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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

Ready, set, go
Retirement is a marathon, not a sprint – if you haven’t started saving yet, it’s time to start
                                                                                         By Roy Hayhurst
DALLAS — With the economic picture at least beginning to improve in many parts of the country, thoughts about personal financial improvements are beginning to sprout.
According to the U.S. Bureau of Economic Analysis, Americans saved about 5.5% of their income in the third quarter of 2010. That was down from the peak of well over 7% in the second quarter of 2009, but well above a savings rate that approached zero in 2005.
If you’re the average American, you’ve probably paid down debt, scaled back on credit purchases and have improved your savings during the so-called Great Recession.

But, if you’re not — or if your retirement savings hasn’t been a priority until now — it’s time to right your financial ship. As the Federal government takes a long, hard look at its budget deficit, one can speculate that cuts to Social Security benefits and Medicare may occur. With fewer employers offering pension plans, the responsibility for your retirement security rests with the person you see in the mirror each morning.

So what’s a person to do?

Stop procrastinating

Do you have an employer-sponsored retirement plan like a 403(b) or 401(k)? Then it’s time to enroll and contribute.
Are you a minister eligible to participate in a retirement plan sponsored by GuideStone? There are a myriad of advantages to participating in a GuideStone-sponsored plan. While contributing, you’ll be investing in Christian-based, socially screened mutual funds that share your values. When you retire, you may be able to claim your retirement income benefits as a tax-free housing allowance.

And if you’re employed by a Southern Baptist church, your retirement plan contributions may make you eligible for benefits that can provide up to a $100,000 death benefit and up to $500 per month in disability income through the Protection Section of the Church Retirement Plan. Eligible ministers may also be eligible for matching benefits from their state convention. And pastors of small SBC churches with budgets under $75,000 may be eligible for matching retirement funds from GuideStone’s Mission Church Assistance Fund.

For employees of larger organizations like hospitals, universities and others, your employer may offer matching retirement plan contributions based on your tenure or contribution level. Determine those and commit to at least making contributions that make you eligible for the employer match.

Participants served by GuideStone retirement plans are unlikely to find a better plan anywhere.

Start preparing

If you are enrolled, evaluate how much you are contributing and make sure it’s enough and that it’s properly invested. GuideStone retirement plan participants have access to GPS: Guided Planning Services, provided by GuideStone Advisors. This free service, which can be completed over the phone with an adviser (call 1-888-984-8433 to schedule an appointment) or online via www.MyGuideStone.org, can evaluate your current contributions, your account balance and your investment allocation to determine if you’re on track. It can project how much money you are likely to have in retirement income, and performs a gap analysis to determine if you’re on-track or if you have a shortfall.

GuideStone participants also have a leg-up on their planning with the enhanced account statements provided online each quarter. The statements illustrate likely account balances, given certain average returns, and illustrate potential retirement income based on current contributions and on a proposed increase in contributions.

Stay positive

Even if you have been preparing for retirement well all along, the recent market turmoil of the last two years may have your investment plan slightly off-course. An annual retirement plan checkup with a GPS adviser or on your own can allow you to make corrections.

You won’t know whether you’ve reached your destination until you map it out. That’s true for car trips. It’s also true for your retirement.

Will there be future bumps in the financial markets? If history is any guide — and it generally is — then, yes, the markets may well take us for another roller-coaster ride. That’s why a proper plan mixed with a proper perspective is so important:

Chart your course. Contribute regularly. Check your allocation. Change it if necessary. Cling to the long view. You’re not chasing daily returns, so don’t focus on them. Your retirement savings, and your blood pressure, may thank you.

GuideStone’s mission is to enhance the financial security of our participants. Through retirement plan options, unique benefits and personalized attention from our customer service center, GuideStone’s employees are committed to helping you arrive at your retirement destination prepared and ready to take on your retirement dreams.
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Roy Hayhurst is the senior marketing communications editor in marketing development-retirement for GuideStone Financial Resources of the Southern Baptist Convention.
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