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Praise for
The Shrewd Christian




“Neil Atkinson has an extremely solid biblical perspective on personal finances. As he states, ‘Shrewd Christians do not ignore money or stop at money. They go through money and get past money so they can be involved in more important things.’ I highly recommend this book. It’s fun, serious, and full of practical helps.”

—DENNY RYDBERG, president of Young Life, an international outreach ministry to adolescents




“What I love about this book is the coupling of callings: that people matter and money matters. The Shrewd Christian is a fantastic guide to improving your economy while maintaining your people-are-primary philosophy.”

—MARILYN MEBERG, author of The Zippered Heart and speaker for the Women of Faith conferences




“Neil Atkinson does a masterful job of offering the ‘Christian Middle Class’ practical solutions to everyday financial issues. The Shrewd Christian challenges and encourages God’s people to live as biblically wise stewards in an increasingly hostile world.”

—DAVID BRIGGS, director of the Good Sense Stewardship Ministry at Willow Creek Community Church




“Neil’s wry sense of humor punctuates each page of The Shrewd Christian; his years of personal experience and his wisdom make this book invaluable. The Shrewd Christian makes it not only possible but simple and fun to control money instead of letting it control you.”

—GRACE KETTERMAN, child and family psychiatrist, and author of numerous books, including When You Feel Like Screaming




“Neil helps us understand how we can reach the goals of gladness and contentment and how costly it is to our souls when we allow finances to be the center of our affections. As you read Neil’s wise counsel in this book, you will hear the voice of Jesus whispering in your ear, ‘Follow me.’ Neil encourages and teaches us to stop listening to the ‘Bad Shepherds’ in our society and to keep our souls aligned with the Good Shepherd, Jesus.”

—CRAIG WILLIFORD, PhD, president of Denver Seminary
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Introduction

Do Not Skip This Part!

This book is for the Christian Middle Class. I am one of you. We need this book.

Most financial books are about money. This one is about life. Don’t worry, it will deal with money. But life must come first.

About 75 percent of people in the United States are considered “middle class.” Twenty percent are considered working class or poor, and 5 percent rich. The poor and the rich have other books to help them. This one is for you and me.

The term middle class is too broad to be narrowly defined by money. The terms white collar and blue collar are not only outdated, but they have no correlation with the amount of ones income. (A cardiologist had a plumbing problem. The plumber fixed the problem in three minutes and presented a bill for $75. The astonished doctor said, “I am a heart specialist, and I don’t charge that much for my services.” The plumber smiled and replied, “Neither did I when I was a cardiologist.”)

Occupation, education, and lifestyle are indicators of this segment of our society. Apparel, experience, even neighborhoods broadly define this phenomenon. Therefore, for the purpose of this book, if you feel you are middle class, you are.

Many of the Christian Middle Class (CMC) are in Trouble—with a capital T. Financial trouble is the root cause of other troubles: worry, guilt, stress, lack of freedom. It is also a symptom of other root causes: an impaired relationship with God, your spouse, your kids, and yourself.

Most financial books assume we are “economic people” who must handle money as an entity outside ourselves. But our person (ish in Hebrew) is dependent on relationships for life. People are primary; money is secondary. Therefore, money must be seen in the context of relationships and how it can enable our relationships to grow.

This book is written for normal people by a normal person. (Do not ask me to prove the last part of that statement.) I am assuming that you are a normal middle-class Christian. You are in a class with those who feel they never have enough money and can barely keep their financial noses above water. You would like to give more, or even something, to the Lord, but things are tight, and guilt mounts.

This book is about your economy. It is not about the economy. I am not concerned about helping rich people. I care about you: hard-working, hard-pressed, battle-fatigued men and women who deserve more than their current situations are giving them.

The following pages could change your life. They could help you grow. They could make you think. The least they will do is entertain you. Here are a few specific things I hope this book will do for you:


	It will help you become the person you are meant to be. In all likelihood, you picked up this book to get help with money issues. It is just as likely that because of our cultures insidious, poisoned view of finances you have become a facsimile, in some ways, of the real you. In other words, the world in which you live has subtly and continually repatterned your mind and squeezed you into its mold. This book will remind you of who you are free to be.


