CHAPTER 8

FOR RICHER OR FOR POORER

DEBRA: No couple, regardless of income level, can escape the management
and negotiation of finances. Like most couples, we have had to negotiate different
approaches to finances, particularly during our first years of marriage. Richard,
as a longtime bachelor, was accustomed to having money at his own disposal
for spending as he saw fit. He was a frequenter of fast-food restaurants, and he
spent his money on a variety of hobbies, such as golfing, biking, and skiing. The
circumstances of my family of origin and my time as a single mother led me to
a frugal financial style of counting every penny and continually distinguishing
between needs and wants—and usually not buying the wants. In our first years
of marriage, Richard’s purchase of real butter or BYU Creamery ranch dressing
irked me because I saw these more expensive items as luxury items. Admittedly, I
would complain to Richard that he was wasting our money.

Although I did not value the items Richard valued, I did value decorating
my home to create a comfortable environment in which I could feel the Spirit.
Richard would never have chosen to use his money to purchase home décor and
was satisfied with mismatched furniture. He could not understand why I would
be upset by his trips to McDonald’s and Krispy Kreme Doughnuts for relatively
minuscule purchases when I might desire to spend a much larger amount of

money on a piece of furniture.
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We had to conscientiously work through these and other issues relative to our
finances. Some issues were resolved fairly smoothly, while others continued to crop
up repeatedly over many years. Yet we now enjoy unity. We continue to have real
butter and BYU Creamery ranch dressing in the refrigerator, Richard enjoys his
doughnuts and fast food, and we also have a comfortably decorated home. When
larger financial issues arise, we are now able to work through them without com-

petition and argument.

financial habits or beliefs are a cultural issue, rooted largely
in our family of origin. Perhaps you come from an afflu-
ent family and your spouse comes from a middle-class or lower
socioeconomic-status family. Perhaps you come from a large
family that was always struggling financially, while your spouse
comes from a small family in a comfortable middle-class setting.
Or perhaps you and your spouse both come from lower-income
households, but your parents accepted long-term Church assis-
tance or government welfare, while your spouse’s parents worked
three jobs to make ends meet, never taking any financial assis-
tance from outside sources. These cultural differences, and the
myriad of other financial constellations within marriage, require
a great deal of sensitive attention because they affect our ability
to come to agreement about how to generate income and manage our
expenditures.

Specific dollar amounts do not generally cause the difficulty
in marital unity; the difficulty lies in how we make decisions
together about those dollar amounts. For those who do not learn
how to negotiate this vital aspect of their marriage in a healthy way,
severe trouble often comes. Finances represent one of the stron-
gest predictors of marital unhappiness and eventual divorce. In
a 2012 study examining finances and divorce, researchers ana-
lyzed longitudinal data from more than 4,500 couples as part
of the National Survey of Families and Households. They found
that arguing about money was the top predictor of divorce regardless of

income, debt, or net worth. The research also found that, rela-
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WORKING TOGETHER ON FINANCES

tive to marital conflict, arguments about money were longer and
usually more intense than other types of marital disagreements.*
Thus, the trouble that comes for couples who do not work well
together financially may very well endanger the long-term sur-
vival of the marriage. In order to avoid such difficulty, we now
discuss several principles that will assist couples as they seek sta-

bility and marital unity in finances.

Finances Belong to the Couple

It is critical that both husband and wife be informed and actively
involved in the family finances. Although one partner may hold
the task of paying the bills for simplicity’s sake, both partners

233



When we got married, equally
sharing a student account with about
$500 in it was not too tough. But
after graduation, when we actually
had some money, it was not always
easy to relinquish 50 percent of the
control as the sole breadwinner.
I grew up in an extremely frugal
home, and I like to save. And, yes,
my wife also values saving, but she
also believes that money is a tool,
and it’s okay to spend some of it.
Well, for many years, I would cringe
at the grocery bill, especially when
she came home with treats or other
“expensive” things that I thought
we could do without. I knew that
my wife had also grown up ina
frugal home, so I was quite puzzled.
I thought, “Why does she have to
spend so much ?” But after many
_years and many discussions, it finally
penetrated my brain that it was just
as hard, if not even harder, for her
to spend that money, not knowing
for sure if 1, as the breadwinner,
would be able to replenish it. I am
not sure what the exact catalyst
was, but I now trust her completely.
She knows what our children need,
and I know that she is weighing
each purchase very carefully. And
now when she comes home with the
occasional box of doughnuts, I allow
myself to enjoy every single bite.

should be equally aware at all times
of what is going on with the money.
Paying bills or loans, making
investments, and the like should be
openly discussed on a frequent basis.
In a booklet published by the
Church on finances, Elder Marvin J.
Ashton indicates: “Management of
family finances should be mutual
between husband and wife in an atti-
tude of openness and trust. Con-
trol of the money by one spouse as a
source of power and authority causes
inequality in the marriage and is inap-
propriate. Conversely, if a marriage
partner voluntarily removes himself
or herself entirely from family finan-
cial management, that is an abdica-
tion of necessary responsibility.”?
Unfortunately, far too often
women have taken a back seat in this
area—either of their own choosing
by leaving everything financial to
their husbands or by being strong-
armed by their husbands, who have
unilaterally taken everything upon
themselves. Financial expert Suze
Orman explains to all women, “Your
becoming involved with the finances
is not about him giving up power or
questioning his abilities. It is about
your need to be knowledgeable and
involved. To share responsibility with

him.”?
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For couples that live on the income of the husband alone,
there needs to be a particular sensitivity to the issue of finances
relative to their respective roles. Many stay-at-home moms
“equate a paycheck with power”* and thus feel they have no or
limited power in their relationship since their work is not finan-
cially compensated. Orman strongly declares to these women:

Listen up and listen good: The job of the stay-at-home mother is

equal to the job of the breadwinner. Please read that again. Your

job is important, as vital, and as necessary as that of your husband

who earns a paycheck. . . .

