you would have quit,” he 
said with a know-it-all smirk. This time I did protest. I 
explained how I was certain that more sleep leads to more 
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energy, but he kept smirking. He explained that it used to 
be his practice to allow the climbers to sleep as long as 
possible and start the final ascent at sunrise. But the psycho-
logical effect of seeing the summit so far away was 
devastating. Climbers would lose motivation, and discour-
agement would take over. In fact, roughly 90 percent of 
them turned back before reaching the top.

They found, however, that if they would climb the first 
couple hours in the dark, at sunrise, the climbers would 
look down and see how far they had 
already come. Rather than feeling 
overwhelmed with the remaining 
distance to the top, they would feel 
encouraged by the progress already 
made, and that encouragement 
greatly improved their odds of finishing the climb.

The same principle applies to our financial lives. Often 
it’s hard to see exactly what we’ve accomplished, especially 
for those with more complex finances. Money comes in; 
money goes out. It gets shifted around between checking, 
savings, investments, and credit accounts. Things purchased 
in one month are often paid for in another. Some expenses 
are taken out directly from the paycheck, some are paid 
monthly, and some are paid annually.

On top of all that, market fluctuations can exaggerate 
or diminish our savings dramatically. Sometimes we put 
money into an investment each month, only to watch the 
balance decrease as the market falls. While it can be a very 

When climbing a 
mountain, seeing 
our progress 
propels us onward.
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effective strategy to invest more dollars while the market is 
down, psychologically, it can feel like we’re just spinning 
our wheels, or not making any progress.

Despite all these complications, we know that seeing 
the progress is one of the most effective ways to maintain 
forward momentum, so how can we track our financial 
progress to help us stay motivated and encouraged? Fortu-
nately, we have many creative options. The options that 
work best for you will depend on what type of progress 
you’d like to track.

tracking Your giving Progress

Giving goals are the most difficult to track, mostly 
because there hasn’t been much demand for tools to help 
track this type of financial goal. So to track philanthropic 
progress, you’ll need to be creative. If you have clearly stated 
giving goals, your financial planner could help you keep 
track of them year-by-year. Or you could make your own 
system, such as a spreadsheet where you record your giving 
each month or each year. Maintaining a multiple-year 
record of your giving will encourage you to take a long-term 
perspective at building your legacy.

Tax season is an easy time to review your giving 
progress. One client relayed to me that she was pleasantly 
surprised she had claimed over $10,000 in charitable contri-
bution tax deductions for the year, which meant she had 



133

trACKINg Your Progress ANd CeLebrAtINg Your suCCess

given far more than previous years. She was deeply moved 
and encouraged to see the total of all of her gifts for the past 
year and was excited to do it again this year. She had no 
idea how much giving progress she had made until she was 
compelled to collect the receipt letters for her accountant. 
Likewise, when you compile all your receipts for your tax 
return filing, you’ll have your annual snapshot of your 
tax-deductible charitable gifts right there on your Form 
1040. If you want to review your charitable giving from 
the past few years, your old tax returns are a great resource.

If you make nondeductible gifts, you’ll need to create 
a different tracking system.

tracking Your saving and Investing 
Progress

A financial plan is the most obvious tool for tracking 
your progress on saving and investing because it includes 
both savings goals and assumptions about your investment 
rate of return. If you go to the trouble and expense of hiring 
someone to create a financial plan, please review it periodi-
cally. Two to four times a year is probably a good place to 
start if you are not experiencing or anticipating any major 
transitions.

Meeting with your investment professional for regular 
portfolio reviews will help you track your progress in your 
investments. Ask your investment professional to explain 
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the performance of your investments relative to a custom 
benchmark—one with a level of risk that matches the risk in 
your portfolio—and relative to the return assumptions used 
in your financial plan. The return assumptions from your 
plan provide one of the most relevant (and most commonly 
overlooked) benchmarks to track your investment progress.

Your investment professional should notify you when 
a change is needed due to poor performance, but what 
happens in the stock market is beyond your control. So, stay 
engaged with your advisor to understand the investment 
progress and strategy, but don’t forget that your personal 
savings behavior can contribute far more to your overall 
success than the nuances of investment selection. Are you 
executing on the saving goals and assumed behaviors stated 
in the financial plan? Are you investing in the manner 
described in your plan? If not, then make adjustments so 
the plan and your financial reality are more closely aligned.

