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      Introduction

    

  


  Simple living is not easy, ironically. It’s hard to know where to start, what steps to take, and what it really looks like. Most simple living books are inundated with theories, step-by-step plans, and experts who can tell you exactly what your simple life should look like.


  This is not one of those books. Sure, there are checklists and tasks to help you on your journey toward a simpler life. But at the foundation of this book is the idea of redefining simplicity. You must understand simple living as something more than just a catch phrase, some pie-in-the-sky ambition, a trend. Only then will you find the motivation to create a simpler life that works for you, your family, and your home. I want to help you find what simple living looks like for you.


  Personally, I’ve always craved a simple life. As our culture progresses toward more busyness, more options, and more opportunities to make money, my heart runs the other way. Sure, I value working from home (I am a blogger and entrepreneur, after all). And I’m thankful for the choices of cereals down the grocery store aisle most of the time. But adding more choices often only adds more stress to our lives. One hundred years ago, a housewife didn’t have an endless selection of toothpastes. She probably had one option she could buy at her local apothecary, or she could make her own. And she didn’t complain about her lack of toothpaste choices or flavors — she didn’t know any different because that’s just the way life was back then.


  Are we any happier today because we can choose from twenty different toothpaste brands and thirty different flavors between them all? Maybe our teeth are a bit healthier, but we’re not any more content as a culture. We’re stressed.


  Occam’s razor states that when you have two competing theories that make exactly the same predictions, the simpler one is the better. In parenting, I apply this to mean keep it simple. Don’t buy a baby wipes warmer — hold the wipe in your hand for a few seconds to warm it up. Don’t create some complicated chore system that neither you nor your children can understand — simply give them assignments and privileges for accomplishing them. You don’t need an expensive system that helps you teach your children to read — read to them all the time, and teach them phonics. All things being equal, always choose the simpler option. It’ll save your sanity.


  This theory rings true in home and family management as well. There is no reason to complicate your family culture just because the culture at large is complicated. When you choose the simple road over the one cluttered with gadgets, theories, and systems, your whole family will probably have more peace and less stress.


  And at the end of the day, that’s what truly matters — a family and a home at peace. A home full of people, content with their belongings, their relationships, and their available time.


  This doesn’t happen passively or quickly — there are proactive, sometimes difficult steps you have to embrace and tackle with gusto. Organized Simplicity’s goal is to outline this process in a clear-cut, methodical, and sanity-saving process. To make it even clearer, here is what you can expect to accomplish as you work through this book:


  
    	Memorize the definition of simple living: “Living holistically with your life’s purpose” (chapter 2)


    	Create your family’s purpose statement (chapter 3)


    	Evaluate your family’s current commitments and schedule (chapter 4)


    	Start a routine of evaluating your family’s weekly appointments with your spouse (chapter 4)


    	Make a plan to get out of debt (chapter 5)


    	Make a plan to save six months’ of expenses for an emergency fund (chapter 5)


    	Make a plan to start saving for retirement and your kids’ higher education (chapter 5)


    	Write down words you’d like to describe your home’s overall atmosphere (chapter 8)


    	Label each room in your home with its purpose (chapter 8)


    	Put a yard sale on the calendar for sometime in the next two months (chapter 9)


    	Declutter, clean, and organize the:

    Living room

    Kitchen

    Bathrooms

    Kids’ rooms

    Master bedroom

    Front entry, coat closet, and back patio or balcony

  


  My deepest wish is that this book changes your perspective on life at home. It’s written as a jump start to get you started on a newfound road toward a simpler life, one many home managers have traveled in previous generations. I’d love for you to join me on this journey. Let’s revive the beauty of simple living. It’s well worth the effort.


  
    
      PART ONE


      Living Simply in the RealWorld
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      Stuff


      Our Modern-Day Slave Master
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    “Too many people spend money they haven’t earned, to buy things they don’t want, to impress people they don’t like.”


    —WILL ROGERS

  


  What does it look like for a modern-day family to live simply while still participating in afterschool sports, errand running, and getting enough sleep to not go insane? Simple living is about living your life with a purpose that aligns with your values. It’s about enjoying the things you love and care about and not about stressing over the things that don’t matter. It’s fulfilling; it brings peace; it drips with contentment. Living simply is about being who you were made to be.


  That’s what this book is about. I want to park at the nitty-gritty of life — the intersection between good intentions and reality. I want to help you find that peaceful place, where your pocketbook, your home, and your weekly routine reflect your family’s convictions and values.


  Responsible home managers must be intentional with their decisions — we need to take time to evaluate our priorities and then take the steps necessary to make our family life reflect the simple life we crave. It won’t happen for us — mature adults proactively make decisions and form habits to shape their home lives into the lifestyles they desire. We can’t blame a hectic schedule, too many bills to pay, or too many messes to clean for keeping us from our goals because we can do something about those. You want a simpler life at home for your family — a home that is clean and organized and fits your life’s purpose. I want to give you some tools to help you do this.


  Admitting that I’m not a certified organizer or a simplicity guru is probably not the best way to begin a book about simple living. But I need to lay that out on the table between me and you, the reader, before we begin this journey together. I don’t have a database full of clients, and I don’t have my own TV show. I’m a young mom running a busy house-hold. Maybe you can relate. Simple living is something I’ve learned to value through my life experience. It’s been a long journey to get here, and it’s a journey you can take as well. In fact, I’m still walking the path.