	It will help you find time in your life to become an economic force.


	It will help you maximize your time to develop a money game plan that will bring laughter back into the lives of you and your family.


	It will help you become truly rich and financially wealthy.




Big talk. If you feel “stuck” financially, you are hoping that this book will back up that talk, and I think it will. Welcome to the revolution.

SURPRISED BY FINANCIAL WEALTH

My wife, Margie, and I were surprised to find out a few years ago that a mutual fund retirement survey ranked us in the top 8 percent of the country in terms of monetary wealth. We were wealthy! We were not just surprised—we were stunned! Why?


	We’ve gone through times of living on a very small salary.


	Investments were not always kind to us.


	We have never had a windfall inheritance.


	We have made a number of dumb (and worse) mistakes.


	We have never actually pursued wealth.




Margie and I had known that we were truly rich because of Jesus. What we didn’t know was that we were financially wealthy. Though we (read: I) made some wondrous blunders (a blunder is way beyond a mistake, and a wondrous blunder is way beyond a common old blunder), we had come out on top—not rich, but wealthy. Somewhere along the line we started thinking about money in a new way, and that began a revolution in our home.

What is this new way of thinking? Am I pointing you to armed resistance or rural “off-the-grid” independence or a vow of poverty? Not a chance. No, the best move for the CMC is to develop an intentional lifestyle that will lead to both true riches and financial wealth. Here’s the key: More life, less money. (Can’t you just see the TV ad? One person yelling, “More life!” The other shouting back, “Less money!”) The down-and-dirty of how to have more life for less money is in learning how to go to war and win, how to get in the game and win.

You didn’t know you were fighting in a financial war? You are. You didn’t know you were playing a financial game? You are. If you aren’t aware of those facts, you are bound to lose. And you can’t afford to lose. The war is called Consumer Economy. That means, simply, that the vast majority of goods and services exist to meet the supposed needs of individuals. This is serious stuff. Our adversaries in the financial war are very professional. They play for keeps. This is their battle plan:


	Discover people’s deepest needs.


	Determine their media habits (television, radio, magazines, movies, newspapers, for example).


	Tailor a package for their niche.


	Offer too many choices with a sense of urgency.


	Confuse them.


	Leave them with the message that they will not be whole without this product.


	Start over.


	Keep going.


	Faster.


	Way faster.




The Consumer Economy wins. The CMC loses. The revolution starts the moment we understand what is happening to us and how we can intentionally engage in the action and win. We win when we pay attention to these revolution formulas:

TR + KoRR = L

True Riches plus the Kingdom of Right Relationships equals Life.

LT + E(T)+A2 = L

Little Things done Excellently over Time and Applied Appropriately add up to Lots!

There it is. Piece of pizza.

Notice that the formula is not:

1BT + PE(I) = L

One Big Thing (as in the lottery, an inheritance, a ground-floor business, and so on) done Perfectly and Immediately leads to Lots.

That formula will only move us toward less. We must not play the game perfectly; only excellently.

My experience as a perfectionist, and with near-perfectionists, indicates that we get discouraged by setbacks and stop fighting after a few surprises appear. I learned the hard way. I failed at certain things. You will learn about those things as you read this book. You need to understand how and why I failed so you can buy into excellence, not perfection.

Knowing the little things and how they work together will give us freedom. This book will provide information—and accurate information stops confusion in its tracks. Truth helps us sort out the dangers we face, helps us recognize the enemy without and within, and helps us focus on a realistic, holistic strategy so we can join the revolution.

We need to recognize reality: Denial is not a river in Egypt. Delusion will not make things better. We must think about money in a new way.

TRUE RICHES AND FINANCIAL WELL-BEING

Part of the middle-class revolution I’m proposing involves countering the lies that are fed to us on a daily basis—lies that put your financial foundation on a bed of sand, such as:


	It is completely your fault that you are in credit-card debt.


