
[image: cover]
 

[image: images/img-2-1.jpg]

 

[image: images/img-3-1.jpg]

 








A Simplified Life: Tactical Tools for Intentional Living

© 2017 by Emily Ley

All rights reserved. No portion of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, scanning, or other—except for brief quotations in critical reviews or articles, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

Published in Nashville, Tennessee, by Thomas Nelson. Thomas Nelson is a registered trademark of HarperCollins Christian Publishing, Inc.

Published in association with Folio Literary Management LLC, 630 Ninth Avenue, Suite 1101, New York, New York 10036.

Photography by Gina Zeidler

Thomas Nelson titles may be purchased in bulk for educational, business, fund-raising, or sales promotional use. For information, please e-mail SpecialMarkets@ThomasNelson.com.

Unless otherwise noted, Scripture quotations are taken from the Holy Bible, New International Version®, NIV®. Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984, 2011 by Biblica, Inc.® Used by permission of Zondervan. All rights reserved worldwide. www.zondervan.com. The “NIV” and “New International Version” are trademarks registered in the United States Patent and Trademark Office by Biblica, Inc.®

Scripture quotations marked ESV are taken from the ESV® Bible (The Holy Bible, English Standard Version®). Copyright © 2001 by Crossway, a publishing ministry of Good News Publishers. Used by permission. All rights reserved.

Any Internet addresses, phone numbers, or company or product information printed in this book are offered as a resource and are not intended in any way to be or to imply an endorsement by Thomas Nelson, nor does Thomas Nelson vouch for the existence, content, or services of these sites, phone numbers, companies, or products beyond the life of this book.

ISBN-13: 978-0-7180-9830-8

ISBN-13: 978-0-7180-9831-5 (eBook)

17 18 19 20 21 DSC 6 5 4 3 2 1

  


Information about External Hyperlinks in this ebook


Please note that footnotes in this ebook may contain hyperlinks to external websites as part of bibliographic citations. These hyperlinks have not been activated by the publisher, who cannot verify the accuracy of these links beyond the date of publication.


 
 






TO MY MOM. YOU’RE MY IDOL, MY HERO, AND MY BEST FRIEND. THANKS FOR SHOWING ME HOW IT’S DONE.
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INTRODUCTION

If I know anything about life, it’s this: it doesn’t have to be so complicated. I know what it feels like to be in the absolute thick of it—with little ones clamoring for attention, an inbox forever overflowing, a house brimming with clutter, laundry that never seems to end, doubt and anxiety pumping through my veins. I know what it feels like to be completely and totally overwhelmed.

I also know what it feels like to be on the other side—even if just for a glorious few moments. I know the feeling routine, structure, and order bring to busy days. I know what a calendar with breathing room feels like. And I know the deep breath—the kind that reaches down to fill your heart, lungs, and soul with peace and presence—that comes with a truly simplified life.

I want to live there. I want more of my moments to be spent in that place of calm contentment. I want to bask in the glorious greatness of basic-ness (don’t worry, I just made that word up). And I want to revel in “going over the top” when I want to because there is white space in my life to do so.

My life is busy and complicated and all but simple sometimes. But I’ve learned a thing or two about simplifying life (mostly thanks to my own simplicity-minded mom) to make physical and mental space for what matters. I’m so excited to share these tips and many more with you in this book. Every little tidbit of advice in the next few pages can be applied to your life no matter your circumstances: your family size, your budget, your career situation. We all could benefit from clearing the clutter, building real, tactical routines into our days, and embracing organizational strategies that actually work in our real lives.

I have a very vivid memory of Saturday mornings as a kid. My little brother and I woke to the smell of eggs, bacon, and—since we were in the South—stone-ground grits, of course. We’d gather for breakfast and cartoons, get our chores done, and head out to play. I remember our Saturday morning tradition well—the piles of blankets on the couch, familiar cartoons, the jammies we wore late into the morning, the way my mom opened the windows and turned on music while we cleaned our home together. It was a pretty ordinary tradition, nothing fancy. But like my mom’s other routines, it was easy, and it made us all feel connected.




LIFE IS HARDLY SIMPLE. IN FACT, IT’S OFTEN QUITE COMPLICATED.




What if we looked at organizing and homekeeping like that? What if we traded perfect pantries with matching bins and pretty labels for easy routines we can actually keep, routines that can connect our families? What if organizing not only made our spaces feel better but also freed up our time to help us love one another a little better? When you picked up this book, you might have thought that A Simplified Life seemed like a crazy title. Or you may have said, “Yes, please! Fix my life! Make it simple!”

Life is hardly simple. In fact, it’s often quite complicated. And though our seasons and situations will change, we can make real, messy, day-to-day life simpler with a little intention and preparation. Throughout this book, we will walk through the tactical process of simplifying ten key areas of life. Though each area has its own specific needs and will require different types of work, the process is the same for each:
 

• DECLUTTER DISTRACTIONS. Take inventory of your life, rigorously eliminate distractions, remove the unnecessary, and pare down to what truly matters.
 
• PUT TOOLS IN PLACE. Set up accountability, systems, and resources.
 
• ESTABLISH ROUTINES THAT WORK. Create flexible routines so each part of your life works together rather than competes for time and attention.
 

By walking through these three steps, you’ll uncover treasures in your life that you may have otherwise overlooked. That’s one of my favorite parts of this process and what simplified lives are truly built on—discovering the most basic and beautiful gifts already right in front of you.



What if we traded perfect pantries with matching bins and pretty labels for easy routines we can actually keep, routines that can connect our families?




As a working wife and mom to three small children (currently toddler twins and a kindergartener), I’ve learned to incorporate all of my mom’s tips, tricks, and routines for a simplified life. And along the way, I’ve developed some of my own systems that work for our busy family.

I don’t organize or structure life just because it’s my job or because I want things to look good from the outside. I do these things because I want a life that is rich, sweet, and uncomplicated. I don’t want to be weighed down by day-to-day responsibilities. I want to be able to enjoy Saturdays, making memories with my family instead of folding mountains of laundry. I want dinner to be a calm time to reconnect and enjoy good food with the people I love, not a rushed, chaotic evening ritual I’m just hoping to survive. I want to be able to sit with my kids or with a friend and wholeheartedly listen, not spend my days with stresses running through my head. I want to be able to enjoy this beautiful life, not be constantly overwhelmed by it.

Every aspect of modern life begs for your attention. The ding of your phone. The handout from your child’s school. The appointments on your calendar. The devotional still unopened on your nightstand. The people in your home calling your name. All of these things are screaming right in your face, at intense volume, telling you that they are most important, that they deserve your immediate attention. Add in commercials, billboards, social media, and the hum of the television in the background, and you’ve got a recipe for disaster. When our lives begin to bubble over with these things, good or bad, our lives can actually implode.

[image: images/img-14-1.jpg]

Most women have been raised to say yes, to commit, to take a stand, to play a role, to wear all the hats. But early this year, I decided to say no to that. My business (the Simplified Planner®) had grown to be carried in over eight hundred stores around the world. It was a busy, fun life.

What an accomplishment!

What a great line on my résumé!

What an incredible revenue source!

What a drain to my heart.

This seemingly good thing had become an intense tax on my health, my family, and my heart. And I was tired of it. Literally. I remember very well the night I decided we needed a new direction. I sat on my bedroom floor with a poster board and a Sharpie, something I do often when I need to get stuff out of my head. I wrote down all my thoughts. This success was something we’d wanted, something we’d worked so hard for. But suddenly, what I wanted was draining the life right out of me. I’d spent the prior twelve months on forty-eight airplanes, visiting countless cities, and I’d run myself into the ground.

A simplified life seemed like a concept from another planet. But I knew, with both big and small changes, achieving such simple bliss was possible. So we adjusted. As terrifying as it was, at the end of 2016 we closed 95 percent of our wholesale business. We downsized from eight hundred stores to just five and, as a team, decided to implement better systems that allowed us to be our best selves for our families.

An amazing thing happened just after New Year’s Day. I lay in the grass at my parents’ home, watching my kindergartener try to teach my toddlers how to play Duck-Duck-Goose. The cool, prickly grass tickled my hands. I felt grateful for the familiar, fresh country air around me. And I soaked in the laughter of three exuberant children, each with a very different blossoming personality, as they clumsily chased each other.

You can’t experience simple joys when you’re living life with your hair on fire. You don’t hear the joy in those sounds when your brain is reciting and rehashing your to-do list. You can’t enjoy the warmth of an afternoon breeze when you’re clamoring to get inside because you have so much left to do. Yes, certain tasks have to get done; let’s not negate the responsibilities of life. A simplified life means that what has to get done will get done. And when we pare down life to its simplest, most beautifully basic parts, we’re left with room to enjoy each other, to rest, and to truly savor life with all our hearts, minds, and spirits.
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Chapter 1

 SIMPLIFIED SPACE

 Creating a Decluttered, Meaningful Home



Right now I’m imagining you curled up on your couch with a steaming cup of tea, makeup wiped off after a long day, looking for hope amid what may feel like a very not-simplified life. Imagine me raising my own lukewarm cup of tea back at you, friend.

I get it.

Life is a lot sometimes. Well . . . all the time.

But here’s one thing I know: life doesn’t have to be so complicated. It just doesn’t. Yes, things will happen. Change and transition will always be hard. Toddlers will always throw fits, and traffic will always be terrible at rush hour. But the ordinary, everyday parts of life—the fantastic, mundane moments and rituals that fill our days—don’t have to be so overwhelming.


With a little intention and effort, your life—just as it is right now—can be simplified.



Though you may feel the world is telling you this is just how life is, I believe it’s possible to tone down the madness, rein in the circus, and infuse peace into the key parts of life. With a little intention and effort, your life—just as it is right now—can be simplified. We’ll start with the hardest part first (Don’t shut this book and run away! We’ll do it together!) because it’s one of the most powerful, immediate, and satisfying transformations you can make: simplifying your space.

We’re starting here because it’s foundational. Simplifying your space means giving your home potential to inspire and soothe. And it means setting yourself up for success so that every next step you take in your space is easier.

Before we get started, I need you to make me a promise—and it’s a big one! Do not spend a single dollar on this process. That means from chapter 1 to chapter 10, I’d like you to keep a list of items that might be helpful in organizing, but I don’t want you to buy a single thing. Why? Because you never know what you might find along the way, and as we go, we’ll be working on fostering contentment for what we already have. By the end of the book, you may find those organizational aids unnecessary.
 
DEFINING YOUR SPACE

The work you do in and for your home—cultivating a space full of order and love—is called homemaking, a word that has fallen out of fashion. Forget the 1950s images of Mrs. Cleaver in an apron, waiting at the front door to take her husband’s coat and spreading a four-course dinner on the table. Homemaking is actually defined as “the creation and management of a home, especially as a pleasant place in which to live.”

I absolutely love the bold simplicity of that definition. I believe it’s what we all desire for our homes: that our spaces are thoughtfully crafted, orderly, and well managed and that they foster life, love, and memories. If that’s what we all want, why can’t we just snap our fingers and make it happen?

Simplicity, in all areas of life, has one giant enemy: clutter. In this age of consumerism, we own far more physical objects than we actually need. Each item in our home takes our attention away from the item next to it, regardless of its use or value.

Imagine walking inside your house, ready for a quiet evening, and visualize what you might see. Perhaps you see a bookshelf overflowing with magazines and knickknacks. Maybe days of unopened mail are stacked on your counter. You may see dishes in the sink, spare keys (to what?) hanging on the rack, and kitchen gadgets strewn across the counter. Immediately, before you’ve even set down your purse, your space has overwhelmed you. Every item requested your attention, reminded you of something you need to do, and distracted you from what really matters: relaxing and resting after a long day.


MY PERSONAL INVENTORY


WHICH PARTS OF MY LIFE FEEL LESS THAN SIMPLE RIGHT NOW?

[Your Response Here]


WHAT DO I WISH MY HOME COMMUNICATED TO MY FAMILY?

[Your Response Here]


WHICH ELEMENTS OF A HOME’S DESIGN, AESTHETIC, OR AMBIENCE ARE MOST ATTRACTIVE TO ME?

[Your Response Here]


WHY IS IT IMPORTANT TO INVEST MY HEART AND EFFORT IN THIS PROCESS?

[Your Response Here]
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What if we approached our homes not just as the houses we live in but as places of true respite—shelters from the outside world, sacred backdrops for cherished family memories, and places that have the power to inspire, excite, and connect? What if we took the power back from our stuff?

You may be thinking, I don’t have time to do this. It’s too big of a job. I just need to move into a bigger and better space.

I’d argue that simplifying can accomplish the same goal: having more space for the things that matter to you. No matter what space you’re in, you have the power to make your space provide the rest and connection you deserve.

Let’s begin by exploring how you’d like your space to make you feel. By setting this goal, we give meaning to the journey we’re about to embark on. I’ll start:

I want my home to be a place of comfort and joy. I want my children to feel completely loved and accepted here—that they can be whoever God has called them to be. I want my front door to be a beacon for friends and neighbors, a place where they feel drawn and invited. I want my home to smell delicious and be lit in a way that makes guests and family want to curl up with a blanket to enjoy a treat and share stories. I want my space to be tidy, neat, and organized so our days run as smoothly as possible and our minds are free from distractions. I want my décor to reflect the history, tradition, and deeply connected life that happens inside it. More than anything, I want my home to be welcoming, inviting, and a place of warmth, both to my family and to others. Perhaps you’d like your home to feel like a safe and quiet escape from the bustling world. Or maybe you’d like your home to be a place filled with life and energy that inspires and excites family and visitors alike.



NO MATTER WHAT SPACE YOU’RE IN, YOU HAVE THE POWER TO MAKE YOUR SPACE PROVIDE THE REST AND CONNECTION YOU DESERVE.



MY DEFINED SPACE

HOW DO I WANT MY HOME TO FEEL?

[Your Response Here]

WHAT DO I WANT TO SEE WHEN I WALK IN THE DOOR AT NIGHT OR INTO THE KITCHEN FIRST THING IN THE MORNING?

[Your Response Here]

WHAT ARE MY BIGGEST GOALS FOR MY HOME?
 
[Your Response Here]

BEGINNING WITH A RUTHLESS CLEAN-OUT

Every scrap of clutter in my house detracts from the home I dream of having. When I started to realize just how distracted I was by the number of physical items in our home, I decided a ruthless clean-out needed to happen. The end result was astonishing—truly the biggest, most trans-formative, and most impactful change I’ve ever made for our family. The simplicity I found when all the extra, duplicate, outgrown, unnecessary items were gone brought a calmness I’d never known. Though I’d tried to create that sense of peace with expensive organizers and fancy systems, nothing worked quite like the free exercise of unapologetically ridding my home of excess.