... No stay-at-home mom should ever have to ask for money or

feel guilty about spending money. To behave that way presumes that

the money coming in is “his.” It is not his, it is yours. Both ofyours.5

Let us remember the counsel from the Church’s family proc-
lamation that we are obligated to help each other in our rela-
tive stewardships “as equal partners."6 In an eternal relationship,
no one holds 5T percent of the authority, while the other holds
only 49 percent. In an eternal marriage, each partner has equal
authority, equal power, and equal say-so, for the partners are
absolutely, unequivocally equals. If there is a power differential
in your marriage, you will likely recognize the difficulties this
creates not only in your financial relationship but throughout
your relationship in general. Financial decisions should be dis-
cussed and then pursued only when there is agreement between
both partners. This too will strengthen the quality of the marital
relationship, as feelings of shared purpose and partnership are
bolstered.

RICHARD: Debra and I have always worked together on our finances. It
has been a tremendous blessing both to our marriage and also in the building of
financial stability. Debra’s financial discipline has rubbed off on me, and because
of this cooperative pattern, we have been able to be far more financially efficient
than if we had tried to make financial decisions separately. In addition, there have
been a number of occasions when we have felt that because we have pondered and
consulted together, the Lord has directed and protected us financially as well. We
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As ayoung, struggling college-stu-
dent family, my wife and I were
faced with one of the hardest
decisions in our early marriage—
pay tithing and fast offerings or go
without food. With a one-year-old
son, the decision was even harder.
We had twenty dollars to get us to
the next paycheck, one week and a
half away. We struggled with the
thoughts “The Lord will under-
stand” and “He knows we will
make it up later.” After prayerful
counsel we both felt that we should
trust in the Lord—and so we paid
our offerings to the Lord, leaving
us with twelve dollars to get us
through. We were very new to the
ward; no one knew of our situation
or even our names. We attended
our Sunday meetings and quietly
gave our offering to the Lord. After,
we drove home, filled with both
happiness and concern. When we
approached our doorstep, we were
shocked to find a box that contained
some milk, food, and supplies with
a note: “We just felt you might need
some things—welcome to the neigh-
borhood.” We knew that it was a
gift from heaven because they had
misspelled our names; they did not
know our names, but the Lord did.
He has always promised, “Prove

me now herewith . . . if [ will not

open you the windows of heaven.”

will share one of these experiences in chapter 9
when we discuss the value of pondering together

as a couple over financial decisions.

Principles of Provident Living

Over the vyears, the Church has
promoted several basic financial
principles of provident living. Five
of these principles are specifically
helpful when applied to marriage; they
include paying tithes and offerings,
avoiding debt, wusing a budget,
building a reserve, and teaching
family members. We will now examine
each of these principles and discuss
how they might help in strengthening

and protecting marriage.

Pay Tithes and Offerings

The foundational principle of
financial security, whether you are
married or not, is to pay tithes and
offerings. “To tithe is to freely give
one-tenth of one’s income annually
to the Lord through His Church.””
The Lord offers a promise to those
who trust Him with their finances.
We read in Malachi 3:10, “Bring ye
all the tithes into the storehouse, that
there may be meat in mine house,
and prove me now herewith, saith the

Lord of hosts, if I will not open you
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the windows of heaven, and pour you out a blessing, that there
shall not be room enough to receive it.” We firmly believe in this
promise.

Although paying tithing is a fundamental practice in and of
itself, paying a generous fast offering can sometimes be over-
looked. President Spencer W. Kimball said the following in ref-
erence to the idea of making a liberal donation:

Sometimes we have been a bit penurious and figured that we had

for breakfast one egg and that cost so many cents and then we give

that to the Lord. I think that when we are affluent, as many of us

are, that we ought to be very, very generous. . . .

I think we should be very generous and give, instead of the

amount we saved by our two meals of fasting, perhaps much, much

. . . .. 8
more—ten times more where we are in a position to do it.

Let us consider generous offerings when we discuss with our
spouse the budgeting of our tithes and offerings.

It seems paradoxical that living with less money can bless us
with both temporal and spiritual surplus. Yet God blesses those
who faithfully obey this commandment. Indeed, it is “God that
giveth the increase” (1 Corinthians 3:7). Although we use our
income to pay tithing, it is much more than that. It has been said
that “we pay tithing with faith and not with money.”® Many cou-
ples can testify of Malachi’s promise that as they give, the windows
of heaven open up. We have personal witness that the Lord fulfills
His promises: “For he will fulfil all his promises which he shall
make unto you, for he has fulfilled his promises which he has
made unto our fathers” (Alma 37:17). He has truly blessed us not
only temporally but also spiritually because we have put Him first
in this commandment.