  My husband and I have made simplicity one of our lives’ highest priorities. We currently live outside of the United States in a 1,400-square-foot apartment (boasting only one closet) with our five-year-old daughter, our two-year-old son, and another little one on the way. We continually evaluate all of our belongings to make sure they still offer value to our lives. We are selective with the new purchases we bring in our home in order to make the most of our space. We hardly watch any television, and we spend lots of time together because both my husband and I work from home. These intentional decisions allow us to live a life that feels right in a way that corresponds with our highest values. We’re able to live on a rather meager salary while still enjoying family outings, the occasional vacation, and even quality coffee. But our lifestyle didn’t happen overnight. My life’s journey has helped shape my philosophy about simple living.


  Craving Intentionality


  I grew up in a very normal American environment, ripe in the suburbs of Austin, Texas, in the 1980s, with my parents and my brother, who is five years my junior. Both my parents worked outside the home, and I spent my afterschool hours watching TV, playing with neighborhood kids, and going to ballet class. I attended public school and was a good student. My family was well rooted, and we lived in the same house for sixteen of my first eighteen years of life. My childhood was happy. You could say we were a typical family living an average upper-middle-class life.


  At age eighteen, I moved out and cut the apron strings. My life up to that point seemed complete, but I had a nagging sense of being a bit unprepared for real life — the nuts and bolts that actually make life work.


  While I was single and in my mid-twenties, I traveled internationally and saw the way many other cultures lived. I was inspired by what I experienced, but I still didn’t know what I was made for. I knew I wanted to run a home that was full of kids, a husband, and love. But I felt like I didn’t know how to manage a home, a most basic life skill. My problem was, I didn’t quite know what that house full of love and family should look like. I enjoyed my childhood, so it wasn’t as if I wanted a 180 for my own kids. But I wanted more … intentionality in my life. More conviction. More certainty about the why behind the decisions I made as a home manager. I didn’t want life to happen to me; I wanted to happen to life.


  Moving Abroad


  My husband and I married with the intention of one day moving overseas. We didn’t know any specifics, but we knew that if our plan were to become a reality, we’d have to not bury our roots too deeply, too soon. So from the beginning of our marriage, we made it a priority not to collect too much stuff. This would make moving abroad easier.


  Good intentions didn’t keep life from happening. Even though our wedding registry was fairly Spartan, we still managed to need more storage space than our 1,000-square-foot apartment gave us. Our daughter, Tatum, was born just after our two-year anniversary, and with her came the toys typical of a firstborn child. It wasn’t bad, mind you, but we knew it wasn’t what we intended.


  Our goal of moving abroad remained a priority, but we still accumulated almost $20,000 in debt (most of it being my student loans from college). My husband worked as many hours as possible while I stayed home with Tate so that our dream of living abroad could happen within the first decade of our marriage, not during our empty-nest years.


  When we paid off all but the school loans, we were more or less ready to make the big move. But before we could leave, we had all of our belongings to contend with. It wasn’t sane to trek 6,000 miles across the ocean with a full household, so a massive purge was in order. This purge took time, energy, and a few tears. We questioned every one of our possessions. I knew that we could buy bedding, furniture, and home décor in other countries, but it was still difficult to know what to part with and what was worth our precious luggage space.


  I handed to the God of all good things my desire to create an ideal nest for my family, and we sold most of our stuff. The kitchen gadgets, the curtains, the artwork in my daughter’s room — all were sold in a massive garage sale.


  We packed everything we had decided to keep into fifteen boxes, which became our check-in luggage for a twenty-three-hour flight. These were all of our earthly possessions for a family of three (minus a few quilts and yearbooks, which we kept in storage in the States). And surprisingly, I was at peace about it. I brought with us a few cooking utensils (ones I wasn’t sure I could find in our new country), my favorite books, some movies, and our best-fitting clothes. We left behind our rather new dishes, towels, and bedding, along with any books, movies, or clothes we no longer loved. I trusted that we could find decent replacements in our new home and that many of the things I thought were essential really weren’t. I still kept the things that would be hard to replace (books in English, for example), and of course, I never parted with our family photos.


  Letting Go


  Before we moved abroad, I wouldn’t have believed you if you had told me I would be fine not having my pewter fruit bowl, the flea-market coffee table I personally refurbished, or the buffet my husband crafted with his own two hands. I’ve never been a hoarder, but I love nesting. My home is my haven, and I’ve wanted to create my own since I was a little girl. The way some people love shoes, or perhaps a few of you drool over the latest gadgets, is the way I am about the ideal armchair for our master bedroom, or the perfect summer scent from a soy candle in the kitchen. I love nesting.


  But I’ve come to realize that those things are just things, and that while they aren’t inherently evil, they can actually erode my family’s purpose in life — or at least water down the potency of our choices. They can multiply the surfaces I need to dust. They can dwindle my checking account. They can even cause stress. And they can keep my family from living life to the fullest because we’ve slowly allowed our stuff to own us. Our purpose in life is directly related to how we define simple living. So if our possessions chip away at our purpose, so, too, goes a simpler life, no matter how noble our intentions.


