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Introduction

I Hate
Money!

I ’ve found myself saying those three words several 
times over the past few months. I uttered them 
while calculating my taxes and writing a check to 
the IRS. I said them in commiseration with a family 
member who was in serious financial straights. I 
said them to a friend when she shared with me her 
calculation of the debt she’ll owe after law school. 
And, to be frank, I’ve thought them often when I’ve 
seen exorbitant displays of wealth and have felt 
angry about what that money could be used for.

By Kelli B. trujillo
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I don’t actually hate money itself, but what’s frustrating 
is all that can be wrapped up with it: stress, temptation, 
debt, worry, fear, selfishness, poverty, pride, and 
worse. But perhaps the bigger danger of money is how 
it can overtake our very identity. We become driven 
consumers, searching out the next new thing to satisfy 
our inner longings. We seek the passing thrill of a 
purchase or the score of a great deal to bring us joy. We 
blissfully choose ignorance of mounting debts in order 
to live in a way that seems abundant.

And of course, it’s all a façade. In his Confessions, 
St. Augustine observed, “our heart is restless until it 
rests in you.” In other words, no amount of shopping, 
spending, saving, budgeting, or fretting about money 
and stuff will bring any measure of true meaning to our 
lives. We can only find real peace and joy in Christ. 

We all know this to be true … so why is it so hard to live 
out these values in our consumerism culture?

This download begins with two articles that explore 
the spiritual issues at the heart of consumerism. In 
“Shopping for the Real Me,” Lee Knapp candidly reveals 
her own struggles with consumerism and the havoc it 
plays with her true identity in Christ. R. Ruth Barton 
examines the entitlement mind-set rampant in our 
culture in “Living in a Material World” and contrasts it 
with a life focused on intimacy with God. 

Next are two articles that help us honestly examine our 
own attitudes toward money and what it can (and can’t) 
buy. In “Money Madness,” Kelsey Menehan leads readers 
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to consider the contrast between consumerist living 
and true contentment; in “The Call of the Mall,” Sharon 
Durling addresses the compulsions that can lead us to 
shop and provides helpful solutions.

We then move to the life stories of two people who 
made purposeful, faith-inspired, and somewhat radical 
choices about money. Mary Hunt, the founder of Debt-
Proof Living, shares her personal story in “Why it 
Pays to Be Cheap,” revealing how God helped her find 
freedom from a life of overwhelming financial debt. And 
in “Gain, Save, Give,” we look at the life of 18th-century 
preacher John Wesley, whose example and insights 
about money will both convict and inspire us today.

Finally, in “Too Much Stuff,” Mayo Mathers challenges 
us to embrace the Christian discipline of simplicity 
as an antidote to consumerism. She shares her 
own experience of paring back her possessions and 
commitments and the resulting emotional and spiritual 
freedom she felt in her new, simpler lifestyle. 

In this culture simultaneously obsessed with economic 
bad news and rampant over-spending, may we each 
find our identities in Christ rather than consumption. 
Let us strive to make money choices that reflect our 
contentment in God alone.

Grace,

Kelli B. Trujillo
Managing Editor, Kyria downloads,
Christianity Today International
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“Money and the Consumerism Crunch” can be used for 
individual or group study. If you intend to lead a group study, 
some simple suggestions follow.

1. Make enough copies for everyone in the group to have her own 
guide.

2. Depending on the time you have dedicated to the study, you might 
consider distributing the guides before your group meets so ev-
eryone has a chance to read the material. Some articles are quite 
long and could take a while to get through.

3. Alternately, you might consider reading the articles together as a 
group—out loud—and plan on meeting multiple times.

4. Make sure your group agrees to complete confidentiality. This is 
essential to getting women to open up.

5. When working through the “Reflect” questions, be willing to make 
yourself vulnerable. It’s important for women to know that others 
share their experiences. Make honesty and openness a priority in 
your group.

6. End the session in prayer.

Leader’s Guide

How to use 
“Money and
the Consumerism
Crunch” for a group study
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I knew I was in trouble when I turned into Target’s 
parking lot for the third time that week. At home, I 
could hardly get much work done for thinking about a 
pair of sandals I had eyed on an earlier trip. (They were 
perfect—comfortable but with a little chunky heel that 
gave me some height.) I left the house with nothing 
more on my mind than whether they would have a bright 
red sale sticker on their tag.

The world is too much with us;
late and soon,
Getting and spending,
we lay waste our powers:
Little we see in Nature that is ours;
We have given our hearts away,
a sordid boon!

—William WordsWorth, 1806

Why nothing ever quite fits right.
By Lee Knapp

Shopping
for the
Real Me
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Like the Sirens’ song, the sandals lured me down the 
highway and in front of the shoe rack. No luck. They 
were still full price, $14.99, which under our current 
family budget may as well have been a hundred.

But instead of heading directly home, I spent an hour 
there, lifting the colorful, trendy trinkets over my head 
to peer underneath at the prohibitive price tags. By 
the time I got back into the car empty-handed, maybe 
two o’clock in the afternoon, I was exhausted and 
disappointed. On the way home, pictures of myself—
aimless, shuffling through Target—played in my mind 
like a sad, silent movie.

That day it had been Target, but it could have been any 
number of retail haunts or thrift shops where my search 
takes me. At home, I often get overtaken by a feeling 
that something is missing, so I usually get in the car 
to go find it. I might be looking for a way to express my 
innermost self and think picking out a doodad at the 
Dollar Tree may do that. Or, like a junkie, I roam the 
streets, trying to escape some kind of inner emptiness 
by getting an instant fix at Home Depot. Why do I first 
seek an outlet for my angst at the outlets?

But in this period of my life, where “discretionary 
income” means the nickels, dimes, and an occasional 
quarter I find at the bottom of the washing machine, I 
am extremely vulnerable to the tactics of the evil twins 
of Consumerism and Advertising. Although they promise 
me a mass-produced “personal style,” what I really 
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want from them is the comfort of their overwhelming 
conformity. As a Christian, I know that I am not to be 
conformed to this world, but I just never realized that the 
alternative—being transformed from within—would cut 
into my buying habits.

We took the fork in the road 
One explanation for my heightened preoccupation with 
goods, not to mention the more heady world of services, 
could be a decision our family made about four years ago. 
My husband Fritz—a highly creative, exuberant person 
with a large soul, as a friend put it—grew less and less 
tolerant of his status being so quo. For ten years he had 
been in financial sales, a world where every month one’s 
production and, consequently, one’s apparent worth was 
measured in numbers, ranked in descending order, and 
publicly posted. He fared well in that world, but he tried 
to ignore a growing voice inside that was calling him to 
something new.

While Fritz struggled, he encouraged me to pursue my 
long dormant love of art. Still in my twenties, with three 
sons under the age of five, I needed some mental relief. 
I bought a bag of clay. In that confining era of young 
children, to slam lumps of clay on the table (and only 
rarely against the wall) did me great psychological good. 
Then forming it into teapots and figures and ultimately 
starting a basement-run business renewed a sense of 
control over my circumstances. More importantly, it 
somehow made me feel like myself again. My creativity 
and energy levels soared. But as Fritz watched me come 
back to life, I think it made him feel even deader.
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When his outer life had finally rubbed a little too long 
against his inner self, Fritz’s heart exploded, then caught 
on fire. We decided to give up the demands and perceived 
security of the corporate ladder and jumped off. He quit 
his job. Since then we have been nursing along projects 
close to our individual talents and hearts, and working on 
jobs instead of “pursuing careers.” What we did not take 
into account was the price tag such a choice can carry.

It has cost us a sense of control over our immediate 
future, an ease in “getting and spending,” and a bigger 
pile of consumer goods. This calling has also cost us an 
easy answer to the most dreaded of all party questions, 
“So, what do you do for a living?”

At any given time during this four-year odyssey, Fritz’s 
answer could have been one or more of the following: 
“I drive an auto-parts delivery truck for my brother-in-
law.” “I teach science at a Christian school.” “I work for a 
private water company reading meters and yanking some 
out of the ground of delinquent customers while their 
angry dogs show me their nice, sharp teeth.” “I write 
articles for a start-up magazine about kids and sports.” 
“I help produce and market my wife’s artwork.” “I am 
researching and writing a book about sports.”

While much of the time has been rewarding for my 
bespectacled, former stockbroker, college-graduate 
husband, some of his jobs have gone beyond humbling 
into humiliating, but only from a college-graduate point of 
view. One day a former broker colleague, a very preppy, 
bow-tied gentleman, came to his water company to inform 
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the workers of their pension plan’s status. No doubt he 
was surprised to see Fritz in the back row among the 
other men, all in their literal blue-collared shirts with 
embroidered name patches.

But by then Fritz had, like he has done in all of his jobs, 
made friends. One day—in answer to my wifely “How 
was your day?”—he told me of his big accomplishment 
at work. Unlike the answers I had gotten in years past, 
this one had nothing to do with numbers. After months of 
trying, he had gotten Snowball, a slender black coworker 
with huge working man’s hands, to say more than just 
“hey.” Finally that day he had said, “Hi, Fritz.” Snowball 
had even offered Fritz, and only one other guy, some of 
the venison from the deer he had bagged that weekend.

Jesus and the GDP 
I wish I could say that these stories are now personal 
ancient history and a source of a good retrospective 
laugh. I wish I could report that, like in the movies, all of 
our dreams quickly came true, just the way we imagined. 
In truth, it takes all our mental and spiritual strength to 
hold on to our vision in the face of one disappointment, 
delay, and discouragement after another. Even though 
we have had plenty of manna in this wilderness time, I 
wrestle with God over what feels like abandonment.

I wrestle with an image of how I thought my life would 
go. I hate what seems to be wandering in circles and 
wonder where I misplaced that upwardly-mobile road 
map that was tucked into my college diploma. Just 
thinking that way makes me even more ashamed of my 
pettiness and lack of trust in God for more than just a 
good parking space at the mall.
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Yet I am beginning to see that my dissipation is in 
direct proportion to how much I have allowed the world 
of advertising and consumption to influence me. It 
does not only seek to eradicate my sense of identity, 
but more alarmingly, invades my spiritual life with its 
hyper self-consciousness and exaltation of languor. 
As our participation in that world has waned of late, I 
have noticed that my husband’s soul is being freed and 
forged into something new. Mine, on the other hand, is 
in meltdown.

After 25 years of trying to follow Christ, I am ashamed 
that my allegiance often slips into merely wanting 
him to sanction my worldly desires. Lately, as I have 
not been able to satisfy every last whim, I am frantic 
inside. To deal with the gap between my fears of going 
down the drain and my fears of being honest, I put on 
my carefully crafted Christian mask.

When I play the role of a Christian, she is a very glib 
character indeed. In fact, I have grown quite bored of 
self-affirming babble, trying to explain what God is 
doing in my life. I am tired of the absurdity of my entire 
faith centering on my personal emotional health. I know 
Jesus doesn’t stand at the gate of earthly happiness, 
promising me my portion of the gross domestic product 
(GDP). Christ bids me come and die to my rights to it.