	Recessions happen because you do not spend enough.


	Safety is risky.


	You need more stuff to be happy.




Lies. The other side is not playing fair. When our human nature collides with the culture, we can easily enter a financial lock-up. We want the Get-Out-of-Jail-Free card. We want freedom.

While this book could help you become financially wealthy, that is just part of the goal. And a minor part at that! Our destination is to become truly rich and financially wealthy. It is possible to achieve that status without lapsing into the errors of the Prosperity Gospel or get-rich-now idiocies. The freedom we’re after will enrich every part of our lives.

Ultimately, this book is about generosity. God’s generosity has led us to true riches. Our generosity keeps us in true riches. Generosity can mean giving money or not giving money—whichever is, in reality, more generous. Generosity can also mean sending messages of affection, encouragement, attention, and laughter. Generosity has a little to do with money, and a lot to do with life—especially with how we develop successful relationships.

We will raise our standard of living when we raise our standard of giving. We can be generous to all people when we understand that we have been treated generously. We can be generous with our money when we have money. If we are financially rich, we may be generous or we may appear to be generous. Often, it is the latter. Appearances are the games we play in front of humans. Reality is what we live before God. And the heart of God is generosity.

We may well be growing, exciting Christians—or not. It does not matter. We are fortunate that God accepts the nongenerous, the whiners, the vindictive, and the ungrateful as well as the proud and the arrogant into His world. He does so with the idea of re-creating us. He is continually hounding us to move from that familiar country of selfishness toward the state of generosity whose capital is contentment.

Admittedly, the ideas in this book are radical. You can improve your life by adopting a few of the book’s mechanisms in one sector of life. You can change your life by looking at the effect money has on every part of your life, including discipleship. You are entering a freeway that leads to riches and financial wealth. It will have a very positive impact on your life, but this is not a weekend jaunt. This highway must be traveled and applied over time. It will take you about nine months to arrive at this new life. But you will see results in seven days and feel the positive impact in thirty days.

THE CHANGE ARTIST

The average Christian is an excellent actor. We just end up that way. Notice that people leaving a church service are almost all smiling and friendly. What could be a greater witness for the Lord than happy families attending Sunday services? Everything is fine with everyone, thank you very much.

Haven’t we all been stunned to learn that Christians we know and love are filing for divorce? We had no clue anything was wrong. Good actors. And yet marriage difficulty is not the Number One Conversational No-No among Christians. Money is. How much you earn. How you spend it. What you think about it.

Talking about money would be impolite. Oh sure, we hear some sermonly platitudes about tithing every year at “Commitment Sunday”: “God loves a cheerful giver.” “You can’t out-give God!” We all go away feeling guilty about letting the Lord down and vowing to do better next year. But what about down-to-earth, practical, realistic, honest talking about money? We don’t talk about that until it’s too late. We go off perfecting our art of performance and hoping that some day we will get things under control in our financial lives.

Today is the day of your salvation from the evil master called money. We can change. We “normal” middle-class Christians can alter the way we live and increase the quality of our lives. Believers have so much going for them that it is never too late; resurrection is possible in every life situation.

We cannot stop our lives to work on finances any more than we can stop our lives to fix our broken spiritual or physical parts. We have to work on things while life is progressing and every part of our lives must be involved in this exercise, in toto. We do not have the luxury of separating out one segment of our lives, putting it on a workbench and fixing it.

In the next chapters we will deal with how you can become a change artist. How you can move from living in denial and delusion to becoming spiritually healthy and financially responsible. You will also become financially wealthy, but not at the expense of your spiritual health. The two must go together.

Let me repeat: This book is about living life and developing financial wealth. Notice the order: life and then money. We can have life. We can have money. Some of us will have one or the other. Some of us will have both. I will guarantee one thing: If you have money but not life, you have nothing. Life is not the result of money.

Our travels in this book will take us down a strange road for a spiritual journey. But it is Interstate 1. Radical discipleship does not occur until we master this monster. And we have no choice—as we’ll see, Jesus did not allow for a “pass” on the money question.

