finding freedom as the sender god created you to be
Any Christian not going to the front lines of missions has the privilege of equipping those who are. The following helps create that lifestyle if you truly believe God created you for sending. The steps in the timeline below are based on life milestones rather than solely on chronology, as different people reach these milestones at different times and also because changes in financial needs and abilities come at such milestones rather than at certain ages. The timeline assumes the goal of a career in the US. Rationales are provided for each step so that you can tailor the timeline better to your own situation, knowing why the steps are given when they are. Obviously, this is not a complete or error-proof framework, but if you follow the steps below, you’ll be off to a very good start. Always feel free to contact me by Facebook, phone, text, or e-mail with any questions (Jason Dykstra, 616-610-3412, jason.dykstra.md@gmail.com).
College/first years of graduate school:

1. Establish a vision/life plan based on the passions, talents, experiences, feedback, and beliefs God has given you.  In other words, what long-term goals for yourself, your family (extended or future immediate), your church, your community, and your job would you have if you were living the life God uniquely created you to live?  See the "Vision Casting" resources and "My Own Mission" page for assistance.

Rationale: You need to identify your purpose before you can know how being wise and generous with finances fits into that purpose.  Having goals unique to who God made you both motivates you to continue developing a mindset of stewardship, especially when it gets hard, and gives you the first taste of the fulfillment of doing what you were created to do, rather than meeting an obligation.  Obviously, the goals can change, but maintaining a personalized direction to head in is the key. 

2. Use the time, resources, and knowledge you have at present to start heading toward those goals, according the proportion of each entity that you currently have.

Rationale: You can immediately practically apply your vision in ways that are realistic now but still moving you in the direction of your future goals.  You’re able to commit the time you need to the daily grind while keeping yourself actively focused on the greater purpose it serves.

3. Practice voluntarily setting aside what you have, whether it’s money or time.

Rationale: If you make a habit of voluntarily considering part of your money and time to not be your own and not be available for use, you will find it far easier and more enjoyable to give them away when you have more of each to offer.  Devoting money to tithing or devoting time to prayer and meditation are perfect starting points, since they require only small amounts of each, which may be all you have.  A sacrificial mindset also curbs lofty material expectations some students/residents develop for when they finish their training.

Last year of graduate school:

1. Familiarize yourself with basic investment vehicles, and if you’re interested, basic investing strategies.  See the "Money Management" resources and "Basic Investment Vehicles" page for assistance.

Rationale: You want to both know how these vehicles fit into the financial goals of your vision and understand financial advisor lingo so you can tell them how they can best help you, instead of simply getting generic advice.

2. Identify decision points that will be involved in your transition from student to employee (dwelling, neighborhood, social circle, large purchases) and use your vision to help guide those decisions.

Rationale: This is the single most important step in avoiding an essentially forced, long-term elevated standard of living that paralyzes your stewardship potential.  It gives you freedom from status wars, freedom from hassle, freedom from entrapment, and the freedom of margin that allows for substantial long-term giving.

First year on the job/residency (see above as well if you didn't attend college/graduate school or are just starting to explore focused stewardship and your finances):  

1. Set up your 401(k)/403(b) type plan, contributing at least as much to get the maximum employer contribution, if possible.  

Rationale: This is a beneficial way to routinely learn to set aside what would otherwise be liquid income.  You can tweak the funds you contribute to later, but you need to know the details of your plan before meeting with a financial advisor.  Also, the sooner you contribute, the more free money from your employer you get and the longer the money has to earn interest.  

2. As you get used to a paycheck, to colleagues with an increased standard of living, to a possible dwelling upgrade/mortgage and home maintenance costs, and to setting aside money for a 401(k) and other investments, decide what an acceptable income is from God’s perspective, a number above which any further assets will be set aside, considered unusable to you for normal living expenses
Rationale: This number will change as a spouse, kids, raises, and wise expenses like life insurance and college savings become part of the mix, but choosing a number defines your standard of living before your environment gets a chance to define it for you.  You will also find this number very useful in discussing retirement planning and investing with your financial advisor because you already know in your mind how much excess you have available for these things.

3. Choose the organizations your vision leads you to support financially.  See the "Strategic Giving" resources for assistance.

Rationale:  

Finding the organizations that use their resources effectively and efficiently to do what you feel God has called you to support is truly fun and will keep your mind on the vision when you finally…  

4. Interview stewardship-minded financial advisors until you find one that values your financial goals and clearly is working toward helping you accomplish them.