  You may be thinking I’m extreme, and you just can’t or don’t want to live life the way I do. That’s okay. We all have different goals and values. Your vision of a simple life will not be the same as mine. But I want to encourage you to carefully evaluate the things you allow into your home and life. Are they truly making you happy? According to the statistics, they probably are not.


  The Inflated Floor Plan


  National Public Radio reports that from 1950 to 2004, the average American home has doubled in size — what was once 983 square feet is now 2,349 square feet.1 That’s a 1,366-square-foot addition — an entire second house.


  According to the U.S. Census Bureau, the average family in 1950 consisted of 3.67 members.2 In 2002, the average family size was 2.62 members. Today, smaller families “need” bigger homes, and the trend doesn’t stop in America. Australia, New Zealand, and most of the Westernized world are all seeing the same trend. The average home size in Australia is 2,200 square feet; in New Zealand it’s 1,900.3


  Do we really think we need almost 900 square feet per person in our homes today? That’s what the numbers indicate if we do simple math. Today we live in homes that provide almost the same amount of room per person that an average 1950s-size house would have provided for an entire family (when the average family size was larger than it is today).


  
    Average Square Footage of a New Single-Family Home
[image: Bar chart: 983 in 1950, 1,500 in 1970, 2,080 in 1990, 2,349 in 2004]

    Source: National Association of Home Builders (Housing Facts, Figures and Trends for March 2006)

  


  Overworked and Overbooked


  It’s not just floor plans that have inflated; the average workload has increased as well. By law, Australians receive four weeks of paid vacation; Europeans usually receive four to five weeks. There are no vacation laws in the United States to guarantee its citizens any time off of work. One in four working Americans don’t receive any paid vacation at all. Those who do average only fifteen days annually.4 We are quickly becoming the most overworked culture in the history of the world.


  Being overworked isn’t reserved for working adults. After my first child was born, I noticed a sense of urgency had trickled into the veins of children. I watched with astonishment at how busy kids were becoming. Eight-year-olds were taxied across town for cello lessons, pottery class, and extracurricular Italian lessons, all in the name of well-roundedness. Fewer and fewer children ran around the neighborhood, and goofing around at the local pool was replaced with supervised play dates. I held my infant baby and wondered if the same fate was inevitable for me and for her.


  Five years later, that infant girl has a toddler brother, and I don’t see much around me changing. Frugality is trendier, but life’s craziness hasn’t slowed. Families have declared it more and more impossible to live on one income. Mamas who want to stay at home with their young kids can’t crunch the numbers to make it happen, so they have succumbed to the 8-to-5 business day, dressing in suits and playing roles they don’t really want. It is for their kids, so that Ethan and Ashley can attend all those extracurricular activities — but no one is really happy about the whole setup.


  What’s the Deal?


  These inflated homes and out-of-control work expectations don’t make us happy. According to a study done by Italy’s Siena University in 2007, the average American paycheck has risen over the past thirty years (even when adjusted for inflation), but a drop in the quality of the workers’ personal relationships offsets the emotional benefits of the increased salary.5 We have more money but fewer meaningful relationships, and less time to enjoy the ones we do have. We work, and work, and then work some more, yet have little more than “stuff ” to show for it.


  With more space to clutter, less time for relationships, and almost no freedom for a vacation from work, we are stressed. We’re on a hamster wheel running to keep up with life. Instead of getting off the wheel, we’re frantically searching for ways we can increase our endurance and keep up. We buy bigger cars to haul our things and buy fancier phones to keep track of our kids’ calendars and family meal plans.


  Instead of adjusting to the hamster wheel, how about we find a completely different way to live life?


  Simple Living: The Latest Buzzword


  Simple living is a buzzword in our postmodern culture, and concepts like frugality and going green are trendy. They offer smart moves toward a healthier planet and healthier families. But the basic problem beneath these trends is that they feel like they ask so much of us. These ideas ask us to move into a world that feels impossible for everyday families who still want to participate in Little League, and who don’t really want to live off the grid.


  Sell your cars and transport your family around on bikes. It’s a great idea if you live in a metropolis with convenient public transportation, or in a tiny town with errands no more than a few miles away. But more than 50 percent of Americans live in the suburbs.6 I’m not sure too many of those folks are privy to abandoning their motor vehicles. Most of us don’t need gas-guzzling SUVs, but it’s probably not realistic to expect everyone to completely swear off fossil fuel consumption.


  Abandon your big-box grocery store and eat only from your garden. It’s a fun idea, and more families are catching on to the urban homesteading movement. But 80 percent of American households are two-income families and many people don’t feel like they have the time required to make this option possible.


  Wear clothing made from only organic material, woven in a freetrade factory. Indeed, we should all support businesses that take the extra step to ensure a better quality of life for the less fortunate, and that create quality, earth-friendly material. But until prices can be lowered, the average Jane can’t spend the money it would cost to clothe her entire family in this garb. She still needs to pay the mortgage.


  If we can’t do all of these things, where does that leave us? It seems like we need to completely redefine simple living. Let’s take some time to define what realistic simple living looks like for you. There’s no need to forsake the suburbs for the farm.
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    “The simplest things are often the truest.”


