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Your 10 Most Important Financial Moves for 2026

What's your plan for strengthening your finances in the new year? How will you improve your spiritual and
stewardship disciplines? What are your goals for giving? SMI’s annual Top 10 approach will help you select
your most important stewardship-related “action items” for 2026. As you consider your choices, remember

your grace-bestowing heavenly Father stands ready to help! “If any of you lacks wisdom, you should
ask God, who gives generously to all without finding fault, and it will be given to you” (James 1:5).

by Joseph Slife

“I have concluded that the accumulation of wealth...is an
insufficient reason for living.” So wrote author and long-time
radio host Dr. James Dobson about a decade ago. “When I
reach the end of my days...I must look backward on some-
thing more meaningful than the pursuit of houses and land
and machines and stocks and bonds.”

In August 2025, at age 89, the end of his days finally
came —as it will for each of us someday. What did Dr. Dobson
regard as more meaningful than accumulating wealth?

“I will consider my earthly existence to have been wasted
unless I can recall a loving family, a consistent investment in
the lives of people, and an earnest attempt to serve the God
who made me,” he wrote.

James Dobson understood that money isn’t an end in itself.
Instead, it is a resource entrusted to us by the Lord so that we
can care for those we love, assist those in need, and honor the
God who created us.

Therefore, for investors who are Christian disciples, invest-
ing isn’t primarily about earning solid returns on a portfolio

or building a nest egg for retirement—as essential as those
objectives may be. Instead, the crucial thing is to be a trust-
worthy steward — one who acknowledges God as the owner of
everything (1 Chronicles 29:11) and, in turn, embraces the task
of managing the Lord’s resources for His purposes and glory
(Luke 19:13, Hebrews 13:20-21).

Being a trustworthy steward demands a “detachment”
from money and material things. Stewards take to heart the
biblical admonition, “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"”
(Hebrews 13:5-6).

Heeding the call of Jesus, a faithful steward seeks “the
Kingdom of God above all else” (Matthew 6:33 NLT) and
rests in the promise that “God is able to make all grace
abound to you, so that in all things at all times, having all that
you need, you will abound in every good work” (2 Corinthi-
ans 9:8). Trusting in God’s provision, a steward is “generous

on every occasion” (2 Corinthians 9:11). (continued on page 179)

IN THIS

178 Editorial / Seeing and Savoring Jesus Christ

182 Level 1 / A More Affordable and Meaningful Christmas

183 Level 2 / “Sine” of the Times

184 Level 3 / Willing and Able: Understanding Risk Tolerance and Risk Capacity

185 Level 4 / Will You Leave Too Much Behind?

186 Basic Strategies 187 Upgrading: Easy as 1-2-3

188 Stock Upgrading — New Recommendations 191 Christmas GIft Book Announcement 192 Performance Data

“FOR GOD HAS NOT GIVEN US THE SPIRIT OF FEAR BUT OF POWER, AND OF LOVE, AND OF A SOUND MIND.”




Your 10 Most Important Financial Moves for 2026

(continued from front page)

At SMI, we hope that in the year ahead you will aspire to be
that kind of steward. By the grace of God, may you “honor the
LORD with your wealth and the best part of everything you
produce” (Proverbs 3:9 NLT).!

Selecting your Top 10

You're about to read more than 60 suggestions for improv-
ing your overall financial health and stability over the next 12
months —suggestions based primarily on articles published
in the Sound Mind Investing newsletter in 2025. Most of these
suggestions are “hands-on,” while some are more “education-
al” (i.e., aimed at improving your understanding of a topic). A
few involve developing or strengthening spiritual disciplines
that are crucial to good stewardship.

Next to each item, we’ve placed a small box. When an idea
or task seems particularly relevant to you, put a checkmark
in the box next to it— M. Later, review the items you have
checked. Ask the Lord to guide you in selecting 10 items as
your financial/spiritual priorities for the new year.

We encourage you to prioritize each of your chosen items,
especially the hands-on suggestions. Make your most essen-
tial item number 1, the second-most-important item number
2, and so on. If you're married, go through this planning
process with your spouse so you can discuss the items, clarify
your understanding, and be united in your financial goals.
(A If you and your spouse have difficulty seeing eye-to-eye
about financial matters, use this opportunity to work through
your disagreements productively.?)