Don’t allow periods of discouraging market perfor-
mance to sabotage your saving and investing disciplines. 
Work with your financial professional to decide how to 
make the most of the downturn and how to better position 
your investments for the future. Then keep going.

TIP: If one of your savings goals is to contribute the 
maximum amount allowed in your retirement plan for 
the year, take a look at how much you’ve contributed 
in October so you have time to adjust your contribution 
levels if needed before the end of the year.
With some types of retirement accounts, prior-year 
contributions can be made up to certain deadlines in 
the following year, which vary depending on the account 
type. If you realize early in the year that you missed 
your retirement savings goal from last year, ask your 
accountant if you could put more money aside for the 
prior year.
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track Your spending Progress

When it comes to spending, the tracking is designed to 
make sure we don’t overspend, because most people don’t 
have a problem with underspending. A lot of tools and 
resources are available to track spending. The classic tracking 
device is the monthly budget or 
spending plan.

You may find that you 
need to keep this as a regular 
monthly process in order to stay 
on track. Be honest with your self-
assessment. If you are someone 

Comparing planned 
spending to actual 
spending can help 
you pinpoint where 
you went off track.

the performance of your investments relative to a custom 
benchmark—one with a level of risk that matches the risk in 
your portfolio—and relative to the return assumptions used 
in your financial plan. The return assumptions from your 
plan provide one of the most relevant (and most commonly 
overlooked) benchmarks to track your investment progress.

Your investment professional should notify you when 
a change is needed due to poor performance, but what 
happens in the stock market is beyond your control. So, stay 
engaged with your advisor to understand the investment 
progress and strategy, but don’t forget that your personal 
savings behavior can contribute far more to your overall 
success than the nuances of investment selection. Are you 
executing on the saving goals and assumed behaviors stated 
in the financial plan? Are you investing in the manner 
described in your plan? If not, then make adjustments so 
the plan and your financial reality are more closely aligned.

Don’t allow periods of discouraging market perfor-
mance to sabotage your saving and investing disciplines. 
Work with your financial professional to decide how to 
make the most of the downturn and how to better position 
your investments for the future. Then keep going.

TIP: If one of your savings goals is to contribute the 
maximum amount allowed in your retirement plan for 
the year, take a look at how much you’ve contributed 
in October so you have time to adjust your contribution 
levels if needed before the end of the year.
With some types of retirement accounts, prior-year 
contributions can be made up to certain deadlines in 
the following year, which vary depending on the account 
type. If you realize early in the year that you missed 
your retirement savings goal from last year, ask your 
accountant if you could put more money aside for the 
prior year.
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who would benefit from a more rigorous tracking of 
expenses, you might want to get some software or a more 
organized system to help you. Perhaps you would benefit 
from this more detailed monitoring for only a few months, 
until your spending habits have been adjusted to line up 
with your values, priorities, and goals.

Some people discover they can effectively stay on 
course with focused spending by tracking their expenses for 
four times a year. Others establish a focused spending plan 
and stay on track by not allowing their monthly credit card 
balance to exceed a certain limit, and—of course—paying 
it off in full each month. While they may not go through 
receipts and review line items on their monthly bank state-
ments, they find they can still keep their spending in check 
with this method.

tracking Your debt–repayment 
Progress

Tracking your progress of all types of debt repayment 
is helpful, whether consumer debt, past-due taxes, medical 
bills, student loans, or mortgages. Of course, if you have the 
cash on hand (above and beyond your emergency fund and 
immediate need for liquidity), you could just pay off your 
debts and be done with it. If you fall into that category, 
I recommend giving some additional thought to why you 
currently have these debts. Are they helping or hindering 
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your financial goals? My bias is to avoid unnecessary debt 
because debt presumes future income and removes future 
options. However, not all debt is avoidable and many 
people cannot simply write out a check and put their debt 
behind them.

Perhaps you have fallen into the trap of carrying 
balances on your credit cards, whether because of a crisis, 
or through gradual overspending each month. Maybe you 
have a pattern of buying cars on credit, and each time you 
trade in a vehicle, your debt balance grows. Or maybe you 
were tempted by a very low introductory interest rate on 
a loan, and now it’s time to pay it off before that low rate 
expires.