    —RICHARD BACH

  


  At the end of World War II, architects began planning a new hybrid of city and country living that was not quite urban but not quite rural, and thus the name the suburbs. With the Industrial Revolution in the pages of history for nearly forty years, most families didn’t need to live in cities near factories for work. These young families craved a quieter life with a patch of grass. But they wanted the convenience of city life that farms didn’t provide — a place close enough to the city so they could drive their Studebaker in for food, household supplies, and clothes.


  Settled just a few miles outside a metropolis, the suburbs provided an ultimate blend of serene living and convenience. And now, in the twenty-first century, suburbs make up a huge portion of the American landscape — more than 50 percent of us live in them. We can’t imagine a city without it surrounded by myriad neighborhoods peppered with fences and flowerbeds, elementary schools and soccer fields.


  Suburbs are a quintessential part of Westernized life. They provide square footage under a roof, a portion of land for gardens or trampolines, a decent school district (usually), and an easy place to park two cars. They’re convenient, and they’re where most of our available real estate is found.


  It’s easy, however, to shelter our families in these suburbs. When all of our friends also live in surrounding suburbs with the same layout as our own, it’s hard to imagine having anything less than a fifth of an acre for a backyard, a 26-cubic-foot refrigerator, and a fully equipped laundry room with a washer and a dryer. We want these conveniences, and life is hard to imagine without them.


  There’s no reason to apologize for owning them, so long as we remember that these things are luxuries, not necessities. In 2005, more than three billion people (half the world’s population) lived on less than $2 (U.S.) a day. Eighty percent of the world lives without running water or electricity. If you live in the United States, you’re among the 6 percent of the world’s wealthiest people.7 These numbers aren’t meant to give you a guilt trip — they’re simply a reality check. The items in our homes that we feel we absolutely “need” are downright extravagances within the global landscape.


  So if we keep these luxuries — our ACs, our gargantuan refrigerators, our deep freezers in the garage, and our clothes dryers — what does it really look like to simplify?


  Here’s What Simple Living Is Not


  1. Living on a Homestead, Off the Grid, or Without Electricity or Cars


  It’s true — there are a few hardy, modern-day homesteaders in the Western world who manage to live without refrigerators, who ride bicycles everywhere (kids included), and who reuse their toilet paper. It’s what they want, and best wishes to them.


  Most of us can’t voluntarily swallow that pill. Our luxuries may not be necessities for survival, but they sure are nice, and in some cases they make simple living easier. A bulk freezer can definitely help some families with their meal planning. A fuel-efficient car makes errand running fast enough to enjoy the rewards of a simple home. And I probably don’t need to tell you that electricity makes home life just a little easier and more pleasant.


  So simplifying your life and home does not mean needing to go to extremes. You can still enjoy modern comforts.


  2. More Work


  You might think simplifying your home means sacrificing convenience to the point where more work is actually created, not less. Sure, cloth diapers are less expensive and better for the environment, but don’t they require more maintenance and work? How would they simplify things? Growing a vegetable garden can be a cheap way to fill our bodies with good things, but who has the time to weed and hoe and water and fertilize when there’s dry cleaning to pick up?


  Simplifying your life is meant to make things better, not worse. It’s about choices — about saying no to the things in your life that aren’t the best so that you are free and available to say yes to those things you truly want.


  3. Only for the Cuckoos


  The phrase “simple living” can sound a bit … out there. Like it’s for the granola-types, or the families who live in tiny towns — or even more, it’s for the people without kids and real-life commitments. It’s easy to hear this phrase and wonder, Who on earth can live like this?


  When simplicity is married to reality, it is possible. Not only is it possible, it’s quite possibly the best way to live life. Each family ultimately has its own description of what “simple living” looks like, and each family should strive for a simple life in its own ways. Your children, as well as your stress level and your sanity, will thank you.


  Simple living does not require giving up those things you love or swearing off those things that make twenty-first century living possible. It simply requires you to simplify your life. For more on this, see Appendix D for a discussion on current simplicity trends.


  So What Is Simple Living?


  If what I’ve described so far is what simple living isn’t, then just what is simple living? Not at all ironically, my definition is simple. It applies to everybody, it’s timeless, and it’s not bound by cultural trends or norms. It can be your definition for the rest of your life, and it will apply to your life, no matter where you live and regardless of your life stage. The definition of simple living is this: living holistically with your life’s purpose. That’s it.


  Let’s break this phrase into its parts.


  Living Holistically


  “Holistic” means to emphasize the importance of the whole and the interdependence of its parts. All the parts work together for the good of the whole, and the final result — the whole — matters more than any single, independent part. Much like a delectable chocolate chip cookie requires brown sugar, eggs, flour, and chocolate chips, so, too, does simple living require individual ingredients combined into one final product. Chocolate chips and brown sugar are good by themselves, but they’re much better mixed and baked together into a mouth-watering cookie.


  Holistic living means that your spiritual, relational, emotional, intellectual, physical, and financial lives are working together. They’re not competing with one another. One area doesn’t scream out for attention to the detriment of another area of your life; these parts exist to complement and strengthen one another. And pointed in the same direction, each of these parts causes your life — the whole — to flow seamlessly and peacefully. Each part’s focus is the same — to play a role in completing the whole.