We suggest implementing at least one of your top three
hands-on tasks before proceeding with the others. Trying to do
too many things at once can leave you feeling overwhelmed
and lead to inadequate follow-through.

Each suggested “action item” below includes a footnote
showing where to find more information. Another helpful
resource, covering a broad range of investing and financial
stewardship topics, is The Sound Mind Investing Handbook.
Don’t have a copy? O Now is a great time to order!®

Of first importance

Becoming a faithful steward begins with putting first
things first—both spiritually and financially. The suggestions
in this section will help you.

O Relinquish ownership of your money and possessions.*
A crucial aspect of Christ’s call to discipleship involves recog-
nizing that you are a steward of money and material things, not
an owner. A steward manages another’s resources. You cannot
experience freedom and peace in your finances without surren-
dering control to God and accepting your position as a steward.

U Respond, day by day, to the Lord’s call to faithful
stewardship.’ Your God-given stewardship responsibilities
are lifelong. Carrying them out faithfully requires time and
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sacrifice. Why make the effort? Because it's what disciples do.

U Remember it is the Lord Christ whom you serve.® Jesus
Christ is Lord and God. He deserves your total obedience, and
He is worthy of any and every sacrifice.

U Broaden your financial vision.” If managing finances
seems like a humdrum routine, catch sight of the big picture!
Your financial decisions can have an eternal impact—for you,
your loved ones, and those you minister to through your giving.

U Pursue the grace of giving.® SMI wants you to have
more so you can give more. That's always been the motivation
behind our work. We want you to give in full proportion to
your ability and to earn treasures in heaven. And we trust that
is what you want too.

U Learn from the example of Joseph in the Old Testa-
ment.? By preparing wisely during a time of plenty, Joseph
saved many lives when a famine struck. When times are good,
it is wise to prepare financially for possible difficult seasons
ahead. Perhaps, like Joseph, we'll find ourselves used by God
as instruments of help and blessing in a time of distress.

0 Give prayerful consideration to the question, “How
much is enough?”? Scripture commends saving for the fu-
ture, but saving is not the same as hoarding. Hoarding puts the
acquisition of money and possessions above all else, under-
mining our relationship with God and cutting us off from the
blessings that flow from being generous. We become like the
rich fool in Luke 12, “who stores up things for himself but is
not rich toward God.”

O Be overtly thankful." Telling your personal stories of
God’s faithfulness through challenging circumstances can
have a significant impact on others, especially your children
and grandchildren. So make it a point to recount the Lord’s
deeds to friends and loved ones.

Strengthening your financial foundation

Building a firm foundation is crucial to long-term financial
stability. If your foundation isn’t entirely in place yet, concen-
trate your 2026 efforts on the suggestions in this section.

O Focus on the fundamentals.'”> Managing your finances
can be challenging. If you're not making progress, revisit
the basics: building an emergency savings reserve, creat-
ing a budget that helps you live on less than you earn, and
implementing an investment plan that aligns with your risk
tolerance and life stage.

0 Develop a financial plan and stick to it."® Planning is
essential to managing finances effectively. While awaiting (and
longing for) the Master’s return, the faithful steward heeds the
Master’s instructions: “Put this money to work until I come
back” (Luke 19:13).

U Concentrate on the things you can control, not the
things you can’t. You can’t control interest rates, economic
growth, or the direction of the market. But you can spend less
than you earn, avoid debt, and implement a plan for achieving
financial goals. Focusing on what you can control will help

TQuotations noted as NLT are from the Holy Bible, New Living Translation. Copyright © 1996, 2004, 2015 by Tyndale House Foundation. Scriptures noted as ESV are from
The ESV® Bible (The Holy Bible, English Standard Version®), copyright © 2001 by Crossway, a publishing ministry of Good News Publishers. All other Scripture quotations in this
article are from the Holy Bible, NEW INTERNATIONAL VERSION®, NIV® Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984, 2011 by Biblica, Inc.™ 2Fel:2025:p22 3www‘soundmindinvesting.com/handbook
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you overcome fear of the future and maintain peace of mind.