My lack of organizational tools wasn’t the problem; my overabundance of stuff was. Imagine the lightness I felt when our home held only absolute necessities and cherished treasures. Picture how much easier cooking dinner became when, instead of rifling through a cluttered utensil drawer and overflowing cupboard, I had only my best spatula and favorite dishes to choose from. Imagine how easy it became to dress three small children every morning when the clothes in their drawers were neatly folded and fit perfectly (I can’t tell you how many hours I’ve wasted digging through outgrown toddler clothes). Life suddenly became a lot easier. I breathed a little deeper and had fewer chores to do, less junk to pick up every day, and less visual distraction. I underestimated how much physical, mental, and emotional effort I was giving to maintaining all our stuff. But when the clutter was gone? Everything in me quieted in a noticeable way.

So here we go. Get ready for your ruthless clean-out.
 
MAKE A PLAN

This is a marathon, not a sprint. Get comfortable with the fact that you may be able to tackle only one room a day—maybe even one a week depending on where you’re starting from. Give yourself the time and grace to go little by little. Begin by making a list of every space in your home—all rooms, closets, bathrooms, storage spaces, pantry, and so forth. Start with the most overwhelming space, and work your way down the list. Tackling the hardest task first will give you the confidence (and immediate gratification) to keep going. I like to start in the master bedroom closet, not only because it’s a pretty cut-and-dried process but also because it’s a space I see and use multiple times a day.
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THE LACK OF ORGANIZATIONAL TOOLS ISN’T THE PROBLEM; THE OVERABUNDANCE OF STUFF IS.


 
DESIGNATE A “GET IT OUT OF HERE” SPACE

I used my guest room as our designated “donate” space, but another room may work better for you. I recommend choosing a space, if possible, that’s out of sight (i.e., behind a door you can close). In this space, you’ll store all the items you’re donating until you can arrange a pickup or drop them off yourself. Gather some trash bags and set them aside; you’ll use those to corral everything for easy transport later.
 
GET STARTED

Completely clear the space you’re working on before you get started. For instance, if you’re organizing a drawer, dump out the entire drawer. Consider each item carefully. If you want to feel the power of an enormous transformation and the strong sense of simplicity it will bring, you must get rid of anything you’re iffy about. Do you love or absolutely need this item? Do you have multiples? (No matter how hard I try, I simply cannot wear forty T-shirts.) Have you used it in the last six months? Does it have deep sentimental value? Keep only items that are necessary, needed, or heirlooms. And here’s a truth that’s sometimes hard, especially as women, to accept: not every item that feels special needs to be kept. If that were the case, my home would be filled with stuffed animals, Sunday school projects, and dead weeds the kids have handed to me as flowers.

As you move through this process, it may feel weird to see certain drawers or spaces so bare. Do not give in to this feeling! You may feel tempted to pull a few things from the donate pile because of these empty spaces. Don’t! After having so much stuff, you’re going to feel as though something is missing, and that is okay. The open space is not a problem; it is precious. If it needs to be filled, then when you’re done with this journey, fill it with something special and meaningful. Maybe your grandmother’s wedding photo belongs in that empty space instead of the random vases that were there before. Embrace that feeling—the feeling that compels you to display what is precious.
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	THINGS TO GET RID OF: 
	THINGS TO KEEP: 



	• Trash 
	• The best 



	• Duplicates 
	• The favorite 



	• Extras 
	• The necessary 



	• Unnecessary items 
	• The treasure 



	• Outgrown items 
	 



	• Broken items 
	 



	• Items you’re “planning to use one day” 
	 


 



We’re not after minimalism; we’re after simplicity, ease, and a clutter-free life. Minimalism is defined as “a style or technique characterized by extreme sparseness and simplicity.” The word extreme is the reason I haven’t adopted a minimalist lifestyle. To me, extreme mean lots of rules to follow, and it seems not very real-life-ish—at least not for my real life! I don’t love the idea of sparsity either—it doesn’t inspire or comfort or excite me. The goal of simplifying isn’t to embrace bare or sparse or extreme; it’s to eliminate distractions so you can focus on what really matters, treasure the possessions you do have, and live life a little easier.
 
SORTING, STORING, AND SIMPLIFYING

Once you’ve completely decluttered a room in your home, decide what you’ll do with the items you’ve decided to keep. Always store similar items together. Many times we store a spare screwdriver in a kitchen drawer (just in case) and a pack of batteries in the living room (just in case), but this is how clutter happens. Storing similar items together is an essential part of the decluttering process. When all our screwdrivers are kept together in a box in the garage, we know exactly where to go when we need one. And once you corral them, you may realize you have six flathead screwdrivers and it’s time to get rid of a couple. Commit to this sorting process. You’ll surprise yourself with what you find.

When I went through my clean-out, I found no fewer than eleven nail files. Oddly, I thought I didn’t even own a nail file. I also found three tubes of toothpaste and promptly removed that item from my next few grocery lists. You’ll also find that by sticking to this method, junk drawers become obsolete. We now have a basic pen-and-paper drawer in our kitchen. It’s no longer home to light bulbs, screwdrivers, nail files, spare keys, batteries, and other random items because those items have specific storage places and purposes.

As you declutter room by room, you will come across special heirlooms. Retire these must-keep items in a box or two designated as keepsake boxes. I keep these boxes in my master closet. My husband and I each have two boxes (one for photographs, one for mementos), and together we also have three additional boxes (one for each of our children) that include photos, mementos, and art projects from their childhoods. As new items are added, sometimes some items end up being transitioned out. We’ll eventually give these boxes to the kids to share with their own children. But unless keepsakes are used as décor, which many are in our home, they are stored only in these specific boxes.



The goal of SIMPLIFYING is to eliminate DISTRACTIONS so you can focus on what really MATTERS.
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The remainder of your items should, for the most part, be stored as out of sight as possible. The toll visual clutter takes on our minds is profound. Not only does clutter vie for our attention, it makes up the general atmosphere of our spaces—leaving us feeling uninspired or overwhelmed. I challenge you to embrace the idea that open spaces and semi-bare countertops are breathing room for your home and your mind. Additionally, this space is room for love, tradition, and creativity to fill your home. While the urge to fill a space may be strong in the beginning, you will become more comfortable, even empowered, as you refuse to give in to it.
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ELIMINATE YOUR JUNK DRAWER—HOW TO REPURPOSE THE MOST CLUTTER-FILLED SPOT IN YOUR HOME:
 

• Create a drawer for managing mail. Store pens and paper, postage stamps, return address stamps, stationery, envelopes, and a notepad here.
 
• Designate a drawer for bulky kitchen utensils to create space in other drawers.
 
• Choose a drawer to house lunch box supplies (sandwich baggies, cookie cutters, a pen and notepad, paper napkins).
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At this point you may find yourself tempted to invest in the fanciest shoe rack for your twelve pairs of tennis shoes or the hard-to-find clear acrylic risers for your six bottles of hair product. If you find yourself dreaming of a fancy organizational tool, chances are you still have too much stuff. Just a few pairs of tennis shoes are more than enough. Select your two or three favorite hair care products (the ones you actually use) and get rid of the rest. Once you’ve decluttered your possessions and own just what you need, a few boxes and bins strategically placed here and there will provide more than enough organization for your home.

Avoid the pitfalls of overorganization. Pinterest features millions of perfectly organized pantries with tiny, perfectly labeled containers, all in neat little rows, stacked just right. Let’s be honest; that wouldn’t last five minutes in my house. Don’t set yourself up to fail. Sort and store in ways that work for you, your family, and your lifestyle—not because it’ll look nice on Instagram. Put hooks near the front door, and place the go-to purses, backpacks, and briefcases there—it’ll make the morning rush a lot easier. Ditch those tiny, adorably labeled bins in your child’s room, and commit to one big toy box to make cleanup easier and less of a meticulous headache.

It’s important that we pause here and acknowledge that you will get derailed during this process. Kids will fight. The doorbell will ring. An important work project will come up. Even if you tackle this process in ten-minute increments, you are making progress. Little by little, keep going, and all your efforts will amount to big change.

Once you’ve made your way room by room and have all your possessions neatly organized and all your items ready to donate, place them in trash bags (be sure to carefully wrap breakable items). Many organizations, such as the Salvation Army, will come to your home to pick up donations, or you can deliver the items yourself.
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 WHAT CAN I DO DAILY TO MAINTAIN MY SIMPLIFIED SPACE?
 

• At the end of each day, walk the house with a laundry basket and gather clutter. Put clutter away.
 
• Empty trash cans.
 
• Wipe down surfaces.
 
• Sort papers and mail.
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At this point, don’t let yourself get stressed about maintaining the neatness. You’ve decluttered so many physical possessions, it’s going to be so much easier to keep it all tidy. Here is one quick tip: try not to set anything down where it doesn’t belong. If you open the mail in the kitchen, set the bill down on your desk where you will tend to it later, not on the counter where you’ll have to spend time figuring out what it is and putting it where it belongs later. A little effort here goes a long way.

Pat yourself on the back when you get to this point. The hardest part is over! You’ve done it! And I bet you feel like you can breathe. In fact, I’d even be willing to say you feel like a new woman. That’s what simplifying can do for us. Clearing clutter unlocks the power our homes have to be places of refuge, rest, and relaxation. And since your home is the place where the next nine chapters will all take place, the foundation for your simplified life has become solid, strong, and streamlined.
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SIMPLICITY CHALLENGE

FIVE STEPS TO SIMPLIFY YOUR SPACE RIGHT NOW:
 



1. Walk your home with a trash bag. Be ruthless: remove papers, receipts, tags, empty bottles, lone board game pieces. Go.
 
2. Put two things on your bedside table that make you happy. You should also have a lamp and a clock. That’s it. Move anything else.
 
3. Restock items in your bathroom. Cotton balls. Q-tips. Toilet paper. Shampoo. Toothpaste. If you don’t have extra, make a list. Take a notepad into the bathroom with you and take inventory.
 
4. Clean out your medicine cabinet. Trash duplicates and anything that may be expired. Make sure you have the essentials.
 
5. Walk your home with a donate box. Fill it to the brim, and put it in your trunk for drop-off next time you’re out and about.
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Chapter 2

 SIMPLIFIED STYLE

 Establishing a Simple Wardrobe and Beauty Routine

When I was a kid, my dad used to tell me to put my shoes on every morning—even on the weekend. Socks then shoes, strings tied in a bow, double knotted. He said that if I had my shoes on, I’d be ready to say yes to any invitation that came my way.

Now, as a busy working mom, I still follow his guideline. I wake up (usually before my little ones), shower, put on my makeup, do my hair, and get dressed. Last, but certainly not least, I put on my shoes—ready for the day ahead.

In the early days of my work-from-home career, it was easy to skip a few of these essential steps and wear my pajamas all day (barefoot, of course). But I’ve found that pulling myself together and preparing for the day gives me confidence to tackle whatever lies ahead.

Corporate America or my-couch-is-my-office, with kids or without, it doesn’t matter—busy mornings call for easy, split-second decisions and well-oiled style and beauty routines.
 
THE SEMI-CAPSULE WARDROBE
 
CLOTHING

Have you ever noticed how much a (perceived) lack of outfit choices affects your attitude throughout the rest of your day? Many of us have closets bursting with options, but we still feel like we have “nothing to wear.” Our wardrobes are filled with clothes that don’t fit, look too worn, require lots of ironing, or aren’t trendy anymore. So we keep buying and stuffing our closets and finding ourselves bummed at our choices. Who wants to sort through all that every morning?

I want to open my closet and see only my favorite clothes, options that all make me feel like my best self. Fewer choices lead to simpler decisions, which lead to a greater likelihood of being thrilled with my selections.

This concept of paring down your clothing to the bare minimum of favorites was actually created in the 1970s. A London boutique owner, Susie Faux, came up with a closet concept called a “capsule wardrobe,” a small collection (fewer than twelve items) of high-quality staple pieces meant to be mixed and matched to create a timeless signature style. This capsule was accessorized seasonally by a small handful of trendier items. Today the capsule wardrobe has evolved into a collection of thirty to forty pieces, still with the same simplified purpose: to serve as everything you need and nothing you don’t.

The first step in creating your own capsule wardrobe is fully decluttering your closet. Remember, decluttering must be both intentional and ruthless to achieve the simple space and clear mind we’re after. First, take everything from your closet (including all hanging racks, drawers, boxes, and bins). Carefully review every item of clothing. Here are the rules for anything you keep:
 

1. It must fit.
 
2. It must be of good quality.
 
3. It must be your favorite.
 

Everything else should be set aside for donation or sale. Aim to keep just a small percentage of the clothes you currently own (if you follow the rules, you’ll find that will happen pretty naturally). Place all out-of-season “keepers” in storage boxes or bags to be kept out of sight until the appropriate time.

Second, review the items you’ve chosen to keep. What do these choices say about your signature style? How would you define the way you want to feel in your clothes? Developing a signature style is key in simplifying both the pieces you own and the time it takes you to select an outfit every morning. My signature style is relaxed and polished. I prefer a high-quality skinny jean with a loose top and my favorite d’Orsay flats most days of the week. From time to time I love a relaxed, tailored sheath dress. I prefer bold, classic hues like navy, fuchsia, and white, simple jewelry, and the occasional understated monogram. Knowing what makes me feel my best (after having three kids, I’ve made loose tops my go-to comfort choice) and what is the most comfortable for my lifestyle (always flats over heels since I’m often on the move) helps me make smart buying choices and select my morning outfit a lot more quickly. The pieces you include in your capsule wardrobe will depend on your particular style. Don’t try to wear only what’s trendy or what looks good in magazines—just wear what you feel great in.
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Remember, the next time you’re out shopping, you don’t need one in every color. You don’t need the latest and trendiest (which will probably be forgotten in the back of your closet next season anyway). You don’t need to own pieces just because they are on sale. Make your fashion buying decisions carefully. Opt for select pieces with great quality over lots of pieces that are good deals. With fashion, quality is better than quantity, no matter your style.

What is your signature style? Write down a few words to describe it. What types of clothing make you feel your best? Great resource: Un-fancy.com.

MY SIGNATURE STYLE

WHAT IS MY IDEAL SIGNATURE STYLE?

[Your Response Here]

WHOSE FASHION SENSE DO I ADMIRE?

[Your Response Here]

HOW DO I WANT TO FEEL AND PRESENT MYSELF TO THE WORLD?

[Your Response Here]

WHAT WAYS COULD I TWEAK MY STYLE WITH THE CLOTHES I ALREADY OWN?

[Your Response Here]

WHAT TYPE OF CLOTHING MAKES ME FEEL BEST ABOUT MYSELF?

[Your Response Here]

SHOES AND ACCESSORIES

Repeat this process with your jewelry, shoes, and other accessories. Remember to discard anything that is not your absolute favorite. If you’re worried you might want to wear something one day or a piece might be something you need for the rare formal occasion, that’s a no. Keep only what you love. Donate, swap, or sell the rest to fund future capsule purchases. Store a small number of keepsakes and heirlooms to be treasured and/or passed down in a special place (preferably a box with a lid in your closet).
 