Rationale: You now have all the tools in place to put your finances in order, and you need someone who understands stewardship, rather than simply amassing as much wealth as possible.  This is when they perform retirement calculations to see how much you’ll need to save to retire at a certain age with a certain income per year.  You’ll know how much life insurance is enough and which options to choose.  You'll be able to discuss and understand short-term and long-term disability insurance options your employer offers and what amount, if any, would be best for your situation.  You’ll learn about how to pick stocks, bonds, mutual funds, etc. for your Roth IRA, 401(k)/403(b), possibly life insurance, etc.  You’ll be able to figure out how much you’ll have set aside to give to your charitable organizations each year and how best to do that (e.g. a donor advised fund).  The goal is to figure out how to pay off debt and apportion the “set aside” money to maximize charitable giving ability while not being ignorant of your future needs.

5. Use your assets set aside to at least tithe, contribute to your Roth IRA (maximally if possible), tweak your 401(k)/403(b) funds, and pay off higher interest debt.

Rationale: If you had the money to contribute to a Roth IRA before graduating, the earlier you contribute the better, which may necessitate a meeting with a financial advisor sooner.  Since the Roth IRA is an income-limited vehicle that many will only be able to contribute to for a few years if that, it is a great early use for your set aside money that can be converted to either paying off high-interest debt (like a mortgage) or simply giving more away (or both) once you can’t contribute anymore.  You might wonder why you shouldn’t just give all the set aside money away from the start.  There is nothing wrong with that, but the reason to invest in a Roth IRA and quickly pay off high-interest debt in place of some of that giving is to make extra money off early contributions, the tax advantages, and the decreased interest owed so that you will actually end up with much more money to give away while only missing out on a relatively short period of truncated giving (the years you can contribute to your Roth IRA plus years you need to pay down your mortgage/other high-interest debt).  Once these expenses are no longer applicable, you simply convert funding them to funding more charity.

Marriage:

1. Basically repeat the “First year on the job section” (as you will need to do when any major change in family or income occurs) depending on the changes the marriage brings, except add a life insurance plan.  You may choose to pursue estate planning at this time, particularly if one of you will not be self-sufficient if the other dies or if you have already amassed considerable wealth.
Rationale: Marriage changes all the figuring you did with the financial advisor, so unless you assumed marriage the first time around, some of the process will need to be redone.  An inexpensive term life policy is usually adequate without children and early on, as there are plenty of advantageous places to assign your set aside income, there are few tax benefits for more expensive life policies, and there are no children you need to leave money behind for.

Children:

1. Tweak your life insurance plan to account for long-term child needs, and make an estate plan with a will/trusts.      

Rationale: Much more money is needed to provide for a family than for a spouse if you die.  You absolutely need to legally delineate who gets your possessions (estate) if one or both of you die, as default laws governing this will not assign your estate to your liking.  This is when you learn how to avoid as much taxation of your estate as possible, as well as when and how to give as wisely as you can to your children and to your charities.  You may choose to add an education savings plan, like a 529 plan, to your strategy at this time as well.  Estate planning represents one of the only times in your life when you are forced to look at all of your assets and expenditures at once, allowing you and your spouse to both fully understand your financial situation and what you can accomplish with it with a mindset of stewardship.  After this step is complete, the set-up is largely done, and you simply get to enjoy watching God bear fruit through you and your resources!
What Type of People, Problems, and Ways to Help Should I Focus On?
Use the following questions to help you discover who God has created you to be and what he has created you to do. They will lead you to a unique vision for your life that will bring an eternal context to the daily grind and help reveal the people, problems, and ways to help that God created you for!
Passions

1. Your to-do list is finished, you’re alone and well rested, and you’re in the middle of a week of vacation.  What would be the two activities you'd most like to do?