  With Your Life’s Purpose


  Your life’s purpose may look different than your neighbor’s purpose depending on your priorities, your worldview, and your value system. But ultimately, we all have a purpose. Your purpose is the reason for which you exist, for which you do things, and for which you are made. It is what you are about. It’s the reason you live.


  So if you have a family, the members of your family have a collective purpose — to function as a family unit. Ideally, each family member will work for the good of the other members so that the entire family unit functions holistically. Each member’s function will be different, but the functions should all benefit the family as a whole. There is a reason you are the family that you are, and you are unique from other families.


  So when you apply this new definition of simple living to your life, the different parts of your life line up in the same direction, and that direction is pointed toward your life’s purpose. All the independent things in your life — the items you own, how you spend your time, the relationships you cultivate, and the books you read — ultimately benefit your life’s purpose. There is no clutter. Your hours and days and weeks reflect your priorities, and so does the space in which you live. As a family, you’re united for something bigger than each of you separately, and you all are parts that complete the holistic family unit. We’ll discuss how to discover your life’s purpose in chapter 3.


  Four Extra Benefits of Simplifying and Decluttering


  So in addition to living out your life’s purpose, there are at least four extra advantages to simplifying and decluttering your home and life, and each of these contributes to the overall goal of living holistically with your life’s purpose. No one should miss out on these treasures.


  When we get rid of stuff in our homes and declutter, there are the obvious benefits of freed-up square footage and fewer surfaces to clean. But let’s not forget some additional side effects we’ll experience by tossing needless stuff in our lives.


  1. More Time for People


  When we have more stuff, we usually have less time for relationships with other people. How many times have you wanted to invite another family over for dinner and games, but didn’t because of Mt. Laundry on the couch and the food scraps stuck to the kitchen counters? Or did your son recently want to invite a playmate over for an afternoon of Lego building, but instead he needed to suit up for ball practice in between piano lessons and his sister’s ballet class?


  Our homes and our calendars are filled to the brim, and someone has to take care of those things. Responsible adults do their best to keep their homes sanitary and to honor their commitments. But it’s a bummer when being responsible means being chained to your stuff and your schedules, instead of enjoying relationships in a slower-paced way.


  There’s a hidden opportunity cost to owning materials things. If we choose a complete set of everyday dishes, formal china, a single-use appliance for every cooking task, and state-of-the-art cookware that requires maintenance and care, we’ll probably need a kitchen big enough to fit it all. And a bigger kitchen takes longer to clean than a smaller one. It might seem like small potatoes, but when your home takes longer to clean, it means more time each day or week devoted to the task. The hidden opportunity cost? More time spent scrubbing counters and putting away dishes, and less time chatting with the neighbors or grabbing coffee with a friend.


  Wouldn’t it be wonderful to have a home you could clean in its entirety in just a few hours so that you could devote the rest of the weekend to enjoying time with your friends and family?


  You might argue that your calendar is already filled. It’s probably filled with scheduled appointments with other people — coffee dates, play dates, and violin practice all involve other people, so staying busy hasn’t meant having no relationships. But what about your ability to emotionally invest in these people you love? Is your life slow enough to spend three hours over coffee, instead of one, because your friend pours out her heart to you about a struggle she’s having? Is your calendar empty enough to accept a last-minute offer to have a cookout with your in-laws? When you’re running errands, are you able to spend time chatting with your former professor you bumped into at the post office? By keeping our firm commitments to a minimum, we’re saying “yes” to being available for people who enter our lives casually.


  2. Improved Health


  Our mental, emotional, and physical healThis taking a serious toll because of our cluttered lives. We’re stressed, we’re easily overwhelmed, and we’re not sleeping well because our homes are too crowded with stuff. We walk into our messy homes, and we’re discouraged and defeated before we even start, not knowing where to begin.


  As we strive to afford our hefty mortgages, it’s nearly impossible to imagine life as a single-income family. How could you buy groceries? More than 60 percent of American families are dual-income earning,8 which means a lot of hours at the office and not many at home. And after a long day of work, it’s rather disheartening to roll up your sleeves to straighten up the house or start dinner. But because we believe we need all these extracurricular commitments and gadgets to make our homes nicer, we must work long hours to afford and maintain it all. All of this work outside the home means stress inside the home, the one place that’s meant to be your haven.


  Hours and hours of housework usually result in an exhausted body. Who has the time to make a healthy meal from scratch, or to even enjoy those luxuries we’re working so hard to have? It’s not easy to manage a large floor plan with stuff on every available surface.


  We’re a rather sleep-deprived culture. Because of our long work-days, our evenings spent carting our kids to their activities, and the more than eight hours per day we spend as a family parked in front of the TV, we’re going to bed late and then getting up early to start it all over again. Not enough sleep means an increased chance of depression, weight gain, high blood pressure, and perpetual grouchiness.


  It truly is ironic that we don’t have time to enjoy the gadgets and luxuries we can afford on a large income rewarded from long working hours. We spend much of our weekends catching up on laundry, running errands, and cleaning the neglected bathroom. It’s a chain-link downward spiral: We want stuff, so we work hard; our hard work allows us to buy stuff, but our hard work takes all of our energy, so we can’t enjoy our stuff as much as we would like.