Still, I allow myself, my inner self, to be compared to 
others—not others’ inner selves, but to what material 
things they may possess. Because we live in a typical 
suburban neighborhood that borders some other rather 
affluent ones, those messages assume tangible forms.
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I see shopping bags from nice stores lying around 
friends’ houses and hear regularly about impressive 
family vacations. Once, standing in the grocery line 
behind a well-heeled woman easily ten years my junior, 
I caught a glimpse (it was entirely accidental) of her 
very ample checkbook balance. (I could have gotten a 
year’s worth of groceries with that much, but it was an 
accident—really.) After watching her wheel of Brie and 
jar of macadamias float easily down the conveyer belt, my 
peanut butter and pork and beans looked like I felt.

A low-grade guilt overtakes me when my defenses 
are down. How do I expect my kids to become fully 
functional adults if they wear hand-me-down and thrift-
shop clothes? When I wear my second-go-round Liz 
Claiborne skirt or Gap vest, I fear some well-dressed 
acquaintance, who is about my size, will expose me. She, 
in my imagination, says, “I like your skirt, Lee. I used 
to have one exactly like it but I gave it to the Goodwill.” 
And in my best lockjaw I respond, “Really dahling, what a 
strange coincidence.” If I am not careful I will pass on my 
shallowness to the boys. Once in a while I wonder how 
they will make it in this world if they only play golf on 
public courses. How can they be informed without cable 
television? Am I dooming them to a look-but-don’t-touch 
life?

To make matters seem worse, during the time our family 
budget imploded, the U.S. economy exploded. (A few 
years back we sold the only stock we ever owned for 
a $2 per-share loss. Six months later it had tripled in 
value.) The steady stream of good news from Wall Street 
makes it seem as though the world is having an elegant, 
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titillative party, and I am not invited. Even some of my 
Christian friends are inside, having a big time. But when 
I show up outside the gate, trying to slip in unnoticed, 
the door is slammed in my face. I am left on the outside, 
feeling anxious and, even worse, invisible.

And where is Jesus in all of this? Why couldn’t he usher 
me into this grand party? In my dense superficiality, I 
wonder why Jesus wouldn’t give me just a little cause 
to celebrate. Even though I know all good gifts are from 
heaven, deep down I long for the ones made in Germany.

Our health and wealth gospel 
Whenever I fall into this pity party, I make my way to a 
place that has the best deals in town. In fact, everything 
inside is free. I go to the library.

In a book of essays I found titled The Culture of 
Consumption, historian Jackson Lears examines the 
psychological effects that consumption has had on 
Americans. Whereas earlier Americans (when we were 
citizens, not consumers) were inner-directed, having 
their identity revolve around a higher principle, modern 
Americans can be termed other-directed.

Lears notes that the other-directed person is just “an 
empty vessel to be filled and refilled according to the 
expectations of others and the needs of the moments.” 
People’s identities consist of the masks they put on, 
masks that either make them look successful or help them 
get success, allowing those around them to define who 
they are.
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Lears quotes the Atlantic Monthly on the changing nature 
of individuals. “We are a mass. As a whole we have lost 
the capacity for separate selfhood.” To my surprise, I 
noted that the Atlantic quote is from 1909.

Although the essay centered on the turn of the century, 
its explanations shed light on my present confusion. I 
have lost my separate selfhood, or at least momentarily 
misplaced it. Instead of finding it in my rich family 
heritage, or in the gifts that have surfaced in me, or in 
the laughter of my children, I have gotten sidetracked by 
the consumer culture’s claims that I am incomplete and 
needy.

In this time when it seems that I am floating aimlessly, 
I look to things to give me a “lifestyle” in place of this 
struggle known as life. But trying to manufacture an 
identity is exactly like going shopping and leaving the 
dressing room empty-handed. Nothing ever seems to fit 
quite right.

Realizing that a wholly other way of life, as well as 
notions of self and God, motivated people in the decades 
leading up to this present century gives me more 
perspective and hope. “Inner-directed” people once 
lived a more restrained and modest life, a life that made 
sense, one that was integrated and not so grotesquely 
self-conscious. During some of that time, people went to 
church to feel bad, not good. But then they were moved 
to repent, and in that cathartic experience were restored 
to God. Humility, which has the same root as humus or 
dirt, kept men and women grounded. From almost the 
beginning of Protestantism, it was thrift, not material 
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“blessing,” that marked the Christian. If someone did 
have wealth, flaunting it brought ostracism, since in 
some groups excessive spending was seen as stealing 
from God. There was a time when humanity’s view of 
God’s view of humans had nothing to do with finances.

Yet in the early 20th century, Lears notes that 
Christianity became limp and flabby, its prominent 
preachers adapting the gospel to a nation that was 
yearning to restore the health it once enjoyed when 
life was more real and experience, not to mention 
personality, was less fabricated. As an example of the 
contrast, he cites one of the leading ad men of the day, 
Bruce Barton, who struggled to integrate his Protestant 
upbringing with his business philosophy. He claimed 
that “it was no accident that credit, the basis of modern 
business, was derived from credo, I believe.”

Barton fancied advertisers and businessmen as 
ministers of Christ for the good they could do. He 
brought his two worlds together, advertising and 
Christianity, by promoting consumption as a healing 
balm to an increasingly secular America.

Finally, Lears writes that the abundant life got confused 
with a perpetual good mood. Since old concerns of the 
next day’s meals eased in the advent of excess goods, 
emotional needs took over. In this climate, the kingdom 
of God is good self-esteem. In the 1910s the anxiety 
about change and maintaining a respectable status 
was termed “overpressure.” Today it is called stress. 
Perhaps Jesus is entreated less to forgive sin than to 
relieve stress. Christianity becomes one more self-help 
program.
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I can sometimes see, superimposed on my heart, a 
ladder, a spiral staircase that leads me upward to God. 
My spiritual life, in the light of an image-conscious 
society, can be one more thing to improve about myself 
with the application of some miracle formula. Do I look 
to Christian books and magazines and listen to tapes and 
sermons merely to improve the quality of my inner life, 
to find relief from the madness of the 20th century? This 
is not a healthy motivation. To grow in Christ is a good 
goal, but growth occurs in seasons, and involves a cycle 
of death as well as a time of blooming. Most of it is done 
in complete darkness, known only to God.

The camel, the needle, and me 
I had wondered if others within the church had similar 
preoccupations with material goods and financial status 
until the story of the rich young ruler came up in an in-
depth study of Matthew last year in my Sunday-school 
class. It caused a healthy, rousing discussion from all 
sides of the issue. It was clear that those who “had” were 
as disturbed as those who “had not quite as much.” (After 
reading the camel and the needle’s eye warning, we later 
talked about the Lord’s admonition to the disciples not to 
claim superiority in their poverty either.)

Our teacher pointed out that Jesus noticed the rich young 
ruler spoke of the kingdom of God in the language of 
business contracts, as though it were another possession, 
something he could buy. The young man wanted to be in 
charge of the transaction and revealed his shallowness in 
making eternal life something to be achieved. But to his 
credit, the rich young ruler knew he lacked something. 
He was just hesitant, and eventually unwilling, to pay the 
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price Jesus asked. Jesus wanted his heart—his allegiance, 
his whole self. The Lord was not willing merely to 
sanction the wants of the man; he challenged the source 
of the young man’s trust.

When my own life hit a spot where, for once, I could not 
know the outcome immediately, or guarantee that the deal 
would benefit me, a place I could not control, I too wanted 
to be in charge of how the kingdom would be transacted 
within me.

The kingdom of God is not something I can mark off my 
shopping list, like other goods designed to make my life 
easier. Instead, Jesus tells the rich young ruler to go, to 
sell, to give, and to follow. All of these involve trust in 
some unknown outcome and, unlike consumption, involve 
action.

Although Jesus promised the free gift of salvation, God 
must know our need for fulfillment is not satisfied in 
buying, but in doing. Of all the dehumanizing forces of 
this century, losing a sense of mastery over the earth has 
been the worst. For me, the closest place to regain that 
mastery is downstairs in my clay studio.

There, I am not at all a consumer, but a producer. First I 
imagine a design, then take a formless wad of clay, knead 
it and shape it to conform to my vision. Then the finished 
product, after it has completely dried up, gets fired at 
almost two thousand degrees, twice. This is a process. It 
cannot be rushed or the artwork will crack.
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When I am alert, working in clay gives me just a glimpse 
into how God sees me. Since I don’t want to crack, I do 
best to yield to the process.

Most of my work involves making three-dimensional 
replicas of a person’s home. Over the years I have 
witnessed many emotional responses to them, perhaps 
not so much for the art, but for the piece as a symbol of 
the life that was created in the real house. My economics 
professor friend calls my business a “bilateral monopoly,” 
a case where the buyer, or recipient, first has to offer 
something to the seller, and the seller (or creator) deals in 
one-of-a-kinds. Under this setup, a price is very hard to 
determine. Here, right under my nose, has been another 
reminder of my relationship with God. I have only my 
heart to offer God, while he is the only one who can mold 
me into his vision for my life.

In Romans 12, Paul outlines this very theme. He tells 
the people first to offer themselves to God. He warns of 
the conforming power of the world and our need to be 
transformed and to renew our minds. In a connection 
I had never before seen, he then talks about the 
development of individual gifts.

This tells me that contentment, which I recently learned 
means “self-shielding,” not self-indulgence, will come 
more easily if I plant myself in my studio and keep the car 
in the driveway. Paul seems to promise that, ironically, 
the more I am like God, the more I am like myself.

Yet consumerism distracts and dissipates our urges to 
create, whether they produce tangible or intangible 
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results. Too often the definition of a creative person gets 
warped only to include someone who paints, sculpts, or 
writes songs (and eats a lot of macaroni and cheese). I 
cringe when people come up to my booth at an art show and 
tell me they do not have any talents. That attitude borders 
on blasphemy since Jesus seems pretty serious about not 
only recognizing the gifts he gave us, but using them. The 
man who was given one talent, and who for fear of failure 
did not multiply it, got in trouble. The Bible warns against 
hiding, burying, and veiling.

In a small book titled Art and the Bible, Francis Schaeffer 
concludes that in the end, the Christian’s very life should 
be a piece of artwork. Turning it into such is the essence of 
worship.

The challenge in this consumption-mad culture, a culture 
that places so many layers on my selfhood, is to find out if 
anything lives underneath all the accessorizing. It takes 
sheer faith to allow God to peel off the layers and let me 
see me. In Walking on Water: Reflections on Faith and Art, 
Madeleine L’Engle says: “We live under the illusion that if 
we can acquire complete control, we can understand God. … 
But the only way we can brush against the hem of the Lord, 
or hope to be part of the creative process, is to have the 
courage, the faith, to abandon control.”

Just as one of my teapots, halfway molded, cannot look into 
the future to see itself daintily pouring Earl Grey into the 
cups of delighted company, neither can I possibly know all 
that God has planned for me. It is at these moments of grace 
that I can almost welcome insecurity and nurture a healthy 
attitude of abandonment of my will. Then as my creative 
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and spiritual imagination is allowed to flourish without 
the suffocation of this fleshly world, my work and my very 
life may reflect something that is beyond me. In L’Engle’s 
words, “faith consists in the awareness that I am more 
than I know.”

I still have my moments of wrestling with God. I wonder 
why he could not have just left me alone to carry on 
playing house. But the more I wrestle, the less I need 
that mask I hide behind. I want a faith that does not fear 
passion or doubt, or even despair, because those human 
traits keep me coming back to God.