A revolution is waiting to happen in your finances. Your goal is to blow by mediocrity and arrive at Financial Excellence. But the greater revolution is waiting to happen in your life. Money will guide you to freedom and generosity. Strange, but true.

Onward.
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A Middle-Class Revolution

(You Didn’t Skip the Introduction, Did You?)





1

The Reason for Shrewd

The Shrewd Christian.” An intriguing phrase, a novel description. On the one hand, the idea is appealing. On the other hand, something doesn’t seem quite right. In the context of finances, shrewd might imply using quasi-ethical procedures to distort scriptural imperatives. Nothing is further from the truth.

Webster clears up the confusion in his little book. According to him, the word shrewd has two conflicting definitions: (1) “mischievous, wicked, bad;” and (2) “[exercising or having] far-sighted judgment, astute in practical matters, [keen] of mind.”

If we apply the first definition to the phrase “Shrewd Christian,” Christians will, correctly, recoil in horror. If we apply the second definition, most non-Christians will fall over laughing. In our culture, and Christian do not go together.

Many intellectuals and corporate gurus see us as nice, gullible, unsophisticated, and simple—anything but shrewd. Ted Turner, the communications mogul, put it bluntly: “Christianity is for losers.” They might describe Christians euphemistically: “Their tank is not quite full” or “They are not the sharpest knives in the drawer.” My favorite phrase I heard at Starbucks is “They do not row with both oars in the water.” People with only one oar in the water go around in circles with no hope of arriving at their goal—unless, of course, their goal is to become dizzy.

In truth, rowing with one oar is a fitting metaphor for much of the Christian Middle Class (CMC). Christians should be heading straight for their financial goals using both oars, but we often use only one oar and end up financially dizzy, going nowhere fast. Outside forces combine with our internal nature to move us toward a whirlpool that will suck us under. Our lives, our families, and our discipleship are threatened. We become lawful prey to those who know that we are going around in circles.

In order to become shrewd—far-sighted, astute, pragmatic, and wary—we need to know where we are now. Every individual, couple, or family fits into one of the following four categories:


	The Financially Alert. “We always desire to learn, understand, and practice insights from other people. We are living in financial security.” These people are Financially Confident They have, essentially, mastered money and are living more life on less money. But they always like to pick up ideas.


	The Financially Aware. “We are doing okay, but know we could do better. We have a vague sense of unease about our finances.” These people are Financially Nervous. They are aware of what is going on in their finances, but sometimes money seems to be closing in on them.


	The Financially Conscious. “We are not quite making ends meet—we acquired a consolidation loan’ to get out of this onetime’ difficult circumstance! We have a serious sense of financial unease.” These people are Financially Troubled. They are not quite making ends meet, and they’re beginning to lose hope. Money has, essentially, mastered them.


	The Financially Comatose. “We have a large amount of credit-card debt. We are just making the minimum monthly payments and have lost hope. We are past unease and into panic.” These people are Financially Claustrophobic. Money has captured every aspect of their lives. Creditors call at any time and any place. Living in denial and delusion, they hope Jesus will come soon.




Living in one of the four categories is due mostly to our own efforts. But these categories are not static; we can progress or regress to another category at any time. Regression to a more precarious category occurs not only because of our own efforts but also because of outside “help” from our culture.

You can see the effects of our culture’s strategies on our finances if you look at where we are now: Tremendous economic expansion has taken place in the last decade or so, but somehow it missed most of us. Somehow the Christian Middle Class, the backbone of America, has seen unsecured debt rise to dangerous levels; work hours, bankruptcies, and foreclosures increase; and real wages decrease. Then the recession hit. But good news from the economists! This downturn was relatively quick and painless. Unless you were one of the people knocked silly through a job loss or portfolio “adjustment” or made the mistake of being employed by a company that unexpectedly disappeared. Unless you were one of the thousands of retired people trudging back to the work force! Quick? Painless? On which planet are those economists living? But all is not lost! The well-to-do are better off. Doesn’t that bring a smile to your soul?