  A decluttered, simple home will remove much of your physical stress and exhaustion. You won’t feel overwhelmed when you walk in the front door. Your relatively organized calendar will be easy to read and maintain. And you’ll be able to guiltlessly kick up your feet and rest in your armchair, enjoying the few things you do have because you truly enjoy them all.


  You will physically feel better when you get rid of those things you don’t need.


  3. Financial Well-Being


  As a culture, we are spending far too much money — money that we often don’t even have — on things we simply don’t need. We never feel like we have enough money. Even when we budget every month and use a cash-envelope system, it seems like there’s usually more month than money. But this shortfall usually occurs because we’re spending and not saving.


  If we free our homes of things we don’t need, there’s a good chance we’ll earn at least a little cash if we choose to sell these things in a garage sale, on eBay, or on Craigslist. But we’re also saving money down the road, because we don’t need to maintain those things we never loved to begin with.


  If we have less clutter, we can find the things we’re looking for. A decluttered kitchen is a much saner place to prepare meals, which means less eating out and less money spent on bloated entrées at restaurants. When we toss the paperwork we don’t need, we’re able to find important papers, making it infinitely easier to pay bills on time, store useful coupons, and remember appointments without paying penalty fees.


  And we shouldn’t write off the emotional freedom that comes with decluttering our homes, which directly affects our financial wellbeing. It might be painful at first to sell the wedding gifts you never liked but felt guilty about tossing — but once you feel the weight lifted off your shoulders and see the glorious empty space in your closet, you might start snowballing this decluttering thing. You’re more apt to remove the emotion from things, so it’s easier to rid your home of all but what you love. Selling more things means earning and keeping more money, and keeps you from buying needless stuff in the future.


  4. An Ecological Step in the Right Direction


  Our landfills are overflowing. The vehicles we use to cart all of our stuff have created the worst air quality in history. It’s not a scare tactic; it’s the truth — if we want a decent life for ourselves, let alone our children’s children, we must be much better stewards of our possessions. Our dependence on superfluous stuff has resulted in damage to our air, our local water, our soil, and our oceans, both for us and for our neighboring countries.


  I’m not a hard-core, tree-hugging environmentalist. I’m just passionate about being good stewards of what God has given us. It’s folly to balk at supporting ways to consume less fossil fuel — that’s not being a green nut; that’s caring about the impact oil production has on the Earth, lowering gas prices, and doing what we can to make life better for future generations.


  When we get rid of the things we don’t need and either donate them to charity or sell them secondhand, we’re providing someone with a way to reuse something instead of buying it new. We’re supporting the reuse part of the three-R mantra of environmentalism.


  When our households have less stuff, we don’t need as much space. Less space means lower utilities, which is both financially savvy and ecologically sound. You’ll use less electricity, less gas, and less water to keep your place running.


  You could even argue that decluttering your home means enjoying more of nature. Running a simpler home takes less time to clean, and you’ll have more money freed up to use that time in your backyard or out and about.


  Realistic simple living is for you and your family. It’s the best way to live life. It means that all the parts of your life are pointed in the same direction, a direction that has purpose and vibrancy. So now that we’ve established that the real definition of simple living is living holistically with your life’s purpose, let’s explore the different ways you can find your direction and purpose.
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    “First say to yourself what you would be; and then do what you have to do.”


    —EPICTETUS

  


  I hate to break it to you, but you can’t do it all. I can’t either. We’re all given a finite amount of time, resources, and talents, which makes it rather impossible to achieve that noble, yet impossible ambition of doing everything well that you want to do. It’s simply not possible, and it’s a poor use of energy and devotion. Seasons of life come and go, and with them ebb physical capabilities, levels of stamina, and free time. No one in the history of the world has been able to accomplish it all.


  I’m a big believer in following the writer Elisabeth Elliot’s advice, “When you don’t know what to do next, just do the thing in front of you.” But it certainly helps if you have more of an idea of what’s the most important thing to do next.


  In 1967, Charles E. Hummel wrote and published an essay entitled Tyranny of the Urgent, stating that the “greatest danger is letting the urgent things crowd out the important.” We spend so much of our energy and time putting out fires, answering phone calls and e-mails, and in the meantime, we let the most important things in our life pass us by. In the twenty-first century, many of us respond to the tyranny of the urgent. We let the things we value most take a backseat to whatever is begging for attention in the moment.


  One of the characteristics of a responsible adult is to recognize the difference between the important and the urgent, and then refuse to be tyrannized by the urgent — to shun management by crisis. Of course, this is easier said than done. Who hasn’t tried to make dinner for the family (the important), but can’t seem to find the time it takes because of an exploding diaper, spilled juice, or a ringing telephone (the urgent)?


  In managing your home, you must know the difference. You cannot operate solely in response to the urgent for long — you’ll go mad. And if your desire is to live simply, it’s essential to know what’s the most important stuff in life and what’s, well, urgency disguised as importance.


  So how do you decide what to do? Within a busy world and a fast-paced culture with an infinite list of demands, your soul needs some constant, a rock that helps you determine what you can do and what you just can’t, or at least what can wait until later. This unshakable rock needs to be something that makes sense, that’s clearly defined, and that is consistent with your priorities.