For my clients who have multiple consumer loans, I 
recommend a momentum-building debt reduction strategy. 
The idea is to work through your budget and determine 
how much, in total, you can apply each month toward your 
payments. Let’s say the total of your minimum-required 
payments is $300, but you have an additional $200 per 
month available. In that case, you’d apply the minimum 
payments only to all the loans, except the one with the 
smallest balance, or the one with the highest interest rate, 
depending on your preference. On that debt, you’d also 
pay the extra $200. If you like to see your progress, apply 
it toward the smallest balance first so you can quickly pay 
off that entire debt. That way, you’ll more quickly see the 
progress you’ve made, and the momentum will carry you to 
the next debt. Or, if you prefer to look only at the numbers, 
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and don’t think the psychological rewards of quick progress 
would be of much benefit, you could instead first tackle the 
debt with the highest interest rate.

Once the first debt is paid in full, take your extra 
payment money, plus the minimum payment amount from 
that first retired debt, and apply those additional dollars to 
the second debt. If you have a mortgage that you’d like to 
pay off, a number of calculators are available for free online 
to help you estimate when you’d be debt free if you apply 
additional principal payments to your mortgage. A mere 
$100 per month extra can take years off of your loan.

For some reason, people tend to think of mortgage 
payments as an expected part of life, but mortgage debt 
is real debt, and mortgage payments are the servicing 
of debt, not simply another living expense. While the 
monthly payments might seem easy to handle, a large 
principal balance is a significant obligation, and you have 
no guarantee that your income will always stay the same, 
or go up. Paying off your mortgage early will give you more 
flexibility in determining how much you want to work in 
the future. You’ll also experience greater flexibility in that 
you’ll be able to make new decisions about where you want 
that portion of your income to go each month, rather than 
having it already spoken for before your salary check hits 
the bank.
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Other schools of thought exist on this issue, and I’ve 
heard all the arguments against paying off mortgage 
debt. I’m unimpressed with them, and believe that at 
the end of the day, all the possible pros of maintaining 
house debt are far outweighed by the potential cons. 
Namely, certain experts point out that mortgage 
interest is deductible and can offer an attractive tax 
break to high earners, especially in the early years 
of the loan. This is true. However, legislative changes 
could eliminate this tax deduction at any time without 
warning, thereby increasing the cost of mortgage debt. 
Furthermore, if your income unexpectedly declines 
significantly, that tax break isn’t enough to help you 
keep making your mortgage payments. Don’t miss the 
forest for the trees. All debt represents a real financial 
obligation, and it restricts your freedom. Be careful 
when taking on any debt obligation.

Some would also argue that one would be better 
off to save and invest, rather than apply additional 
principal to the mortgage balance each month. While 
I agree that simultaneously saving while paying down 
mortgage debt is a good idea, I believe that making 
sure you are debt free in advance of retirement is 
a fantastic investment in your financial future and 
will likely leave you with more options and flexibility 
than could be attained with the extra dollars in 
your retirement account. Plus, you are guaranteed 



TRUE TREASURE

140

Celebrate Your success

When you accomplish a financial goal, or hit a 
significant milestone on the road toward your financial 
goal, take a moment to celebrate. Like watching your 
progress, celebrating your success is motivating and creates 
momentum. Picking out a reward for yourself ahead of time 
can also help you stay committed to your goal.

Maybe you want to take a special trip, but you know 
you need to prioritize making your retirement plan contri-
butions first. Perhaps you want to make a deal with yourself 
or with your spouse that once you’ve saved your target 
retirement fund amount (plus the cost of the trip) you take 
the vacation.

to pay interest on your mortgage, whereas we all 
know that the stock market gives no guarantees. This 
strategy didn’t work at all in 2008 when home values 
took a major hit the same time the stock market 
plummeted. The bottom line is this:  Rather than rely 
on one-size-fits-all recommendations, work with your 
financial planner to get a strategy in place that makes 
sense for you. And make sure you understand and are 
comfortable with all the risks that come with strategies 
that do not involve becoming debt free.
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Of course, celebrating your success doesn’t need to 
entail spending more money. The reward could be in the 
form of using your time in a special way to do something 
you enjoy. Be creative. One of my favorite celebration ideas 
is a mortgage-burning party where the person who has 
finally paid off his or her mortgage hosts a party to celebrate 
with friends. Another idea is to celebrate by taking a day off 
of work just to read, garden, ski, or whatever your favorite 
pastime might be. In any case, you can’t celebrate your 
success if you don’t have goals and, therefore, don’t know 
when you’ve accomplished them.

