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Money is the Smallest Part of Your Finances

Chapter One

The Wrong Medicine
“Resolve to know thyself, for he who finds himself loses his misery.”
— Matthew Arnold

Kelly Richards stood at the grocery checkout, frantically digging
through her purse. Her one-year-old son, Steven, sat in the cart leaning
his head against her arm. He’d been running a fever all day and was beginning to fuss. Steven’s three-year-old brother, Brandon, was whining for
the neon package of gum just out of his reach on the checkout shelves.
Kelly knew that she had used her last check that day at work, but she
wasn’t concerned because she could just put the groceries on her credit
card. However, the clerk was now handing back her card with an apologetic look on his face.
“Sorry. Declined.”
She handed him another with the same result—and then a third. After a long day of teaching high school and then picking up her two boys
from daycare, she just wanted to go home and sink into a chair. This was
the last thing she needed.
Kelly and her husband Luke are not in a financial crisis. They both
make good salaries and they don’t live extravagantly. They’re keenly aware
that paying off interest is not a wise use of their money, and they’ve been
making efforts to get out of debt. To do that, they’ve been shifting credit
card balances from one account to another in order to consolidate payments and lower interest and
Oops! Sometimes
finance fees.
the credit card
But this day the timing was off. The necessary
transactions
had apparently not gone through and
shuffle turns into
therefore the money from one account had not yet
a fumble.
arrived in the other. Here stood Kelly in the check3
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out line with a cart full of groceries and no way to pay for them, mumbling under her breath a half prayer, half protest.
Sometimes the credit card shuffle turns into a fumble. A manager in
a red vest and an overly perky smile shuffled Kelly out of the checkout
with her two crying boys and directed her to customer service.
Kelly felt like a kid being sent to the principal’s office for bad behavior—or more specifically, bad budgeting. Humiliated, she stood with
her overflowing cart of groceries, desperately trying to reach Luke on her
cell phone. Although he was home sick with the flu, he would just have
to suck it up and bring her a new book of checks. She shouted over the
store noise, trying to explain to Luke where the new checks were in her
desk, just as Steven leaned over the front of her grocery cart and threw
up. Shoppers turned to stare, some in horror, some with pity, and Steven
topped off his performance with a piercing wail of misery. It was all Kelly
could do not to join him.
“I just kept thinking, ‘Okay, I’ve done this to myself. I’m
standing here covered in regurgitated pudding because I
didn’t stick to my budget.’ I felt like I should be wearing
a sign that said, ‘I maxed out my credit cards and I’m
sorry.’”

— Kelly

Unlike many of us, Kelly had good examples of money management growing up. She knew she needed to budget and she knew how.
She knew she should track and control spending. She knew she needed
to save money every month rather than sinking further into debt. She
knew that giving freely and joyfully is a vital component of her spiritual
and financial health. In fact, most of us know these
things in our heads.
If Kelly knew all this, then why did she find
Kelly didn’t
herself
standing at the customer service counter,
understand
ready to scream? And why do so many of us, who
that her money
work hard and collect a decent pay, find ourselves
struggles have
with similar frustrations?
very little to do
Because what Kelly, along with the majority
of people, didn’t understand was that her money
with money.
struggles had very little to do with money. You’re
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wondering if you just read that right. How can money struggles have little
to do with money?
Believe it or not, the most structured and well-planned budget in
the world will not put Kelly and Luke on track. If it could, we’d all spend
$9.95 on a budgeting workbook. We’d go home and spend an hour and
a half filling it out over a cup of coffee, and presto—we’d live in a whole
nation of savvy, debt-free, and financially prosperous people. But look
around; that is not the picture you will see.