  This is when a purpose statement proves invaluably handy. I’m not talking about a clichéd “mission statement,” satirized in Jerry Maguire and in a stereotyped office atmosphere; I’m talking about a real, definitive, no-holds-barred statement that says what you’re about. And if you’re sharing a roof with other family members, I’m talking about a statement that says what all of you are about. The following advice is written for families of any size and shape, but it will work just as well for independent individuals. Apply the information to your current life stage.


  What’s a Purpose Statement?


  There’s no right or wrong way to word a purpose statement, but the statement should cover the overall picture of your life’s purpose. Remember the definition of simple living?


  Living holistically with your life’s purpose.


  In order to live simply, you need to know your purpose and write it in a statement. How do you discover your purpose? One way is to answer questions, discuss their answers, write down thoughts, and scratch out other ideas. This chapter will help you journey through a process of discovering more clearly what you — and your family — are all about. You’ll identify your priorities, which will point you to your purpose. It won’t be perfect because you’re not perfect. No one is, so don’t set unrealistic expectations.


  In the end, the goal is to have a clear, concise, workable purpose statement that accurately reflects your priorities, your personality, and your vision for your family. You want it to be a timeless, easy-to-read, holistic statement that applies to everyone in the family. It will help you make decisions, feel confident about saying “no,” and be a bit better at focusing on the important instead of the urgent.


  And ultimately, this statement will clearly mark the road for your journey toward simple living. You will know what a simple life means to you, and it won’t remain some vague, trendy buzzword that sounds lovely but means very little.


  What Does a Purpose Statement Look Like?


  As I mentioned, there’s no right or wrong way to word a family purpose statement. It can be detailed, complete with bullet points, or it can be one word. Usually, something in the middle of those two extremes works best for most families. Here are the keys to crafting a statement that’s useful enough to be put into practice.


  1. It Should Be Simple


  It’s basic logic: A purpose statement with an end goal to simplify your life should be simple in itself. It shouldn’t have five-dollar words, so many specifics that it’s not pliable, or so many complexities that the children don’t understand it. This is a tool for your family, not a doctoral thesis. Make it work for you and your family.


  2. It Should Be Timeless


  A family purpose statement is not the place to outline your goals for the year, nor to elaborate on the career hopes you have for your pre-schoolers. Ideally, your statement should be just as workable when your kids are five as when they’re fifteen. You will have space elsewhere to elaborate on what your purpose statement looks like in your life right now, but those specifics don’t belong in the statement itself. It doesn’t need to be perfect, of course, and it’s perfectly fine to tweak and remold the statement throughout the years as your family organically evolves. However, as you approach this project of crafting your statement, keep timelessness a priority.


  3. It Should Be General, but Not Too General


  Along the lines of timelessness, you also want to keep your statement rather general — but not so general that it doesn’t accurately reflect who you are. For example, if you’re passionate about environmentalism, you might be tempted to include, “Pioneer a movement of recycling in my neighborhood.” This might be a bit too specific — that’s more of a goal than a statement of purpose, anyway. But don’t veer to the other spectrum and write only, “Love the earth.” That doesn’t really speak about your specific niche within the big vision of loving the earth, nor does it spark any creativity and inspiration for your future decision making. Find the balance between specific and general. In this case, something like, “Steward the earth locally while mobilizing environmental change globally” might better fill the bill. If it’s too vague, it won’t really help in your day-to-day decision making. If it’s too specific, it may needlessly paint you into a corner you never intended.


  Real-Life Examples From Real Families


  For further inspiration, I’ve collected a few family purpose statements from actual families. I don’t want these to define how your statement will ultimately look, but perhaps they’ll spark an idea or a vision as you craft your own.


  Here is my family’s purpose statement:


  As a family, we want to glorify God in all we say, do, and are. We will …


  
    	Put each other first.


    	Cultivate deep relationships with one another.


    	Extend love to those around us.


    	Live simply.


    	Be true to who God made us.


    	Take care of our health.


    	Be good stewards of creation.


    	Be lifelong learners.

  


  MaryJo Wieland, writer at TurnItUpMom.com and wife and mom of one child in New Jersey, has defined her family’s purpose statement as:


  
    	Kindness: Generosity of Spirit. We show people that we care. We are sympathetic and understanding, and we act with a warm heart.


    	Responsibility: We have a responsibility to ourselves, to our communities, and to the world.


    	Faith: We believe in God and in each other. We are loyal to each other, trusting that each person has something special to offer the world.


    	Fun: We remember to approach life with a light-hearted playfulness, to laugh a lot, and to make memories together.

  


  Lisa Delzer, a wife and mom of two small children in Colorado, shared with me her family’s purpose statement:


  We believe that our purpose as a family is to love, celebrate, and nourish the creative spirit. We will accomplish this by:


  
    	living simply, loving unconditionally, and exploring


    	making our home a place of creativity, laughter, and love


    	valuing the creative process above all else, and


    	being in harmony with Spirit, each other, and Mother Nature.

  


  Kara Fleck, editor of SimpleKids.net and wife and homeschooling mom of three living in Indianapolis, has a very simple but powerful purpose statement:


  To be focused on peace.