U If you've faltered in your financial management, don’t
give up.”” Recommit and keep going. Research indicates that
having a financial plan, even if imperfectly implemented, leads
to a significant improvement in long-term financial well-being
compared to having no plan at all. Every effort counts.

U Have credit card debt? Implement a strategy to get out
ASAP.* Overcoming credit card debt begins with “understand-
ing the math” that’s working against you and taking specific
steps to turn it, as much as possible, to your advantage.

U Request your credit scores and learn how to keep them
strong.'” The three major credit bureaus create “scores” that
summarize whether or not you're a good credit risk. The bet-
ter your credit scores, the lower the interest rates you're likely
to be charged on a home mortgage, car loan, or credit card.

U For your housing, make an informed choice about
whether to rent or buy.’® Although home ownership is closely
tied to the “ American dream,” you may be in a situation in
which it makes more sense, financially or otherwise, to rent a
place to live. Determining which option is “better” involves
considering mortgage rates, of course, but also upfront costs,
location, taxes, and your timeframe.

U Build generosity into your monthly budget.” Being
generous isn’t only about donating money to your church.
Creating a generosity fund within your budget empowers you
to respond personally and directly to needs that the Lord lays
on your heart.

U Christmas 2026 may be a long way off, but don’t wait
until the last minute to think about gift-buying.” By plan-
ning ahead, you can avoid credit card debt and keep Christ
(not angst) at the center of your yuletide celebrations.

Developing your investing plan

Scripture encourages us to prepare for tomorrow’s needs
(Proverbs 6:6-8) without becoming hoarders (Luke 12:15-21).
The following suggestions can help you invest wisely.

Q Create an investment policy statement.” There is no
substitute for a written document that details your current in-
vestment situation and outlines plans and strategies to achieve
your financial goals. Crafting a plan will help you make sound
investment decisions. If you're married, creating and follow-
ing a plan together will promote open communication about
your household finances.

Q Focus on getting the big moves right.”” Cutting back
spending for things like eating out and buying coffee-shop
coffee may be a good idea (especially if you can’t afford
them!), but other actions will make a much bigger positive
impact on your finances. Among them: How much you invest
each month and your asset allocation (i.e., how you divide
your money between stocks and other investments).

U Take investment risk.” Earning better returns than you
can get in a savings account or government bonds requires put-
ting some of your money at risk. That's the nature of investing.
A reasonable level of risk considers your age, overall risk toler-
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ance, and the long-term upward trend of the stock market.

U Know your risk capacity, not just your risk toler-
ance.” Risk tolerance refers to your comfort level with taking
investment risks. In contrast, assessing risk capacity involves
reviewing your overall financial stability to see if certain risk
levels are suitable for you or too risky. Considering both tol-
erance and capacity helps you avoid being too cautious or too
aggressive in your investment strategy.

O Learn how to avoid big mistakes.” Being overly afraid
of losing money as an investor can skew your judgment. Fear
may cause you to abandon an investment too quickly or, per-
haps, hold on too long, hoping an ill-performing investment
will recover. Knowing your risk tolerance, having a plan, and
diversifying your investments appropriately will help you
manage emotional reactions to market fluctuations effectively.

U If you're just beginning your investment journey,
choose a suitable broker for a smaller portfolio.”® Getting start-
ed with a small amount is a great way to expand your investing
knowledge while also building your net worth. However, some
brokers are better suited to small portfolios than others.

U Invest steadily using a dollar-cost-averaging (DCA) ap-
proach.” DCA involves investing the same amount of money
regularly, typically using an automated approach that auto-
matically drafts money from your bank account. Using DCA
in conjunction with SMI’s Just-the-Basics strategy is straight-
forward, and it is now easier than ever with Fund Upgrading
and Dynamic Asset Allocation.

U0 Make investment decisions based on a well-researched
plan with clear guidelines.”® Trying to make a short-term killing
or investing based on gut instinct is a good way to lose money.

U Study how SMI’s trend-following approach takes
advantage of market cycles.” Markets are constantly fluc-
tuating, cycling between extremes at varying intervals. By
observing what the market is already doing and responding
to it—based on the market’s own momentum —SMI strategies
capitalize on opportunities to enhance returns.