Measuring Up
What you will see, is that right here, in the most prosperous nation
on earth, both inside and outside the church, the majority of people
struggle financially on one level or another. Unfortunately, rather than
alarming us, this commonality is the very thing that persuades us that
things can’t be that bad. I mean, if everyone’s struggling, then why should
I expect not to?
If you’re like most of us, your first instinct is to compare your situation to those around you, and measure yourself against your peers. You
undoubtedly have a friend or relative who is in a true financial crisis and
thereby boosts your money management self-image. Your situation is the
spring snowmelt trickling down the side of a hill, compared to someone
else’s Niagara Falls.
Joe Cox is one of those guys—Niagara Falls. His financial management consists of several shoeboxes brimming with mounds of bills, receipts, and tax papers dating back at least five years. The papers aren’t
filed by any dates or categories, just randomly stuffed in boxes. Those
were the ones he hasn’t just tossed. He is being harassed by the IRS and
about twenty creditors. Many of us would be happy to measure ourselves
against Joe. Perhaps we, and our checkbook balances, come out looking
rosy, or at least we can convince ourselves that we’re in good shape. But,
is someone else’s crisis really the standard against which God wants us to
measure our own faithfulness?
Luke and Kelly represent a more common picture; people who
struggle even though they try to do all the right things. Like Luke and
Kelly, Matt and Sandra Henningsen are both full-time professionals with
sizable incomes, and yet they are still wondering why they’re not more
5
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ahead of the game.
Despite their double income, Matt and Sandra were accruing around
$15,000 of credit card debt a year and neither could really explain where
the money went. They managed the growing burden by transferring balances and refinancing, but they were frustrated at finding themselves in
the same cycle year after year. Sandra had read many of the popular books
on the market. She even attended a 10-week class at her church in an effort to budget better and teach her children good spending habits, but in
the end, she always found the advice impossible to implement. No matter
how many trendy new systems and ideas she committed herself to, no
change ever occurred.
“I made every attempt to follow the programs and exercises
in the books, but because I wasn’t accountable to anyone,
after a few weeks of just gritting my teeth with the effort, I
would automatically fall back into the same habits.”
— Sandra
Since everyone around them seemed to be in
the
same
boat, Matt and Sandra didn’t consider their
A lot of us think
situation dire. It certainly wouldn’t have occurred to
that there must
them to seek out financial help or advice. Particularly
be some financial
to Matt, who grew up financially privileged and was
a successful businessman. He definitely wasn’t going
secret that we’re
to listen to anyone tell him how to care for his own
missing, some
family or what to do with his own money. Like most
new budgeting or
of their average middle-class friends and neighbors,
money-making
they always managed to pull through somehow.
strategy that we
Many of us, like Matt and Sandra, are a little
frustrated
about never seeming to get ahead, but we
have yet to read
all
figure
that’s
just the way it is. A huge number of
about.
us have never even questioned the way we operate.
We just do the best we can, repeat the patterns
we’ve learned, and scrape by. A lot of us think that there must be some
financial secret that we’re missing, some new budgeting strategy that we
have yet to read about. Maybe we haven’t gotten on the right faith formula
to release God’s blessings. When we do have time to deal with it, we’ll buy
the workbook and get on track. Or will we?
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Probably Not
If experience is any teacher, I’d have to answer that question with,
“probably not.” Sandra bought the books and, for some reason, still
found herself repeating the same patterns. She, like Kelly, had yet to learn
that her money troubles had very little to do with money. She was treating the illness with the wrong medicine. I’m not trying to discourage you
or cause you to toss one more book on your pile of ideas that didn’t work.
I’ve spent years attempting to help people just like Kelly and Luke, Matt
and Sandra, and Joe to turn their finances around, and I’ve learned the
hard way what doesn’t work.
At one point in my career as an economist and financial advisor, I
was responsible for teaching as many as 400 seminars a year on budgeting. I eventually started my own company, Integrity Financial Solutions,
in 1994. In structuring my business, I hired researchers to survey past
clients and seminar participants. I wanted to find out how their lives had
changed—to see my amazing accomplishments in the lives of others.
Were they using the skills they’d been taught? Were they debt-free? Sticking to a budget? Had those surveyed clients managed to increase wealth
by lowering debt and/or increasing assets? Our researchers said, “Participants were measured against members of the general population who, to
our knowledge, had never had financial instruction of any kind.”
I was anticipating the startling statistics on which I could launch a
great marketing campaign for my business. The statistics were startling to
be sure, but not in the way I expected. The research
showed no discernible difference at all among the
survey group. They couldn’t find a single person
Researchers
who had taken the information from their councouldn’t find a
seling or seminars and employed it to change their
single person who
lives. So much for a great marketing plan.
had taken the
Was I a useless financial advisor? Did the other
experts have a secret I didn’t? I began meeting with
information from
every financial advisor I could find to figure out
their counseling
what I was doing wrong, but I discovered that we
or seminars and
were all teaching, more or less, from the same page.
employed it to
The others didn’t have anything new or different to
say, and in fact, several of them even adopted ideas
change their lives.
and information from me! I wanted to tell them
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not to bother, since the guidance didn’t seem to make any difference.
Is financial success part of a genetic code over which we really have
no control, like hair color, or height? Is it some divine dispensation bestowed on a chosen few, and the rest of us are stuck writing psalms about
how it’s all so unfair? Could nothing be done to help people get on top of
their wallets and checkbooks? If information, education, and resources
aren’t the solution, what is?