Money was meant to serve us. We are not working “for money,” nor should we be serving money; yet most of the CMC are working for and serving money. (An easy reality test: Do you have credit-card debt that is not related to health issues, an accident, or a disaster? If your answer is yes, congratulations, you are in the majority of America’s middle class who are money servants.)

Regardless of how the middle class got into the mess we’re in, we will only get out of it on our own. The ones who helped push us into difficulty will not help us out of our difficulty. They are glad we are there; it helps their bottom line.

Of the four groups of people just mentioned, only one has the chance to become wealthy: the Financially Alert. Each of the other three groups is operating on a very narrow financial margin. They are endangering themselves and their families, possibly without knowing it.

Let’s look more closely at this idea of margin. We live in Colorado Springs. Pikes Peak is our neighbor. In the summer, cars can drive up the mountain to the summit. The view is magnificent, the dropoff severe and deadly. (There’s an old saying around here about the Pikes Peak dropoff: “It is not the fall that will hurt you, it is the sudden stop at the end.”) Picture yourself and your family driving to the top of the mountain. How much room would you want between your right wheels and the edge of that road?

Your passengers’ advice would be to keep that margin of safety as wide as possible. Stay toward the center as long as possible. A wide margin of safety will protect you from unanticipated events like an animal jumping in front of the car, a rock rolling downhill, a gust of wind, or inattention. It would strike most of us as foolhardy, dumb, immature, or negligent to drive with a portion of the right front wheel hanging off the edge of the road.

Yet many Christians are living with a very narrow financial margin; they are living with a wheel hanging off the financial highway. They are, in reality, one paycheck away from disaster. How long could they live without income? Any unplanned event—job loss, furnace breakdown, children’s surgery, parents needing help—would crumple their world. That condition is dangerous, not shrewd.

Our great adventure involves making steady progress to reach financial confidence with the greatest amount of margin and staying there. The adventure is easy to understand, easy to execute and easy to achieve. Simply put: Over the next year you will learn to have more life and spend less money. Do I need to repeat that? If you have more life on less money, you will be on your way to becoming financially wealthy.

As the middle class, we are not rich, and we will probably never be rich. Rich means having anything you want, anytime you want it, without looking at the price. (If you just mumbled to yourselves, “Must be nice,” you are in deep weeds, and this book will really, really help you.) Financially wealthy means that at a certain age you have developed an appropriate amount of wealth. You have put basic financial practices into place and are financially free. You do not have it all, but you have more than enough—for the rest of your life. Here are the seven characteristics that describe the truly rich and financially wealthy:


	You are becoming a generous person in all aspects of life. A mundane example of this is doing something at home that needs doing even though it is your spouses responsibility.


	You are being generous with your money.


	Your home is paid off.


	Your kids’ educations are funded.


	You have no debt.


	You live an appropriate lifestyle (i.e., “more than enough”).


	You have a pool of conservatively invested money from which living expenses could be drawn five years past your estimated age of death (men: seventy-six; women: eighty-one).




Shrewd Christians do not ignore money, nor do they stop at money. They go through money and get past money so they can be involved in more important things.

Do you want to have a life, or do you want to pretend to have a life? The first is real. The second is a mirage that depends on competition, comparison, appearance, and assumption. Money is in the way. We can’t deny it or go around it. We need to go through it to get to freedom.

THE CHIEF COMPETITION OF JESUS

Money is important to God because money is the chief competition of Jesus. In other words, money can lead us away from God. We will either serve money or we will serve Jesus. Therefore, we do not focus on wealth just for the sake of being wealthy. Money does not determine our significance. But the use of money is intrinsically tied into discipleship. The correct handling of money is critical to living a full life.

It seems paradoxical, if not odd, that we can increase our connection with Jesus by traveling the money road. But Jesus was very interested in money. It disturbed Him that He had to compete with it for peoples hearts. But He gave us choices. Following His choices leads to life—life far more abundant than we have imagined. As life expands, we thrive. Sometimes we thrive in the worst of circumstances. Not following His choices leads to mere existence. Life diminishes, we survive. Sometimes we are just surviving even though we are in the best of circumstances.