If I cannot resist the cheap thrills of consumerism and 
choose an image over an incarnation, I risk becoming 
less human. As the psalmist warns, I may end up with 
eyes, but not able to really see, or ears that cannot hear, 
or worst of all for me, hands that can no longer feel. If I 
continue to place my heart in my treasures, my heart just 
might be crushed under the weight of them.

Lee Knapp is an artist from Richmond, Virginia. This 
article first appeared in Christianity today, November 
1999. “Shopping for the Real Me” won third place in CT’s 
“Faith and Consumerism” contest, funded by the Global 
Consumption project of Pew Charitable Trusts, Inc.
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Reflect
£ Lee Knapp says that the world of consumerism and 
advertising “does not only seek to eradicate my sense 
of identity, but more alarmingly, invades my spiritual 
life with its hyper self-consciousness and exaltation 
of languor.” Can you relate? How has our culture of 
advertisements affected your sense of self and your 
spiritual life? 

£ In her article, Knapp looks honestly at the desire to 
conform to the rest of the culture versus a life of inner 
transformation that comes from Christ. Read Romans 
12:1–2. When it comes to consumerism, what does 
conformity to the pattern of this world look like? What 
might a transformed life look like? What are some specific 
examples you’ve seen or experienced? 

£ In her discussion of Jesus’ encounter with the rich 
young ruler (see Luke 18:18–25), Knapp writes, “Jesus 
tells the rich young ruler to go, to sell, to give, and 
to follow. All of these involve trust in some unknown 
outcome and, unlike consumption, involve action. … 
God must know our need for fulfillment is not satisfied 
in buying, but in doing.” When has responding to God 
through action brought satisfaction and fulfillment in 
your own life? How does this contrast with the way 
consumerism and advertising make you feel?
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W hen my husband and I were first married and 
lived in a small apartment, I thought if we could just 
buy a house I’d be satisfied.

Several years later, we did get our house. Even 
though it was a modest, three-bedroom ranch in 
need of decorating and repair, it felt so good to have 
space! And to walk out our front door into a grassy 
yard rather than a dank hallway seemed like heaven 
on earth. For the privilege of owning a home I could 
certainly live with peeling paint, yellow and green 
wallpaper, and an outdated kitchen.

Why it will never satisfy the 
longings of the soul.
By r. ruth Barton

Living in
a Material
World
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Or could I?

It didn’t take long for me to realize I’m not that easily 
satisfied. Oh, I was fine as long as the first flush of 
purchasing excitement lasted. But pretty soon, desire 
began to overtake me again. If we could just replace the 
shag carpeting, if we could just get rid of the avocado 
appliances, if we could just remodel the kitchen … then 
I’d be satisfied.

Well, here it is ten years later. We’ve done all those 
things (and more!) and I’ve made a startling realization: 
It doesn’t matter how much we buy, there is always 
plenty more that I want. I’m very much a part of the 
never-enough world. Chances are, so are you.

Exposing the Myths 
In the never-enough world, the myth of materialism 
is preached as though it were the gospel truth. Nearly 
every time we open a magazine, turn on the television, 
or talk to a neighbor, we’re bombarded with the message 
that material things provide the answers to life’s basic 
questions. What am I worth? The most expensive hair 
color. What is success? Having an American Express 
card. How do I find peace of mind? Buy more insurance. 
How do I show someone how much I love them? Send a 
Hallmark card. And what do I do when the going gets 
tough? Go shopping, of course.

Materialism promises that if we can just achieve a 
higher income level, get our dream house, wear the right 
clothes, and enjoy the right kinds of leisure activities, 
we will be satisfied. But in reality, it often produces 
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families that are unable to get off the treadmill because 
they are deeply in debt. Materialism produces parents 
who have no time for each other or their children. It 
gives us nicer things than our parents had when they 
were our age but little time to enjoy them, and men and 
women who know how to dress for success but who are 
full of doubts and questions on the inside.

Great Expectations 
To make matters worse, those of us who are baby 
boomers have a propensity toward materialism just 
because of the time in which we were born. As 
journalist Landon Jones described it: “For most of 
human history, people had thought life was hard, 
brutal, and tragic. But the baby boom’s early affluence 
developed into … ‘the psychology of entitlement.’ What 
other generations have thought privileges, the baby 
boomers thought were rights.”

I don’t know about you, but I see myself in that 
description. I’ve grown to expect that the “starter home” 
in which we live now is just that—a stepping stone 
along the way to something bigger. But recently I’ve 
had to ask myself, Who says? There are people all over 
the world and right here in our own inner cities who 
live with their extended families in small apartments. 
They never “expect” to even own a home let alone the 
custom-built, designer model on which I and so many 
fellow baby boomers have our hearts set. Today in my 
suburb, homes like that cost between $200,000 and 
$500,000! Who says life owes me that?
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I’m not saying we’ll never buy a larger home; it’s the 
attitude of expecting it that I need to confront and 
question.

The Source of Our Discontent 
As much as I’m influenced by cultural expectations, 
I’m learning that the source of my discontent goes 
far deeper than that. I’m most vulnerable when I drift 
from the relationships for which I was created, and the 
undercurrent of my own emptiness threatens to pull me 
into a sea of unbridled materialism.

We’re relational beings created first to be in relationship 
with God. When sin, rebellion, or lack of attention causes 
a rift in this most important relationship, the resulting 
emptiness of soul can be very painful.

Although we may try to fill our emptiness by acquiring 
more things, make no mistake about it: There’ll never 
be enough material things to satisfy the longings of the 
human soul. That’s why the Book of Hebrews draws such 
a strong connection between freedom from materialism 
and our relationship with God: “Keep your lives free from 
the love of money and be content with what you have, 
because God has said, ‘Never will I leave you; never will 
I forsake you’“ (13:5). The questions that the myth of 
materialism claim to answer can only be satisfied in a 
personal relationship with the Lord. The more consistent 
we are in pursuing that relationship, the less obsessed 
we’ll be with money and things.
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Keeping Things in Perspective 
I’d be unrealistic if I didn’t admit how much I enjoy 
the things money buys. Our home with its grassy lawn 
and good neighbors has been a wonderful place to raise 
our family and host our friends. My newly remodeled 
kitchen is saving me untold time and frustration so I’m 
free to devote more time to people and activities that 
really interest me. And life would certainly be more 
difficult without adequate, regular income. I enjoy these 
gifts without guilt because God “richly provides us with 
everything for our enjoyment” (1 Timothy 6:17).

But a balanced perspective reminds me that money does 
have its limitations. It can buy clothes but not true 
beauty. An exotic vacation but not the ability to relax and 
sleep. A big house but not a happy family. Sports fees and 
equipment but not a dad. Expensive gifts but not love. A 
Better Homes and Gardens lifestyle, but not a mom who 
has time and energy left to play games or read stories.

A balanced perspective also keeps me from being 
consumed by my desires and warns me about sacrificing 
what really matters in life for things that never quite 
satisfy. Contrary to the myth of materialism, it isn’t 
the ones who die with the most toys who win. It’s those 
who’ve loved their families well and know the joy of 
having that love returned. It’s those who’ve known 
what it is to spend their lives for a purpose greater than 
themselves. It’s those who’ve known their God and look 
forward to eternity with him.
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Asking the Right Questions 
Oftentimes, asking the right questions is just as 
important as finding the correct answers. In fact, 
I’ve found that the process of asking questions is the 
answer to my struggle with cultural influences, great 
expectations, and emptiness of soul: What do I expect 
out of life and where do those expectations come from? 
What is success and do I tend to measure it by outward 
trappings? How much of myself am I giving to my loved 
ones and how much am I relying on expensive gifts (for 
birthdays or Christmas, for example) to communicate 
love? What is the real source of the emptiness or 
drivenness I feel?

In the noisiness of daily life, it’s hard to quiet 
ourselves and wait for the answers to questions that 
are as important as these. Answers that fit into simple 
categories of right and wrong or quick-fix solutions 
are not the ones we’re looking for. Real answers 
offer us insights about ourselves, the material world, 
and the spiritual world, and free us to choose a 
lifestyle consistent with our core values rather than 
cultural expectations. Real answers help us keep our 
perspective in a world where desire is out of control. 
Real answers take us deeper into the relationships for 
which we were created. And it’s only then that we’ll be 
satisfied.

R. Ruth Barton is a speaker and author of such books 
as Becoming a Woman of Strength (Harold Shaw). This 
article first appeared in the May/June 1997 issue of 
today’s Christian Woman; it was adapted from an article 
published in Pursuit magazine (November/December 
1993).
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Reflect
£ Barton observes that there is an entitlement mind-
set among Baby Boomers; this is true of successive 
generations (Gen X, Millennials) as well. What 
examples have you seen of the culture of entitlement? 
How does this compare and contrast with the mind-
set of older generations—such as your parents, 
grandparents, or great-grandparents—related to money 
and things? 

£ Read 1 John 2:15–17 and Hebrews 13:5. In her 
article, Barton suggests that the only way to find 
freedom from entitlement and materialism is to focus 
on our relationship with God. Do you think she’s right? 
Can nourishing that relationship really counteract the 
“lust of the eyes” and focus on possessions that John 
writes about? Why or why not? 

£ Barton suggests that we take time to honestly ask 
ourselves some important questions.

REFLECT ON THE QUESTIONS BELOW
Which is most convicting to you? Which most inspires you?          
What other questions might you want to consider as you                

seek to resist materialism? 

What do I expect out of life and where do those expectations come 
from?

What is success and do I tend to measure it by outward trappings?  

How much of myself am I giving to my loved ones and how much am I 
relying on expensive gifts (for birthdays or Christmas, for example) 
to communicate love? 

What is the real source of the emptiness or drivenness I feel?
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About two years ago, I sat in my fancy condominium, 
with its cathedral ceilings and skylights, and watched 
my frozen breath. It’d been months since my heat pump 
had broken—for the third time. Months during which 
I couldn’t find the thousands of dollars I needed to 
replace it, months of space heaters and warm sweaters 
that kept the bitter cold at bay, but not the shame.
Today, on paper, my finances look better. I sold the 
condo and I’m slowly paying off my debts. But the truth 
is, I’ve had to work through my love-hate relationship 
with money. And I know I’m not alone. My friend 
Robert recently had to take out a second mortgage on 
his house because he’d “forgotten” to pay estimated 
taxes on a new home business. Claire runs up huge 

Help to keep your finances 
from driving you nuts.
By Kelsey Menehan

Money
Madness
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credit-card charges every month, then struggles to pay 
the minimum. Betty consistently spends $500 more a 
month than she brings in, but recently managed to get a 
loan to buy a new car with a sunroof. “It’ll be all right,” 
she tells me. “I’ll figure something out.”

It’s All in Your Head 
What’s going on here? Popular mainstream author and 
financial advisor Suze Orman would say money problems 
are literally in our head. “The road to financial freedom 
begins not in a bank or even in a financial planner’s 
office,” she writes in The Nine Steps to Financial 
Freedom. “It begins with our thoughts. And those 
thoughts, more often than not, stem from our seemingly 
forgotten past with money.”

Though I might not endorse everything Orman has to 
say, I decided to explore my thoughts and feelings about 
money. As I scanned through my memories of when 
money first meant something to me, I remembered an 
instance when, as a preteen, I overheard my grandfather 
quizzing my father about how much he was making. 
Was that real or just imagined disapproval in my 
grandfather’s voice—and defensiveness in my father’s? 
I wasn’t sure what our family’s money situation was. 
My mother left most of those decisions to my father, and 
neither thought it right to talk about money with their 
children.