An Inward Glance
Occasionally, teaching simple budgeting skills is enough to get someone on track, but as I probed deeper, I had the dawning realization that
for most people, financial struggles weren’t so much about money. This
seems illogical. It was contrary to everything I’d learned and taught as
a financial manager and advisor. I had always believed that people just needed to understand what
to do and how to do it. Information and resources
I had always
should solve the problems, shouldn’t they? I mean,
believed that
once you know what to do to achieve success, you
people just
just do it—and yet …
In tracking each client’s sessions and progress,
needed to
it became clear that there were always reasons that
understand what
clients were unable to follow through on what
to do and how to
needed to be done, and these reasons, as you may
do it.
be starting to figure out, had little to do with money. I found myself spending less and less time talking about money and more and more time addressing communication problems between spouses, or weight-loss struggles,
or family conflict, job troubles, spiritual disorientation, and childhood
trauma; an endless list of things that clients never imagined were related
to their finances.
I realized that I could never just send people like Joe, or Kelly and
Luke, or even Matt and Sandra away with a spreadsheet and a list of goals
and expect them to succeed. There were too many roadblocks. Somehow,
the money needed to be separated from the bigger life issues before the
simple arithmetic of budgeting, debt elimination, and investing could
actually be implemented. I stopped sending people out of my office
8
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with a carefully mapped-out plan that they had no
hope of sticking with, even though that’s what they
expected.
I discovered that
I began to pray more and ask the deeper queslasting success
tions to figure out how to keep my clients from
requires comsabotaging their own progress. I learned that if
ing at financial
there was something a client didn’t want to discuss,
that was probably the very thing that we needed to
management
discuss. Most of the time, the touchy issues would
through the back
turn out to be the catalyst of financial failure. I
door of bigger life
discovered that lasting success requires coming at
issues.
financial management through the back door of
bigger life issues. Although it is a longer and more
involved process than simply filling out a workbook, this approach offered the kind of stability that many of my clients
had never let themselves imagine.
You no doubt picked up this book because you, like Kelly, have a
desire to improve your financial situation. You’re hoping that it will be
like that $10 budgeting workbook, requiring only an hour or two of your
time, and then you too will be on the fast track to security and wealth.
Let me say right up front, this isn’t that kind of book. As we heard from
Sandra, those books rarely bring lasting or significant change. A budgeting workbook or a how-to book, while helpful, will only address money.
And whatever financial struggles you are currently experiencing—money
is the smallest part of them.
This book is designed to take you beyond the numbers. Don’t misunderstand; managing finances correctly, running personal budgets, and
working to eliminate your debt properly in order to build wealth are all
important. But while they are the end goal of most money books, they
are only a by-product of my goal for this book.
I invite you to address more than your pocketbook. What I truly
want for you, is to help you get to a place where you can say in truth, “I
love my life”—all of it. If reading that makes you roll your eyes in doubt,
frustration, or amusement, then you are the very person who needs this
book.
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