The true treasure you obtain as you give, save, and 
spend in alignment with your calling is the ultimate reward. 
It is, after all, the fulfillment of your personal definition 
of success. But it doesn’t hurt to have some more tangible 
rewards along the way to keep the journey fun and to help 
you stay motivated.

reflection & Application

1. In which area of your financial life would you 
most benefit from tracking your progress so that 
you can create momentum towards your goals? 
What tracking strategies will you use?

• Giving
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• Saving or investing

• Spending or debt repayment

2. How will you celebrate? As you look back over 
your financial goals from chapter 5, what tangible 
rewards can you give yourself as you check various 
goals off of your list?
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Conclusion

You are in the middle of an epic story:  the story of 
your financial journey, the story of your life. Like all 
great epic tales, yours is complete with

• Setbacks (unfortunate events of your past)

• Conflicts (the obstacles you face today)

• Cast of supporting players (your team of trusted 
advisors)

• Ugly monsters (fear and greed)

• A hero with a tremendous calling and a great 
destiny (that’s you . . . yes, you).

As for the setbacks, remember, the past is just the past. 
It doesn’t have any power over you, unless you allow it. It’s 
as simple as that. Wherever you are, wherever you come 
from, whatever setbacks you’ve experienced, whatever has 
been done to you, or whatever mistakes you’ve made, today 
can be the day you take the power back and get back in the 
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driver’s seat of your life. Release your regrets, and focus your 
energy on building the future you want.

As for the conflicts, most things in life that are 
well worth doing (getting an education, cultivating and 
maintaining meaningful relationships, building a business 
or career, raising kids, etc.) are not easy. Living out your 
values through your financial decisions is no exception. 
Your lifeline in the face of all types of conflict will be your 
conviction. Without conviction, you’ll be swayed easily to 
change course when the going gets tough, or you’ll be easily 
distracted by things that don’t fit with your purpose (the 
addiction to newness).

That’s why it is so important to go through the 
self-work of identifying what truly matters to you and 
building your plan around your values. This work helps you 
define your calling or purpose. When you make financial 
decisions based on your calling and you have conviction 
behind your choices, you can keep making progress in the 
face of conflict—against the odds. And your team of trusted 
advisors will also be there to help when you face challenges, 
get lost, or just need some encouragement to keep going.

As for the monsters of fear and greed, you are now 
equipped to withstand their attacks, and ultimately defeat 
them. First, you know how to protect yourself. Mastering 
contentment is like a shield or a suit of armor or a shield 
that gets stronger with use. With the armor of contentment 
firmly in place, you are no longer vulnerable to the attacks 
of these saboteurs. And if contentment is the armor and 
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shield, then abundance is the sword that can slay these 
hideous beasts.

As for the hero, no epic story is complete without a 
hero with a great calling. Maybe some people are okay with 
living a passive life without clear direction and without 
much purpose—but not you. You are a person with a great 
calling and destiny. You have amazing contributions to 
make to the world. And yet, you can’t fully let your greatness 
shine until your financial house is in order. Admittedly, the 
great epic movies and storybooks generally ignore the 
importance of financial planning, but one thing they clearly 
illustrate is that our decisions create our destiny. And I 
would propose that decisions about how we manage our 
resources are particularly important.

What is your calling or purpose? What destiny will 
you create for yourself? What legacy do you want to leave?

Your answers to these 
questions will provide you with 
your own personal definition 
of what true treasure means for 
you. They can be the common 
thread in all areas of your 
financial plan and can provide 
you with the inspiration and motivation you need to reach 
a higher level of personal success. So how will your financial 
choices reflect your definition of true treasure?

Next time you sit down to manage your finances, 
you will do so with the awareness that math alone cannot 

A meaningful life never 
happens by chance. It 
is built one decision at 
a time.
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provide an adequate knowledge base upon which to make 
life-altering financial decisions. Only when you engage 
in financial planning and decision making based on your 
values and priorities, can you live out your calling.

True treasure is cultivated as you give, save, and spend 
in alignment with your calling.
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While you might not always have a need for each of the 
following advisors, or you may have a single professional 
filling more than one of these roles, here is a short list of 
core professional advisors that can benefit most people:

• Financial Planner:  This person helps you 
decide how best to use your resources, given your 
values, priorities, and goals. A financial planner 
can run software projections to help you create a 
financial road map, manage the financial aspects 
of life transitions, assess what you can afford, 
and plan for your future. The person filling this 
role may very well also serve as your investment 
professional.