It dawned on me that perhaps there was part of me that 
didn’t want to know about money matters, who wanted 
someone else (a husband?) to take care of it—and, by 
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extension, me. I’ve had to ask myself if I feel my life as a 
single person is somehow less legitimate than my sisters’ 
lives and homes with husbands and children. If so, the 
embarrassing fear (hard for many modern women to 
accept) must be: The real life I desire will never come. I 
will be alone.

Other memories brought up questions about the value of 
things. For example, my thrifty mother tutored me well 
in the fine art of sale shopping. To this day I rarely buy 
anything at full price. But while I’m not one of the “rich,” 
I’ve enjoyed pretending to be.

A while ago, I attended an auction, a fundraiser for an 
organization on whose board I sit. The board members 
were instructed to keep upping the bidding. So I threw in 
a couple of bids for the spa weekend and for the bentwood 
rocking chair. It felt good, making bids along with folks 
who could actually afford what they were bidding on! I 
was the first to raise my auction paddle when an antique 
oak bed came up on the block. I’m just getting the bidding 
going, I told myself.

Would it surprise you to know I currently own that oak 
bed? While I like it, I had no business buying it. I think 
by buying it, I succumbed to another fear: “You’ll always 
be on the outside looking in.”

Surprising Scriptures 
If we want to move beyond our thoughts and fears about 
money, we need to replace them with God’s truth about 
our finances. One way to do that is to study what the 
Bible says about wealth and our relationship to it. You’d 
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be surprised at how many times God’s Word addresses 
money issues. I’d read, even studied, many of these 
passages before, but as I read them again in one sitting, 
I discovered dozens of passages, from straightforward 
admonitions—”Let no debt remain outstanding” (Romans 
13:8, NKJV)—to the philosophical wonderings of 
Ecclesiastes.

I also discovered the Bible doesn’t say what I thought 
it did about money. For one thing, there’s no outright 
opposition to wealth. When Jesus told the rich young 
ruler to give all he had to the poor (Matthew 19:16–24), it 
wasn’t because Jesus hated wealth. No, it was that Jesus 
could see that one thing that got in the way of this young 
man’s devotion to God was his devotion to wealth. That 
hindrance could have been something else—pride, sloth, 
envy—but for this man, his greatest fear was that he’d lose 
the protection money offered him.

Over and over, the Bible warns us against pouring our 
soul into acquiring wealth. Is that because wealth is 
bad? No, it’s because running after it leads to chronic, 
spirit-sapping discontent. “Whoever loves money never 
has money enough,” the writer of Ecclesiastes observes, 
“whoever loves wealth is never satisfied with his income” 
(5:10). His antidote for this life of discontent? “When God 
gives any man wealth and possessions, and enables him 
to enjoy them, to accept his lot and be happy in his work—
this is a gift of God” (5:19).

Practicing Generosity 
I have this recurring fantasy that I’m head of a small 
foundation that gives away millions of dollars to promote 
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health and healing through the arts. I even picture myself 
going on The Oprah Winfrey Show to promote my cause and 
getting a standing ovation.
The reality is, I sometimes think I’m too debt-ridden to 
give. I’ll make up for it someday when I have money, I tell 
myself. But the apostle Paul tells us, “God loves a cheerful 
giver” (2 Corinthians 9:7).

“If fear squeezes the generous impulses out of you, then 
giving away money is a powerful means to counteract the 
fear,” writes Jerrold Mundis in Making Peace with Money. 
He suggests the best way to get back in touch with the act 
of giving is to give anonymously. For example, for 30 days 
in a row, give away 10 percent of all the money that comes 
in using money orders or bank checks so your church or 
other charitable organizations won’t know who gave. Or 
for one week, give money to any homeless person who 
asks. (If you live in a suburb or rural area, get the names 
of social service agencies in your area and send them a 
bank check.)

The Old Testament prophet Malachi best sums up what 
happens to us when we cheerfully and generously give our 
tithe: “‘Bring the whole tithe into the storehouse. … Test 
me in this,’ says the Lord Almighty, ‘and see if I will not 
throw open the floodgates of heaven and pour out so much 
blessing that you will not have room enough for it’“ (3:10).

Cultivating Contentment 
As I stood in the checkout line at a bookstore recently, I 
noticed some magazine-cover come-ons: “You Can Retire 
Rich,” “153 Ideas to Reinvent Yourself,” and “It’s Time to 
Shop!”
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One of the issues at the core of money problems is often 
the nagging feeling that wherever you are in life right 
now isn’t good enough. But Ecclesiastes says whatever 
you have, enjoy it, be satisfied with it.

When I first moved from my condo, I was reluctant to 
invite people to my new, much smaller apartment. But 
for my birthday last year, I invited some friends over 
for dessert. Imagine my surprise when they oohed 
and aahed over my simple furnishings. “Your place is 
beautiful,” one friend said. “It reflects your creativity 
and love of color. It’s you!”

As I looked around at the denim slipcover on the 
ancient, cat-clawed couch, the colorful pillows I made 
myself, and the sun streaming through the windows, 
I thought, Yes, in this moment, I get it. I can be content 
with what I have in life—right now.

Accepting God’s Gifts 
Living peacefully with money is indeed a gift from God. 
It’s a gift I hope to receive day by day. They say that a 
journey of a thousand miles begins with one step. So 
to help me along, I’ve hung on my wall next to my desk 
a list of the debts I’d like to pay off in the next year. 
Normally, this would depress me. But surrounding 
this sheet of paper I’ve also tacked up the truths I’ve 
discovered that help assuage my deepest fears about 
money: I’m a child of God; I’ll enjoy what I have every 
day; I’m valuable; I’m free to give and to receive.
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As I read these affirmations, I breathe a sigh of relief. 
It feels like a breakthrough—but I know myself, so I 
whisper a prayer: “Amen, Lord, let these affirmations be 
so.”

Kelsey Menehan, a psychotherapist and freelance writer, 
lives in Washington, D.C. This article first appeared in the 
March/April 2001 issue of today’s Christian Woman.

Reflect
£ Menehan is frank about her own “love-hate 
relationship” with money. What are your own feelings 
toward money? What do you love or appreciate about it? 
What do you hate about it? What fears do you associate 
with it?

£ In her article, Menehan points out that “one of 
the issues at the core of money problems is often the 
nagging feeling that wherever you are in life right now 
isn’t good enough.” She also says that “running after 
[wealth] leads to chronic, spirit-sapping discontent.” 
When have you experienced this sense of discontent? In 
what ways have you felt your life isn’t “good enough”? 
What effect did these thoughts and feelings have on 
other parts of your life?

£ Read Philippians 4:10–13. What do you think 
enabled Paul to be content, regardless of his 
circumstances? What habits, actions, or ways of 
thinking have helped you find contentment?
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M y colleague Maura stole into my office one morning 
and asked, “What size shoe do you wear?”

“Eight and a half,” I replied.

“Perfect!” she said. “Want a pair of new Ralph Lauren 
heels?” Sure I would. Maura was a stylish gal and most 
anything from her wardrobe would suit me fine.

“So why don’t you wear them?” I asked.

Maura explained she’d bought the shoes at a discount 
store that didn’t take returns. When she arrived home 
and put the shoes in her closet, she discovered she 
already owned an identical pair.

Three doable ways to mend 
your overspending (without 
giving up shopping!)
By sharon durling

The Call
of the Mall
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I couldn’t help laughing with her, saying, “Hmmm … do 
you think we could have a small shopping issue here?” 
Not that I’m fully innocent, mind you. I admit that years 
on Wall Street, an MBA in finance, and work as a money 
coach haven’t inoculated me from poor spending choices.

Studies indicate up to 20 percent of women categorize 
themselves as shopaholics. Subtract the tiny percent 
who can’t bear to spend a dime to replace holey socks, 
and that leaves the middle 70 to 80 percent of us at 
varying degrees of consumption.

Where does a woman get the compulsion to buy another 
purse when her closets are stuffed? Why would I buy 
new lipsticks when I already have enough to make up 
the entire female population of Dallas?

Most shopping compulsions derive from faulty thinking. 
This is good news; you don’t have to work up the 
willpower of an Olympic medalist to alter poor shopping 
habits. And you can still bring home shopping bags—
without regrets! Here are common spending pitfalls with 
steps to freedom from the urge to splurge.

Compulsion 1: Therapeutic shopping. 
Julianne, a single 27-year-old marketing assistant, 
had a wake-up call the day she received bills for three 
maxed-out credit cards. Near despair, she called me for 
help. Instead of looking at where she could cut back, we 
examined what she was trying to gain emotionally with 
those purchases.

Retailers don’t pitch products; they pitch an experience, 
and we women line up to buy it. We’re seduced by the 
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big lie that we can buy fun, relief, affirmation, and 
satisfaction at the mall. Because it works for a little 
while, we’re blinded to the insecurities, fear, or pain 
we’re covering up.

Shopping is an effective antidepressant—for the short 
term. But when the buzz wears off, we need another 
hit for relief. Anesthetizing discontent with beautiful 
things only fuels depression, and it gets fierce when 
those new possessions can’t deliver.

Solution 1: A true perspective. 
Together, Julianne and I identified her five highest 
values: faith, fulfillment, creativity, connection, and 
respect. Julianne began screening all her shopping 
decisions with those values. She also pursued a closer 
relationship with God, reconnected with friends, and 
tapped into her dormant creative talents. Propelled 
toward a richer sense of purpose, her shopping appetite 
waned. When I last saw Julianne, she said, “I feel better 
and more intentional about my choices. I still love to 
shop, but don’t need to reward myself anymore.”

Examine your values. Are your shopping habits 
congruent with those values? If not, tension from 
the misalignment will drain your energy. You’ll know 
the pain of biblical prophet Asaph, who felt deeply 
conflicted about his desire to acquire when he saw his 
neighbors’ possessions (Psalm 73). Finally, though, 
he recognized this thinking was oppressive (73:16). 
Uncover the issues drawing you to the checkout counter, 
and you’ll win on three fronts—fewer trinkets to dust, a 
healthier financial state, and deeper fulfillment.
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Compulsion 2: Panicked shopping. 
Instant is expensive. “Convenience stores” are just that, 
convenient for the fatted retirement accounts of the 
storeowners. Dashing into such stores regularly is an 
indicator you’re living without a plan for your day or a 
list to keep you on target.

I’m guilty in this arena, too. Twenty-four hours 
before a first date with a fab guy, I suddenly decided 
I had nothing to wear. Four department stores, three 
boutiques, and two days’ salary later, I had the 
outfit. Saks, and full price. Wore it three times, then 
discovered, contrary to the saleswoman’s purring 
assurances, it was far from flattering. Lesson learned: 
Panicked shopping compromises clear thinking and my 
bank account.

Solution 2: It’s all in the planning. 
Advance planning always stanches a major cash bleed. 
Here are a few tips to get you started:

Don’t pull a Maura. Check your closet for wardrobe 
gaps before heading out. Shop with these specific 
needs in mind.