Perhaps one of the most fascinating findings in recent years
that confirms the blessings of giving comes from the research of
Arthur Brooks, a well-known economist and president of the
American Enterprise Institute. Brooks found that charitable

giving has a strong relationship to personal wealth and health
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I'learned a very unexpected lesson associ-
ated with the Lord’s promises with tithes
and offerings. I had just arrived in my
hotel room. The phone rang and the voice
said, “You have an urgent call. ” All I can
remember of that call is, after verifying my
identity, the police officer saying, “Your
entire family has been involved in a car
accident, and you need to come to the
hospital as soon as you can.” My wife and
all five kids were hit from behind, and the
van had rolled three times, ejecting two of
my children. They were in an emergency
room six hundred miles away, and I could
not get a flight out that night. I fell on my
knees in both panic and pain—suffering,
worrying. I knelt and begged, I pleaded,
and I promised. The voice of the Spirit
overcame me and spoke to the center of my
soul, “Return unto me, and I will return
unto you.” These words shocked me. I

was praying for my family, and the Lord
took my mind directly to His promises in
Malachi, then to a reference to a prom-
ise I had never before understood in this

way. “And I will rebuke the devourer for

_your sakes, and he shall not destroy the

fruits of your ground” (Malachi g:11).
The Lord indeed blessed and protected
the fruits of my ground—my family
received only minor cuts (just needing
some stitches) and minor concussions.
Even our one-year-old son, who had
been ejected from the car, was sitting in
his car seat on the lawn with no injuries.
Angels attended us; prayers were heard.
Lwill forever be grateful unto the Lord.

and that an increase in wealth
is directly related to how much
one gives. This seems counter-
intuitive. Yet, over the course of
several types of research studies,
Brooks found that same answer
again and again—giving leads to
receiving. Brooks explained: “If
you have two families that are
exactly identical—in other words,
same religion, same race, same
number of kids, same town, same
level of education, and every-
thing’s the same—except that one
family gives a hundred dollars
more to charity than the second
family, then the giving family will
earn on average $375 more in
income than the nongiving fam-
ily—and that’s statistically attrib-
utable to the gift.”"°

We love it when science
catches up with revealed truth!
The Lord will truly bless us finan-
cially as we faithfully trust him
with the first 10 percent of our
finances. Yet, as many can attest,
the blessings of paying tithes
and offerings may not always be
financial; they may come in the
form of physical or spiritual pro-
tections or blessings. The Spirit
has at times whispered to us and

to others that certain nonfinan-
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cial blessings were directly linked to the discharge of tithes and
offerings. Brooks offered this summary of his research, which
highlights both the temporal and spiritual blessings of financial
giving: “Givers are healthier, happier, and richer.”"

The bottom line is this: Paying our tithing and giving gener-
ous offerings are the best investments we can make, not only for
our family finances but for our spiritual and physical protection
as well. God has given us everything. He asks us to give back to
Him 10 percent for tithing, plus more for offerings. He then
lets us keep the rest. He magnifies what remains and blesses us,

especially in our marriage.

Avoid Debt

Some years ago, a short skit was produced on the television show
Saturday Night Live with Steve Martin, Amy Poehler, and Chris
Parnell called “Don’t Buy Stuff You Can’t Afford.” The skit
is full of satire, as Parnell teaches Martin and Poehler about a
“revolutionary” plan to get out of debt by introducing a book
titled Don’t Buy Stuff You Can’t Afford. Martin and Poehler act
dumbfounded and shocked at the idea. Millions of Saturday Night
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Live viewers laughed and laughed, and each time we watch the skit
again, as silly as we think it is, we laugh. As one reviewer put it:
We all have a good laugh at how ridiculous it is, but we're all kind of
guilty of doing the very things we are laughing about—which is why
we laugh. . ..
How to buy expensive things using money you save—a common
sense principle that so many of us struggle to grasp.
How many of us buy things we cannot afford? . . .
We laugh at the stupidity of the question, “I don’t have enough
money to buy something, should I buy it anyway?” . . .
While the video is a good laugh, it teaches the most basic con-
cept in personal finance, living on less than you make and not buy-
ing things you can't afford.”*?

Like the comedic skit portrays, avoiding debt is one of the
great challenges of our time and is a pressure point, particularly
in marriage.

We have sought to adhere to the principle taught in this skit.
We plan ahead in anticipation of a significant purchase and begin
to save. As we anticipated having more children, we realized we
would need to move up from our sedan and purchase a larger vehi-
cle. Minivans are pricey, so we began saving several years before
we actually needed to make the purchase. When the time came
to purchase the vehicle, we wanted to be very careful about using
this hard-earned and hard-saved money wisely. We did a lot of
homework on what to buy and where to buy. In the end, although
it took a lot of research and it caused inconvenience (we had to
travel from our home in Utah across state lines to California), we
were able to find a used van with very low miles for about half of
the cost of a new one and purchased it with saved money. No debt.
No monthly payments. And since we found such a good deal, we
had extra money left over to use for other desired purchases.