U Keep investing— even when the market swoons.®
Fear-generating headlines could cause you to momentarily
forget that when prices decline, most investors with diversified
portfolios should be buying. In effect, you are buying shares at
a discount, a very sensible act for a long-term investor.

0 Beware of overconfidence when the market is boom-
ing. Just as a fear of loss can prompt bad decisions during se-
vere market downturns, a “fear of missing out” during a market
run-up drives many investors to take heightened risks. When
the market is hot, keep a cool head and stick to your plan.

U Learn from the most successful investors. Few investors
have been as successful as Warren Buffett, who announced
his retirement in 2025. For 60 years at his investment holding
company, Buffett practiced the kind of “steady plodding” SMI
endorses. “Investing is a lifelong journey,” he said. “Stay disci-
plined, keep learning, and never stray from the principles that
have built enduring wealth.”*? Likewise, Peter Lynch, another
famed investor, said, “When you're a long-term investor, time
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is on your side.”® And investing author Barry Ritholtz wrote,
“Never confuse day-to-day noise with an actual reason to
make a change in your portfolio.”3

O Tune out market predictions and follow your plan.®
No one knows what the future holds, so the way to deal with
market uncertainty isn’t by heeding the hot takes of pundits
on financial TV. Instead, enact a long-term plan that accounts
for market uncertainty, and trust God to honor your good-faith
efforts to build on a biblically sound financial foundation.

O Rebalance your portfolio.* Over time, as some invest-
ments perform better than others, the allocation percentages
you started with (10% in this fund, 10% in that one, etc.) can
drift significantly. Rebalancing, which you may want to do
annually, resets your portfolio to its original targets. There are
three “levels” of asset allocation to consider: strategy-, asset
class-, and investment-level allocations.

O Understand your brokerage account’s safeguards.?”
Your account is protected by regulations requiring your
brokerage firm to separate its internal financial activities from
investor holdings. Additionally, your brokerage account is in-
sured by the Securities Investor Protection Corporation (SIPC)
and likely by other insurers as well.

Broadening your portfolio

O Gain a better understanding of cycles.® The timing of
market cycles is unpredictable, but stocks tend to experience rel-
atively long “bull” markets (when prices are rising) and shorter
“bear” markets (when prices are falling). In the bond market,
however, cycles tend to be quite prolonged, with bull or bear
markets sometimes spanning multiple decades. Today, we may
be in the early stages of a long-term bear market in bonds.

Q Diversify by incorporating a broader range of assets.”
For many years, stocks and bonds tended to move in oppo-
site directions, so bonds helped soften a portfolio’s downside
volatility. Recently, stocks and bonds have tended to move in
the same direction, leading to greater volatility in stock-bond
portfolios. One way SMI has adapted to this new reality is by
embracing 3Fourteen Research’s Real Asset Allocation Model
as part of our DAA strategy.*’

O Invest in gold strategically.*! The precious metals run-
up that began in 2024 gained momentum in 2025, with gold
setting a new record high. As governments continue to de-
base their currencies and massively overspend, the prospects
for further gold highs look promising. Even so, gold is a
notoriously “streaky” investment subject to huge spikes and
quick collapses. Discover how SMI’s approach can help you
effectively manage the risks associated with this attractive
yet volatile asset.

U Expand your knowledge of Bitcoin and other crypto
investments.*? Regulatory risks to digital assets have de-
creased, and Bitcoin (BTC), in particular, has become readily
accessible via ETFs offered by large investment firms such as
Fidelity and BlackRock.

U If you're following SMI's Upgrading strategy, under-
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stand the fundamental difference between the Full-Cycle
Trend ETF and other Upgrading funds.*® The Full-Cycle
Trend model, adopted in 2024 for a portion of our Stock
Upgrading portfolio, is, in essence, “upgrading for indi-
vidual stocks.” The SMI 3Fourteen Full-Cycle Trend ETF
(ticker: FCTE) invests in 20 companies, selected from among
a universe of 100 “quality” stocks in the S&P 500, and then
regularly refines that 20-stock mix based on momentum and
mean-reversion indicators.* Put another way, the “upgrad-
ing” process occurs within the fund itself.