BEAUTY BASICS

My makeup routine has always been minimal. I have only a few minutes every morning to put makeup on. I prefer to have makeup on, but I don’t want to look overdone. Through my fair share of makeup mistakes (think 1990s lip liner and that mistake we all made in middle school—mismatched foundation), I’ve chosen a handful of timeless, long-lasting products that fit my signature style—relaxed and polished. Though I tweak my makeup for date nights and special events, my routine is fairly simple and consistent from day to day. I challenge you to discard any makeup that sabotages a simplified routine!

MY BEAUTY ROUTINE

REMEMBER, HABITS ARE BEST FORMED WHEN PRACTICED AT THE SAME TIME EVERY DAY. WRITE OUT EACH STEP OF YOUR IDEAL BEAUTY ROUTINE.


[Your Response Here]
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MAKEUP EXPIRATION DATES

Like most of us, you probably keep your makeup beyond its useful life. The below aren’t hard-and-fast rules, but when in doubt, toss it! I like to write the date I open a product in Sharpie on the case somewhere so I have an easy reminder when it’s time to move on.

MASCARA: 3–6 MONTHS. I’m guilty of trying to eke out the last few swipes out of a dried-up tube of mascara. For beautiful, healthy lashes, keep track of how long you’ve been using a tube, and start fresh. (And don’t pump the wand inside the tube! It dries out the mascara quicker and introduces bacteria!)

EYELINER: 6 MONTHS–1 YEAR. Pencil eyeliners last longer because you can sharpen the end to get a fresh start. Gel and liquid eyeliners should be tossed after 6–8 months.

FOUNDATION: 6 MONTHS–2 YEARS. Foundation packaged in a pot expires in about 6 months, whereas a pump formula can last 1–2 years. Think of the expiration date as an opportunity to try something new. Formulas change and improve all the time. Your new favorite foundation may be waiting at a makeup counter near you!

BLUSH, EYE SHADOW, AND OTHER POWDER COSMETICS: 1–2 YEARS. Powder lasts longer than cream or liquid formulas, but check them periodically regardless. If the texture or formula is different, or if there is any kind of unusual or unpleasant smell, start fresh. You can definitely say goodbye to that electric blue eye shadow from 1984.

NAIL POLISH: 1–2 YEARS. Heat and direct sunlight causes polish to separate and become discolored faster. Store your polishes upright in a cool, dry place. You can also thin them as needed with a product specifically formulated to revive clumpy nail polish.

LIPSTICK: 2 YEARS. Any changes in color, texture, or smell are warning signs that your lipstick has expired. Your best bet is to keep lipsticks clean. Wipe off any residue and occasionally spray with a bit of rubbing alcohol if you’d like to give them a refresh.

PERFUME: 8–10 YEARS. Fragrances are the longest-lasting product in your beauty arsenal! Max out your favorite perfume’s shelf life by keeping your scents out of direct sunlight.
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Imagine you’re building a box and need a hammer and nails. But your tool bag is filled with screwdrivers (of every shape and size), a power drill without a battery, a broken tape measure, three types of nails, and sandpaper. How complicated your project just became! If your tool bag were filled with only the necessities, you wouldn’t have to waste valuable minutes finding the right equipment. Inside your makeup bag, you should have just the essentials: makeup for your skin, eyes, and lips—tried, true, and professionally matched. Here are the keys to achieving your five-minute makeup routine.
 

	CREATE A MINIMAL MAKEUP BAG: Get rid of anything you keep just in case you might want to wear it one day. Instead, your bag should include only the items you use on a daily basis. I keep a few extra selections of lipstick for more formal occasions, but that’s it as far as extras go. Remember, the fewer choices you have to make in the morning, the better.
 
	MASTER THE TECHNIQUES: Educate yourself on the proper techniques for applying your makeup. Watch free videos online or ask a friend for help. Many of us have never been taught the right way to apply eye shadow, for example. Learn how to put your makeup on to save time, eliminate waste, and look even more polished. Great resource: TheSmallThingsBlog.com.
 
	CHOOSE A FEW HIGH-QUALITY PRODUCTS THAT ARE WELL MATCHED FOR YOUR SKIN: Perfect your makeup routine by allowing a professional to match your makeup to your skin type and coloring. I tend to prefer pricier foundations and powders and less pricey mascara and lipsticks.
 
	KEEP YOUR DAY-TO-DAY LOOK THE SAME: I start with my skin makeup, then eyes, and last—a great coat of lip balm (I’ve never been much of a lipstick girl). On days I’m in a hurry, I skip the most time-consuming part of the routine (eye shadow and eyeliner) and put on a couple coats of mascara to give my eyes some definition. I tweak my makeup a little for date nights or more formal events, but otherwise it’s very consistent.
 
	FIND AN UPDO THAT REALLY WORKS FOR YOUR HAIR: I wear my hair down a couple times a week, max—simply because I have a lot of it and it takes a while to do. So I’ve figured out a couple of quick updos that work for my style and my morning routine: a deep side part gently backcombed and swept into a low ponytail or a mid-level messy bun. Both are quick, easy, and polished.
 


By paring down your wardrobe and establishing a simple beauty routine, you can make your mornings so much easier. Though it takes a little work on the front end, the time you spend getting ready will be much more carefree.
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SIMPLICITY CHALLENGE

FIVE STEPS TO SIMPLIFY YOUR ST YLE RIGHT NOW:
 


1. Pull out all the formal dresses in your closet that you’ll never wear again, and choose a charity to donate them to. Put the bag in your car to deliver it.
 
2. Write a morning checklist and tape it to your fridge. Write your evening checklist and tape it to your bathroom mirror.
 
3. Schedule an appointment at a makeup counter to be matched for your skin type and tone. Make a list of their recommendations and shades.
 
4. Visit TheSmallThingsBlog.com to watch some of the free tutorials on makeup application.
 
5. Throw away makeup or beauty products that have expired.
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Chapter 3

 SIMPLIFIED MEALS

 Taking the Stress Out of Meal Planning

One of the biggest causes of day-to-day stress in a typical home is food—what to buy, what to eat, and how to get dinner cooked and cleaned up (and do everything else that needs to be done). This has always perplexed and frustrated me. Dinnertime should be a time of connecting, nourishing our bodies, and resting after a long day. Just like the food on our tables, this time together should be savored and enjoyed, but instead dinnertime is often rushed and chaotic—a rowdy capstone on a busy day rather than a sacred respite from the busyness.

When I was growing up, dinners were usually served at the same time and revolved around a rotating menu of easy, healthy family favorites. My mom taught about simplifying this process by example, and I learned both as a child at her dinner table and as a grown daughter how to seek ways to make life a little easier.



Dinnertime is often rushed and chaotic—a rowdy capstone on a busy day rather than a sacred respite from the busyness.




While meal preparation will always take time, you can simplify this part of life—changing eating from an arduous task to a part of the day you luxuriate in. As with all aspects of life, the first step toward simplifying meals is decluttering. That means tackling the kitchen in two parts: first, cleaning out food spaces (the pantry, fridge, and spice rack), and second, tackling cabinets and drawers used to hold kitchen tools, dishes, and appliances.

The beauty of this process is that it frees space to create meaningful mealtimes for and with our people. What type of dinnertime do you dream of having? (Remember to wrap this ideal in lots of grace.) I want dinnertime to be a peaceful time when we savor our food and savor each other. Sometimes, in this season of life (with two toddlers), reality looks a little different than in my dreams, but by simplifying the process, I’m able to embrace the inevitable chaos a little better and enjoy the time with my family more.
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MAKE DINNERTIME SPECIAL EVEN WHEN IT’S CHAOTIC:
 

• Say the blessing together.
 
• Share the best and hardest parts of each family member’s day.
 
• Use real napkins, your best dishes, or candles—even if you’re eating takeout pizza.
 

 
CLEANING OUT THE KITCHEN

Simplify your meals by simplifying your kitchen space. We’ll start with the pantry, one of the most complicated areas of the kitchen. Remove all items from the shelves. Once you have everything out, plan for “zones” you’d like to have. I sort items in my pantry the same way I do throughout my home—by packaging. I group bottles, cans, boxes, and bags because when I’m looking for an item, I tend to search for items that look alike. Some people prefer to sort by usage (baking supplies together, for example). However you choose to organize, sorting items into zones keeps the time spent searching for items down to a minimum. Remember, anytime you can shave a few seconds off the decision-making process, you’ve increased your efficiency and simplicity. Those seconds add up to minutes of your life you’re about to reclaim!

As you consider the zones you’d like in your pantry, keep in mind what kinds of products you use the most. If you’re a mom of young kids, for example, snack and cereal boxes could be stored at the kids’ eye level. If you have the space, store as many dry kitchen supplies as possible in your pantry (including plastic bags, aluminum foil, spices) rather than in your kitchen. As you prepare to put each item back into the pantry, be sure to discard any food items that are expired, old (but lack expiration dates), or that you know you will not use before their expiration dates.

By simplifying mealtime, we’re able to embrace the inevitable CHAOS and ENJOY the time with our families a little more.
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Complete this same process in your refrigerator. Beware of the urge to organize your pantry and fridge with lots of bins, containers, and labels. While they might look great, these organizational systems can be expensive and overcomplicate your pantry and fridge. For example, take the beautiful acrylic boxes or glass containers many people use to store dry goods like rice, beans, or oatmeal. These are beautiful for storage, but when you transfer the food from the original container, you create an extra step for yourself and lose the expiration date. When in doubt, err on the side of simple.

Once your fridge and pantry are complete, use this decluttering process inside for all kitchen cabinets and drawers, selecting items to trash or donate based on frequency of use. Wondering whether you should keep that extra set of dishes you never use? Toss ’em. If you have to wonder, you don’t use them enough to keep them. Our goal here? Minimize the choices you have to make at mealtime. There is beauty in having one high-quality set of pure white dishes, having only one of every must-have gadget (you don’t need two vegetable peelers), and having kids plates that match (I don’t know about you, but my little ones tend to fight over who gets which plate). Not sure if you need all those cookbooks? Choose the three you love most and get rid of the rest. Consider creating a recipe binder with family favorite recipes. Mine includes my family’s must-have list for food staples and kitchen supplies. Anything else you choose to keep is extra; be sure to keep extras to a minimum to save time and space in the kitchen.



REMEMBER, ANYTIME YOU CAN SHAVE A FEW SECONDS OFF THE DECISION-MAKING PROCESS, YOU’VE INCREASED YOUR EFFICIENCY AND SIMPLICITY. THOSE SECONDS ADD UP TO MINUTES OF YOUR LIFE YOU’RE ABOUT TO RECLAIM!
 



MEAL PLANNING THAT WORKS

Once your kitchen space is fully decluttered, it’s time to create a meal planning routine that works for you. There is a trick to routines: they will help you only if you use them routinely. At first a new approach may feel a little odd and forced, but stick with it—get in the habit of meal planning, and soon it will become a regular part of your life.

To begin, select a day of the week to plan your meals and grocery shop. I do this on Sundays so I can be ready for the week ahead. In the morning with my coffee, I set out my planner and our meal planning sheets (get yours at https://www.EmilyLey.com/FreePrintables). My husband and I check which nights either of us may be home late. Then I write out meals for the week. For breakfasts and lunches, we tend to stick to what we love for a week at a time: in a typical week, we may alternate between bagels and cream cheese or Greek yogurt and granola parfaits for breakfast, and turkey sandwiches or cold pasta salad for lunch.

Typically I’ll plan four evening meals, one leftover evening meal, one pizza party (a Friday night family tradition), and one dinner out. An average week looks like this:
 

 Monday: Grilled chicken, baked sweet potatoes, and green beans

 Tuesday: Taco Tuesday!

 Wednesday: Leftovers

 Thursday: Spaghetti and salad

 Friday: Pizza party!

 Saturday: Dinner out

 Sunday: Coke roast with carrots and potatoes
 


When in doubt, err on the side of SIMPLE.
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RAMEN CHICKEN SALAD

An easy family favorite
 Serves 4–6

2–3 cups cooked chicken breast

1 head of Nappa cabbage

1 bunch green onions

8 tablespoons sesame seeds

4 ounce sliced almonds

1 package ramen noodles (pork)

2 packages ramen noodles (chicken)

DRESSING

4 tablespoons sugar

1 cup oil

7 tablespoons apple cider vinegar

Seasoning packets from ramen noodles




• In a large serving bowl, mix chopped chicken, cabbage, and onions.

• In a medium skillet, brown sesame seeds, almonds, and crushed noodles together on medium heat. Watch out, they burn easily!

• Let cool and add to salad.

• In a small bowl, combine the dressing ingredients.

• Top salad with dressing and toss.

Serve with blueberry muffins and fruit salad.
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MY WEEKLY MEAL PLAN

MONDAY: ______________________________________

TUESDAY: ______________________________________

WEDNESDAY: ___________________________________

THURSDAY: _____________________________________

FRIDAY: ________________________________________

SATURDAY: _____________________________________

SUNDAY: _______________________________________



I select our dinners from a list of tried-and-true recipes that are healthy, quick, and loved by my family. Every now and then I’ll try something new, but I usually keep these dinners in rotation. Three of my family’s favorites are chicken noodle soup, oven-baked sandwiches, and pot roast. We also love recipes from the blogs (and books) Skinnytaste and 100 Days of Real Food.

Once I’ve decided what we’ll eat each day, I compile my grocery list. I keep an index card inside the front pocket of my Simplified Planner with a list of fresh staples I need to purchase every week: bread, fruit, whole milk, cheese, a tub of cookie dough (oh yes), deli turkey, and so on. Once I’ve made a complete list, typically organized by fresh (the outer perimeter of the store) and dry (the aisles of the store), I make a quick trip to the grocery store. In a pinch, I order groceries from Shipt—my favorite grocery delivery app.

This whole process takes a whopping one to two hours, depending on how crowded the grocery store is and how many kids I have in tow. But the planning saves me time during the week and makes dinner preparation a breeze. Each morning I look in my planner to see what’s for dinner and lay out whatever needs to be chopped or thawed. Dinner prep time (with three kiddos) is made easy thanks to an episode or two of Mickey Mouse Clubhouse, and by the time Dad’s home from work, we’re ready to eat.
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MUST-HAVES FOR EVERY JOYFUL KITCHEN:
 

• Cookie dough in a tub for impromptu warm cookies from the oven
 
• A good bottle of champagne hidden away for a special occasion
 
• Coffee and tea with cream and sugar for drop-in guests
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My mom plans meals a different way. Instead of creating a weekly plan, she sits down with a calendar and plans for an entire month. She prefers this method because it saves planning time and helps her shop in bulk (when appropriate). When I was growing up, Mom consulted her list of family favorite recipes, noted any days our family wouldn’t be eating dinner at home, then filled in the rest of the days with dinner ideas. According to Mom, meal planning this way allowed her to think further through the way the food would be used (to get the most out of it). For example, a ham hock could be saved from a Sunday night dinner and used to make collard greens the following evening. Some dinners could even be made early in the month to be frozen, then thawed during busier times. She still had to shop for her fresh staples every week, but the process of selecting dinners had already been done.