Avoiding debt is easier when married couples consider their
finances sacred and seek to “appeal unto the Lord for all things
whatsoever [they] must do with them” (Alma 37:16). One piece

of counsel we were given during our temple sealing ceremony was
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to beware of getting preoccupied trying to “stay up with the Jone-
ses” and to be modest in our purchases. We have sought to fol-
low this counsel and have explicitly prayed over the years that our
Father in Heaven would help us to “be wise stewards of our finan-
cial resources.” This prayer is in line with a teaching from Elder
Joe J. Christensen of the Seventy: “Our resources are a steward-
ship, not our possessions. I am confident that we will literally be
called upon to make an accounting before God concerning how
we have used them to bless lives and build the kingdom.”"® We
believe that we have been blessed as we have purposefully sought
our Heavenly Father’s help to be wise financial stewards. We have
been prompted to seek frugality as best we can in order to avoid
debt and remain financially sound. This has required the sacri-
fice of some things we have wanted. However, through patience,
financial discipline, and God’s assistance, we have been able to
obtain not only the things we need but sometimes the things we
want: “Wherefore, let my servant . . . appoint unto this people
their portions, every man equal according to his family, accord-
ing to his circumstances and his wants and needs” (D&C 51:3).
RICHARD: Sometimes God does make it possible for us to get what we
want. When Debra and I first met, I had been house hunting; I was longing to live
where the houses were further apart, where I could have some land and a beau-
tiful view. When we got engaged, the practicalities of becoming a husband and
instant father compelled me to set that dream aside for a few years. However, my
dream continued, and there were times when I would fantasize by looking online
for available houses in desirable areas. In time, I found a house and location that
I loved. It was not unusual for me to take a little side tour after work and drive
past the house “on my way home”—thirty minutes each direction out of my way.
Based on the housing market at that time, purchasing the house would have
been a big stretch financially. I pondered how the house could be afforded, and I
gathered all of the information I could on what it would cost us to make the move.
I contacted the city to inquire about taxes and utilities, I calculated gasoline costs
for the extra distance I would have to commute to work, and I talked to people who
lived in the area to find out about other costs I had not yet anticipated. Debra and I
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discussed and pondered all of these things together. Yet, when all was said and done,
the only conclusion was that we could not afford, nor justify, making the move. I
sadly made the difficult decision to walk away from the house and my dream.

Over the course of the next two_years, the economy and housing market
dropped. I continued to watch the house’s activity in the housing market from a
distance, having a silent hope that the price would drop. I watched as the house
went on and off the market and then back on again under contract. Yet, unnoticed
to me, it later went back on the market. One day I got online to look at houses in
the area, and I was shocked to discover the same house was still unsold. And to
my pleasant surprise, its price had dropped significantly—over 25 percent from
its original price two years earlier. I couldn’t believe it! I quickly recalculated our
finances with the new asking price and found this time that the purchase would fit
comfortably within our budget.

Things moved quickly after that. Within two months we had put an offer on
the house, negotiated an even lower purchase price (which ended up being the
same price we had paid for our then-current smaller home five years earlier at the
top of the market), and moved our family into the new home. We felt Heavenly
Father had blessed us for having had the self-discipline to walk away from what
would have been a heavy and very lengthy financial burden. Yet through patience,
homework, couple discussions, pondering, and prayer, we were able to finally
purchase the same home, saving a significant amount of money.

This is one of our more dramatic personal financial stories;
we have had many smaller experiences in which we walked away
from something we wanted because it was not financially wise and
never looked back. Most often, when we exercise self-denial, we
will not get the desired item, but we are then blessed with greater
spiritual or temporal blessings, blessings that are more desirable
than the original sacrifice.

DEBRA: Another example of exercising self-denial came before I met Rich-
ard and soon after I became a single mom. I needed to sell my old two-seater car
to purchase a car for myself and two daughters. It didn't sell for very much. Family
members offered to lend me money so I could purchase a newer, more expensive
car. I was very tempted to accept their offers, but in the end I felt very strongly I
needed to follow prophetic counsel to avoid debt. I made the decision to find a
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car for the same amount I received from the sale of my older car. I did. The car
I purchased was reliable, requiring only some minor adjustments over the years I
owned it. It met my needs as a single mom, and once Richard and I were married
we continued to use the car for some years until it became necessary to purchase our
minivan. The blessing I received from denying myself the nicer vehicle was that, in
my already-strained financial circumstances as a single mom, I enjoyed the free-
dom of having my car paid for in full, with no monthly payments to create an
additional burden. Then, when we married, Richard and I were free to purchase a
home without additional debt to weigh us down.

Prophets have long cautioned us about the discharge of finan-
cial stewardships. In the Book of Mormon, we have been coun-
seled by Jacob to “not spend money for that which is of no worth,
nor [our] labor for that which cannot satisfy” (2 Nephi 9:5I).
President Heber J. Grant stated: “If there is any one thing that
will bring peace and contentment into the human heart, and
into the family, it is to live within our means, and if there is any
one thing that is grinding, and discouraging and disheartening
it is to have debts and obligations that one cannot meet.”** More
recently President Thomas S. Monson said this concerning debt:

My brothers and sisters, avoid the philosophy that yesterday’s luxu-
ries have become today’s necessities. They aren’t necessities unless

we make them so. Many enter into long-term debt only to find that

changes occur: people become ill or incapacitated, companies fail
or downsize, jobs are lost, natural disasters befall us. For many rea-
sons, payments on large amounts of debt can no longer be made.
Our debt becomes as a Damocles sword hanging over our heads and
threatening to destroy us.