• Investment Professional:  An investment 
professional’s role is to advise you on your 
existing investments, make recommendations 
for your portfolio, and most likely provide 
ongoing monitoring of your investments to ensure 
continued suitability.
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• Attorney:  More than one attorney may be 
needed, and you don’t need to wait until 
something is wrong to hire one. In one year (when 
things happened to be going very well for me), I 
hired three attorneys:  one for estate planning to 
update my will after our daughter was born, one 
for business to update my LLC documents, and 
one for intellectual property to file my trademark. 
You may find you need to hire multiple attorneys 
who practice in various areas of the law. While it 
may sound obvious, an attorney is the best source 
of legal advice; don’t look to other professional 
advisors for help with legal issues.

• Property and Casualty Insurance Agent:  
This professional can help you identify and protect 
against many types of risk that might arise. A 
property and casualty (or P & C) agent can help 
you shop for personal insurance (auto, home, boat, 
valuables, umbrella, or liability) or commercial 
insurance if you are a business owner (casualty, 
worker’s comp, auto and property, or liability).

• Life and Health Insurance Agent:  This 
professional can help you with life, health, 
disability, and long-term care insurance coverage.

• Accountant:  This is the professional who gives 
you tax advice. While other financial professionals 
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may have some understanding of tax laws, the 
accountant is the best authority on the subject.

• Mortgage Broker/Personal Banker:  This 
is the professional you contact when you want a 
loan. While many people simply go to the bank 
or credit union where they do their checking and 
speak with the loan officer on duty, seeking out 
a trustworthy advisor before taking on a debt 
can prove well worth the extra bit of research—
especially if it is a significant debt obligation, such 
as a mortgage.

• Real Estate Agent:  Of course you know that a 
real estate agent is the one to contact when you are 
thinking of buying or selling your home, but these 
professionals can provide very valuable insight 
at other times as well. For example:  you have a 
parent who may need to move into assisted living 
in the next couple years; you’re looking for an 
investment to supplement your stock portfolio and 
want to consider purchasing a duplex for rental 
income in retirement; if you are going through a 
divorce, you may need some advice on your most 
significant financial asset—your home.
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Over the past decade, the investment services and financial 
planning fields have been steadily raising the standard of 
responsibility and care for financial professionals toward 
their clients. Increased regulations and more stringent 
oversight are providing greater accountability for those who 
give financial advice. Alongside this has been a related trend 
moving the profession away from commission-based product 
selling to relationship-based, holistic, financial advice.

Understanding the business models available in the 
financial services world will help you find a professional 
that’s the right fit for you. Every model has pros and cons 
and potential conflicts of interest, but understanding how 
financial professionals are compensated, how they are 
held accountable for their advice, and the various levels of 
service they offer will increase your odds of developing great 
professional partnerships.

It is also worth mentioning that most financial profes-
sionals have a variety of ways that they can conduct business, 
meaning there is a lot of cross-over between the outlined 
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models below.  This is not meant to be an exhaustive resource, 
but just a quick summary to help you ask the right questions.

transactional Model

Some investment professionals still operate as tradi-
tional stockbrokers. They offer advice on investments and 
execute trades for a commission. This commission-based 
business model often includes the sale of mutual funds that 
include a sales charge or load; individual stocks and bonds, 
which will be periodically rebalanced or swapped out; and 
sometimes insurance products such as life insurance and 
annuities that include a commission. This model can work 
well for a particular customer, but be aware that once the 
transaction is executed, the advisor usually receives the 
majority of his or her compensation at the point of sale. 
If you are looking to execute a buy-and-hold strategy, and 
don’t necessarily need a high level of service after your funds 
are invested, this model could potentially be a good fit.

Pros:
• It can be a cost-effective method of receiving 

advice, assuming you have little need for ongoing 
transactions.

• The charge for the advice usually comes right out 
of your investment’s principal.
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Cons:
• A conflict of interest may be present if the advisor 

is only compensated upon a sale of a product, but 
the customer is looking for an objective opinion as 
to whether or not a product is truly needed.

• Sometimes customer service, after the sale is 
completed, may be lower because the professional 
has no financial incentive, unless there is another 
potential transaction.

• Maintaining trust can be a challenge. Clients 
may think twice when their advisor calls up to 
recommend a trade after the initial investment. 
They may wonder if the transaction is truly needed 
because of a change in market conditions—or if 
their advisor is looking to make an additional sale.

