The Couple
It was a small country church in a small country town.  About seventy-five regular attendees.  I moved there after my successful business career, my considerable savings, my house, and my wife were all lost in the catastrophic real estate crash of 2008. I had been right smack dab in the middle of it after sinking everything I had into developing land, building houses, and then selling them.  I kept wondering what I had done wrong.  The fact that 8 million others lost their homes, and over 6,000,000 jobs vanished in the construction and real estate sector didn’t erase my catastrophe.  Maybe it was just the self-inflicted failure my mind that wouldn’t allow a delete.  It didn’t matter any longer.  It was done and couldn’t be altered.  My college, my military culminating with a bucket full of medals from flying way too many times over and a couple of times into the jungles of Laos, and all my previous business accomplishments are just a memory now.  I am in West Texas, the Permian Basin, the middle of the oil fields.  I was going to start over, hoping to build something I had never even thought about a few months earlier.  I was going to build some oil wells.
Back to the church.  After being welcomed into their fold, so to speak, my business acumen made me their perfect treasurer.  I am elected.  Then I was ordained a Deacon.  Oh, yes.  I found myself teaching a Sunday school class, too.  I had been arriving at the church about an hour before Sunday school at 10:00.  Having a key to the church, I would go in, turn on the lights and sound system, make the coffee, make sure the pews had Bibles, and open any mail received in the past few days.  It became a routine.  When the choir director had to resign to take care of her elderly mother, I assumed that role, too.
[bookmark: _Hlk201663850]So now, I was managing the money, doing the treasurer duties, teaching Sunday school, conducting the business meeting one Sunday evening every month, performing usher and Deacon obligations, and conducting the music.  I even managed to do a sermon or two.  My experience at the church was exhausting but it was becoming more and more a blessing.  
There was a couple that cleaned the rooms in the church building.  Both were in their early forties and had a young daughter.  The man cooked hamburgers and hot dogs at the local convenience store.  His wife worked in the kitchen at the local nursing home.  One day, the pastor came to me.  I suppose he thought it was my responsibility as a Deacon, because he asked me to fire both of them.  He said they consistently missed vacuuming a room, putting out toilet paper, wiping a mirror, or whatever.  I made several suggestions regarding ways he could help improve their assignment, but he continued to stress that he just wanted them gone.  I told him I had a plan.  If it didn’t work, I would let them go.
I spent several hours working on my idea to present to them.  I made a drawing of the church, classrooms, dining area, kitchen, and restrooms.  Each had a letter below with the duties they needed to perform.  Some just had a couple of items, such as dusting and vacuuming the floor.  Others had long lists to perform.  Next to each item was a place for each to indicate the task had been satisfactorily completed by placing their initials in the box.  I made copies and met with the pastor.  I told him the key to this was having the couple meet with him after the completion of all the tasks and then walk around with them to ensure everything was done to his satisfaction.  He agreed, in theory, but said he probably wouldn’t be available.  That was probably true even though the cleaning was done during his working hours.  That is another story, however.
The couple and I sat down in the fellowship dining room the next evening.  I showed them the checklist.  We discussed it for an hour.  They were wide-eyed and smiling.  They just needed detailed instructions and someone to show them what needed to be done so they wouldn’t overlook a task.  Oh, and I told them to call me if the pastor wasn’t around, and I would check their work.  The new program worked perfectly.  
Now, it was brought to my attention that this same couple, who were now doing an incredible job cleaning, were having financial problems.  The young man’s parents lived in town and were well off financially.  In fact, they had given their son and his wife a new mobile home some years before when they got married.  So, no house payment.  Although neither had great jobs, they only had one old automobile and received money from cleaning the church each week.  They didn’t appear to spend money extravagantly, so why didn't they have the cash to pay their utility bills and buy gas for their car?  I asked several members of our church what they knew about the family and found out that his parents had pretty much given up trying to help them financially.  His dad told people his son just didn’t understand how to manage his money.  He had given up on them altogether.  I decided to give it a try.
We all sat down in the dining hall again.  My first question was, “How much money do you have right now?”   When the man started removing his billfold, I stopped him and said, “I don’t mean in your pocket, I mean at your house or in the bank.”  All I got was blank stares.  I expressed that before we worked on a budget, we needed a starting place.  Figuring out that wasn’t easy.  They had no concept of a budget.  I decided I needed to know how much their expenses exceeded their income.  It had to be unless they were gambling or playing the lottery, which I was told they didn’t do.  So, I asked each one about their take-home pay.  What I heard was deductions for taxes and so on, and sometimes overtime, and on and on.  Finally, I just asked them how much cash they normally had when they cashed their checks.  They weren’t sure.  I instructed them to go home, get me as many bills and pay stubs as they could find, and we would meet the next day.
The next evening, armed with a shoebox of bills, canceled checks, and receipts, I calculated their average monthly income and outgo.  I was amazed and very pleasantly surprised.  Their gas and some groceries were discounted by his employer, and she was able to bring home leftovers from her employment.  So, where was their money going?  They couldn’t tell me because they didn’t know.
Remember the phrase “Keep it simple, stupid?”  That’s what I did.  Getting some envelopes from the church stash, with a big black felt-tipped pen, I marked the name of each of their bills and expenditures:  Gas, electricity, water, auto repair, clothes, school supplies, church contributions, entertainment, savings, and on and on.  I worked out the first month for them, putting in each envelope a piece of paper with an estimated dollar amount.  This paper was to be replaced by the actual bill when it arrived, and real money when they got their checks.  The utility bills were marked as having to be paid without exception.  Also, if they needed or wanted more money from an envelope that was empty, it meant their monthly allocated cash for that item had been spent.  The cash, if absolutely necessary, had to be taken out of another packet.  There was only so much money, and it had to be divided according to the envelopes.  If they needed more from one, it had to come out of another.  Several times, I checked with them as to their progress and didn’t get too much encouragement.  They just replied that everything was going okay.  
Probably four or five months elapsed when the couple asked me to meet with them.  Shortly after we sat down, the couple started crying.  I asked what was wrong, and they pushed all the envelopes over to me.  Believing I had done wrong, I was thankful I hadn’t immediately reacted before the husband blubbered, “All our bills are current.  We have enough money to pay every amount in full every month.  Then his wife joined the discussion.  “I hope it was okay,” she whispered.  “We borrowed an envelope from the church. We had to have another one as there was money left over at the end of every month.  We needed a place to put it.”  When they showed me that new envelope, my tears began to join theirs.  There was nothing written on the simple white envelope.  But in it was a whole bunch of cash – and I mean fives, tens, and twenties.  “What should we name it?” he hesitantly asked.  I struggled to tell them whatever they wanted to.  It was their money, their extra money.  It was the money left over after all the bills, contributions to the church, and even the one marked savings account that until now had always been empty.  
The next month they took their first vacation.  Not a long journey, but their first one.  It was two days at a lake just fifty miles away.  No one had ever spent the time showing the kids, as I called them, how to handle their money in a way they could understand.  
I am in my seventies now.  I have experienced just about everything one can.  Sometimes, though, it may be a little thing - something insignificant for us.  Maybe not so for someone else.  I knew that.  I had always known that.  But in my previous life and my corporate race to the top, I had forgotten.  I had forgotten that little something that now became one of the most rewarding experiences in my life.		
											Dennis Swartz						