I urge you to live within your means. One cannot spend more
than one earns and remain solvent. I promise you that you will then

be happier than you would be if you were constantly worrying about

how to make the next payment on nonessential debt.’s

With this conservative counsel in mind, we might then ask
ourselves the question “Is debt ever okay?” According to finan-
cial expert Suze Orman, there is actually “good debt.” She

explains, “Good debt is money you borrow to finance an asset.
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An asset is something that has value today and is expected to rise
in value over time.”” In today’s world, examples of good debt
include such things as a mortgage (as your home is expected to
rise in value) or a student loan (as your income will expect to rise
with the additional education). She contrasts this to “bad debt,”
which is “any money you borrow that is not used to finance an
asset.”’” Examples of bad debt include credit card debt and car
loans (remember that the value of your car never rises but always
falls). Orman counsels us “to keep the good/bad debt strategy in
mind when you are contemplating taking on new debt. Always ask

yourself: Is it good debt, or is it bad?”®

Use a Budget

There are many budgeting plans that are available with a simple
keyword search on the Internet. They all do the same thing:
they help us organize and discipline our finances. A budget is
a valuable exercise for all couples, regardless of income level. It
is especially important for couples with debt, as developing and
holding to a budget is one of the ways to work your way out of
debt. A useful financial tool is what is commonly called a debt-
elimination calendar. This is, in effect, a budgeting method.
It establishes a monthly amount of income to go to each debt,
starting at the smallest debt and progressing to the largest. Once
the smallest debt is paid off, then that amount is carried over to
the next-smallest debt until it is paid off. Each time this happens
more money is allocated to the next-highest debt, which helps
pay it off faster, until all of the debts are finally cleared. For many
couples this method has literally saved their marriage. They have
been able to get out from underneath what was a heavy financial
burden, learning the principle of discipline and planning. We
read in Doctrine and Covenants 19:35, “Pay the debt. . . . Release
thyself from bondage.”
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AN EXAMPLE OF A BASIC DEBT-ELIMINATION CALENDAR.

DEBRA: Early in our marriage we set up a budget. This took some time and
effort and serious negotiation, as we had different approaches to budgeting and
using money. Having been single for so many years, Richard rarely had a formal
budget. He knew approximately how much money he had in the bank, and he
knew it was enough for him to have what he wanted. He easily purchased what he
wanted or spent his money on valued activities. On the other hand I was accus-
tomed to being on a very tight budget. I chronically sacrificed wants in order to
cover basic necessities; it was an exercise in continual self-denial. So when we sat
down to discuss finances, we had to negotiate each other’s beliefs about money and
where that money should or shouldn’t go. There was no questioning the basic cat-
egories of budgeting, such as tithing, fast offerings, mortgage, food, clothing, fuel,
and utilities. But I really struggled to put optional things into our budget—like
money for treats, hobbies, dates, family vacations, and the like—when I felt like we
couldn’t afford them. It was a patient effort to finish the budget; I had to be much
more open to Richard’s thoughts and desires.

RICHARD: One of the specific budgeting areas we struggled to negotiate
when we were first married was allowing for a personal budget for each of us.

I wanted a monthly allowance that I could use for whatever I wanted. I wasn’t
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asking for much, but I wanted personal spending money for things like fast-food
lunches or a doughnut when I felt like it. This was hard for Debra, as she saw those
purchases as wasteful and felt that I was not being respectful of her efforts to be
frugal for our family’s welfare. So, initially, Debra resisted. However, eventually,
she came to see that making such a concession was important to me and my per-
sonal satisfaction.

With this agreement, Debra also received a personal budget equal to the
one we had agreed to for me, although she rarely used it during the early years.
More recently, however, when Debra finished having children and lost weight,
she started using her personal budget to buy a new wardrobe; I didn't feel the least
concern about her spending when all the new clothes started showing up because
had been using mine for years.

So, through patient and respectful negotiation, we were able to build a budget
that included a small personal allowance or “fun money” budget. In this we were
able not only to maintain the overall financial control of our income as a couple
but also to provide personal spending money. This gave us some autonomy and
flexibility and freed us from feeling a need to micromanage one another’s certain
purchases. This helped us both avoid unnecessary conflict.

We like the idea that couples should have a personal budget
or allowance set up for each spouse. Whether the budget allows
for $10 per month per person, $100 per month per person,
$1,000 per month per person, or more, we feel strongly that this
arrangement creates a needed feeling of independence within
the interdependence of the couple’s finances. It also saves a lot
of nitpicking or nagging over minor personal purchases. Some
couples leave the money in their account and just keep track of
the personal-allowance expenditures, some couples cash out the
personal allowance so each person has cash in hand, and oth-
ers transfer money into a personal checking account. We think
the arrangement you choose should work with your lifestyle and
comfort level.

However, as we speak of setting up a personal allowance, we
do not mean that spouses should set up personal bank accounts

into which they put the money they personally earn for their own
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use. When couples do this, generally spouses divvy up the domes-
tic bills for which they will be responsible (for example, “I pay
the mortgage/rent, while you pay for utilities, medical expenses,
clothing, and food”). This approach tempts spouses to not dis-
close their earnings and, after paying the allocated bills, gives
them all the remaining money. We do not recommend doing
this. If the purpose of marriage is to become unified, separate
bank accounts appear to be antithetical to that purpose. Indeed,
in some cases it fosters a this-is-mine-and-this-is-yours attitude
toward spending.