Snack like a squirrel. I stash baggies of dried 
apricots and nuts everywhere: glove box, purse, and 
bike pack. Avoiding pricey, sugary, and hydrogenated 
options, I win on two fronts!

Ship early. Christmas and birthday gifts leave my 
house early—via parcel post. This is far cheaper than 
last-minute shipping rates.
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The art of anticipation translates into real money. Get 
cognizant of how much you pay for the convenience of 
procrastination, disorganization, and the nurture of 
your inner lazy gal. Clues: late fees, speed shipping, 
spoiled food, accumulated to-go cups. You’ll avoid all 
these with a little advance planning.

Compulsion 3: Impulsive shopping. 
Today my pal Jen e-mailed me about a museum gift shop 
that’s closing—and offering 75 percent off everything. 
“I bought 20 dollars of stuff I don’t need, but I just can’t 
pass up a good deal,” she wrote. Which brings to mind 
my grandfather’s mantra, “It’s not cheap if you don’t 
need it.” Next thing you know, you’re spending a fortune 
at the Container Store to organize your stash.

You don’t have to be a shopping addict to succumb to an 
impulse buy—whether it’s spending that adds up over a 
week or a too-big indulgence every month or two.

Impulsive behavior is fun. Your pulse rises and your 
demeanor becomes animated; it’s the thrill of a win. 
You’re spurred more by emotion, less by rational 
thought. Thus impulsive purchases typically result in 
stuff you don’t need, won’t use, and quickly tire of.

Solution 3: The freedom of waiting. 
Don’t buy on the fly. When debating an impulse or high-
cost item, give yourself three days to consider whether 
it’s consistent with your values. If you go back to buy 
and it’s gone, no worries; retailers won’t run out of 
fabulous things to buy. And if you do buy the item, 
you’ll have no regrets.
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Vulnerability to compulsive shopping arises when 
you’re frustrated, fatigued, and faced with problems 
you can’t control. It’s fun when the shop girl greets you 
cheerily after a tough day. It’s fun to bring home crisp 
bags lined with pastel tissue enfolding a new anything.

We’re women; therefore we emote. But we can choose 
to address our feelings somewhere beyond the mall. 
Employ the following tactics to help correct your 
perspective.

Use a gratitude journal. Jot down ten things each 
day for which you’re grateful. You’ll see your reality 
differently, and you’ll find new appreciation for 
small luxuries.

Give money away. When you release your grip on 
money, it loses its power. The rewards of giving 
money away are better than anything you’ll find 
at the mall. If you give, “The Lord will guide you 
always; he will satisfy your needs in a sun-scorched 
land. … You will be like a well-watered garden, like 
a spring whose waters never fail” (Isaiah 58:11). 
Have you met a pair of shoes or a trendy handbag 
that could deliver all that?

Join a money buddy group. I coach a group of 
women who meet to report progress on their 
personal financial goals and to share tips, truths, 
Scripture, and encouragement. Together, they’ve 
moved from careless consumption to intentional 
spending aligned with their values. It’s an extreme 
money makeover without surgically removing the 
fun of shopping.
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The bonds of anxiety, guilt, and stress borne out in 
poor spending habits will fall away when you know 
this truth: The things you really want, money can’t 
buy. Shopping can never bring security, reduce pain, or 
sustain joy. Only Christ truly offers these things—and 
he does so for free. Whether your closets and bank 
accounts are bursting or bare, satisfaction always 
remains within reach.

ARE YOU A COMPULSIVE SHOPPER?

Take this true/false quiz to find out.

1.    I usually return one out of five purchases.                                       
q True    q False

2.  I’ve lied to my spouse, friends, or colleagues about my purchases.                                                                    
q True    q False

3.  I’ve felt guilt, insomnia, fatigue, or hopelessness over my 
spending habits.                                                                                                
q True    q False

4.  My overspending is correlated with overeating.                           
q True    q False

5.   My closet has at least four unworn items with tags still attached. 
q True    q False

6.   I’m having trouble paying bills.                                                         
q True    q False

7.   I screen my calls for creditors.                                                          
q True    q False

8.   Shopping is my antidote for boredom, loneliness, and anger.       
q True    q False

9.  When I shop, I can’t return home empty-handed.                          
q True    q False

10. I’ve stretched the truth to get a new line of credit.                       
q True    q False

11. My shopping habits interfere with my work.                                    
q True    q False

12. My spending causes problems in my marriage or primary 
relationships.                                                                            
q True    q False
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Sharon Durling is a speaker and author of A Girl and Her 
Money (W Publishing). For information, visit                    
www.sharondurling.com. This article first appeared in the 
March/April 2005 issue of today’s Christian Woman.

ARE YOU A COMPULSIVE SHOPPER?
13. I feel on edge if I’ve not shopped in a week or longer.                    
q True    q False

14. I’ve considered inappropriate means to raise money to support 
my spending habits.                                                                   
q True    q False

15. I’ve struggled with an eating disorder or sexual, drug, or alcohol 
addiction.                                                                                  
q True    q False

16. I repeatedly resolve to change, only to relapse and binge-shop.  
q True    q False

17. I have a compulsion to drink, drive, or sport status initials      
(such as BMW or DKNY).                                                                            
q True    q False

18. I don’t tithe; I can’t afford generosity with my money and things. 
q True    q False

Total your “true” responses. If your score is:

1-4: You’re in a good groove, maintaining healthy habits. You’re 
probably hip to your issues and in a strong position to keep things in 
check. Keep the good practices going.

5-8: Congrats for admitting imperfection. Awareness is your most 
effective tool for keeping your spending in check, so commit to track 
every cent spent for one month. This “writing workout” will improve 
your financial fitness and influence your choices.

9-12: You’re teetering at the brink and could trip with the next big 
sale. Drop that credit card and move away from the edge by 
journaling the thoughts that inform your behavior. Articulate and 
pursue your values. Don’t rule out advice from a counselor or coach.
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Reflect
£ Whether you consider yourself a shopaholic or you 
hardly hit the stores, what is your one “guilty pleasure” 
when it comes to spending money? What type of thing 
do you most like to buy? Why? 

£ Which of the three shopping compulsions in the 
article do you most relate to? Why? Which solution do 
you find the most inspiring?

£ When a friend was battling her addiction to 
therapeutic shopping, the author helped her identify her 
five highest values in life. What are the highest values in 
your life? How might focusing on these help you weed 
out unneeded spending?
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On a Saturday afternoon about 25 years ago, a young mother of 
two small boys sat, weeping in despair, at the kitchen table. She 
feared her compulsive overspending would end her marriage 
and lead to foreclosure on their home. How could I have racked 
up thousands of dollars in debt? she agonized, not realizing it 
was even worse than she thought. She later discovered her bills 
totalled more than $100,000.

Today that woman is Mary Hunt, founder of Debt-Proof Living 
(formerly Cheapskate Monthly), a newsletter she started in 1992 
that reaches thousands of subscribers in the U.S. and Canada. 
Mary’s web site (www.debtproofliving.com) has more than 8 
million hits per month. Her simple dollars-and-sense advice—
based on biblical principles and her Christian faith—has landed 
her guest spots on dozens of national and regional television talk 
and news shows, including Oprah, which resulted in the sale of 
more than 100,000 copies of The Best of Cheapskate Monthly (St. 
Martin’s Press). She’s written 14 books, most recently Live Your 
Life For Half The Price. Mary also writes about money matters as 
a magazine and newspaper columnist. 

Unwise spending almost ruined 
Mary Hunt—until she discovered 
the secret to minding her money. 
Interview by Linda piepenbrink

Why It Pays
to Be Cheap
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Mary enjoys life as a “cheapskate,” a person who, according to her 
definition, gives generously, saves consistently, and never spends 
more money than she has. Next to her computer, a glass jar filled 
with cut-up credit cards serves as an ever present reminder of how 
far Mary’s come from the uncontrolled spending that once consumed 
her life. In this interview, Mary reveals the financial folly and false 
notions that nearly destroyed her, and how God’s grace has changed 
her life and motivated her to help others live within their means.

How did you get so deeply into debt?
For me, it started long ago with an attitude of the heart. 
I grew up as a preacher’s kid in Spokane, Washington, 
and accepted Christ when I was about five years old. 
Somewhere along the line, I got the message that if I 
just had more money, I’d be happy. With an older sister 
and two younger brothers, we lived frugally. But I felt 
very poor—and I was embarrassed because I had to wear 
hand-me-downs. My siblings never struggled the way I 
did. Perhaps it was because I was a sensitive, sad, lonely 
child, and my parents didn’t know how to help me. I 
thought being rich—and marrying a rich man someday—
would not only give me the things I wanted, like a house 
with a white picket fence, but would make me happy. 
So when I left in 1966 for Los Angeles Baptist College 
(now the Masters College) to get a music degree, I started 
getting in trouble with money. 

What kind of trouble?
I got a part-time college job and opened a checking 
account. Then I went with my rich roommate to a 
shopping mall. Knowing I only had a couple bucks in my 
account, I got a wild idea: What if I wrote a check to buy 
some clothes right then—and deposited the money in my 
account a few days later after I got paid? I figured no 

Money and the Consumerism Crunch
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one would find out because I’d do it just once—and I’d be 
closer to my dream of getting what I’d wanted as a child

Did the check bounce?
That one didn’t, because I deposited the money before 
the check cleared. But I started thinking it was okay 
to have things today that I couldn’t afford to pay for 
until tomorrow. I didn’t even call it debt. To me it was 
just smart money management. I didn’t live lavishly; I 
just spent a little more than I had. Looking back now, I 
realize that this faulty thinking was luring me toward 
materialism and away from God. By the time I graduated 
from college, I’d bounced a lot of checks and had to 
close four accounts. Sure, I paid fees, but I quickly 
justified any guilt by saying I was a college kid—that 
nobody in college had money, so you had to do what you 
had to do. 

What happened after college?
I married Harold, a banker! As I walked down the aisle 
in June 1970, I felt fabulous because I finally got my 
man, a banker who’d take care of the things I couldn’t 
handle—money and car troubles. It never crossed my 
mind that I needed to reveal my money struggles to him.
 
A couple weeks after we married, we applied for our 
first credit card—a Texaco gasoline card. I could get 
“free” gas anytime I wanted. I no longer had to feel 
embarrassed buying one or two dollars of gas with 
the change I found in the sofa. It felt great to fill up 
the tank, rotate the tires, and still have money in my 
pocket—that is, if I had any. I was young and living on 
the edge. Soon we signed up for another gasoline credit 
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card, and another, and another, because the cards had to 
be paid off every month. 

I also began collecting department store charge cards, 
but even more significant for me was the day Harold 
was promoted to middle management. Along with his 
benefit package, he received a shiny new, just-introduced 
Mastercharge (now MasterCard) with a three-hundred-
dollar limit. Well, it was as though they’d just handed me 
three hundred bucks! And unlike the gas companies, they 
only required a small monthly payment on the balance. 

Did you always carry a balance?
Yes, but I was in denial—and I neglected to tell Harold or 
to record the checks I wrote. That way, he couldn’t track 
my spending. I realize now that I took advantage of his 
tendency to be unobservant. I could buy new shoes and all 
but redecorate the entire house and he wouldn’t notice. 
But our communication started breaking down. We didn’t 
talk about money except for those horrible times about 
once a month when Harold would call me or come home 
from work, frustrated, and say, “Do me a favor”—that’s 
when I knew it was coming—“if you’re going to spend 
money, just write it in the checkbook. I’m the bank 
manager, and I’m going to lose my job because my 
checking account is bouncing!” 