Fee-based Asset Management Model

As the investment industry has evolved in response 
to consumers’ preference toward advice rather than sales, 
fee-based asset management has become increasingly 
popular. Rather than receive commissions based on trans-
actions, the advisor collects a fee, often on a quarterly basis, 
for portfolio management services.
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Pros:
• This model can align the interests of both the 

advisor and the client. Because the advisor is 
compensated on a percentage of the portfolio 
(usually ranging from 1 to 2 percent), both parties 
have a vested interest in seeing the portfolio 
value increase over time. When that happens, the 
clients are happy because their investments have 
appreciated and the advisor is happy because he or 
she is now collecting a fee based on a percentage 
of a larger amount.

• Financial planning is sometimes, but not always, 
included in the advisory fee.

• This model can benefit clients because the advisor 
has an incentive to retain satisfied customers for 
many years because compensation is received in 
small amounts over the course of the advisory 
relationship. Ongoing service must be delivered, 
and clients must continue to believe that they are 
receiving a good value, or clients might leave.

Cons:
• This approach can cost more as small quarterly 

fees accumulate. If you continue to receive 
good value, these costs may be merited, but it’s 
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important to understand their effect on your 
long-term results.

• Some potential conflicts of interest still occur in 
the absence of commissionable transactions. The 
primary source of conflicts of interest comes from 
the advisor’s incentive to gather and retain assets.

• Advisory fees are in addition to internal 
expenses charged by mutual funds and should 
be considered carefully by the client. A list of 
additional considerations, fee schedule, Form 
ADV Part II, and client agreement can always be 
obtained from the firm.

Case Study on Conflict of Interest
Let’s say hypothetically that a client has $2 million 

invested with an advisor using the fee-based asset 
management model and that financial planning services 
are included. Planning projections indicate that the client 
can easily meet his retirement lifestyle needs using only his 
pension and the income off of a $1 million portfolio. In 
addition to providing for himself in retirement, it is also very 
important to this client to give money to his children and 
favorite charities. According to the plan, up to $1 million 
could be given away now, without compromising his ability 
to cover his needs. However, if the advisor’s fee is based 
on a percentage of his investment portfolio, the advisor’s 
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compensation would be cut in half if the client decided to 
give $1 million away.

Hourly- or Flat-Fee Financial  
Planning Model

Another model is fee-based financial planning where 
the client pays either an hourly or a flat rate for financial 
planning and advice. While some financial planners in this 
model also offer investment product via commission or 
through fee-based asset management, clients can opt to hire 
them for financial planning only.

Pros:
• Because the advisor in this model would not 

receive commissions or a portfolio management 
fee, it presents the least number of conflicts of 
interest.

• It works well for a client who does not want 
products, but instead is looking for pure advice, 
such as help identifying how much is enough to 
save for the future.

• This model can be used to obtain an objective 
second opinion on your current investment 
strategy. However, in order to maintain the 
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objectivity, make it clear in advance that you are 
only looking for investment analysis and advice, 
but do not intend to move your investments to 
the advisor doing the analysis. That will help keep 
the advisor focused and prevent cross over into 
asset management services (if the advisor offers 
investments as a part of a practice).

Cons:
• If you, like most people, need a combination of 

advice and products, hiring a fee-based financial 
planner will add to the overall cost of advice, and 
you’ll still end up paying separately for investment 
advice. Some investors are willing to pay for this 
additional objectivity, but understand in advance 
that bundling advice and product generally results 
in a lower cost of advice.

• If you’re paying on an hourly basis, you could be 
billed for phone calls and emails. Be proactive to 
understand and approve all charges before they 
are incurred.
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services, gives her a unique perspective on money.

You may have wondered about the significance of the 
tree with the mysterious fruit depicted on the front cover 
of this book. Rachel’s personal definition of true treasure 
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Jesus. If you’d like to learn more about how to develop 
your own relationship with Jesus, she recommends 
LivingOnTheEdge.org for Biblically accurate insight into 
the Christian faith.

1. Award selection for nominated wealth managers is based on 
satisfying the following criteria: credentialed as an investment 
advisory representative, a FINRA-registered representative, a 
CPA or a licensed attorney, actively employed as a credentialed 
professional in the financial services industry for a minimum 
of five years, favorable regulatory and complaint history review, 
fulfilled their firm review based on internal firm standards and 
accepting new clients. Other criteria considered are one and five-
year client retention rate, non-institutional discretionary and/
or non-discretionary client assets administered, number of client 
households served and education and professional designations.

2. Honor is given based on positive influence in business and 
community.

3. Selection criteria are based on content, leadership and impact.
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