We have talked with those in this arrangement and have heard
resentments. Some have felt responsible to pay more than their
fair share of the bills, while others have had bad feelings toward
their spouse for withholding money for luxury expenditures
when they themselves are struggling to pay for basic necessities
simply because there is a discrepancy in earnings. We believe it is
important that both spouses have access to and use a central bank
account. This places spouses into a position of partnership that
will build unity and make them both accountable to each other
financially. On his finance show, financial expert Dave Ramsey
once responded to the question of separate bank accounts for
married couples:

I don’t believe in separate checking accounts in a marriage. I don’t

think you need to be independent when you're married. That’s why

they call it married. Independent is called single. If you want to

be married, the preacher says, “And now you are one.” Having a

single checking account forces you to make your financial decisions

together and to be in heavy communication about all aspects of

your life. . . .

When someone wants a separate checking account, that is a

danger sign not to your money but to your relationship. . . .

One checking account in your marriage forces you to cooper-
ate, forces you to communicate, forces you to be of one mind, and

creates a level of unity that is just plain weird. By the way, you will
quit writing as many checks when you do this."

247



COMMITMENT TO THE COVENANT

We discussed in chapter 6 how the sexual relationship not only
is important for marital unity but also is a type and shadow for
our relationship with Christ. Here too the same principles of
unity with Christ are relevant in the financial relationship we
share with our spouse. Working to establish a budget and then
honoring that budget will create a strength and sense of unity
that will be an asset to our marriage and assist us in creating an
eternal quality therein. This type of eternal financial relationship
will teach us valuable principles about the relationship we share
with Christ; as we become one with Him, we take on His great
assets, He absorbs our great liabilities, and we become perfected

in Him.

Build a Reserve

Building a reserve, or saving money, is another practice that will

bless our marriage. Elder Joseph B. Wirthlin counseled:

Remember the lesson of Joseph of Egypt. During times of prosper-
ity, save up for a day of want. . . .

The wise understand the importance of saving today for a rainy
day tomorrow. They have adequate insurance that will provide for
them in case of illness or death. Where possible, they store a year’s
supply of food, water, and other basic necessities of life. They set
aside money in savings and investment accounts. They work dili-
gently to reduce the debt they owe to others and strive to become
debt free.

Brothers and sisters, the preparations you make today may one
day be to you as the stored food was to the Egyptians and to Joseph’s
father’s family.°

Building a reserve will require a team effort of consistent
self-discipline as a couple. In order to prepare for major setbacks
such as unemployment or unexpected medical bills, Orman
recommends a savings account that can serve as an emergency
cash fund and is sufficiently large enough to cover eight months

of living expenses.” We have heard others counsel a reserve of
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six months of living expenses. If these recommendations seem
daunting, apply the spirit of the counsel and make a more modest
savings plan that seems practical for you. Even if you are saving
only a few dollars a month, that
effort will add and even mul-
tiply; saved money can provide
a way to easily pay for an unex-
pected expense or emergency.
When a spouse then loses a job
or a car repair becomes neces-
sary, rather than panicking and
scrambling to find some money,
which often results in relying on
a high-interest loan or credit
card for cash, a couple can feel
peace. As we read in Doctrine
and Covenants 38:30, “If ye are
prepared ye shall not fear.”
There are several ways to
save money. Of course, the
most obvious is to designate
an amount of savings into your
monthly budget. Setting aside a
certain amount each month into
a savings or retirement account
is an important beginning. Cou-
ples who consistently add money
to one or both accounts will truly
reap more than what they sow
and will be happy when that rainy
day comes.
DEBRA: Besides saving money from
one’s income, there are other less obvious yet successful practices for building a

reserve. One of these is to do house projects or car repairs yourself, rather than
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hiring out labor or services. The saved money can then be put in reserve. Richard
was raised on a farm and learned creative handyman skills. He has been willing to
utilize those skills to do work around our home in order to save money. Yet he has
also been willing to extend his comfort zone to learn how to do things he didn’t
already know how to do; he spends time watching how-to videos on the Internet,
talking to workers at home-improvement stores, and consulting with others who
have done the type of work before. This has been a great effort on Richard’s part
because he often works on projects at the end of the day, after a full day’s work, or
on a Saturday rather than recreating. Yet he has saved us substantial labor fees. As
a result, we have been able to do many home-improvement or car-maintenance
projects that we otherwise would not have been able to afford. He also is able to
enjoy the satisfaction of a job well done and the pride of knowing he did that.

Another way to build savings is to spend less for the items you
need to purchase. At the grocery store, we have been vigilant at
price matching, saving significant amounts of money each year,
particularly on produce. When we have nonfood item needs,
Debra will first try to buy the item from a thrift store, buy it from
a yard sale, or buy it used online at a reduced price before pur-
chasing it at full price from a retail store. When Debra needed
an entirely new wardrobe after having our children, she was able
to purchase previously owned yet like-new brand-name clothing
online for about a third of the retail price. In addition, Richard
began to purchase his eyeglasses from an online store at a quarter
of the price that he would pay at the optometrist’s office. He has
also found ways to save money on our monthly bills, such as refi-
nancing the mortgage to get a better interest rate, saving on cell
phone contracts and home phone bills by using online services,
and choosing not to have cable television. All of these practices
keep money from leaving our bank account and thus becomes
saved money.

We have felt very blessed by our Father in Heaven in our
efforts to save money as we have found these and additional
opportunities for doing so. We also feel these financial practices

have brought us closer together in our marriage. Being business
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partners in running our family brings great

satisfaction that has unified us.