O Don’t ignore foreign stocks.”® Relative to U.S. stocks,
foreign stocks have struggled for nearly 15 years. However, a
reversal may be underway, driven by factors such as the dol-
lar’s decline and changes to international trade agreements.

O If you have a taxable investment account plus a
non-taxable (i.e., retirement) account, follow “asset location”
guidelines to get the most significant tax advantage.*® For ex-
ample, passive index funds are great assets to hold in taxable
accounts because they have minimal taxable distributions.
Generally speaking, it’s better to match strategies with the
highest growth potential with tax-advantaged accounts.

U If your workplace retirement plan is inflexible, and
you're at least 59%%, investigate a 401(k)-to-IRA transfer.’
Most workplace retirement plans don’t allow access to ex-
change-traded funds, significantly limiting an investor’s ability
to implement SMI strategies. Typically, only employees chang-
ing jobs can transfer money from a workplace plan. But if you
meet the age requirement, you might be able to move some of
your retirement funds to an IRA without changing jobs.

Looking toward retirement

U Concerned that you might not have a big enough nest
egg to retire? Working a little bit longer can make a signif-
icant difference.”® Working a few months or a year longer —
while continuing to contribute to your retirement account and
delaying Social Security — can significantly increase your even-
tual monthly retirement income.

U Planning is always a “work in progress,” so keep
planning —with help from MoneyGuide.*”’ Even the best
financial plan needs to be updated as account balances,
tax policies, and life circumstances change. That’s why
SMI encourages members to take advantage of Envestnet’s
web-based MoneyGuide software.’* MoneyGuide makes it
relatively easy to refine your plan over time.

U Use an online calculator (perhaps more than one) to
project your Social Security retirement benefits.>! Social
Security will probably make up a large part of your retire-
ment income. Therefore, it's smart to understand how your
benefits are calculated and ways to maximize them. Many
online Social Security calculators are free. Also take advan-
tage of the powerful SS planning tools available in Envestnet
MoneyGuide.*?

U Prayerfully consider whether you might be saving too

much for your later years.”® Because (continued on page 189)
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of compounding returns, some retirees will have more money
when they pass away than they had at the start of their retire-
ment. Would it be better in your early retirement to allocate
more money toward memorable travel experiences, helping
family members, and increasing your generosity?

Q Set a financial finish line.>* Prayerfully consider how
much of your financial resources you should keep and how
much should flow through your hands and into the lives of
others. Put another way, think about whether you should
“cap” your lifestyle so that you can expand the impact of the
wealth God entrusts to you.

Q Plan carefully for the decumulation phase of life.
Many investors devote considerable thought and effort to
building a retirement nest egg, but often overlook the im-
portance of planning for what comes next when retirement
arrives. Taking a Retirement Income Style Awareness assess-
ment can help create a plan that matches your “money style”
and addresses your financial concerns.

Q Designate beneficiaries for your retirement account(s).>
Millions of retirees pass away before exhausting their 401 (k)
and IRA accounts. That’s why it is essential to designate
beneficiaries for your retirement holdings. Be aware of the
different tax rules that apply to spousal beneficiaries and
non-spouses.

U Learn how a “bucket strategy” can help you man-
age cash flow in retirement.”” Taking portfolio withdraw-
als during a market decline can significantly hamper the
growth potential of your retirement holdings. One way to
make bear-market withdrawals unnecessary is to build “cash
bucket” holdings in savings accounts, short-term CDs, or
other readily accessible cash-like accounts. Money held for
the longer term can remain invested and take advantage of an
eventual market rebound.

U Study the strengths and shortcomings of a “dividends
only” retirement-income strategy.”® Some retirees prefer the
dividend-investing approach because it doesn’t require selling
shares to generate income and because of preferential tax treat-
ment for dividend income. However, there are drawbacks.

U If you're considering a fixed index annuity, do your
homework.” These products are advertised as offering the up-
side potential of the stock market and the downside protection
of a bank CD. But beware of complicated rules and fees.

O Learn about the pros and cons of “buffered ETFs.”
Buffered ETFs limit losses by buying and selling options on
their underlying index. Buffered ETFs appeal primarily to
risk-averse investors, including those on the cusp of retire-
ment who are concerned about “sequence of returns” risk.
However, buffered ETFs can be complicated to understand
and apply correctly.