2. What are two leisure activities that you would most not enjoy?

3. What two activities could you do all day long and not get sick of?

4. Share two activities that most often keep you from spending time with God.

5. What do your passions tell you about God’s will for your life?

Talents

1. Tell me two things you feel you’re good at.

2. Tell me two things you're not good at (things you've honestly and repeatedly tried).

3. Tell me two things you think you could be good at but haven’t gotten to try.

4. Think of two things you are confident you’d be good at but haven’t been willing to try.

5. What are two things others have independently told you you’re gifted at?

6. What two things have people consistently communicated to you that you’re not good at?

7. What do your talents tell you about God’s will for your life?

Experiences

1. What are two important ways your education (formal or self-directed) has shaped you?

2. What are two unique good experiences from your past and how have they changed you?

3. What are two unique difficult experiences from your past and how have they changed you?

4. Give me two positive and two negative ways your upbringing has shaped you.

5. Give me two positive and two negative ways your friends have shaped you throughout your life.

6. What two things/situations are you most afraid of?

7. What are two things you'd change about your life if you could?

8. What do your experiences tell you about God’s will for your life?

Beliefs

1. Why do you believe what you do about God/Jesus?

2. Who influences your beliefs the most, and how does that align with the influence of God’s Words?

3. If you ran into God on the street, how would you know it was him?

4. What do you think he'd want to say to you?

5. What would you most want to ask him?

6. What do your beliefs tell you about God’s will for your life?

Vision

1. If you could create any job that perfectly suits the people, problems, and types of service God created you to engage, what would your workday look like and where would you be?
2. One month from now and ten years from now, based on the above information, how might a weekday and weekend day look if you were fully pursuing the vision God created for each aspect of your life (family, friends, career, faith community, volunteering, location/possessions)?

Your vision may change as God teaches you more about yourself (keep updating it every now and then!). But as it stands now, to get you closer to the goals of this vision, what can you do right now with your:

Time/Advocacy?

Knowledge/Education?
Resources?

How Do I Maximize My Impact?: Strategic Giving 

Bless BIG    www.blessbig.org
The easiest way to make your biggest difference for the causes you love! The Bless BIG crew has spent hundreds of hours assessing the data and strengths of 15 of the most trusted charity evaluators, with each using a different ratings approach (e.g. impact research at Give Well or cost-effectiveness/ transparency at Charity Navigator or Guidestar). By combining this diversity of approaches and by cross-referencing these evaluators to maximize consistency, Bless BIG can recommend charities more robustly and reliably than any of these evaluators alone (including those below).

Our research-proven charities aid those in greatest need through the most effective methods. This makes your money accomplish literally hundreds to thousands of times more than it would where giving typically goes! 

Our database is always free and regularly updated. Better yet, because you donate directly to these charities, Bless BIG will never ask you for your financial info or even a single penny for ourselves. Others need your help far more.
Bless BIG is also developing Impact Trips, a COVID-safe service trip experience for 6-10 people to choose a cause/population they love and learn how they can bless those groups in the biggest research-proven ways. Both the trip and the seamless post-trip applicability make your impact on people you care about exponentially greater! Email info@blessbig.org to learn more.   
Effective Altruism    www.effectivealtruism.org
Effective Altruism is a research group which uses high-quality evidence and careful reasoning to work out how to help others as much as possible. It is also a community of people taking these answers seriously, focusing their efforts on the most promising solutions to the world's most pressing problems.

Ministry Watch     www.ministrywatch.com
MinistryWatch.com profiles public charities, both church and parachurch ministries. It is also a place to learn about how to be a responsible giver. MinistryWatch.com is an independent donor advocate facilitating the information needs of donors. It provides information on organizations alleging to be charitable and its key leadership in order to identify materially misleading behavior, or wasteful spending practices.

Charity Navigator    www.charitynavigator.org
Charity Navigator is an American independent charity evaluator, working to advance a more efficient and responsive philanthropic marketplace by evaluating the financial health of over 5,500 of America's largest charities.
Guidestar     http://www2.guidestar.org/
Guidestar gathers and publicizes information about nonprofit organizations. Its reach is far and wide. Their database is broad and deep. They encourage nonprofits to share information about the organizations openly and completely. 

How Do I Maximize My Impact?: Money Management

Ronald Blue & Co, LLC   www.ronblue.com   (Stewardship Financial Advising)
Founded in 1979, Ronald Blue & Co. is a nationally recognized fee-only financial and investment consulting firm serving 5,000 clients throughout the U.S. Based on biblical principles of financial management, our services include: comprehensive financial and estate planning, investment analysis and management, complete tax preparation and services for individuals and organizations, charitable giving strategic development. Our goal is to provide you with independent financial counsel based on years of experience and technical expertise so you and your family can have financial peace of mind. Many important events and people compete for your time. Let our financial planning, tax and investment professionals help you with your financial concerns so that your time is freed up for other key matters including your family or your profession.

Michigan office: 
183 College St.
Holland, MI 49423

Phone: 616.392.3108


NCF    www.nationalchristian.com   (Stewardship Financial Advising)
The National Christian Foundation is the largest Christian grant-making foundation in the world.  Our innovative, tax-smart solutions help you simplify your giving, multiply your impact, and glorify God.