I’d cry, say I was sorry, and promise I’d never do it again. 
I really did mean it, but at that point I wasn’t scared 
enough to change my behavior. Consequently, there was 
never enough money to pay the bills. So we paid the ones 
we had to and lived on credit cards the rest of the month. 
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What happened next?
I left a job I had at Mattel Toys and worked two years 
as a secretary for the Air Force until our son Jeremy 
was born on April 11, 1974. Joshua came along on Sept. 
30, 1975. Since both Harold and I had good jobs, credit 
companies didn’t turn us down. So we bought a house. 
But I continued to spend more than we made. I wanted 
to make sure my children never felt sad or deprived, as 
I had as a child, so I went overboard, throwing great 
birthday parties and buying them nice clothes and 
every single thing they wanted. 

After leaving the Air Force, I had to use my retirement 
benefits to get us caught up on bills. Phew! I thought. 
I won’t let that happen again. We hadn’t paid off our 
debts, mind you. We simply had caught up so our bills 
weren’t 90 days behind. To me, being current was as 
noble as getting completely paid off. 

Were you attending church at this time?
Oh, yeah, we taught Sunday school and looked like the 
perfect Christian family from the outside. But no one 
had a clue what was really going on. I was trying to fill 
my deep need for contentment with earthly things that 
don’t bring long-term satisfaction, instead of developing 
my relationship with God. I didn’t trust God to take care 
of my needs; I trusted Visa and MasterCard. 

Since real estate in Southern California was booming 
in the ‘70s and early ‘80s, our house appreciated like 
crazy. Since I expected to sell our house for at least—
and I truly believed this—ten million dollars when we 
retired, why restrict myself now? That money would 
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take care of us and pay off all the debts. And then, I 
figured, I could give the church a big gift, like a grand 
piano, instead of tithing now. I had big dreams for 
Christian stewardship, but I never fulfilled them. We 
just continued living grandly—eating out a lot, buying 
the best clothes, and keeping up rich appearances in 
front of our friends and family. 

Were you happy?
No. By 1982, we were deeper in debt. We’d moved into a 
nicer, bigger house in Orange County, which meant we 
had to buy more stuff for it. So we’d pulled more equity 
out of the house to pay our ever-mounting bills. I tried 
different part-time jobs, freelance businesses, and get-
rich-quick schemes, but nothing helped much. 

Finally, Harold and I talked about him pursuing some 
kind of self-employment. “After all,” I said, “We can’t 
live on just a banker’s salary.” As an entrepreneur, I 
thought we might be able to make more money to meet 
our bills.

Did you have a business in mind?
No, but Harold had become friends with a couple bank 
clients who drove a Mercedes and deposited a lot of cash 
every day. 

One evening when we visited one of the men’s homes, 
I thought, Wow! I could really get into this lifestyle and 
these cars. That night they offered us financial freedom 
and wealth through multilevel marketing—they told us 
we could be millionaires within a year. All we had to do 
was borrow $22,000 to set up our company. 
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So in April 1982, our heads filled with happy visions 
of the future, Harold quit the bank job, and we went 
into what turned out to be a very sleazy business—
merchandising poor-quality stuff and hiring people to 
peddle it on the street at high prices. Until we got into it, 
we didn’t realize how deceitful we’d have to be with our 
employees—teaching them to call plastic luggage imported 
llama skin. But it was too late to get out—we had too much 
invested in it. 

It turns out those guys had come from Florida to fleece 
people. As soon as we got our operation up and running, 
they disappeared—and we had no money for our next 
house payment. It was the most frightening time of my 
life—not to mention the guilt we felt for scamming people. 

By August 1982, we lost our business. I became very 
worried about my husband. Within four months, he had 
gone from being a respected banker with a great future 
to being completely unemployed and unsure what to do 
next. I felt it was my fault; he’d never have left the bank 
if I hadn’t pushed him to start a business. Harold, to his 
credit, didn’t blow up or blame me. He’s truly a gentle 
man. But we still didn’t talk about our money situation—
we were too scared. 

What finally compelled you to change?
On September 17th, 1982, I went to my in-laws’ house 
to get away because I was distraught over our money 
situation. Although I didn’t know yet how much I’d racked 
up in credit card and department store debts, I knew we 
were in way over our heads. And worse, I realized I’d 
been deceptive and manipulative in order to have things 
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my way. I’d all but destroyed my husband’s life with my 
drive for wealth. I thought, How could he stand to stay 
with me? I became terrified that he’d leave me when he 
found out how bad our situation really was. 

So that day I fell on my face before God on the kitchen 
floor and wept brokenly. I promised God I’d do anything 
in the world to get out of debt. Bible verses about 
stewardship came to mind, and I knew then that to 
honor God and get on the right track we had to give God 
a portion of our income—even while we were in debt—
and that we had to start saving, too. If he ever blessed 
me with another dollar, I’d do things his way. 

Did you tell anyone what had happened to you?
No, I was too embarrassed. But ten days later, I got 
a phone call from a guy I’d known in the real-estate 
industry; he offered me a job in commercial property 
management and sales. I took it, worked hard, and God 
blessed my efforts. I began to make good commissions 
and built a clientele while Harold, who was in midlife 
crisis, stayed home with the kids. 

Three years later, in 1985, Harold joined me in opening 
our own industrial commercial real estate company. But 
this time we were giving to God first, saving a portion, 
then doing everything we could to reduce our expenses 
and start paying back our debt. 

How did you start getting out of debt?
We stopped going out to eat all the time, which means 
I learned to cook! We labeled our expenditures as 
optional or essential, then started whacking away at 
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the optionals. And it worked! Believe it or not, the more 
we cut, the more fun we had figuring out new ways to 
spend less money. And that improved Harold’s and my 
communication. By 1991, we were down to $12,000 in 
debt.
 
I was learning—the hard way—that God wants the 
first part of everything, and that he blesses those 
who obey him. How could I demand that he meet our 
needs if I wasn’t willing to obey him? As a result of my 
experience, I’m convinced that giving away money and 
saving money are the antidotes for overspending. They 
produce a lasting feeling of well-being and satisfaction 
that spending money can never satisfy long-term. 

How have you experienced lasting satisfaction?
In September 1991 my pastor challenged us to break 
out of our Christian circle and impact those who didn’t 
know him. Moved, I told God, If there’s anything you 
can salvage in my life, I’m available. A couple weeks 
later, I was encouraged again with another sermon, 
based on Ephesians 3:20: “Now to him who is able to do 
immeasurably more than all we ask or imagine …” 

My pastor gave everyone a bright yellow card printed 
with that verse and the words “Let God Stretch Your 
Imagination.” I posted it right by my office telephone and 
read it every day, asking God to stretch my imagination. 
That’s when I decided to write a newsletter called 
Cheapskate Monthly (now called Debt-Proof Living). At 
first I was going to use a pen name so I wouldn’t have to 
reveal my embarrassing secret. Then I discovered that 
by sharing my story, I could help the many people who 
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were in the same boat—or even worse off than I was. 
God has brought such a great response that Cheapskate 
Monthly now takes up all but one tiny corner of the office 
where our real estate business is! And the whole family’s 
involved. Harold is the business manager, our sons help 
out with product orders and answering phones and mail, 
and Harold’s parents visit each month to help print the 
newsletter. 

While climbing out of debt, did you ever splurge?
Oh, absolutely. It took us until 1995—13 years in all—to 
pay off our debt. You don’t heal from materialistic 
urges overnight, so we made stupid mistakes. One time 
we built an above-the-ground swimming pool in the 
backyard. I wrote a check for it, then kicked myself 
later because it was money we desperately needed to use 
elsewhere. And I didn’t immediately quit using my credit 
cards on that day in the kitchen in 1982. But I never 
forgot my promise to God to pay back every dime. And 
even though we took three steps forward, took two steps 
back, we kept going. 

Did you consider filing for bankruptcy?
No, because even then I didn’t believe bankruptcy was an 
alternative to paying off debts. In fact, now I encourage 
those who have already filed for bankruptcy to go back 
and repay their debts later, should they make money in 
the future. 

The Bible has a lot to say about money and how we take 
care of it. I love Proverbs 30:8–9: “Give me neither 
poverty nor riches, but give me only my daily bread. 
Otherwise, I may have too much and disown you and 
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say, ‘Who is the Lord?’ Or I may become poor and steal, 
and so dishonor the name of my God.” And it’s so true 
that “the borrower is the slave of the lender” (Proverbs 
22:7, KJV). There’s nothing worse than being a slave to 
Citibank or knowing that MasterCard owns you. 

Shopping used to tempt you. Do you ever shop at the 
mall now?
Knowing my weakness for material items, I don’t put 
myself in the vulnerable position of wandering through 
the mall. Instead, I carefully plan my purchases and 
limit the amount of stores I visit. 

How have you dealt with the pressure from your kids to 
buy things they want but don’t need?
We never had that problem, because from the time our 
sons turned ten years old, we made them responsible 
for their own finances. We gave them 50 dollars once 
a month—the money we would have spent on their 
“extras” anyway. With that money, they had to pay for 
all optionals—birthday parties, Sunday-school outings, 
lunch money, school events—everything but food and 
shelter. We required them to give away 10 percent and 
save 10 percent. Then they could live on 80 percent. By 
age 16, both of them had saved enough money to buy 
their own cars.
 
As a child, I had no money to learn to manage. We 
wanted our sons’ experience to be different. We knew it 
would be far better for them to learn money lessons in 
the safety net of our home than out on their own in the 
world.
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It didn’t mean watching them learn was easy. It was hard 
to see my kids turn down movies with friends when they 
couldn’t afford it. But in the process, they learned to be 
discerning—that to say yes to a future car meant they 
had to say no to some more immediate things. 

Every year we increased our kids’ salary a little. By the 
time they were in high school, they were responsible 
for their own gas, car insurance, clothes. Imagine my 
surprise when, after buying expensive clothes for them 
in our early years, Jeremy came home and showed me 
the great clothes he got at Goodwill for 25 cents. Then I 
knew he obviously had caught the value of a dollar. 

What would you tell someone who thinks more money 
will solve her problems?
So many people believe that if they just have enough 
money, they’ll be happy. But I say, folks, it’s not going to 
happen. The worst years of our lives were the years we 
were making the most money. We’ve learned that it’s not 
how much you make; it’s what you do with what you get. 

It is hard to change the way you handle money and stop 
living on credit. I know—I’ve been there. But God, in 
his mercy and grace, has taken my mistakes and turned 
them into a life lesson for others to learn from. So as 
painful as my money struggles were, I wouldn’t trade 
them for anything. 
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This article first appeared in the May/June 1998 issue of today’s 
Christian Woman.

Reflect
£ What’s your gut reaction to Mary Hunt’s personal story? Step 
into her shoes: how do you think having $100,000 (in 1982!) 
of outstanding bills would feel? What do you think about the 
fact that the Hunts worked for 13 years to pay off their debts?

£ Debt-building habits seem to be the norm these days. Why 
do you think so many people are in debt? If you are in debt—
or have been in the past—what caused you to get into that 
situation? What affect does this type of burden have on people? 