Teach Family Members

Following the above financial principles will
bring great peace into our marriages, but
all is not done until we teach our children
their value. Teaching our children can be
done naturally through daily interactions
and family councils. Orman teaches that
“your children’s real education about money
will take place all through their childhood,
in the way you talk about money, in the way
you present what working is all about, in the
way they learn what they have a right to hope
for in this world.”** Elder Robert D. Hales
explained how he and his family worked
together on family finances:
When our boys were young, we had a
family council and set a goal to take a
“dream vacation” down the Colorado
River. When any of us wanted to buy
something during the next year, we would
ask each other, “Do we really want to buy
that thing now, or do we want to take our
dream trip later?” This was a wonderful
teaching experience in choosing prov-
ident living. By not satisfying our every

immediate want, we obtained the more

desirable reward of family togetherness

and fond memories for years to come.*3

One of the most effective ways to teach
our children about finances is to practice
what we preach. Orman counsels parents to

include the children in the formal financial

One time, at the end of the
_year, our tithing was not
up to date, so we were not
going to be able to declare
ourselves full-tithe payers.
But we had a bunch of
presents for our kids that
I'had purchased for them
for Christmas. My husband
said we needed to pay our
tithing. We told the kids
Christmas Eve that we
wanted Heavenly Father
to be happy with us, so we
were going to return most of
the presents to the store in
order to get the money we
needed to pay the tithing.
The kids woke up to one
present each for Christmas
instead of the five or six
they usually got. My son,
who is now a married adult
with children of his own,
told me recently that he
always remembered that
Christmas when we took
the presents back. He said
that he looked up to us for
being honest and wanting
to be full-tithe payers. He
realized it was important
to pay tithing. I didn’t
know it affected him that
way, but this was one way
we taught our children

without knowing it.
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process; this will ensure that they learn to not only live the prin-
ciples but also value them. She recommends involving children
in the family finances once they turn age twelve or so: “Have them
sit with you as you pay the bills—not to make them feel grateful
for what you provide, but so they have an understanding of what
life costs.”** She then suggests that as part of having your child
involved in the paying of the bills, let them guess the family’s
monthly electric bill, and when they see what it actually is “you
might find that he or she will think twice before leaving lights on
or the TV on after leaving the room.”?

We learned principles of financial responsibility in our young
adult years. Our parents assisted us with the payment for our
LDS missions, which was a great blessing to each of us. Beyond
that, we were responsible ourselves to find our way financially as
young adults.

RICHARD: After my mission my father presented me with an old family car
that I used as I went off to attend college at BYU. I received no other financial
help from my parents. In fact the old family car only lasted one month, and then I
had to use money from my fast-food job to purchase another old used car. I used
grants, student loans, and part-time jobs to support myself through my college

_years. I learned never to spend more money than I earned.

DEBRA: [ also attended school at BYU. Since I moved into dorms with
a kitchen as a freshman, my parents took me to the grocery store and offered the
groceries as a gift as I began my new life as a college student. I paid for my college
tuition, books, housing, and food by taking out student loans and working part-
time (glamorous kitchen and bathroom) jobs at the university. When my friends
who had their tuition and housing paid for by their parents went out on the week-
ends, I assessed the cost of the activity and often thought to myself, “Do you know
how much bread and milk I could buy with that money?” or “Do you know how
many hours I had to work to earn the money for that ?” I usually did not go with
them. These were difficult times learning to be financially independent, but to this
day I attribute much of my financial conscientiousness to this hard-knocks training

in early adulthood.
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Transferring this type of teaching to our children will not
only help them but will protect us as a couple from financial bur-
dens imposed by our own children later. Our children’s financial
practices can come back to haunt us, creating a great deal of strain
on our finances and our marital relationship. For example, some
adult children have learned they can sponge off of parents with-
out accepting their own financial responsibility. Of course there
are times when it is entirely appropriate to assist adult children
with their financial difficulties. However, in some families this
has become a rule rather than an exception. In a BYU devo-
tional, Elder Neal A. Maxwell discussed: “A few of our wonderful
youth and young adults in the Church are unstretched—they have
almost a free pass. Perks are provided, including cars complete
with fuel and insurance—all paid for by parents who sometimes
listen in vain for a few courteous and appreciative words. What is
thus taken for granted . . . tends to underwrite selfishness and a
sense of entitlement.”?®

DEBRA: | have worked with several clients in the situation described by Elder
Maxwell and have seen how the overly liberal giving of parents only continues
to feed the dysfunction of the child. Despite the financial safety nets offered by
the parents, the unhealthy children generally continue to sink lower and lower
into dysfunction because the parents have maintained accountability for the
child’s finances without transferring responsibility to them in adulthood. I have
unashamedly counseled parents in this situation, “Shower your child with love and
support, but close your pocketbook.” Through this process, the child can become
responsible to make or break their own financial life. This type of intervention also
allows parents to be able to influence and teach even adult children the importance
of financial responsibility.