Crown Financial Ministries   www.crown.org   (Stewardship Self-education)
On a mission to equip servant leaders to live by God’s design for their finances, work, and life to advance transformation.  Visit the website for great financial online resources and information about helpful books, radio shows (Money Life), events, podcasts, newsletters, DVDs and CDs, financial calculators, career tools, etc.
Dave Ramsey   www.daveramsey.com   (Pre-stewardship "Bad" Debt Reduction) 
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Log in to the Member Resource Center if you are currently enrolled in a live FPU class.

More than one million families have attended Financial Peace University with amazing results. On average, these families paid off $5,300 in debt and saved $2,700 in just the first 90 days! Start your journey to Financial Peace today.
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Dave condenses his 17 years of financial teaching and counseling into 7 organized, easy-to-follow steps that will lead you out of debt and into a Total Money Makeover. Plus, you’ll read over 50 real-life stories from people just like you who have followed these principles and are now winning with their money. It is a plan designed for everyone, regardless of income or age. 
	Basic Investment Vehicles

The information below is most of what you'll need to get started in smart investing (and therefore sending), especially if you want a very effective and tax-savvy but relatively hands-off "set it and forget it" approach.  If you are interested in putting a lot more time into micromanaging your money on a frequent basis, you will need to know much more and be willing to invest a lot more time as well.  Either way, exploring the "Money Management" resources above and visiting a stewardship-minded financial advisor are extremely helpful in more comprehensively understanding the details of investment vehicles and strategies.  The three vehicles that are by far the most relevant and important are the Roth IRA, the government-qualified employer retirement plans like a 401(k) or a 403(b) (a non-profit's 401(k), and life insurance.  

1. The Roth IRA allows you to contribute a maximum amount of money per year ($6,000-7,000 in 2020), that you have already paid taxes on (e.g. post-tax dollars in your checking account).  Although you have already paid taxes on the money you contribute, you will never be taxed again on either the amount you put in or the interest you make, which over a period of 50 or so years is likely to be staggering, but you can't take any money out of the IRA without penalty until you're at least 59.5 years old.  The reason the Roth IRA is so important for professionals is that once you reach a certain income (in 2020 it is $139,000 for singles and $206,000 for marrieds filing jointly), which may happen very early in a professional's career, you can no longer contribute to a Roth IRA, you can only contribute to entities with fewer or no tax advantages.  Therefore, as per the attached timeline, if you have the money to contribute now to a Roth IRA, it is a high priority investment, since a little tiny bit now translates to a lot later without you needing to do anything to it.  Which funds you pick to make up your Roth IRA depend on how aggressive you are and how long you plan on having the Roth IRA, something that a good financial advisor can easily assist you with.  Passive fund portfolios are picked and altered by you, giving you control but responsibility.  Active fund portfolios are picked and altered largely by the company offering you the funds, giving you freedom but taking away some control.  I use Vanguard for my Roth IRA and will be more than happy to share the portfolio strategy my advisors and I came up with too.  

2. As for a 401(k)/403(b) type plan, the advantage here is the opposite of a Roth IRA.  You are not taxed on the money you put into the account.  The employer places its own contribution (most of the time), along with whatever individual portion that you designate of your pre-tax salary, into the account, to a maximum combined contribution per year of $57,000 in 2020 for all practical purposes ($19,500 per year if your employer contributes nothing in 2020).  Anything above that and you have to pay taxes on it before contributing.  Instead of providing a flat amount per year, your employer may match your individual contribution instead.  It's free pre-tax money into your account either way, so if you can maximize your allowable total yearly contribution, that is best.  If you can't do that, but you can at least contribute as much as your employer will match you for, that is great too, since you're getting the most free money that you can.  You don't pay any income tax on any of this money until you take it out, which you generally can't do without penalty until you are 59.5 years old.  The money you take out is taxed as any income would be, but since you're retired, it will likely be taxed at a much lower tax bracket than you were in while you were employed.  Some employers offer a Roth 401(k)/403(b), which you can contribute to as a Roth IRA, a 401(k)/403(b), or one of each, with all three scenarios following the same maximum contribution rules as a 401(k)/403(b).  So overall, the 401(k)/403(b) type plan offers the triple benefit of getting free money and its interest from your employer, not getting taxed on any of the money or interest in the account until you are likely in a lower tax bracket, and allowing you to continue contributing regardless of your income.  Obviously, it too is a high-priority investment vehicle.  Since each plan depends significantly on the employer, my specific decisions regarding my plan will likely not be helpful to you.  Not meaning to oversimplify things, if you amply fund your Roth IRA and your 401(k)/403(b) plan, along with maintaining a godly standard of living governed by a mindset of stewardship, you will not even remotely need any more money for retirement than this, assuming the market behaves (for all its short-term fluctuations) like it has over the past 100 years.  