£ Hunt cites Proverbs 30:8–9 as a foundational passage for 
how we should relate to money. Read the passage and explore 
its meaning. According to this passage, what are the dangers 
of wealth? Of poverty? How have you seen these dangers 
in others’ lives or in your own? Imagine the middle ground 
between poverty and riches—what do you think it looks like? 
How can a person choose to live this way?

3 SAVVY WAYS TO SAVE
From Mary Hunt

Set up a “Freedom Account” to cover any unexpected or intermittent 
expenses, like car repairs, birthday gifts, travel expenses, or property 
taxes. Authorize the bank to transfer $25 each month from your main 
checking into this account.

Devise a Spending Plan. For 30 days, keep track of where your money 
goes. If you see you’re spending $300 a month on cappucinos, plan to 
buy fewer cappucinos next month, and designate the amount. 

Pay for Groceries with Cash. You’ll spend less than if you pay with a 
checkbook, credit card, or debit card. If possible, shop alone to limit 
distractions, and cut out multiple trips during the week.
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John Wesley knew grinding poverty as a child. His 
father, Samuel Wesley, was the Anglican priest in 
one of England’s lowest-paying parishes. He had nine 
children to support and was rarely out of debt. Once 
John saw his father being marched off to debtors’ 
prison. So when John followed his father into the 
ministry, he had no illusions about financial rewards.

It probably came as a surprise to John Wesley that 
while God had called him to follow his father’s vocation, 
he had not also called him to be poor like his father. 
Instead of being a parish priest, John felt God’s 
direction to teach at Oxford University. There he was 
elected a fellow of Lincoln College, and his financial 
status changed dramatically. His position usually paid 

What 21st century Christians can 
learn from the life of 18th century 
preacher John Wesley.
By charles edward White

Gain, Save,
and Give
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him at least 30 pounds a year, more than enough money 
for a single man to live on. John seems to have enjoyed 
his relative prosperity. He spent his money on playing 
cards, tobacco, and brandy.

While at Oxford, an incident changed his perspective on 
money. He had just finished paying for some pictures 
for his room when one of the chambermaids came to his 
door. It was a cold winter day, and he noticed that she 
had nothing to protect her except a thin linen gown. He 
reached into his pocket to give her some money to buy 
a coat but found he had too little left. Immediately the 
thought struck him that the Lord was not pleased with 
the way he had spent his money. He asked himself, Will 
thy Master say, “Well done, good and faithful steward”? 
Thou hast adorned thy walls with the money which might 
have screened this poor creature from the cold! O justice! 
O mercy! Are not these pictures the blood of this poor 
maid?

What Wesley did 
Perhaps as a result of this incident, in 1731 Wesley 
began to limit his expenses so that he would have more 
money to give to the poor. He records that one year 
his income was 30 pounds and his living expenses 28 
pounds, so he had 2 pounds to give away. The next year 
his income doubled, but he still managed to live on 28 
pounds, so he had 32 pounds to give to the poor. In the 
third year, his income jumped to 90 pounds. Instead of 
letting his expenses rise with his income, he kept them 
to 28 pounds and gave away 62 pounds. In the fourth 
year, he received 120 pounds. As before, his expenses 
were 28 pounds, so his giving rose to 92 pounds.
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Wesley felt that the Christian should not merely tithe but 
give away all extra income once the family and creditors 
were taken care of. He believed that with increasing 
income, what should rise is not the Christian’s standard 
of living but the standard of giving.

This practice, begun at Oxford, continued throughout 
his life. Even when his income rose into the thousands 
of pounds sterling, he lived simply, and he quickly gave 
away his surplus money. One year his income was a 
little over 1400 pounds. He lived on 30 pounds and gave 
away nearly 1400 pounds. Because he had no family to 
care for, he had no need for savings. He was afraid of 
laying up treasures on earth, so the money went out 
in charity as quickly as it came in. He reports that he 
never had 100 pounds at any one time.

Wesley limited his expenditures by not purchasing the 
kinds of things thought essential for a man in his station 
of life. In 1776 the English tax commissioners inspected 
his return and wrote him the following: “[We] cannot 
doubt but you have plate for which you have hitherto 
neglected to make an entry.” They were saying a man of 
his prominence certainly must have some silver plate in 
his house and were accusing him of failing to pay excise 
tax on it. Wesley wrote back: “I have two silver spoons 
at London and two at Bristol. This is all the plate I have 
at present, and I shall not buy any more while so many 
round me want bread.”

Another way Wesley limited expenses was by identifying 
with the needy. He had preached that Christians should 
consider themselves members of the poor, whom God 
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had given them money to aid. So he lived and ate with the 
poor. Under Wesley’s leadership, the London Methodists 
had established two homes for widows in the city. They 
were supported by offerings taken at the band meetings 
and the Lord’s Supper. In 1748, nine widows, one blind 
woman, and two children lived there. With them lived 
John Wesley and any other Methodist preacher who 
happened to be in town. Wesley rejoiced to eat the same 
food at the same table, looking forward to the heavenly 
banquet all Christians will share.

For almost four years, Wesley’s diet consisted mainly of 
potatoes, partly to improve his health but also to save 
money. He said: “What I save from my own meat will feed 
another that else would have none.”

In 1744 Wesley had written, “[When I die] if I leave 
behind me ten pounds . . . you and all mankind [may] 
bear witness against me, that I have lived and died a 
thief and a robber.” When he died in 1791, the only money 
mentioned in his will was the miscellaneous coins to be 
found in his pockets and dresser drawers.

What had happened to the rest of his money, to the 
estimated thirty thousand pounds he had earned over his 
lifetime? He had given it away. As Wesley said, “I cannot 
help leaving my books behind me whenever God calls me 
hence, but in every other respect my own hands will be 
my executors.”

What Wesley preached 
Wesley’s teaching on money offered simple, practical 
guidelines for every believer.
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Wesley’s first rule about money was: Gain all you can. 
Despite its potential for misuse, money in itself is 
something good. There is no end to the good it can 
do: “In the hands of [God’s] children, it is food for the 
hungry, drink for the thirsty, raiment for the naked. It 
gives to the traveler and the stranger where to lay his 
head. By it we may supply the place of a husband to 
the widow, and of a father to the fatherless. We may be 
a defense for the oppressed, a means of health to the 
sick, of ease to them that are in pain. It may be as eyes 
to the blind, as feet to the lame: yea, a lifter up from 
the gates of death!”

Wesley adds that in gaining all they can, Christians 
must be careful not to damage their own souls, minds, 
or bodies, or the souls, minds, or bodies of anyone 
else. He thus prohibited gaining money through 
industries that pollute the environment or endanger 
workers.

Wesley’s second rule for the right use of money was: 
Save all you can. He urged his hearers not to spend 
money merely to gratify the desires of the flesh, the 
desires of the eye, or the pride of life. He cried out 
against expensive food, fancy clothes, and elegant 
furniture: “Cut off all this expense! Despise delicacy 
and variety and be content with what plain nature 
requires.”

Wesley had two reasons for telling Christians to buy 
only necessities. The obvious one was so they would 
not waste money. The second was so they would not 
increase their desires. The old preacher wisely pointed 
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out that when people spend money on things they do 
not really need, they begin to want more things they do 
not need. Instead of satisfying their desires, they only 
increase them: “Who would expend anything in gratifying 
these desires, if he considered that to gratify them is to 
increase them? Nothing can be more certain than this. 
Daily experience shows that the more they are indulged, 
they increase the more.”

Wesley especially warned against buying too much 
for children. People who would never waste money on 
themselves might be more indulgent with their children. 
On the principle that gratifying a desire needlessly only 
tends to increase it, he asked these well-intentioned 
parents: “Why should you purchase for them more pride 
or lust, more vanity or foolish and hurtful desires? . . . 
Why should you be at further expense to increase their 
temptations and snares and to pierce them through with 
more sorrows?”

John Wesley’s third rule was: Give all you can. One’s 
giving should begin with the tithe. He told the one who 
does not tithe, “Thou dost undoubtedly set thy heart upon 
thy gold” and warned, “It will ‘eat thy flesh as fire!’”  
But one’s giving should not end at the tithe. All of the 
Christian’s money belongs to God, not just the first tenth. 
Believers must use 100 percent of their incomes as God 
directs.

And how has God directed Christians to use their 
incomes? Wesley listed four scriptural priorities:
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1. Provide things needful for yourself and your family           
(1 Timothy 5:8). The believer should make sure the 
family has the necessities and conveniences of life, that 
is, “a sufficiency of plain, wholesome food to eat, and 
clean raiment to put on” as well as a place to live. The 
believer must also insure that the family has enough to 
live on if something were to happen to the breadwinner.

2. “But if we have food and clothing, we will be content 
with that” (1 Timothy 6:8). Wesley adds that the word 
translated “clothing” (or “raiment”) is literally coverings 
and thus includes lodging as well as clothes. “It plainly 
follows whatever is more than these is, in the sense 
of the apostle, riches—whatever is above the plain 
necessities, or at most, conveniences, of life. Whoever 
has sufficient food to eat, and raiment to put on, with a 
place to lay his head, and something over, is rich.”

3. “Do what is right in the eyes of everybody” (Romans 
12:17) and “Let no debt remain outstanding” (Romans 
13:8). Wesley said the next claim on a Christian’s 
money was the creditors’. He adds that those who are 
in business for themselves need to have adequate tools, 
stock, or capital for the carrying on of that business.

4. “As we have therefore opportunity, let us do good to 
all people, especially to those who belong to the family 
of believers” (Galatians 6:10). After the Christian has 
provided for the family, the creditors, and the business, 
the next obligation is to use any money that is left to 
meet the needs of others.
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In giving these four biblical principles, Wesley 
recognized some situations were not clear-cut. It isn’t 
always obvious how the Christian should use the Lord’s 
money. Wesley accordingly offered four questions to help 
his hearers decide how to spend money:

1. In spending this money, am I acting like I owned it, 
or am I acting like the Lord’s trustee?

2. What Scripture requires me to spend this money in 
this way?

3. Can I offer up this purchase as a sacrifice to the 
Lord?

4. Will God reward me for this expenditure at the 
resurrection of the just?

Finally, for the believer who is still perplexed, John 
Wesley suggested this prayer before a purchase:

Lord, thou seest I am going to expend this sum on that 
food, apparel, [or] furniture. And thou knowest I act 
therein with a single eye, as a steward of thy goods, 
expending this portion of them thus, in pursuance of 
the design thou hadst in entrusting me with them. 
Thou knowest I do this in obedience to thy word, as 
thou commandest, and because thou commandest 
it. Let this, I beseech thee, be an holy sacrifice, 
acceptable through Jesus Christ! And give me a 
witness in myself, that for this labor of love I shall 
have a recompence when thou rewardest every man 
according to his works.
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He was confident that any believer who has a clear 
conscience after praying this prayer will be using 
money wisely.

Charles Edward White is a professor of Christian thought 
and history at Spring Arbor University. This article 
first appeared under the title “What Wesley Practiced 
and Preached About Money” in the Winter 1987 issue of 
leadership.

Reflect
£ What’s your reaction to Wesley’s personal lifestyle 
choices? Do they inspire and challenge you or do they 
seem too extreme? Why? What might this way of living 
look like for a Christian woman in the 21st century? 