Get in the habit of meal planning, and soon it will become a regular part of your life.




Consider trying both methods of meal planning to see which one works best for you.
 
FOOD FOR THE SOUL

Though meal planning will always take some work, the peace that comes from streamlining this task is monumental! Stick to recipes that are easy and wholesome rather than trying to reinvent the wheel each evening. For instance, Fridays are always a busy day around here. Instead of trying to cram in a fancy home-cooked meal, I decided to create a family tradition that’s been going a few years strong now: pizza parties on the floor. When Bryan tells me he’s on his way home from work, I order pizza, throw a blanket on the living room floor, and turn on a Disney movie, and we enjoy a pizza party to kick off the weekend. It’s something my kids look forward to, and it makes our cleanup job a breeze.



Creating special traditions and memories for your family is like food for the soul. They'll become the heartbeat of your life.




See what I did there? Our Friday dinners made my life easier and connected our family even more. That, my friends, is a win!

On Sundays, when I have a little more time for fancy prep, we host a supper club with our friends, the Winchesters. Kristin and Kyle come over in the late afternoon, and we take turns cooking dinner, alternating weeks. Everything’s a little more from scratch on Sunday evenings. We sit at the table with place settings and candles, and we share stories from the week behind us.

Creating these special traditions and memories for your own family, no matter the size, is like food for the soul. They can be as fancy or relaxed as you wish. Keep them consistent, and you’ll soon start to settle in to these simplified rhythms. They’ll become the heartbeat of your life.

What a beautiful thing we do when we create these little cadences where our lives ebb and flow. Never underestimate the power of a blessing said around the dinner table (no matter what kind of dinner you’re serving), of a little snack with your kindergartener after he comes home from school, or of a tub of cookie dough always stashed in the back of your fridge for a Saturday afternoon treat. After looking back on my own childhood, I can promise your kids may not remember how fancy your dinners were, but they will always remember the focused time you spent with them.
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SIMPLICITY CHALLENGE

FIVE STEPS TO SIMPLIFY YOUR MEALS RIGHT NOW:


 
1. Clean out your fridge. Check expiration dates and throw things away.
 
2. Restock pantry staples: flour, sugar, oil, salt, pepper, and spices.
 
3. Clean out your pantry. Wipe down surfaces and store foods together in your cabinets by packaging type—fresh foods, cans, and boxes.
 
4. Create a grab-and-go snack drawer or bin if you have little ones. This can go on a lower pantry shelf or on an easily accessible shelf inside the fridge.
 
5. Make a list of five easy, go-to meals. Tape this to the fridge for meal planning in a pinch.
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Chapter 4

 SIMPLIFIED SCHEDULE

 Maintaining a Calendar with Margin

In 2011 our oldest child, sweet Brady Ley, was born. I was a work-from-home stationery designer and my husband traveled overnight most of the workweek for his job. Managing our schedules quickly became an overwhelming task. I searched high and low for a system that would “fix” my busy life. Unable to find a planner or program tailored to my specific needs, I set out to create the Simplified Planner. But while carefully choosing what would be included on my planner’s pages, I realized my problem wasn’t my lack of an amazing quick-fix planner: I was overcommitted and couldn’t manage it all. I craved simplicity—days that were focused, intentional, and joyful. I craved doing one task at a time rather than trying to multitask my way through the day, and I desperately wanted to be fully present when I was with my son. So before I started testing the pages of the Simplified Planner, I knew I had some undoing to do. The undoing process is much like the decluttering process: getting rid of the excess to get back to the essentials.
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My problem wasn’t my lack of an amazing quick-fix planner. I was OVERCOMMITTED and couldn’t manage it all.
 
DECLARING WHAT’S MOST IMPORTANT

Whatever your circumstances are, you get to decide what gets your yes and what gets your no. You are in control of the commitments and distractions that chip away at your limited time and brain space each day. Our time is our most precious resource. And the way we choose to spend it defines our lives, one minute at a time.



We often forget just how much our overcrowded mental space contributes to our daily overwhelm.




The first step to simplifying your schedule involves some serious heart work: unapologetically declaring what matters most and honoring those priorities as you plan your days. What truly matters most to you? What set-in-stone commitments and responsibilities do you have (for example: working, taking care of the kids, spending time with your parents, volunteering)? What distractions are pulling your calendar and your mind away from those things? What can you say no to in order to give your mind, and your calendar, a little breathing room?
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Be aware that it’s not just straightforward, obvious commitments that clutter our schedules. We often forget just how much our overcrowded mental space contributes to our daily overwhelm. It’s imperative to remember that the commitments on our calendar are one way we spend our time, but the distractions in our heads also draw from that limited well. While we’re spending time with our children, if we are mentally distracted by work, we’re actually giving our hearts to work—not to the little ones in front of us. Instead, when we focus entirely on our work during work time, we’re much better able to be 100 percent present with our families.

Committing your time to one thing wholeheartedly is difficult when your mind is elsewhere. So part of simplifying your schedule means learning how to focus on what you’re doing—how to be fully present in the moment. This can be done when you have created the margin in your life to shift your focus away from one priority to give it to the next.

This mind-set solidified in me after our twins were born. My family has always been my priority, and until then, I had been balancing everything pretty well. But as Caroline and Tyler grew, my work began to grow as well. At the time, my goals were “joyful family” and “successful career.” And look! It was happening! Everything was going great! But as both priorities grew and became more complex, I found myself in a difficult situation. My finite amount of time and brain space were the same, yet my two priorities were suddenly more demanding.

Not only is this a difficult situation, it’s a scary one. When we start to give out more than we have and struggle to maintain an unbalanced schedule, our health starts to suffer, our relationships start to suffer, and we find ourselves out of love and overwhelmed by everything—even the good stuff. During these situations, a crash-and-burn is inevitable unless we pump the brakes, identify the problems, and make some major changes.

My priority shift involved redefining what success looked like. Yes, I wanted a “joyful family” and a “successful career,” but when was enough enough? What did “success” look like? What ignited daily joy for our family of five? And to put it bluntly, when would it be okay to enjoy life and stop overcommitting myself to death?

One night, sitting in a puddle of tears, I realized that it was time to address these competing priorities. Right then, right there, it was time to seek satisfaction, to stop pushing myself so hard, and to stop glorifying this over-busy life. It wasn’t a good existence, living with a jam-packed schedule and constantly chasing the next achievement. So my husband and I redefined what success for our family looked like. For us, it became less about financial goals and more about time well spent. We vowed to slow down and to embrace the unavoidably chaotic season of life we were in with three little ones under six. That meant more trips to the park, more family walks outside, fewer scheduled appointments on our calendars. We also made our personal health more of a priority: our marriage, our physical health, and our individual connections with our kids.



That is where simplicity is found: in committing to what’s important and giving yourself permission to have margin in your life.




This new definition called for some major changes at work and at home. I cut back a lot of my entrepreneurial endeavors. Then we started some at-home family traditions (rather than constantly trying to book our weekends with family trips out). And I signed up to be Brady’s room mom for his kindergarten class. I started turning down good work opportunities—not because I had personal schedule conflicts, but because my mind and heart needed breathing room. I needed space in my life so I could remember how to be inspired, to accept the random playdate invitation, or to write those handwritten thank-you notes for work. That stuff is important. Saying no to commitments simply to give myself breathing room in my life changed the game.



WHAT DOES “SUCCESS” LOOK LIKE? WHAT IGNITES DAILY JOY FOR OUR FAMILY OF FIVE?
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TAKE INVENTORY AND CHOOSE WISELY

Slowly but surely, I’ve untrained myself from my too-busy ways. I’ve learned what it means to work thoughtfully and carefully. Since I’m not worried about what emergency may be lurking in my inbox, I’ve found sincere joy as a work-from-home parent playing on the floor with my kids. And God’s been teaching me that there is a season for everything in life. My last season was one of building—building a business and a family—and now He’s drawing me into a season of nurturing. In particular, I feel God drawing me inside the walls of my home, where He’s given me a family of five—a husband, three small children, and myself (I am also a priority!) to nurture and care for. Prioritizing and juggling isn’t easy, and I’m not sure it ever will be, but after simplifying and unapologetically committing to our new definition of success, it’s easier to discern the urgent from the important and to shift my focus in the right direction at the right time.

As you think through your priorities, take inventory of your commitments. Without ditching serious, nonnegotiable responsibilities, ruthlessly declutter your list. What standing appointments or commitments can you remove from your list? How can you say yes to the things that matter and no to the things that are driving you in the wrong direction? How can you create richer, slower, sweet breathing room in your life? That is where simplicity is found: in committing to what’s important and giving yourself permission to have margin in your life. That space, like an empty shelf, is precious. It has the potential to be filled with anything—good things, great things, people we love, treasures we have been setting aside. Once you know how you want to spend your precious time, let’s create a time-management system that works for you and your family.
 

	CHOOSE A FAMILY ORGANIZATION SYSTEM: Whether you’re great at planning on paper, prefer a digital calendar, or enjoy a large dry-erase calendar, find a system that works for your family. Consider your lifestyle, the size of your family, your family preferences, and the best ways you communicate with each other. If you’re a professional couple always on the go, perhaps a shared calendar might work best for you. If you’re managing the schedules of many children, perhaps a large wall-based calendar is best for everyone to see the big picture.
 
	COMMIT TO USING THIS SYSTEM DAILY: This is paramount. You can buy a superintelligent system (apps, software, etc.) and spend tons of time setting it up to track your family’s schedule and tasks, but if you don’t commit to it, your system will not help you. A gorgeous planner will be simply a beautiful, empty book if you do not determine to use it daily. Make checking in with your planner (or whatever system you choose) part of your morning routine by keeping it open, accessible, and constantly updated. I suggest setting aside ten to fifteen minutes every day for this task. Familiarize yourself with upcoming appointments, review your schedule and tasks for the day, and set yourself up for success.
 
	KEEP IT AS SIMPLE AS POSSIBLE: Again, avoid the pitfalls of overorganizing. You don’t want to get caught up in extra work if you don’t need it. Fancy color-coding systems are great if they work for your schedule and your family. In general, keep your system as simple as possible. The sole reason I designed the Simplified Planner is because I couldn’t find a system without bells and whistles. I wanted a minimal, easy-to-use planner that had space for my schedules, my tasks, and my meals. That’s it. When in doubt, opt for the simplest option.
 

 
MANAGING DAY-TO-DAY CHORES

While we’d love to simply get rid of a few of the more mundane tasks, life is full of essential chores. Simplifying these into a routine that works can free up hours in your day. My favorite way to organize household chores is with the Sticky Note Method. My mom did this with my family when my brother and I were small. The process is simple: using a pad of sticky notes and a marker, write down every chore that has to be done in your home on a weekly basis. Lay them out in front of the family and, taking turns, have each family member select one. Go around the circle until each person has an appropriate number of chores selected. Now each person has a few daily or weekly chores to do and the brunt of the work doesn’t fall on you. Once that’s completed, write these chores on whatever chart or paper suits your fancy. Place them on the fridge for everyone to view easily. In my family, we do chores after school and on Saturday mornings. Having a set time to check in and make sure we’ve tackled our responsibilities keeps the pressure of constantly reminding everyone off me. Voilà!



How can you create richer, slower, sweet breathing room in your life? That is where simplicity is found: in committing to what’s important and giving yourself permission to have margin in your life.




Remember, a simplified space streamlines household duties. With less stuff strewn across your house, you’ll have less to pick up at the end of the day. With fewer clothes in your closets, you have less laundry to do. With items carefully placed in specifically set “homes,” you have less reorganizing to tackle. Day-to-day routines become easier as well. Your morning routine, for instance, is quicker when you have a clutter-free makeup drawer and when you make a habit of throwing a small load of laundry in the washer every morning.
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I’ve found that getting kids up and ready for school in the morning is simpler when I create routines for my children. On Sundays, after putting laundry away, I lay out Brady’s clothes for the week (he’s almost six)—five small piles of everything he needs to dress himself. I’m able to take an extra few minutes waking him up softly and playing with his hair when I know he can complete his morning routine easily (make bed, brush teeth, get dressed before coming downstairs to breakfast). These daily rhythms create harmony and make everything run a little smoother. More than anything, they simplify the ordinary parts of our day so we can easily adjust when the curveballs of life come our way.

I think it’s important to note that a simplified schedule absolutely has to be wrapped in grace. Goodness knows the routines and schedules I’ve created for our family don’t always happen perfectly. In fact, if they happen half the time, it’s a good week. And that’s just normal. Remember, it’s not about achieving perfection—it’s about finding systems that work for your family to provide a framework for abundantly joyful family life.
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SIMPLICITY CHALLENGE

FIVE STEPS TO SIMPLIFY YOUR SCHEDULE RIGHT NOW:
 


1. Start throwing a small load of laundry in the washer every morning.
 
2. Set a recurring alarm for every weekday. If you’re letting your kids wake you, set it for one hour earlier.
 
3. Quit something today. Just say no.
 
4. Schedule a getaway for sometime in the next year. Whether it’s a vacation or staycation, put the dates in your planner.
 
5. Rest. Schedule thirty minutes alone once a week for the next four weeks as time to fill your well. You give away what you put in. Take care of yourself. You are worthy.
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Chapter 5

 SIMPLIFIED FINANCES

 Getting a Handle on Money

Finances. Do you cringe just thinking about them? My dad used to tease my mom because she never wanted to balance their checkbook (back in the days of checkbooks). She used to say it was too negative an experience—too much subtracting. Ha! I agree. I proclaimed myself “not a numbers girl” for a long time, but I realized soon after Bryan and I married that the key to financial success wasn’t trying to avoid spending too much and hoping for the best. It was being on top of our finances and understanding very clearly where our money was going.

These five simple steps have yielded financial freedom and decreased anxiety in our house.
 

1. Become a numbers person. Educate yourself.
 
2. Implement a family system that works.
 
3. Find a trusted advisor.
 
4. Decrease debt.
 
5. Utilize one method for expenses.
 
These five steps, no matter your circumstances, will bring clarity and simplicity to one of the most important, complicated, and argued-over parts of life.
 
BECOME A NUMBERS PERSON

Listen, I’m a creative girl. I love colors and fonts and emotion. I’m also supervisual, so please, draw me a picture before you make me read a textbook. As I mentioned, in my past I often declared, “I’m just not a numbers girl.” Honestly, I undercut that side of my brain before I ever gave it a chance to be strong! When Bryan and I combined our finances as a married couple in 2008 and I started my business, I learned quickly that a healthy financial picture was somewhat complex. And if I wanted our family to be financially successful, I was going to have to get in the game. That meant, first and foremost, becoming a numbers person.