  Now It’s Your Turn


  Ready to get to work? Set aside time on your calendar with your spouse (or yourself if you are single) — a quiet evening where you’ll have a couple of hours over cups of tea to talk and write together. It doesn’t need to be long, but you might need to schedule a few sessions if each one is short on time. Take your time devising this purpose statement.


  Pick the questions here that resonate most with you, and jot down some thoughts. If you are an individual, modify the questions so they apply to you. Don’t worry about right or wrong answers. Write the first answer that comes into your mind, or simply write down some words that percolate as you mull over the topic.


  
    	What are a few strengths of each member of our family?


    	Collectively, we are at our best when we are …


    	Collectively, we are at our worst when we are …


    	If we had a completely free day together as a family, how would we spend it?


    	What are practical ways we can serve each other?


    	What are practical ways we can serve others outside our family?


    	Name three things we think we could do better as a family.


    	What would people say today about our family as a whole?


    	What would we like people to say about our family as a whole in thirty years?


    	If our home could be filled with one emotion, what would that emotion be?


    	Name three adjectives we would like people to use to describe our home environment.


    	If we could name one principle from which we want our family to operate, what would it be?


    	What are the top four priorities we want our family to value?


    	What is the main purpose of our home?


    	What is the secondary purpose of our home?


    	What is the individual purpose in life of each member of our family?


    	What is one way we are unique as a family?


    	Describe the status of our family in ten years …

    •financially

    •intellectually

    •emotionally

    •relationally with each other

    •communally in our environment

    •physically

    •spiritually


    	Where are you as a family in ten years? What does your home look like?


    	What is the purpose of life?

  


  What to Do With Your Answers


  Look at your responses and see if there’s a theme. If you repeatedly talk about making a difference in your community, perhaps you have that innate passion within you. Or if your priorities seem to point to being good stewards of the environment, maybe a priority for you is to leave the earth better than you found it. Notice trends in your answers.


  Chat about your answers with your spouse. Do you differ on any of the answers? That could be a big deal, or it could be nothing. Either way, it should spark some discussion between the two of you.


  Once you’ve settled on a few basic repeated themes, nail down a few descriptive words to encompass them. For example, if your answers repeatedly deal with being frugal, with not living among clutter, and having plenty of free time as a family, perhaps one of your descriptive words is simplicity.


  Tweak some of your descriptors to be more timeless. For example, if your answer to question 12, about one principle from which your family operates, is “patience as we live through the baby and toddler years,” you could discuss whether patience is a theme that’s significant to both of you long-term. Perhaps one of your guiding principles is forbearance, which means patient endurance and self-control.


  Create Your Statement


  Start crafting a draft of your family purpose statement by way of your answers to the questions found earlier in this chapter. There’s no right or wrong way to write this, but remember to keep it simple and timeless, and to create a fine balance between vague and specific. And keep it on the shorter side; if it’s too long, it’ll be difficult to remember.


  If you’re stuck on where to begin, you could try a skeleton like this:


  We, the [family name], believe that our purpose as a family is to [general mission statement]. We will accomplish this by:


  
    	valuing [principle] and [principle] as our main guiding principles


    	making our home a place of [adjective], [adjective], and [adjective]


    	prioritizing [value or action] above lesser values


    	interacting with each other in a spirit of [adjective]

  


  These questions, the outline, and everything in between are ideas to get you started. Be creative and original! Make this an adventure with your family, and see where it leads you. Let your statement reflect who you are as a family.


  Most important, let your statement be one that will help guide you as you make future decisions — let it serve you as a family. It’s a tool, not an altar where you worship. Keep the definition of simple living in mind — living holistically with your life’s purpose. If this purpose statement can help you define your life’s purpose, then you are a major step closer to realistic simple living.


  Take It a Step Further


  Once you’ve got a working purpose statement, feel free to use it to create goals that can be a bit more immediate. For example, if one of your main points is that you will “value simplicity as a family,” you can jot down some ideas of what this looks like for you in the next year. For example, this could mean:


  
    	We will operate from one income so that one spouse can stay home and have adequate time to manage our family effectively.


    	We will only allow outside commitments three nights per week so that we have enough time at home as a family.


    	We will eat out once every other week so that we have enough funds to take a small vacation each year.

  


  The next two chapters discuss how your purpose statement can help you make wise daily financial choices and guard your precious time.


  And as you begin to think about the implications of this purpose statement, you will be able to see how certain home management tasks will be a priority, while others won’t be as important. It will wipe away some needless guilt about “doing it all,” and it will further free you from a burden you were never meant to carry. Realistic simple living is about being true to yourself, knowing your limits, and embracing your gifts and passions.


  Consider displaying your statement somewhere as an inspiration and encouragement when decision making is tough. It will send you out the door with a visible reminder of what you’re about in your small corner of the big world. Jon and Cherie Werner in Austin, Texas, together with their three girls, wrote their statement with permanent marker on an inexpensive plate, which they display on a shelf in their living room.


  Your family’s purpose statement is a powerful tool. It is a major instrument in your quest to live against the grain of modern-day culture. When you second-guess your decisions or your priorities, you can read your purpose statement and be encouraged that simple living is worth it.




End of sample
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