How can we decide when it may be appropriate to finan-
cially help our needful adult children, without it putting a strain
on our marriage? In the area of your adult children’s finances,
this becomes most complicated, fraught with powerful emotions
and parental instincts. Of course we seek to be generous in our

offerings to the Lord and to others, yet some practical guidance
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about generosity may also prove helpful as we consider trying to
teach our family members about financial responsibility. Orman
counsels, “It is very important that you understand that true gener-
osity is as much about the one who gives as it is about the one who receives. If an
act of generosity benefits the receiver but saps the giver, then it is
not true generosity in my book.””” She then provides six rules to
follow relative to honest giving:
I. You give to say thank you and out of pure love. Not to get
something back.
2. Whether it is a gift of time, money, or love, you must feel
strongly that your gift is an offering.
3. An act of generosity must never adversely affect the giver.
[And Debra would add here that it also must never adversely
affect the receiver—such as enabling irresponsible or imma-
ture behavior.]
4. An act of generosity must be made consciously.

5. An act of generosity must happen at the right time.

6. An act of generosity must come from an empathic heart.?®

Thus, giving to our adult children should be a win-win, injur-
ing neither party.

It then follows that, in teaching our children, sometimes we
will need to say, “No.” This can be difficult to do, but when we
feel it is appropriate to do so it can be done in a loving way: “I
love you and support you, but if I were to help you financially
right now it would actually limit your ability to become indepen-
dent. I need to let you work this one out for yourself.” If you have
made a habit of rescuing your adult children financially, it will be
difficult to change course, yet even one courageous moment in
which you choose to do things differently can set your child on
a new path. So as not to appear punishing when initially making
the shift, you can take the issue upon yourself: “I can’t help you
ﬁnancially this time. I know I have always said ‘yes’ before, but |
feel I have actually hurt you by doing so. I apologize for limiting
your growth and hope you'll forgive me. From now on I need

to let you become more responsible for these things.” This type
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of true generosity will allow love to
flourish, as well as teach your adult
children financial values.

There may be occasions when
an adult child needs to move back
into a parent’s home. Regardless
of the reason, this cannot become
a free-for-all. The parents need to
ask the child, “What is your plan?
‘What is the timeline?” Establish-
ing expectations is a very important
part of helping our child. By doing
this, we eliminate or reduce the
potential stressors that might come
between us and our child as well as
between us and our spouse.

Teaching  family = members
proper financial habits will estab-
lish proper boundaries, encourage
fiscal responsibility, and provide
tools for financial survival. Yet,
more importantly for our purposes
here, it will also immeasurably bless
our marriage. When children come
to us with a sense of entitlement
that we fund their personal wants
or even fix their perpetual financial
problems, those circumstances can
create a great deal of stress and even
interpersonal tension in our mar-
riage. At those times, the drama
may often become all-consuming
as we try to negotiate the best way

to handle the situation. That strain

Reflections

When my adult son had financial
problems, I offered financial help to
him. He accepted my help, and I gave
him access to my credit card to buy the
things we had discussed. I hadn't told
my husband—I was keeping a secret
from him because in my heart I knew
from the beginning he wouldn’t have
allowed me to do it. Then it got out of
hand. My son started buying things I
had not said I would pay for. I told him
he would need to pay me back, and I
trusted him to do so, but then it never
happened. I would be upset each month
when I didn’t get any payments from my
son. Finally, when I told my husband,
he was disappointed in me and I didn’t
like that. My husband began to accuse
me, asking, “Why did you even let him
do it?” It caused conflict between us
because things my husband said hit a
nerve and made me feel guilty. I realized
I'had been wrong. I didn’t like him
reminding me about it. All this stress
played on everything else I had going on
in my life, and I began to feel depressed
and suicidal. I decided I couldn’t do

it anymore; it scared my husband. In
talking to a therapist I realized that

my suicidality was not about my life

as a whole but that my situation with
my son was putting me over the edge.

I called my son in to talk, and we set

up some pretty clear boundaries and
expectations. I feel much better, and it

has relieved pressure with my husband.
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can significantly drain the positive energy we need for our rela-
tionship, siphoning our energies away from our relationship to
focus on the problems of the child. And in some cases our adult
children’s financial dependence becomes a frequently repeated
endeavor that over many years becomes dysfunctional and tax-
ing at ever-increasing levels. When we teach our family members
principles of financial responsibility, we preserve precious time

and positive energy for us as a couple.

Gonclusion

Deuteronomy 2:6 reads, “Ye shall buy meat of them for money,
that ye may eat; and ye shall also buy water of them for money,
that ye may drink.” Thus, managing finances is imperative to take
care of our living needs. In marriage the task of managing our
finances falls upon both of us as a couple. As we do this, we must
learn how to work peacefully with each other while honoring each
other as equal partners. If we do not, our marriage will be in
severe jeopardy, as financial arguments are one of the strongest
predictors of divorce. Yet couples who communicate often about
their finances, work together, respect each other for their unique
marital contributions (regardless of financial compensation),
and show flexibility will be more likely to succeed in marriage not
only interpersonally but financially as well.

Applying the five principles outlined in this chapter will pro-
vide a good foundation for financial solvency. Maintaining a dis-
ciplined effort to pay tithes and offerings will bring the accep-
tance and blessings of heaven. Avoiding debt protects a marriage
from the heavy burdens of interest and bankruptcy. Budgeting
provides a couple with a financial roadmap, saving money makes
it possible for a reserve when that rainy day comes, and teach-
ing children appropriate money practices protects couples from

future financial burdens.
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Couples will have to work hard, discipline themselves, and be
patient with each other over financial decisions and practices.
In the end, temporal blessings will come as we navigate finances
together. We will also receive spiritual blessings and strength to
our marital relationship as we improve unity, respect, and trust

between spouses.
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