So I set out to educate myself. Bryan helped, and we had a good family friend who explained my business finances a little better, but it all boiled down to understanding the fancy terms involved in our financial picture. I knew if I could understand the terms, I could follow the conversation, and eventually, joining these financial discussions would become second nature. Your finances may involve terms not in this glossary, but understanding these basic financial pieces, familiarizing yourself with your family’s debt, income, and savings, and coming up with a solid financial plan will help you become a numbers girl.



SIMPLIFIED FINANCIAL TERMS
 
401(K)—a retirement account to which the employee and employer contribute, on which taxes are deferred until withdrawal, and for which the employee usually selects the types of investments
 
ADJUSTABLE RATE—having an interest rate that is usually initially lower than a fixed rate but is adjusted periodically according to the cost of funds to the lender
 
ANNUITY—a sum of money payable yearly or at other regular intervals
 
ASSET—an item of value owned
 
BOND—an interest-bearing certificate of public or private indebtedness
 
COLLATERAL—property pledged by a borrower to protect the interests of the lender
 
CREDIT—the provision of money, goods, or services with the expectation of future payment
 
DEBT—something owed
 
FIXED RATE—a rate of interest that stays the same
 
IRA—a retirement savings account in which income taxes on certain deposits and on all gains are deferred until withdrawals are made
 
LIABILITY—a debt for which one is liable
 
MUTUAL FUND—an open-end investment company that invests money of its shareholders in a usually diversified group of securities of other corporations
 
STOCKS—the proprietorship element in a corporation usually divided into shares and represented by transferable certificates
 
WILL—a legal declaration of a person’s wishes
 



IMPLEMENT A FAMILY SYSTEM THAT WORKS

When Bryan and I married, we talked about our finances in two categories: big-picture and day-to-day. Bryan asked me, “When it comes to our finances, do you want to be CEO or secretary?” I chose secretary—not because I didn’t want to be in charge, but because I trusted him to be the leader for our overall financial picture. So while we are both part of all financial discussions, planning, and decisions, Bryan manages the long-term, big-picture financial pieces and I manage the day-to-day. That setup might not work for your family, but it fits us perfectly. I work from home, so I check the mail, pay any bills that come, and watch our daily spending. Bryan manages our investments, retirement, and college funds for the kids.

Knowing how each part of your financial picture is going to be addressed—who is in charge of what—is key when making a simplified financial plan for your family. Make a list of all your investments—anywhere your money lives. What parts of your day-to-day finances feel the most complicated? Who seems like the best manager for those issues?

When you simplify your financial picture, you are LOVING and SERVING your family well.
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When it comes to the day-to-day of our finances, I use a spreadsheet budget that lists all our monthly bills, to whom we pay them, their average amounts, and the day of the month they’re due. It took a little legwork, but I moved all those due dates to the fifteenth of every month to keep things simple. Then I set up each of those line items to auto-pay from our checking account. Some are deducted by the corporation (such as our car insurance), and some are paid by our bank (our bank will send the funds or a physical check in the mail on our behalf). I monitor our account every other day or so to check for any discrepancies or higher-than-usual amounts that need to be addressed and to keep an eye on our balance. We keep limited funds in our checking account to cover these monthly expenses and save the rest in a savings account.

Overdraft protection is a great feature of our checking account. If the account is overdrawn, the bank pulls extra funds from our savings account. This system keeps our monthly expenses in line. Bryan and I look over the spreadsheet every so often to make sure we’re happy with the balance between our income and expenses.
 
FIND A TRUSTED ADVISOR

This particular step made a world of difference: one of Bryan’s clients introduced us to a financial advisor, and we enlisted his help to plan for and navigate our long-term financial goals. A few times a year we meet with our advisor to discuss our big-picture goals for things like retirement and college planning for our children. We also discuss any big decisions we’re facing (such as purchasing a home). Our advisor then recommends investments and insurance to help us achieve those goals and to protect us from the things we don’t like to think about (death and disability).

What parts of your day-to-day FINANCES feel the most COMPLICATED? Who seems like the best manager for those issues?
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KNOWING HOW EACH PART OF YOUR FINANCIAL PICTURE IS GOING TO BE ADDRESSED—WHO IS IN CHARGE OF WHAT—IS KEY WHEN MAKING A SIMPLIFIED FINANCIAL PLAN FOR YOUR FAMILY.




Meeting with someone we trust to help lead our decisions has really simplified our finances. When we discuss what we’re doing, Bryan and I can see an all-encompassing, overarching view of our financial picture. Being able to see everything—debt, retirement, mortgage, investments, and so on—in one place is really helpful. Our advisor even directed us to an attorney to draw up important legal documents that everyone should have (will, power of attorney, and the like).

Whether you have a little bit of money in the bank or a lot, it’s imperative to know where it’s going and to work with someone who can help those dollars achieve your financial goals.



TO HELP SIMPLIFY YOUR OVERALL FINANCIAL PICTURE, WORK THROUGH THIS CHECKLIST OF BASIC LEGAL AND FINANCIAL PIECES TO HAVE IN LINE:
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DECREASE DEBT

My dad used to tell me, “When your outgo exceeds your income, your upkeep becomes your downfall.” Isn’t that the truth? Money can be one of the biggest stressors on your life, your marriage, and your family. So when you simplify your financial picture, you are loving and serving your family well. Anytime your eyes start to glaze over with all this money talk, think back to this important sentiment. A simplified financial picture is not only important; it can truly change your life.

One of the most life-changing decisions Bryan and I ever made was to radically decrease our debt. If you know money expert Dave Ramsey, you know his saying, “Live like no one else so you can live like no one else.” This means to pay down debt as quickly as possible so you can flourish financially later. For about two years, we did just that. We cut back almost entirely on date nights, vacations, and other extra expenses to intentionally pay down and decrease our debt (which included a student loan, two car payments, a mortgage, and a small amount of credit card debt). The process was grueling and I complained more than my fair share, but we eliminated the majority of that debt, with the exception of our mortgage (though we did pay it down quite a bit).

I thought of our debt like clutter that was junking up our lives. It was draining and exhausting. So we put every penny we could into those debts to take power away from them. Watching those accounts close and feeling the freedom that comes with knowing your money is actually your money every month was powerful.
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HOW TO INVOLVE CHILDREN IN FINANCES:
 

• Implement an allowance system early. Teach them a give-save-spend mentality by separating money into envelopes or jars immediately.
 
• Start a family savings jar for spare change. Keep it in a communal place like the kitchen.
 
• Talk your kids through finances when making decisions on things like a vacation or even when grocery shopping. Explain that choices have to be made: “We have enough money for one box of cereal. Do we buy this one or that one today?”
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WHAT DEBTS DO YOU OWE? WRITE THEM OUT HERE. INCLUDE ANYONE TO WHOM YOU ARE MAKING PAYMENTS.

[Your Response Here]


 
[image: images/img-110-1.jpg]

USE ONE METHOD FOR EXPENSES

After Bryan and I paid off our credit-card debt, we decided to find a card with high rewards that we could use for our monthly expenses. The key here was that we committed to paying off that card (in its entirety) at the end of each month. That way we were limited in our spending to just the cash we had in the bank. This simple approach has been wonderful for us. We use a joint high-reward American Express card for as many things as possible, including daily expenses, travel, and even some utilities. One of my favorite benefits of this approach is that with a simple login we can see all our monthly expenses in one place. And at the end of the year, we’re given a year-end summary (with all the beautiful pie charts and graphs my right-brained self can handle) to recap our spending. Reviewing this summary annually has opened our eyes to areas where we can improve.

This past year, for example, we spent an exorbitant amount of money on groceries. Because I’m the one managing the day-to-day, I knew that our grocery bill could have been much less had I been smarter about our meal planning and more committed to throwing away less food. What an eye-opener. I’ve made a conscious effort to use up our entire grocery list, and I’ve steadily seen our spending trend improving.

This approach may not work for everyone. Spending cash whenever possible is also a great way to stick to your budget and decrease your risk, especially if you’re not comfortable with paying your credit cards off in their entirety every month. I really love Dave Ramsey’s envelope system (dividing your cash into actual envelopes from which to draw every month—a method I followed when we were paying down debt) because it helped me stay within our limits. When the cash was gone, it was gone, so I had to spend very carefully. An advisor can guide you in finding a system that works best for you, but no matter what method you choose, it’s important to be consistent with your system. You cannot simplify your finances without knowing where every dollar is going. Take the power back from your dollars and start making them work for you.



Pay down debt as quickly as possible so you can flourish financially later.




No matter how much money you make or how much you have in the bank, finances are stressful. My biggest encouragement to you is to step into the uncomfortable with this part of your life and understand your big financial picture. Whether you hire an advisor or simply have monthly budget check-ins with your spouse, knowledge is power here. So much stress and worry disappear when we take control of our relationship with our money. That frees up time and space that can be given to other areas of our lives.
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SIMPLICITY CHALLENGE

FIVE STEPS TO SIMPLIFY YOUR FINANCES RIGHT NOW:
 



1. Create a spreadsheet of expenses. Create a monthly budget.
 
2. Meet with a financial advisor to look at your big picture.
 
3. Start a family spare-change jar in the kitchen. Use this for a fun family night out or to donate to a favorite charity.
 
4. Clean off your desk. Empower yourself in your space to manage your home and family well.
 
5. Block off regular, consistent time to look over your financial picture (with your significant other, if it applies) once a week or once a month.
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Chapter 6

 SIMPLIFIED HOSPITALITY

 Serving and Loving Others Well

How can I love others well with my time, my resources, and my space? How can I show hospitality—not in the sense of “entertaining” per se but as an actual act of love and service in a way that makes others feel accepted and cherished? To many of us, hospitality means hosting guests in our homes. But let’s turn that concept inward for a minute and talk about simple ways to love and serve our own families.

Hospitality can be a daunting word, sometimes evoking images of perfect manners and rules to follow. But hospitality is really just the way we wrap our people in love and care in the most basic, non-elaborate, meaningful ways. Even when life is busy or resources are limited, how can we love our people well?
 
SERVING OUR SPOUSES WELL

Your marriage will greatly impact your children. As your little ones become adults, the way you love, speak to, and respect your spouse (and vice versa) will be embedded deep in your kids’ hearts. Marriages buckle under the weight of extraneous physical stuff, chaotic routines, and messy finances. Simplifying these parts of life will bring order and unity to your union. But let’s take that a step further: how can we love our spouses—extend hospitality to them—in uncomplicated ways that make big impacts on their hearts and the hearts of our kids?

First, no matter how you or your spouse communicate love or feel most loved, quality time matters. Marriage is not something you work toward, achieve, and set on the shelf. It’s a lifelong courtship between two people with common goals. It takes work weekly, daily, and hourly. Loving someone well is a complicated thing, but there are simple ways we can tweak our daily actions and attitudes to love and serve.

You know, I think the word serve gets a bad rap. Many people think the person doing the serving is subservient, somehow lowly, but I disagree. I think serving is a privilege—a way of showing someone you care. We see service most beautifully illustrated in the way Jesus loved others, like when He washed the feet of His disciples (John 13:1–17). He loved them by honoring and doing for them. We need no special skills, no large sums of money—all that God requires of us is a servant’s heart and attitude.



HOSPITALITY IS REALLY JUST THE WAY WE WRAP OUR PEOPLE IN LOVE AND CARE IN THE MOST BASIC, NON-ELABORATE, MEANINGFUL WAYS.
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I believe a servant’s heart is the key to a successful (and simplified) marriage. Putting your spouse’s happiness before your own, finding ways to serve your spouse, and giving without expectation of return: these attitudes breed love and respect in both partners. If you want to serve your spouse well, ask yourself: What makes my spouse feel most loved? How can I serve my spouse throughout my day? How can we exemplify a strong union to our children?
 

	SPEAK SOFTLY: Words can cut our spouses deep, and little ones soak up words, phrases, and attitudes quickly. Choosing uplifting words, even when it’s difficult, is one way we honor our spouses and demonstrate healthy love to our children.
 
	MAKE MARRIAGE A PRIORITY: As the foundation of a family, this union deserves to be tended and cared for. Never feel guilty for date nights. It’s never a bad thing for kids to know that marriage is a priority.
 
	SHOW AFFECTION TO YOUR SPOUSE IN THE WAY THEY SPEAK LOVE BEST: Some people feel cared for when their spouse speaks words of encouragement or affirmation. Others enjoy receiving notes or acts of service. However your spouse sees your love most clearly, do that. Remember, marriage is a lifelong courtship—the romance doesn’t get to flame out!
 

 
SERVING OUR CHILDREN WELL

If you have children, you know how unbelievably different they can be from each other. My three children are so individual and unique, it baffles me sometimes. Each has his or her own strong personality, quirks, and opinions. It’s funny to me that they’re raised by the same people, pretty much the same way, and yet they’re so different! That’s the beauty of how God has shaped us—each with our own set of strengths and weaknesses that, woven together, make the family unit strong and special.

[image: images/img-122-1.jpg]

My desire to love my children well ignites two major goals: crafting intentional, shared family memories and spending individual, quality time with each child, nurturing his or her heart. These goals are often hard to achieve on a daily basis, but they are always at the forefront of my mind. I believe they are the keys to raising strong, happy adults, just as my parents did with me. Though much of parenting can be a guessing game, I often rely on my childhood memories for ideas and inspiration in parenting my own kids.

These are a few tried-and-true methods for creating big-picture memories and nurturing individual hearts.
 
KNOW AND UNDERSTAND HOW EACH CHILD FEELS LOVED, AND INVOLVE THE ENTIRE FAMILY.

Brady is a bold and funny oldest child. He loves quality time, and I learned that he feels most loved when he’s treasured and attended to individually, such as when he was named Student of the Month as a kindergartener. For weeks, he’d said his nightly prayer and asked God to help him “make good choices” so that he could earn a spot as Student of the Month. Be still, my mama heart.

A few months into the school year, when Bryan and I sat with his teacher during our annual parent-teacher conference, she told us that Brady would be named Student of the Month the next day. I may have cried right then and there. The next evening, I cooked Brady’s favorite lasagna (my mom’s famous recipe) and made a card out of construction paper telling him how proud we were of his choices. The gesture took time, but Brady was beside himself when he saw what we’d created for him. Love language learned! I honestly didn’t know how he felt most loved before this moment. But paying close attention to his reaction during this experience (and others) helped me connect with what really speaks to his heart.

Knowing how Brady feels most loved helps me fill his little heart well. Including each family member in the creation of these memories also helps our family bond around each other’s happiest moments.



MY MOM’S LASAGNA

Adapted from my grandmother’s recipe
 Serves 4–6

MEAT SAUCE

1 pound Italian sausage

1 pound ground chuck

2 large garlic cloves, minced

2 tablespoons dried oregano

1 tablespoon dried parsley flakes

1 tablespoon basil

1 ½ teaspoons salt

1 46-ounce jar of Prego tomato sauce

CHEESE MIXTURE

3 cups cottage cheese

2 eggs, beaten

Salt and pepper

2 tablespoons dried parsley flakes

¾ cup Boar’s Head Imported Premium Grated Parmesan Cheese

LASAGNA LAYERS

10 ounces no-bake lasagna noodles

12 ounces mozzarella cheese


 


• Preheat oven to 350 degrees.
 