£ Read 2 Corinthians 9:6–11. How would you 
summarize the principles in this passage in your own 
words? In the article, White writes, “Wesley believed 
that with increasing income, what should rise is not 
the Christian’s standard of living but the standard of 
giving.” Wesley made specific choices that enabled him 
to live an exceedingly generous life. What choices might 
you make to live more generously toward others?
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£ White explains that Wesley felt “all of the Christian’s 
money belongs to God … Believers must use one-hundred 
percent of their incomes as God directs.” He goes on to list 
four questions Wesley suggested Christians consider in 
order todetermine how God wants them to use their money. 
How would regularly asking yourself these four questions 
affect your spending? Think of purchases or expenditures 
you made in past week; what might have been different if 
you’d applied Wesley’s questions to your spending?
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Several years ago while on vacation, our family ate at a 
restaurant that claimed to have the largest buffet in the 
United States. We swarmed the mind-boggling array of 
culinary delights as though we’d never seen food before. 
By the time we finished gorging ourselves, we could 
barely walk out of the restaurant.

Unfortunately, our restaurant experience reflected 
my lifestyle at the time: excessive possessions, 
commitments, goals, and desires. While our house had 
reasonable storage space, our belongings had expanded 
from the attic to the garage and beyond. My daily 
calendar was filled with back-to-back meetings for 
church and other ministry functions and civic groups. 
And they all had to be woven around family and work! 

Try these secrets to simplifying.
By Mayo Mathers

Too Much
Stuff
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My cluttered life left me no significant time to spend with 
God, and fractured my family time. But I had no clue how 
to begin creating more physical, emotional, and spiritual 
space in my life.
 
Then, one morning I read in my Bible, “Watch out! Be on 
your guard against all kinds of greed; a man’s life does not 
consist in the abundance of his possessions” (Luke 12:15). 
I’d never considered myself greedy, yet my home was filled 
with more clothes than I ever wore, more dishes, books, 
gadgets, and knickknacks than we ever used. Was God 
telling me to simplify my overcrowded existence?

I thought of a church family who’d adopted a Romanian 
girl. She’d spent her first five years in an orphanage, and 
after living in America for a few months, her new father 
asked her how she liked it.

“Oh, Daddy!” she said, laughing. “I love America. In 
Romania we had no stuff. But in America WE HAVE 
STUFF!”

Like the little girl, I like my “stuff,” but if God saw my 
excess as greediness, it needed to be eliminated.

I immediately set to work to de-clutter my house, only to 
find my “stuff” had a stronger hold on me than I’d realized. 
So I focused on the area of my greatest excess: my closet. 
I love shoes and owned more than 50 pairs. The thought of 
parting with any of them was painful. First, I boxed up all 
but one pair of each color and moved them to the garage. 
That way, if I went into shoe withdrawal, I knew where to 
get a quick fix.
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To my surprise, once the shoes were out of sight, I never 
thought of them again. So I did the same with my clothes 
and accessories. I boxed them up, moved them to the 
garage, then eventually passed them on to a secondhand 
store.

The more spacious my closet became, the stronger my sense 
of freedom grew. Before, when my alarm clock went off in 
the morning, the first thing I faced was a jumbled closet. It 
made my day feel jumbled before it even started.

After the successful closet campaign, I advanced the battle 
to the bathroom, cleaning out makeup drawers (why have 
six tubes of lipstick when I only wear one?), medicine 
cabinets, and cleaning supplies. I started severely limiting 
the array of choices in my home.

I was shocked at how much time had been devoured by the 
upkeep of all these unnecessary possessions. My growing 
sense of freedom and time was exhilarating!

My next step was to limit my shopping excursions. Most of 
my excess was the result of casual shopping. Going to the 
store for a jug of milk, I’d return home with a pair of sale 
earrings from the drugstore next door. Now I limit myself 
to shopping once a week for groceries, household supplies, 
clothes—everything. One shopping trip a week doesn’t leave 
much time for casual shopping.

My success at de-cluttering made me take a hard look at 
the other areas in my life. My calendar was chronically 
overbooked with too many commitments. A critical, 
prayerful look at my commitments showed me ones that were 
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unnecessary. I resigned my position in a local speaking 
organization and looked for other things to prune from my 
schedule, asking God to guard the time I freed up, filling it 
only as he directed.

I also listed the things of greatest importance to me. To my 
surprise, my list was short; it consisted entirely of people, 
not goals or dreams or possessions: my husband, my sons, 
my family, and friends. I realized that no matter how 
fulfilling a career is, it’s temporary. But my relationships 
as a wife, mother, daughter, sister, and friend remain—and 
deserve more attention. I pray God will help me never to 
become more committed to temporary things than to the 
permanent relationships in my life.

By creating material and physical space, I automatically 
created more emotional space, but I knew that to keep that 
space intact, I needed to take more deliberate steps.

In his book, Margin, Dr. Richard Swenson recommends 
planning pauses into each day. He suggests doing things that 
force you to slow down, such as choosing the longest line 
at the bank or grocery store instead of the shortest. This 
has been the hardest habit to develop! I seem driven to find 
the shortest line and feel stress building when another line 
moves faster than the one I’m in. Forcing myself to step into 
the longest line and relax still requires great effort—but I’m 
learning.

Another way I’ve created emotional space is by taming the 
stress-promoters in my day. Since we operate a business 
from our home and the telephone rings incessantly, my 
greatest source of stress was the telephone. My stomach 
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always coiled in a knot from the constant interruption of 
this necessary evil.

One day it occurred to me that I behaved as though I had 
to answer every call. So I started letting our answering 
machine take over when I didn’t want to be interrupted. At 
first, I felt guilty about ignoring calls, but it so completely 
diffused my stress that I soon forgot about my guilt.

Along the way I’ve learned other ways to create emotional 
space: a brief walk or a few moments of solitude behind 
a closed door. Talk show host Oprah Winfrey encourages 
viewers to create emotional space by keeping a gratitude 
journal in which they list five things they’re thankful for 
every day. These simple actions promote a shift in attitude 
that keeps troubles in perspective so they don’t affect me 
negatively.

Finally, I knew I needed to de-clutter my spiritual life. 
Much of my time is devoted to “spiritual things”; I speak to 
Christian groups, write for Christian publications, work in 
women’s ministry, and serve with an international missions 
organization. But as important as all this Christian “stuff” 
is, it becomes sin if it crowds my relationship with God. I 
must never allow anything to interfere with that.

I can only maintain that all-important relationship by 
spending a significant amount of time alone with God 
each day. If I don’t build space into my days to allow my 
relationship with God to mature, I’ll never be able to 
maintain a healthy amount of physical and emotional space.
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It’s been two years since I first began de-cluttering my 
life. It hasn’t come easily; it cuts against the grain of my 
natural desires. When a store advertises a huge sale, I still 
find myself getting in my car—even though I don’t need 
anything. An invitation arrives in the mail that I long to 
accept—even though it will steal time from my family. My 
struggle to maintain physical, emotional, and spiritual 
space is ongoing, but the rewards of my perseverance are 
as enticing as that giant food buffet we encountered on 
vacation: a serenity, order, and satisfying sense of God’s 
approval. It’s impossible to accumulate too much of that 
kind of stuff.

Mayo Mathers is a regular contributor to today’s Christian 
Woman who lives in Oregon. This article first appeared in the 
January/February 1999 issue of today’s Christian Woman.
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Reflect
£ Mathers realized that her life was full of “excessive 
possessions, commitments, goals, and desires.” Have you 
ever felt that way? Do you feel that way now? What are the 
main things crowding and complicating your life?

£ Read Luke 12:15–21. Why is it so tempting to define 
ourselves and find meaning in life from an “abundance of 
possessions”? What do you think it means to live in a way 
that is “rich toward God”? Identify an example of someone 
you’ve known or heard of whose lifestyle was “rich toward 
God.”

£ If you were to envision an ideal level of Christian 
simplicity in your life, what would it look like? Now, 
realistically speaking (taking into account things like work 
schedule, children, unexpected stresses, and so on), what 
can you envision as a more simple lifestyle for yourself? 
What would it look like to have enough physical, emotional, 
and spiritual space in your life?
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Debt-Proof Living: The Complete Guide to Living 
Financially Free by Mary Hunt (DPL Press 2005; 
284 pages). Based on her own experience of finding 
freedom from extensive debts, in this book Hunt puts 
together a financial primer that will help readers get 
back on their feet, spend and save with discipline, and 
give generously to others. 

Enough: Contentment in an Age of Excess by Will 
Samson (David C. Cook 2009; 176 pages). We know 
that only God and His love can fulfill us, but somehow 
consumerism has become a way of life for many in the 
American church. In Enough, Will Samson explores the 
negative aspects of living in a culture of excess and 
then how to live trusting God for our contentment. 

Books, Bible studies, and articles 
to help you further.

Additional 
Resources
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Freedom of Simplicity by Richard J Foster (HarperOne 
2005; 224 pages). Simplicity is not merely a matter 
of having less stress and more leisure. It is rather an 
essential spiritual discipline that we must practice for 
the health of the soul. This book explores the foundation 
of this discipline, its fundamental importance in the 
Bible, and how it has been manifested and taught by 
God’s saints throughout Christian history. 

Giving to God: The Bible’s Good News About Living a 
Generous Life by Mark Allen Powell (Wm. B. Eerdmans 
Publishing Co. 2006; 120 pages). We all know that 
everything we have is a gift from God. But sometimes 
it’s hard to know just how to give back to God. How 
much is enough? What does the Bible really say? This 
book shows Christians the way to a better life and a 
better relationship with their money ... and with God.

God and Your Stuff: The Vital Link Between Your 
Possessions and Your Soul by Wesley K. Willmer 
(NavPress 2002; 192 pages). This book challenges the 
thinking that what we do with our stuff has no effect 
on the Christian life. An established authority on 
stewardship as a spiritual discipline, Willmer lays a 
biblical foundation for the crucial connection between 
our eternal souls and our earthly possessions. 
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Money, Possessions, and Eternity—Revised and Updated 
by Randy Alcorn (Tyndale house 2003; 450 pages). In 
this thoroughly researched and extensively updated 
classic, Randy Alcorn shows us how to view them 
accurately: as God’s provision for our good, the good of 
others, and his glory. This book covers questions like 
“How can we be liberated from materialism?,” “What 
should we do about debt?,” and “How much does God want 
us to give?”

Rich Christians in an Age of Hunger by Ronald J. Sider 
(Thomas Nelson 2005; 352 pages). Every day 30,000 
children still die of starvation and preventable diseases, 
and 1.2 billion people live in relentless, unrelieved 
poverty worldwide. Why is there still so much poverty? 
In this book, Sider explains poverty’s complex causes 
and offers concrete, practical proposals for change.

The Suburban Christian: Finding Spiritual Vitality in 
the Land of Plenty by Albert Y. Hsu (InterVarsity Press 
2006; 220 pages). People come to suburbia looking for a 
fresh start, the second chance, a new life. It embodies 
the hopes and longings of its residents, dreams for the 
future, safety and security for their children, and the 
search for meaningful community and relationships. 
Yet much in our suburban world militates against such 
aspirations, and people find themselves isolated and 
alienated, trapped by consumerism and materialism. In 
this book Hsu offers Christian alternatives for authentic 
spirituality, genuine community and relevant ministry. 
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