3. However, since the Roth IRA and employer retirement plans only offer you these tax advantages after 59.5 years of age, and since they take time to accumulate, you should consider life insurance once you are married, and absolutely when you have children, to offer your family immediate assistance if you die sooner than expected, unless your spouse's income is enough to sustain whatever long-term needs that would arise after your death.  Obviously, the earlier you die the more needs there will be (more years of life to support, college for kids, more house payments and student loans, etc.), and the more important life insurance is.  Once your kids can provide for themselves and your spouse will soon be able to receive money from retirement savings, life insurance ceases to be important, which is good because it's way more expensive the older you get!  You can buy a term policy or a whole policy.  A term life policy charges a relatively cheap constant annual premium for the length of the term (such as 10 years) and provides a certain constant amount of coverage.  The annual premium for the same coverage will increase every time the term is renewed because you are older and more likely to die.  Fun stuff to think about, eh?  :)  A whole life policy allows you to pay premiums according to a variety of schedules, depending on how fast you want to "pay-off" your policy for the level of coverage you want.  The premiums are invested and you earn interest on them.  You also can earn dividends from the company managing your policy while you have it.  For the life of your policy you are covered for an amount determined by the amount and timing of the premiums you pay.  Whole life policies can terminate at any age, but it is wise to terminate any life policy whenever you and your family won't need coverage anymore, depending on the remaining expenditures your family would have if you died.  At that time you can cash out the premiums (i.e. principle) with the interest and dividends you made along the way, paying income tax on them, of course, but possibly at a lower tax bracket if you cash the policy out after you retire.  The company offering you the policy has already taken its cut before that.  So a term life policy gives you cheap coverage, but the premiums disappear (like renting an apartment).  A whole life policy's coverage is much more expensive, but the premiums remain mostly yours and gain you interest and dividends as well.  Which one you choose depends on how much cash on hand you have and how long you will be investing it for.  A young professional with lots of extra cash may benefit greatly from a whole life policy, as he can afford it and the money will have maximum time to earn interest and dividends.  A young person with less money or a middle-aged person with any amount of money either cannot afford a whole life policy or doesn't have enough time to make enough money off it to be worthwhile, so a term policy may be better.  You can get combinations of both or convert a term to a whole life policy too, but these strategies are beyond the scope of this discussion and can be explored with your life insurance provider.  Ours is Northwest Mutual, and my wife and I chose a high-premium but quick pay-off (in 7 years) whole life policy that covers me until I'm 65.  This maximizes the amount of interest the premiums will generate, and the premiums are paid while we're young (cheaper premiums) and while the kids are young (not a lot of other expenses to worry about).  Because we started our family later, we can use this money to fund college as well, which is what it is primarily for (because of our Roth IRA's and 401(k) we shouldn't need it for ourselves and wouldn't have bought it without another necessary use).  In addition, the quick pay-off forced us to set aside a large portion of income each year, causing us to lower our standard of living and making it easy to convert that portion into a large amount of charitable giving now.  Having a less expensive plan for longer allows you to increase your standard of living (more cash on hand), which will more than likely shunt resources away from charitable giving and for a longer period of time, also leaving you with less money in the policy to use when you cash it out.  The ideal plan may vary for you, and ours is not best or right.  I simply offer our approach to demonstrate how all of the stewardship components we presented are intimately connected to the financial decisions involved in all of these vehicles.  One final word on education savings.  The 529 plan is a great investment, and as our life insurance policy will likely not cover tuition for both our children, we now have a 529 account for each child.  It is similar to a Roth IRA, but it has to be used for what the government determines to be qualified higher education expenses.  You contribute to the plan with post-tax income, but then never pay taxes on your contributions or their interest again, provided you follow the rules when taking the money out to make tuition payments.  It differs from the Roth IRA in that you can contribute regardless of your income and you can take money out regardless of your age if you follow the other rules.  You can contribute as much as you like, but simplistically only an averaged maximum of $15,000 per year (in 2020) can be contributed tax free, with the excess taxed as a gift per gift tax laws.  

Many other rules and variations apply to all of these entities, but these are the basic concepts of the major investment vehicles that everyone should understand.  The "Money Management" resources above can offer you far more comprehensive and professional knowledge regarding these matters as well.
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Doing Good Better by William MacAskill, Founder of the Effective Altruism movement
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The Truth about Money Lies by Russ Crosson, President and CEO of Ronald Blue and Co.
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The Treasure Principle by Randy Alcorn
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Fields of Gold by Andy Stanley
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