• In a large skillet, cook the sausage and ground chuck on medium-high heat until brown. Drain any excess fat.
 
• Add the rest of the meat sauce ingredients to the skillet.
 
• Turn the heat down to low. Let the meat mixture simmer uncovered for 15 minutes. Stir occasionally.
 
• Combine cheese mixture ingredients in a medium bowl.
 
• In a 9 × 13-inch pan, layer half the noodles, cheese mixture, mozzarella cheese, and meat sauce.
 
• Repeat layers.
 
• Bake for 40 minutes.
 
• Let sit for 10 minutes before cutting.
 

Serve with salad and fresh bread.
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IDEAS FOR LOW-KEY FAMILY MEMORIES:
 

• Cinnamon rolls on Sunday mornings
 
• Movie nights on Saturdays
 
• Pizza parties on Fridays
 
• Big Sunday dinners
 
• Boxed funfetti cakes for birthdays
 
• Waking up to balloons on their birthdays
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PLAN ONE-ON-ONE TIME WITH EACH CHILD.

Remember when we discussed that time was our most precious resource? This is especially true with children. Nothing fills their love banks like quality, undistracted, one-on-one time. This is something Bryan and I have been sticklers about since our twins were born. Obviously Brady needed extra one-on-one time when his siblings arrived, but the twins, who are always together, also need individual attention. At least once a week we make sure each child has a special experience with Mom or Dad. It’s nothing fancy, but I might take just Caroline to the grocery store or take just Tyler to run errands. Though they’re not quite old enough to tell me how they feel about this, I can see on their faces that they like having Mom or Dad to themselves.
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IDEAS FOR ONE-ON-ONE TIME:
 

• Running errands
 
• Going to the grocery store
 
• Creating bedtime prayer routines
 
• Going on a walk around your neighborhood
 
• Reading a chapter book together little by little
 
• Visiting their school for lunch together
 
• Going on evening dates (select a restaurant to be “your spot”)
 
• Putting notes in their lunch box or on their pillow at night
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SERVING FRIENDS AND GUESTS WELL

Ever feel as though you’re constantly forgetting someone’s birthday or important date? For these sorts of things, I love using a “perpetual calendar,” a list of important dates that never change year to year—birthdays, anniversaries, and special days. I tuck it inside the front pocket of my planner and write each date on its planner page every single year. Many of my friends have perpetual calendars hanging in their kitchens in plain sight so they never miss an important day. I also keep a box of cute, generic birthday and congratulations cards (along with pre-stamped envelopes) in a tin in my pantry. That way I’m fully prepared to celebrate my friends. Preparation is everything, so set yourself up for success.

We also constantly have friends stop by or come visit for a night or two, and my parents like to visit to spend time with their grandkids. In the more traditional sense of hospitality, I like to make sure I’m always prepared to have someone over to visit, join us for dinner, or stay the night. You may think this means you need giant welcome baskets full of goodies or large, perfectly decorated guest rooms, but you really don’t. Start with the guest room, if you have one. Pretend you are a guest visiting your home, and think through the things you would need. You probably don’t even need to go out and buy anything—your guest supplies likely are already lying around your home: clean towels, bottles of water, toiletries, a small dish for jewelry, a small cup to hold a toothbrush, and, of course, the Wi-Fi password. Stock these simple items on a small tray either in your guest room or stashed away, ready to be placed in the spot where your guest will be sleeping.

Remember, hospitality isn’t about impressing your guests with your fanciest welcome basket—it’s about serving them with what they need and what will make them feel comfortable and welcomed. When it comes to guests who aren’t staying overnight, the best ways to welcome them are with a tidied (not perfect!) home, delicious food and drinks, and your attention. Gather in a common area to talk around hot tea or coffee and some cookies (from that cookie-dough tub you keep in your fridge!). Or invite guests over to watch movies, share stories, or help in preparing a meal to be shared.

As I’ve gotten older, the idea of entertaining others has taken a turn for what I believe to be the better. Instead of coming over to be entertained, our friends come over ready to create a fun experience together. Everyone brings something delicious to share, our kids play together, and as the host, I get the table and serveware ready. That type of get-together is so much fun. It removes so much pressure and complication from what should be a really enjoyable time.
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A FEW WAYS TO THROW AN EASY, IMPROMPTU GET-TOGETHER:
 

• Set a pretty table.
 
• Serve an easy fun cocktail or mocktail with a few snacks (keep these foods on hand for unexpected guests).
 
• Have something for the children to do (a craft, a movie with popcorn, or a fun game).
 

 
DAY-TO-DAY HOSPITALITY

Do you ever notice that you are so busy, you don’t have time to do and say the little things that really matter? Like writing thank-you notes, giving that extra-long hug goodbye when your spouse leaves for work, taking a few minutes longer to have patience during homework time, accepting that coffee date with a friend? Let me tell you, this is the good stuff of life. These little moments of service and hospitality add up, like puzzle pieces, to form the best moments of our lives! Such moments shape marriages, mold children, and forge friendships.



Remember, hospitality isn’t about impressing your guests with your fanciest welcome basket—it’s about serving them with what they need and what will make them feel comfortable and welcomed.




So why do we allow our lives to get so complicated that we don’t have time for them? This is why hospitality matters. By simplifying the other areas of our lives, we make space for acts of hospitality. We give our brains room for patience, our schedules room for showing gratitude, and our hearts room to care not just for ourselves and our tasks but for others—in big and small ways.
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SIMPLICITY CHALLENGE

FIVE STEPS TO SIMPLIFY YOUR HOSPITALITY RIGHT NOW:
 



1. Buy a few birthday cards. Keep them on hand for birthdays that pop up that you’re not prepared for.

2. Do something with all those precious photos and videos on your phone. Print. Back up. Store.

3. Create a “welcome tray” for when guests come to stay the night. Include basics and comfort items to make them feel welcome. Try to do this with what you already have.

4. Ask your spouse and/or children one simple question: “What makes you feel the most cared for?”

5. Check supplies in your guest bathroom (the one guests who enter your home will use). Restock anything running low. Be sure you have the essentials: toilet paper, cotton balls, Q-tips, clean towels, and shower toiletries.
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Chapter 7 

 SIMPLIFIED TECHNOLOGY 

 Creating Healthy Tech Boundaries and Corralling Gadgets

Remember when high-tech stuff, now so sleek and streamlined, was actually low-tech and clunky? My first computer monitor barely fit on my desk! I used to type out homework assignments and papers on that hunk of metal. I can still hear the ding of AOL signaling incoming e-mail. My first cell phone had a cow-print case and hot-pink buttons. And it made phone calls—that’s it!

Over the years, we’ve welcomed more and more sophisticated technology into our lives. Service providers and manufacturers promise that all these gadgets will make our lives easier and simpler. And in many ways, they have. But in other ways, they’ve made life much more complicated.

The average household has televisions, computers, smartphones, and tablets—sometimes multiples of each. These days, each of those devices is connected to the Internet, constantly streaming real-time information. With all those lights, dings, buzzes, and notifications, no wonder our brains are on overload! How can we possibly keep our attention with all this gear “helping” us through our days?

The first step to simplifying your technology circus is decluttering both physical devices and digital assets. Start by gathering all devices not anchored to a wall, including all chargers, cords, and power supplies. Once you have these in one place, begin to pull out obvious keepers (your current cell phone and its charger, for instance). After the keepers have been removed from the pile, examine each remaining piece. Anything without a purpose (random cords and chargers) or anything broken (old, broken smartphones) should be disposed of. Put the essentials back where they belong.

I prefer to keep all our technology and chargers in a common area (out of bedrooms), almost like a charging station. Mount a power supply to the back of a piece of furniture (or even to the wall) and plug everything in there. You might even enlist the help of a handyman to cut a small circle into the back of a drawer where cords can be fed through and plugged into devices kept inside the drawer. This way, everything is housed together and nothing gets lost. Zip ties are also a great for wrangling multiple cords.

With all those lights, dings, buzzes, and notifications, no wonder our BRAINS are on OVERLOAD!
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Once your cords and devices are neatly tucked away, it’s time to do something with all the technology paraphernalia you’re removing from your home. Companies like Amazon and Gazelle offer no-hassle buying programs in which you enter your device’s information and they tell you what they’ll pay you for it after it’s been received and inspected. Be sure to delete all your personal information off the device before selling it or disposing of it. Other companies, like Best Buy, will accept your devices, cords, chargers, and most tech gear for free. Simply place them in a bag and drop them off, and Best Buy will recycle them for you.
 
SIMPLIFYING YOUR COMPUTER

Looking at the devices you’ve chosen to keep, let’s simplify your digital assets on your largest device—your computer. Digital assets include your hardware, software, apps, files, and photos.
 
DECIDE WHAT SYSTEM YOU’LL USE TO ORGANIZE YOUR DIGITAL FILES.

Whether you’re using a cloud-based storage system (like iCloud or Dropbox) or a native system (like your hard drive), be sure your files are neatly organized by category. All photos should be in one folder, videos in another, documents in another. We use Dropbox to connect files from our computers, smartphones, and tablets. With Dropbox, I’m able to access any files or photos from any device at any time.
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PERFORM A LITTLE MAINTENANCE ON YOUR COMPUTER.

Delete any unnecessary files, photos, and software, and then empty the trash. This will free up valuable memory space, which will make your computer run faster. I recommend keeping just one folder on your desktop—the folder where all your files are stored. At the end of every use, make sure your desktop is clean except for that one folder. Inside my Dropbox folder, I keep folders for work, personal items, and photos. Get in the habit of checking for software updates at the end of every month. Let those start installing when you’re ready to walk away for the day, and your computer will be ready to go the next time you sit down. And don’t neglect physical tidiness: wipe down the keyboard and screen using a microfiber cloth.
 
CREATE A SYSTEM FOR STORING AND SYNCING PRECIOUS PHOTOS.

I store all our digital photos in folders sorted by year. At the end of every year, I create a physical family yearbook of our favorites using ArtifactUprising.com. This collection of photo books is one of my prized possessions. Don’t let your photos and videos just sit on your phone. What happens if your phone gets lost or damaged? Make sure your phone regularly backs up to a cloud/storage system. At least once a year, get those photos out of the digital space and into your physical hands—you’ll be so glad you did.
 
GET AHOLD OF YOUR E-MAIL SITUATION.

Raise your hand if your inbox overwhelms you multiple times a day! Fix that. Utilize my flag-it-or-trash-it system. When you sit down to a full inbox, flag anything that requires you to respond or take action. Delete everything else. Your flagged e-mails should automatically be pulled into a “flagged” folder that you can tackle when you have time. Check out systems like Unroll.Me to “batch unsubscribe” from all the promotional e-mails you receive. You really don’t need those unless you absolutely love them. Remember, the less clutter, the more breathing room you get for what matters. Digital clutter is still clutter.
 
UPDATE YOUR PASSWORDS.

Are you being safe on your device? Identity theft and hacking are really scary things. Use a program like Keeper to store really strong passwords. Make sure each password is different across your logins, and be sure to update them at least every few months.
 
CHANGE YOUR COMPUTER WALLPAPER TO SOMETHING SERENE.

Mine is an ocean view because it reminds me of home (Pensacola, Florida) and helps me take a deep breath every time I sit down to work.
 
SIMPLIFYING YOUR TABLETS AND SMARTPHONES

I remember when the iPhone first came out. I was working in fund-raising and I had a BlackBerry—which, back then, was fancy! The iPhone seemed like a super-high-tech robot that could do anything. At the time it cost a ton of money, so I didn’t get one. I actually didn’t even want one. I remember thinking, I don’t want all that in my pocket. It just did so much. I was afraid I’d be distracted by it.

Lo and behold, ten years later, I own one. And just as I expected, I’m very distracted by it! So how do we take the power away from our smartphones without deleting every single useful app?



Remember, the less clutter, the more breathing room you get for what matters.



 
DECLUTTER.

Delete contacts you don’t need, old photos (including the seventeen selfies your toddler took surprisingly well), old text chains (these take up tons of storage space), and apps you don’t use. You don’t need four pages of apps on your device. Group similar apps into folders for things like travel, finances, social media, and utilities. Keep your home screen less than half full—with only the apps you use daily. This visual simplicity will serve you well.
 
PERFORM A LITTLE MAINTENANCE.

Again, wipe down your device (germs love gadgets). Update software. Double-check your privacy and location settings to be sure your device is safe.
 
CHANGE YOUR PHONE WALLPAPER TO SOMETHING SIMPLE AND SERENE.

Update your lock screen to a photo you love, since you see it often.
 
USE STANDARD APP REMINDERS TO HELP YOU KEEP YOUR ROUTINES.

For example, I have reminders set (with alerts) on my smartphone to remind me to take my vitamins every evening and to remind me that Brady gets out of school early once a week. I love my notes app and use it to house all sorts of lists, including nail polishes I’ve liked, books I want to read one day, funny things my kids say (so much fun to look back over), and restaurants we’d love to try on our date nights.
 
TURN. OFF. NOTIFICATIONS.

Seriously. If something really important is happening, your phone will ring. You don’t need notifications on for anything—not for e-mail, not for social media, perhaps not even for text messages (that’s right!). Make sure your ringer is on and turn off all the notifications—that means the dings, the vibrating, and the pop-ups. Remember, every single time one of these calls for your attention, it’s calling for your attention. It’s distracting you and interrupting whatever you’re actually doing at that moment. Take the power back!

When our children see us pick up our phone at a stoplight or when we’re sitting quietly on the couch, they notice that we don’t like to be still. We no longer know how to sit and look around at our surroundings, taking in the scenery, just thinking, and sometimes just being bored. When life gets a little quiet, we immediately jump for our devices so we can pump our brains back up to full speed with information and connection—it’s an addictive habit. Unfortunately, we’re teaching our children that it’s not okay to be still. That said, I believe simplifying technology is all about setting boundaries: hands-free time, unplugged days, off-limits apps, and family social media policies.



WE NO LONGER KNOW HOW TO SIT AND LOOK AROUND AT OUR SURROUNDINGS, TAKING IN THE SCENERY, JUST THINKING, AND SOMETIMES JUST BEING BORED.
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We can’t address the complexity technology brings to our lives without discussing the challenges and dangers of social media. In our plugged-in, constantly connected world, it’s imperative to pay attention to your privacy and connectedness online—not only for yourself but even more for your children. In our house we have a social media policy (though only Bryan and I are on social media): no photos are posted online of the outside of our home, no photos showing our home address or location, few photos of our children (these have the potential to be stolen), and no photos that our children may see in the future and not be happy about. What is your family’s social media policy? I’m sure as our children get older, we will tweak and change this policy, but it’s important to set one now to keep yourself and your family safe. These guidelines simplify our use of social media and help us set safe boundaries for the power it has in our lives. When I feel like social media is becoming too much, I delete it from my phone. Plain and simple.