Insurance / Getting Organized / Work / Children / College /
Taxes / Healthcare / Miscellaneous

Q Buy life insurance.®! Life insurance proceeds will signifi-
cantly help your family if you pass away prematurely. Before
you buy, learn about the different types of life insurance and
understand the advantages and disadvantages of each.

QO Adopt a system for storing and accessing important
documents and valuable items.®? In life, there will be paper-
work, ranging from birth certificates to a will. In some cases,
you may need to retain original documents rather than just
digital copies. Storage options for key documents—and for
valuables such as collectibles or jewelry —include a bank
safe-deposit box and a home safe. Each has pros and cons.

Q If you're in the job market, learn how to get your
application past artificial-intelligence screeners and into
the hands of a hiring manager.®® Today’s technology makes
it more challenging than ever to connect with people who
make hiring decisions. Surmounting the Al obstacle involves
providing screening systems with the relevant keywords and
resumé formatting they are searching for.

U If your teenagers are earning income, educate yourself
(and them!) about the tax implications.* Whether your chil-
dren need to file tax returns depends on how much and what
type of income they earn. If they have unearned income —
such as interest, dividends, and capital gains — that exceeds a
certain level, be aware that it may be taxed at your marginal
tax rate, not theirs.

Q Consider the military as a way to pay for college.
For young people willing to make a significant commitment
to serving their country after graduation, America’s mili-
tary services will foot the bill (or most of it) for the cost of a
college education.

U Saved too much for college? Take advantage of a
529-to-Roth rollover.* Some parents who've saved diligent-
ly in a 529 plan for their children’s college years may find
they’ve saved more than they need, especially if the children
win significant scholarships. Fortunately, you can transfer up
to $35,000 of unused 529 plan funds into a Roth IRA opened
for the same child who is the beneficiary of the 529 account.

U Review recent tax-law changes, especially if you're age
65 or older.”” The One Big Beautiful Bill Act not only increased
the standard deduction available to any taxpayer, but it also
provided a “bonus” deduction for 65+ seniors through 2028.
For some older taxpayers, this additional deduction could en-
able them to convert more dollars from traditional retirement
accounts to a Roth IRA at a lower tax rate.®®

U Investigate options to cover the cost of long-term
care.”’ Approximately one-third of long-term-care expenses
are paid out of pocket by individuals. Long-term-care insur-
ance can be expensive, but other options exist, including a
hybrid life/ care policy, a health savings account, and a reverse
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mortgage. You may also want to consider a short-term-care
policy that helps cover care expenses for about one year.”

U If you have a family member who needs later-life care,
learn about a lesser-known option: a personal care home.”
Personal care homes are once-private residences that have
been repurposed and equipped to care for a small number of ill
people, typically those nearing the end of their earthly journey.
They assist individuals who need help with daily activities but
don’t require the level of medical care found in nursing homes.

Conclusion

As we enter a new year, you may be thinking, “If only I
knew what lies ahead!” Of course, no one ever knows that.
For each of us, our task is to continue the journey of faithful
stewardship, come what may.

But although we cannot know the future, there is some-
thing we can know —something of inestimable value. We
can “know Him” —Jesus Christ. In the words of the Apostle
Paul, “[E]verything else is worthless when compared with the
infinite value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I
have discarded everything else, counting it all as garbage, so
that I could gain Christ and become one with him.... I want to
know Christ and experience the mighty power that raised him
from the dead. I want to suffer with him, sharing in his death,
so that one way or another I will experience the resurrection
from the dead!” (Philippians 3:8,10-11 NLT).

So as you work through your Top 10 list, don’t lose sight
of your true #1: knowing Christ Jesus, “the founder and
perfecter of our faith, who for the joy that was set before him
endured the cross, despising the shame, and is seated at the
right hand of the throne of God” (Hebrews 12:2 ESV).

May the God of peace equip you in 2026 “with all you need
for doing his will. May he produce in you, through the power of
Jesus Christ, every good thing that is pleasing to him. All glory
to him forever and ever! Amen” (Hebrews 13:21 NLT). 4
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