The idea of using spiritual principles to move from financial la-la land to financial wealth may go against your long-held understandings. Let’s reverse that thinking and see if it helps: The world/business culture around you is using nonspiritual principles to move you from financial wealth into financial la-la land. There, is that better?

Jesus’ goal was to revolutionize the world. He wanted the world to be transformed. His strategy was love. His death and resurrection reflected a sacrifice and power that would enable us to become new persons—in every way. Jesus did not compartmentalize life. He came to save our lives in their entirety. That means not only our spiritual lives but our financial and relational lives as well, because they relate to who we are.

Nearly half of the parables of Jesus have to do with money. Money is the subject of more than two thousand verses in the Bible—more than the verses on love and faith combined. This doesn’t mean that either the rich or the poor have more of God’s favor than the CMC. Many rich believe that they have earned a life of entitlement. The Bible would not agree with that misconception. Many poor believe that they are owed a life of entitlement. God does have a special concern for the poor, but “entitlement” smacks of self-centeredness. Once again, we would find the Bible disagreeing with that misconception.

Jesus told his disciples, “I am sending you out like sheep among wolves. Therefore be as shrewd as snakes and as innocent as doves” (Matthew 10:16). I am not sure that was a comforting comment to those who heard His words. Send out sheep among the wolves? If you and I had been in the audience when He mentioned the sheep and wolves thing, we probably would have turned to one another for clarification.

“Did He say what I thought He said: We should be the sheep, and our job is to be out among the wolves?”

“No, that can’t be right. We must have misunderstood.”

“It goes against our very nature!”

“As near as I can understand, sheep have teeth suited for chewing, and wolves, which are larger to begin with, have teeth suited for devouring.”

“Do you know what a wolf calls a sheep that is innocent but not shrewd? Lunch! That couldn’t be what Jesus is saying.”

But that is exactly what Jesus expects from those who follow Him. It is a radical idea. But He knew He would not be sending us alone; He would be with us. (The odds, therefore, are in our favor.) And He gave us a practice to follow that would keep us safe. That practice has two parts—two oars, if you will. We need to be shrewd as snakes and innocent as doves. These two things work in tandem. If the oar of shrewdness is given equal power with the oar of innocence, we will be on a straight course to freedom.

The majority of middle-class Christians have mastered the second half of that equation. We are innocent as doves; we are financially naive. We are also hard-working, bright people. We are people of faith. We are trusting people. We even trust the wolves disguised as people—over and over again. We have not mastered the first half of the equation: shrewd as snakes.

As people explain their financial problems, I often hear phrases like: “We didn’t spend on anything big or inappropriate,” “It’s not as if we went crazy or anything like that,” “It was the surprise of the third child [or insert the reason of your choice] that did us in.” “Look, we clip coupons and turn out the lights when we leave a room. Nothing is helping.”

When I hear this kind of thing I ask, “Have you really tried everything?”

“Yes.”

“Literally, everything?”

A more frustrated, “YES! Weren’t you listening?”

“Then you have intentionally lowered your standard of living?”

“What do you mean by ‘lowered your standard of living’?”

“You’ve sold your second car or home, spend zero dollars, and refrain from visiting shopping malls? That sort of thing.”

Their look is not the glazed look of a deer staring at the headlights of a car. It is more like a deer’s eyes as it realizes it is about to enter deer heaven; a mixture of fear, panic, anger, and resignation. They are about to get creamed. Or they think I have lost my mind. The very idea of retreating is completely foreign to them. Their current lifestyle is their preordained right. They are sure their thinking is biblical. They want to know: If God is real, why isn’t He bailing them out?

Apart from medical problems, accidents, or disasters, most financial trouble is the result of small, incremental lifestyle choices that have caused Financial Claustrophobia. People have been set up by the money game, have very innocently bought into the game, and have been ensnared. They are doing “everything” they can, but it is not working. They look at me as if they want me to say, “Golly, you are right. You are the only ones in the world in your situation. You are really stuck. Here is $10,000. That is the only way out. Thank you for letting me help.”