And here is one important tip to take away from this chapter: not everything you do in your life needs to be shared publicly. Some sentiments, moments, experiences, and interactions should be privately savored. When we overexpose our lives (and I know this only because I’ve done it), we lose the intimacy and sacredness of family, of relationships, and of friendships. Some things should be kept special, tucked deep inside your heart, to be enjoyed only by you. There is a fine line between sharing photos and overexposing our lives—too much of the latter, and our relationships and special moments lose their intimacy. And if you’re questioning which side of the line you may be on, I challenge you to push to the side of privacy. Better to have too many moments to cherish privately than not enough.

Technology is complicated. It’s an area of life we often choose to ignore because it’s so ingrained in us and we’re addicted to it. Here’s the thing: technology is not inherently bad at all. In fact, technology has made our lives simpler in so many ways (here’s looking at you, grocery delivery!). But we can’t ignore that our hyperconnected world has also fueled a modern-day addiction that sucks time away from what matters most. The tech battle is one we fight in my home daily. But building a framework of media management and putting boundaries on notifications and usage is powerful—for ourselves and for our families.



Some sentiments, moments, experiences, and interactions should be privately savored.




MY SIMPLIFIED TECH

WHAT ARE YOUR FEELINGS ON THE GENERAL STATE OF TECHNOLOGY USE IN YOUR HOME?

[Your Response Here]

WHERE ARE ALL YOUR DIGITAL PHOTOS LOCATED?

[Your Response Here]

WHAT IS YOUR FAMILY’S SOCIAL MEDIA POLICY?

[Your Response Here]

SIMPLICITY CHALLENGE

FIVE STEPS TO SIMPLIFY YOUR TECHNOLOGY RIGHT NOW:
 


1. Delete apps you’re no longer using on your phone.

2. Wipe down your computer screen, tablet screen, and smartphone screen.

3. Change your lock screen and wallpaper to something that inspires you or brings you joy.

4. Start a couple of lists on your notes app: books to read, restaurants to visit, places to travel.

5. Turn off notifications on your phone. If something important is happening, your phone will ring.
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Chapter 8

 SIMPLIFIED SELF

 Taking Care of Yourself First and Foremost

Do you ever stop in the middle of a busy day, look in the mirror, and think, Whoa? Not because your hair’s out of place or your makeup is smeared but because your outer appearance—the look on your face, the bags under your eyes—painfully reflects the frazzle you feel in your heart?
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How do we simplify one of the most difficult things to simplify—ourselves? Our hearts? Our feelings, our poise, our self-talk, our confidence? How do we strengthen all those things in a simple, uncomplicated way so our outsides reflect a calm, peaceful inside? How do we carve out precious time to fill our well, the life-spring for what we care about: our families, our careers, our children?



Because we often give without replenishing, we are empty.




Remember, simplifying is a journey. It is not a destination. Yes, the initial decluttering is a completed project (hooray!), but the maintenance that keeps your decluttered space tidy is just as important as the space’s initial transformation.

Have you ever met someone who is calmly confident? During a coffee date, she sits squarely in front of you and listens intently; she isn’t frantically checking her phone, fixing her hair, or gulping food. She has a solid, quiet confidence about her. I believe that comes from a serious inner peace. And it probably isn’t something she was born with—it’s probably something she fights for and works toward all the time.

So how do we get there? How do we get that inner peace that shines from our words, our actions, and our faces?
 
WHERE DID THE FRAZZLE COME FROM?

Let’s back up a minute and look at how we lost that inner peace. I believe that the main reason women are frazzled (let’s just use that word to encompass the feelings of overwhelm, anxiety, being disheveled, and lack of balance we’re all familiar with) is because we carry the world on our shoulders. We are thinking, feeling creatures who were created as helpers (Genesis 2:18). A helper is one who “makes it easier for someone to do something” by offering one’s services or resources. So by definition, women are always pouring out from themselves into others—as daughters, sisters, wives, mothers, professionals, friends, and more. This is who God created us to be. So why does it feel so hard sometimes?

Because we are running on empty. Because our wells are often bone-dry. Because we are working, loving, cleaning, caring, organizing, arranging, grocery shopping, preparing, raising, nurturing, and dealing with the minutiae that make up every day. We are the caretakers of both the day-to-day and the long-term. And because we often give without replenishing, we are empty.
 
FROM EMPTY TO FILLED: OVERCOMING OVERWHELM
 
TRACK YOUR TRIGGERS

The first step to fixing this serious problem (serious, because this bleeds into every area of your life) is to identify your overwhelm triggers. Simplifying the rest of your life (decluttering your space, removing time wasters, and eliminating distractions) will help in a multitude of ways, but what is it that puts your heart over the edge? Is it that period between dinnertime and bedtime with the kids (lovingly called the “witching hour” at our house)? Is it traffic on the way to work? Or is it the comparing you do when you’re scrolling through Facebook on your phone? Whatever it is, name it. Call it overwhelming and do something about it. Eliminate, avoid, or delegate if you can. If you can’t, find ways to make those triggers a little less powerful. Maybe listen to your favorite audiobook while fighting rush-hour traffic. Or do what our family does, and combat “witching hour” with dance parties powered by our dance-party playlist. Identifying and alleviating these triggers is key to calming your heart and soul.
 
GIVE YOUR BRAIN A BREAK

We’ve talked a lot about the importance of empty shelf space, margin on our calendars, and breathing room, but let’s talk a little about brain space: stillness, quiet, calm, and dare I say . . . boredom? You cannot fit ten pounds of hay into a five-pound bag. It’s physics; you simply cannot. Somehow we have gotten into the mind-set that if there is empty space, we should fill it. If we have a bag that will hold five pounds of hay, it is not okay to carry around just four pounds. We must go find another pound of hay to fill it to its brim. We do this with our shelves, our closets, our calendars, and our minds. Then we wonder why we cannot breathe! We are suffocating ourselves. We have no room to move, to think, to savor.

If your brain is on overload, constantly flipping through your to-do list, constantly comparing yourself to others, constantly worrying about when the next shoe is going to drop, you cannot fit happiness, joy, and calm in there. Read that again. When your brain is moving ninety miles an hour and your hair’s on fire all the time, you will eventually burn out. If you are on this track, get off.

Identifying and alleviating triggers is key to calming your HEART and SOUL.
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MY SIMPLIFIED SELF

WHAT ARE YOUR OVERWHELM TRIGGERS?

[Your Response Here]

HOW CAN YOU ELIMINATE, ALLEVIATE, OR DELEGATE THESE?

[Your Response Here]

WHAT DO YOU ENJOY THAT COULD GIVE YOUR BRAIN A BREAK?

[Your Response Here]



WHEN YOUR BRAIN IS MOVING NINETY MILES AN HOUR AND YOUR HAIR’S ON FIRE ALL THE TIME, YOU WILL EVENTUALLY BURN OUT. IF YOU ARE ON THIS TRACK, GET OFF.



This is tough love, sister, and I hope if this is resonating with you. Take a deep breath and let this release sink deep into your heart.

Choose simplicity and sanity. If you are on the path of constant overwhelm, now is the time to make a physical, pragmatic change. But here is the beauty of this situation: with most things in life, you are in control. You get to decide whether you will live your life insanely busy or embrace simplicity, make active changes, and slow down. You can say no. You can choose a sane way of living. Simplicity is the first step toward sanity.



You get to decide whether you will live your life insanely busy or embrace simplicity, make active changes, and slow down.




Sometimes sanity requires dramatic life changes like choosing “slow and steady” over giant achievements, “simple and less” over more money, or—one of my favorites—choosing grace, not perfection. And sometimes this requires small, deliberate, powerful tweaks: delegating to others, changing routines, or bowing out of something for a season. Whatever you decide, moving yourself toward a slower, simpler pace is key to taking care of yourself.

FIND A RELAXING RELEASE. One of my favorite ways to relax is by listening to audiobooks. I turn them on and listen to the story—while driving, doing laundry, or relaxing at the end of a long day. The story draws me out of the constant mind-spinning in my own life and into a relaxed place where I can think about the characters. I especially enjoy classic literature and love to listen after a long day.

MOVE YOUR BODY. I’m also a fan of yoga (and hot yoga!) for the way it helps me connect with my body, move, and quiet my mind. Lifting weights and running are also great options. And if you’re a beginner, just start by doing a variety of stretches for half an hour a day.
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DO A BRAIN DUMP. Journaling and writing are my other favorite activities. Doing a brain dump means “dumping” everything in my mind onto paper. What I write looks a lot like random ramblings, but that’s what’s happening in my head! Getting it all out transfers my roving thoughts onto my to-do list or my calendar. During this nightly exercise, I’m often reminded of things I need to discuss with my husband, tasks I need to prioritize for tomorrow, or things I need to get done before bed. Considering and crossing off as many “ramblings” as possible helps me delete them from my mind and make space for rest, relaxation, and calm.
 
SIMPLIFIED SELF-CARE

A word to the wise: never, ever feel guilty about taking care of yourself. Whoever told you that self-care was not okay, or that you should prioritize yourself last, lied. Self-care means tending to your health, your appearance, your mind, and your heart. If you are not at your best, you are not giving your best to your family, your work, or others. Simply put, without regular self-care, you are not living your best life.

Two enormous ways you can take care of yourself are eliminating your overwhelm triggers and giving yourself the gift of brain space. But are there other ways you can nurture yourself the way you nurture and help others? Begin with this simple task: fill your well with goodness, such as joy, happiness, play, laughter, creativity, and fresh air. I can’t find a single thing draining about any of those things. While overwhelm, anxiety, and stress drain the well, these nurturing activities fill it back up.
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INFUSE LITTLE MOMENTS OF HAPPINESS IN YOUR BUSY LIFE . . .
 

• Keep photos of your loved ones on your desk (take time to print them at places like ArtifactUprising.com, Chatbooks.com, etc.).
 
• Surround your bathtub with your favorite products and candles.
 
• Prepare for the next day the night before to free up brain space so you can enjoy the morning.
 


If talking with your best friend brings you joy and peace, make a standing on-the-way-home-from-work phone date. If fresh air brings you a sense of renewal, open those windows at home. If warm, creamy coffee in a big, round mug makes you smile in the morning, throw out those little mugs. You are in control of these things. You get to decide if you live your life unhappily, sort of happily, or really happily. Why not do the things that change the game and bring you unadulterated joy?

Practical self-care is equally important; this includes taking care of the body God gave you. You only get one. Feeding, nourishing, maintaining, strengthening, and monitoring your body and your health will make a world of difference to your inner peace and your ability to get through your day. Here are some ideas:
 
TAKE TIME TO SCHEDULE THOSE ROUTINE ANNUAL DOCTORS’ APPOINTMENTS.

Thanks to a friend’s advice, I like to schedule my appointments and my children’s appointments in June and January (things like the dentist, OB/GYN, physicals). It helps that my kids’ birthdays (and well visits) are early in the year, but keeping your routine visits at the same time each year (spaced about six months apart) will help you automatically remember them. As with all things, automation and streamlining are vital to simplifying.
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Your body needs sixty-four ounces of WATER and thirty minutes of MOVEMENT a day.
 
GET OUT AND MOVE EVERY DAY—EVEN IF JUST FOR A LITTLE WHILE.

I don’t always have time to make it to a gym or do lengthy workouts, but I do take my kids on a walk almost every afternoon to accomplish two things: get them out of the house and get my body moving. It’s a nice, unplugged time to soak in the quiet, hear about their days, and stretch.
 
DO THE THINGS THAT MAKE YOUR BODY FEEL CARED FOR.

Don’t you just feel better when your body is well taken care of—legs shaved, nails filed, eyebrows tweezed, hair conditioned? I know you may be giggling, but making time for these things generously swells our confidence. Plus, this self-care doesn’t have to cost you a lot of money. In fact, you don’t need someone to do your nails for you (but God bless the pedicure place down the street!). Get into a routine of tending to these things once or twice a week. Sundays are my prep days, so I typically include a deep conditioning treatment on my hair—with a product under $10 from Target—and exfoliating my face—with a product under $25 from Target—on Sunday evenings after the kids go to bed. I tweak throughout the week as needed. It just feels nice to feel well kept!
 
LEARN WHAT FOODS MAKE YOU FEEL GREAT.

Nourish your body. Early last year, I started experimenting with the ways different foods made me feel. If they gave me that awful bloated feeling, left me feeling a little shaky, or didn’t sit quite right, I eliminated them. But I also learned what foods made me feel great! Not surprisingly, that list included vegetables, fresh fruits, lean meats, whole grains, and lots of water. I also remembered a few joyful foods like dark chocolate, warm coffee, and clementines (I have a serious love for clementines). So I started tweaking my diet and working in more of these good things.




BLUEBERRY POUND CAKE

A family spin on Paula Deen’s Sour Cream Pound Cake Serves 8–10

2 sticks butter

3 cups sugar

1 cup sour cream

3 cups flour

½ teaspoon baking soda

6 large eggs

1 teaspoon vanilla

1 small carton blueberries


 

• Preheat oven to 325 degrees.
 
• In a large mixing bowl, combine and cream the butter and sugar. Then add the sour cream.
 
• In a separate bowl, sift the flour and baking soda together.
 
• Add the sifted flour mixture to the creamed mixture, alternating with eggs and beating each egg one at a time.
 
• Add the vanilla.
 
• Shake blueberries gently in a small bowl of flour.
 
• Dust off excess flour and fold blueberries into mixture.
 
• Pour the mixture into a greased and floured 10-inch tube pan.
 
• Bake for 1 hour and 20 minutes.
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YOU HAVE PERMISSION TO MAKE YOURSELF A PRIORITY.




FOODS THAT FUEL MY BODY
 

• Whole grains
 
• Lean meats
 
• Fresh fruits and veggies
 
• Water
 

FOODS THAT FUEL MY HEART
 

• Dark chocolate
 
• Warm coffee
 
• Tortilla chips and salsa
 
• Peanut butter and graham crackers
 
• Mom's blueberry poundcake
 

 
LET PREDICTABILITY AND HABIT SIMPLIFY YOUR LIFE.

While experimenting with foods, I also discovered that I loved eating the same things for breakfast and lunch each week (routines remove decisions—or one more attempt to reinvent the wheel—from my day). So I rotate my breakfast and lunch options every week—typically avocado toast, scrambled eggs with veggies, or simple plain Cheerios for breakfast, followed by a sandwich, hearty salad, or “snack plate” for lunch (cheese, whole-grain crackers, fruit, and cucumbers and hummus). These meals don’t need to be fancy, but they do need to fuel my body so I can confidently master all my waking hours!

All these little tips and tricks help me simplify what’s going on inside my heart, mind, and body. But more than anything, I hope you take away from this chapter the permission to make yourself a priority. Recognize what drains and overwhelms you and eliminate, alleviate, or delegate it. Figure out what fuels and inspires you and add it, embrace it, and do it. You are worthy of this kind of time and this kind of love.