I do not say that.

We must develop a sense of appropriate toughness, wisdom, and street smarts to navigate the money trap; we need to become shrewd. Our society has led us to believe that we cannot do this without the help of “experts,” people who know how to handle money. We have learned that we cannot trust ourselves. That’s nonsense; we are the only ones we should trust with our money—that is, after we have attained shrewdness.

It’s time to become Shrewd Christians as well as innocent Christians. Shrewd Christians do not love money; they use money as a tool to have a more abundant life of discipleship.

THROUGH THE WASTELANDS

Are Margie and I Shrewd Christians who have mastered money and developed wealth? Yes. Are we Shrewd Christians who have all the answers and never make financial mistakes? No. (The mere thought of that question is laughable!) Are we Shrewd Christians because our background is wealth or because we have been trained as accountants or financial planners? No.

We are middle-class people who have experienced the realities of life. We did not inherit our wealth or even make geographic moves that brought dramatic house appreciation. We did have a very good financial education. We earned our Masters in Finance from the School of Hard Knocks—the school colors are black and blue. (The alma mater was, “I’ve been cheated, been mistreated; when will I wise up?”) We made way too many errors in our early years. Naiveté gave way to pride, and eventually pride gave way to shrewdness, so we could master money and gain true riches.

Let me start near the beginning. Early in our marriage we lived on a very small salary; we had to go up a notch to hit poverty level. I managed our finances. We were idealists. But we had been raised as solid middle-class people. If a soap opera had been named after me at this stage of life, it would have been called The Young and the Naive.

The ministry organization I served put all new staff through a comprehensive testing program. One of the tests was for economic motivation. According to that test, my initial ranking (in terms of the likelihood of becoming rich) was in the lower one percent of the country. That means out of one hundred people, I was the only one not motivated by money. How low was our pay? For the first fourteen years of our ministry, our salary was capped at whatever a first-year teacher made in that district. It didn’t matter if we were married with children, had advanced degrees, whatever. That was our salary. Every year we made what the new batch of teachers made. My organization saw to it that we stayed in that category.

(Someone once asked our supervisor why salaries were so low. The reply was a classic: “They are low to keep out the riffraff.”) After fourteen years our salaries rose to match those of a teacher with the same amount of experience and education. We were stunned with this increase. We were also stunned to find that our expenses rose to meet this new income.

Our family lived in a nice house, courtesy of the Lord. He saw to it that we did not get a salary from our ministry organization for seven months when we were first married. What a gift! Margie and I had to improvise like crazy, using her substitute teacher earnings to help cover living expenses. But we were in love and committed to doing the ministry together. What fun! At the end of the seven months, we received all of our back pay. That was the down payment on our first home. I am sure I would have found ways to spend that money if we had received a check every month.

It was hard to live and minister in affluent areas without being affected by the neighborhood. I had always liked nice things, and as I grew older, I longed for the “finer” things of life. But, of course, we couldn’t afford them. (Are you smelling trouble here? Your sniffer is correct.) There had to be a way that we could have it all. There was a way. I became interested in investing. I became quite good at it. I made a large amount of money in stocks, bonds, and commodity trading. I was very proud of what I had accomplished financially. If a soap opera had been named after me during this stage of life, it would have been called The Proud and the Arrogant.

The Lord has a unique punishment for the Proud and the Arrogant: He allows them to remain in that condition. He knew the pattern that would evolve. Pride would pay me; the wage would be financial death.

Here is how it happened: After reaping the financial bonanza (more than I had made in eighteen months of salary), I chatted with the beautiful people. I listened to their advice. They somberly listened, nodded, and said, “Tax shelter.” I somberly listened, nodded, and said to myself, “Hey, ain’t I something?” It was heady stuff realizing that I, as a low-paid minister, needed a tax shelter. Whooee! I was good! (For those of you who smelled trouble earlier, you now sense an odor that can only be described as “stink.”)

But I did have my principles! I was not going to trust non-Christians with my money. I
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