FANCY AVOCADO TOAST

A Three-Minute Morning Ritual

Adapted from George Artisan Bakery & Bistro, one of my favorite Pensacola brunch spots 
 Serves 4

Whole grain bread (I prefer the kind made by the grocery store bakery)

Avocado

Sliced radishes

Sliced grape tomatoes

Pine nuts

Cilantro

Salt and pepper


 

• Toast bread.
 
• Mash avocado with the back of a fork and spoon onto toast.
 
• Top with the other ingredients.
 



SIMPLICITY CHALLENGE

FIVE STEPS TO SIMPLIFY YOUR SELF-CARE
RIGHT NOW:
 


1. Put your number on the Do Not Call list. Call 1-888-382-1222.
 
2. Dump out your purse. Throw away trash and create a little bag of essentials: lip balm, tissues, Shout Wipes, gum. Make your bag work for you.
 
3. Choose a time of day when you can fit in thirty minutes of exercise. Write it in your planner, and make it a habit.
 
4. Keep a log of the foods that make your body feel good and energized, and incorporate those foods into your meals.
 
5. Do nothing. Today is your day to be still for ten minutes. Go outside and sit and soak in the world. Clear your mind. You deserve it.
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Chapter 9

 SIMPLIFIED MOTHERHOOD

 Discovering Grace in a Deeply Important Role

Motherhood didn’t come easily for me. For many years, I dreamed of the day Bryan and I would have kids, but it was a tough journey. We battled infertility for a long time, and then we were blessed with three precious little ones four years apart. I had visions of our family fitting together seamlessly, making memories effortlessly, and doing life simply. God had other plans.
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He gave me one child who wouldn’t sleep but would eat anything (Brady) and two children who slept perfectly and wanted to eat waffles all day (Tyler and Caroline). One child is a master fit-thrower. One child is very sensory-sensitive. One child has funny quirks when he gets super nervous. Two are very, very patient. One would rather eat the waffles straight out of the freezer than wait for them to cook. Two are outgoing and rambunctious, and one is soft-spoken.

My conclusion: there is no one-size-fits-all way to simplify parenting. In fact, I’m not sure the words simple and motherhood can even be used in the same sentence. But there are ways we can manage the chaos and infuse our families with principles of grace, structure, and order.

I admit I have fewer parenting books than I have fingers. During my high-risk pregnancy with our first son, I swore them off, determined to let him be born and learn who he was while Bryan and I parented with a lot of prayer (and guidance from my own mom). As my kids have gotten a little older, I’ve started to become more interested in the ways other moms parent their unique children. In this chapter, I’m going to dive into what works for our family, but remember to pick and choose what works best for your individual children. Together we’ll explore:



I’m not sure the words simple and motherhood can even be used in the same sentence. But there are ways we can manage the chaos and infuse our families with principles of grace, structure, and order.



 

	Managing physical stuff and cultivating contentment: wrangling all the kiddo things
 
	Implementing systems that teach action and reaction: behavior/rewards/consequences
 
	Taming tantrums and tempers: emotionally nurturing little hearts
 
	Creating meaningful family memories: enriching everyday routines
 
	Imparting virtue and character: raising adults, not children
 


Remember, no matter who your kids are, life will be unpredictable. Consistency at home is absolutely key to developing the rhythms and graces that will help you keep your sanity and help your children grow up into their best selves.
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MANAGING PHYSICAL STUFF AND CULTIVATING CONTENTMENT

We all know that children require a lot of things, from baby gear to toys to clothes. But before we know it, we’re spending more time picking up the house than we are enjoying our home. How do we maintain simplified spaces and provide the things our children need and want to play with without being drowned by them?
 
MINIMIZE THE NUMBER

First, our family has really benefited from keeping our toys to a minimum. I know, this may sound unpopular, but your children don’t need buckets and buckets of toys. In fact, if you stop and think about it, I bet you can name only about eight to ten toys they actually play with regularly. And if you look in your child’s toy bins, I bet you see a lot of mismatched little pieces that, on their own, can’t be used for much.



I removed about 75 percent of the toys from our play areas. And guess what. My kids still haven’t noticed they’re gone!




A few weeks ago, I tried an experiment. I removed about 75 percent of the toys from my kids’ play areas, none of which I thought they used very much. I focused on removing toys with tons of pieces and toys that were broken, outgrown, or incomplete (board games without all the pieces). And guess what. My kids still haven’t noticed they’re gone!
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Brady spends 90 percent of his time playing with two sets of toys: MagnaTiles and LEGOs. Bryan and I love this because these toys require critical thinking, develop fine motor skills, and encourage Brady to build creative things from scratch. He wasn’t really into log sets, Tinkertoys, or any of the other things he had lying around creating mess and clutter, so I bagged them up and set them aside. The toys I think our kids may like one day, I stored neatly. The others I donated a few weeks later, after the kids had forgotten about them.

I also vowed to stop contributing to the toy explosion in my house. For Christmas this year we focused on experiential gifts: a gift card to the movies, passes to the aquarium, and an art set. Yes, some of these took up space, but they were purposeful.
 
SORT AND SIFT

Does this kind of simplifying sound good to you? Here are some steps to cull your kids’ clutter.

Try cleaning out your children’s toy bins—and I mean clean them. Keep favorites and donate toys that aren’t used anymore. Does your child need thirty-five stuffed animals? No. Set the emotional attachment aside (unless it’s a favorite) and make space in your child’s room for him to actually play with the animals he loves most. I believe this exercise breeds contentment and gratitude in our children and in us as parents—the ones who are always reaching for our wallets to make them happy with one more thing! The next time you feel the urge to buy your child another toy that will be forgotten in a few days, I challenge you to channel that feeling into ten minutes of card games or book reading together—using games and books they already have. I can just about guarantee that quality time will mean more to your child than a brand-new card game or book.

QUALITY TIME will mean more to your child than a brand-new card game or book.
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When storing toys, sort them by activity or type—building, reading, art, baby dolls, trucks. We keep our toys in clear plastic bins and encourage our kids to get one out, play with it, then put it back. This way we practice switching activities for the little ones and teach the value of picking up one activity before getting another one out.

Another way we decluttered all the extra kiddo things was by sticking to a “one-of-a-kind” rule. Let’s take sippy cups, for example: we had to try a few different types to find what worked for our kids. So we’d buy one, let them try it, and move on. We ended up with a basket full of about four different types of sippy cups before we landed on the ones that worked best for our little ones. I noticed my kiddos would argue over the types of cups I gave them, so we got rid of everything but the ones that worked best. They still fret over which color they get, but simplifying and sticking to one kind makes mealtimes easier.

This works in all areas of life—with grownups too! I didn’t beat myself up for buying four extra kinds of cups; instead, I donated them to kids who needed them. We simplified our sock basket (which sits near the front door next to our shoe basket) the same way. Each child has his or her own type of sock (just one type!). No more digging for the right socks for the right child. Again, one less decision to make in the mornings makes everything run a little smoother.

MY SIMPLIFIED PARENTING

WHICH PARTS OF MOTHERHOOD OVERWHELM YOU THE MOST?

[Your Response Here]

WHAT HABITS, TRADITIONS, AND ROUTINES HAVE YOU IMPLEMENTED WITH YOUR FAMILY?

[Your Response Here]

HOW CAN YOU DUPLICATE THOSE IN OTHER AREAS OF YOUR CHILDREN’S LIVES?

[Your Response Here]

WHAT FIVE VIRTUES DO YOU WANT TO TEACH YOUR CHILDREN?

[Your Response Here]
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IMPLEMENTING SYSTEMS THAT TEACH ACTION AND REACTION

A set of family rules is a good thing. I taught Brady our rules at around age three, and he’s memorized them. They are “Be kind. Use manners. Always listen. Love big.” And throughout our days, we talk about which one of those rules or virtues we’re following. My friend Lindsay Letters even wrote out our family rules (in her beautiful calligraphy) for a print we sell in our online shop. Create your own set of simple family rules and display them in your home—even if they’re just written on a chalkboard. Kids will love having their own motto or special rules that represent the values in their family.



Nurturing little hearts through emotional challenges is one of the most important responsibilities you have as a mom.




In our home we also love behavior charts. We’ve implemented a few different systems over the years to teach Brady this simple life lesson: “You do the good things, you get the good things. You do the bad things, you don’t get the good things.” Pretty simple, right? Brady’s heard that saying enough times that he can probably recite it from memory.

When Brady was four years old, we started one of my favorite behavior systems. We put a piece of paper on our fridge, and Brady earned a mark every time we randomly caught him making good choices. The key here is randomly; he couldn’t remind us he’d made a good choice or ask for marks. We had to see him making good choices.
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If he earned ten marks every day of the week (Monday through Friday), he could have twenty minutes of iPad time on Fridays (we didn’t do this on the weekends). There were no fancy stickers, no color coding, no weird magnets for him to figure out. Just a piece of paper, a marker, and a little boy excited to earn his marks. Brady responds really well to positive reinforcement, so the system worked great for us. He knew if he was making “not good” choices during the day, he wasn’t earning any marks. But you do the good things, you get the good things—parents can remember that too!

Try implementing a system like this with your children. Kids of different ages may need different systems, but keep anything you do simple. Remember, the more complicated you make things, the less likely you and your kids are to stick to them. My friend Shay has a drawing of a “Be a Blessing” jar on her fridge. She drew a picture of a gumball machine and puts colorful circular stickers on the drawing whenever her girls are caught “being a blessing.” It’s a beautiful idea and something she’s told me her little ones get really excited about. When they fill the jar halfway up, they earn a treat. When they fill it all the way up, they earn another treat. Again, simple idea, simple execution, total family buy-in!
 
TAMING TANTRUMS AND TEMPERS

Nurturing little hearts through emotional challenges is one of the most important responsibilities you have as a mom. It can also be one of the most challenging—especially when the fit includes a face-down, screeching-at-the-top-of-her-lungs, feet-kicking display of defiance. Our twins are two years old, and I feel like a veteran of the tantrum wars. But I’ve also learned ways to connect with my little ones when these things start to happen.

First, redirect. Remember, most tantrums and temper flares are not simply your child defying you—they often happen because he or she doesn’t yet know how to express emotion. I try to remember this every time I find myself in, say, the cereal aisle at the grocery store with many onlookers. Redirecting your child’s attention away from the conflict is a good first step.

Second, get down on their level. I always try to get down on my knees when working one of my twins through these emotional moments. Reaffirming their feelings (showing them you understand what they’re inefficiently trying to say) helps as well. With one child in particular, these tantrums don’t often end here. Instead, I have to let the tantrum come to a natural end while the child is on my lap and I’m speaking softly, waiting for calmness to reenter the room. When it does, I explain, as simply as I can, the situation. We share a hug and hold hands to rejoin the rest of the world.

Simplify these frustrating scenarios by getting on the same page with your spouse. Make sure you know how you’ll each handle these situations to ensure consistency and a unified front. Remember, these ordinary experiences are important. Affirming your children’s feelings, gently and firmly correcting their missteps, and wholeheartedly celebrating their achievements builds character and trust between you and your kids.

When tempers and attitudes flare simply because there is too much going on (which tends to happen right as I’m getting dinner prepared every evening), be sure to have a trick in your back pocket. For us, it’s a dance party. We know that if all three kids are getting a little squirrelly, we can holler at Alexa (our Amazon Echo) to play our dance-party playlist (“Who Let the Dogs Out” by Baha Men is a family favorite). Oh yes, we have a playlist just for moments like these! Three little sets of ears perk up. I kid you not, they stop what they’re doing, look up, and start dancing. It’s like magic.



Do yourself a favor and get your kids involved, even when they're tiny.




Work up a Hail Mary for yourself. Do you sweep your kids outside and let the fresh air reset them? Do you put them all in the car and hope a change of scenery brings a new attitude? Do you plop everyone in front of Mickey Mouse Clubhouse with blankets for twenty-five minutes of peace (absolutely no shame in that game: this is my backup Hail Mary!). Find something that works and don’t be afraid to use it to regain a little sanity. It’s better than losing your temper!



AFFIRMING YOUR CHILDREN’S FEELINGS, GENTLY AND FIRMLY CORRECTING THEIR MISSTEPS, AND WHOLEHEARTEDLY CELEBRATING THEIR ACHIEVEMENTS BUILDS CHARACTER AND TRUST BETWEEN YOU AND YOUR KIDS.
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CREATING MEANINGFUL FAMILY MEMORIES

Remember how we talked through the parts of everyday life that overwhelm you? What if we use those as teaching moments for our kids? Brady has a short list of chores to do every week, and his chores actually help me a lot. Every day he gathers his and the twins’ laundry and throws it over the banister to the downstairs. He thinks this is pretty funny and adventurous, and I think it’s awesome that I don’t have to go get it all! He then comes downstairs and separates everything into three baskets in our laundry room: towels, light-colored clothes, and dark-colored clothes. He also cleans out our minivan once a week. He takes a leftover grocery bag and gathers anything that shouldn’t be there (jackets, toys, trash, cups), then brings it inside and puts it away. His chores are age-appropriate and truly helpful!
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We all take a little part in setting the table and cleaning up. The twins help pick up toys, and Brady sets the table (and let’s be real: most days, only some of the toys make it in the box and the forks make it to the table . . . in a pile). Involving children in these everyday activities (rather than doing them yourself) teaches that chores are a part of life and that, as a family, we keep our house tidy. Hopefully, when they’re older, this will be a habit!

My mom once told me that when I was six years old, someone asked her, “Why do you help Emily clean her room? Why don’t you just make her do it?” My mom replied, “Because she has to be taught how to clean up.” We aren’t born knowing how to do these things! We have to teach the process of cleaning up a messy room or completing chores. Do yourself a favor and get your kids involved, even when they’re tiny. They can learn how to put things in a box to clean up. (Mom, thanks for teaching me!)

Another way we can enrich our everyday routines is to prepare for the next day the night before—and make it a habit. Lay out clothes. Set out milk cups. Pack lunch boxes with nonperishables; put sandwiches and fruit in the fridge for a grab-and-go exit the next morning. Review the calendar and homework folders to make sure everything is finished and prepped.

Getting in the habit of preparing for the next day will make a really stressful part of the day—mornings—go a lot smoother. Get your kids involved so they can take responsibility for their things too.
 
IMPARTING VIRTUE AND CHARACTER

One of my dad’s favorite phrases is, “Remember, you are raising adults, not children.” And isn’t it true? I always need this reminder when I’m having a hard mama day. We have to keep the end goal in mind—eventually our little children will be big adults. They will face life challenges, they will pay mortgages, they will have their hearts broken. The work we do with them now will set them up to handle, adjust, and face real life down the road.

One way I try hard to raise adults is by praying randomly with my kids. I want them to know that God is listening all the time, anywhere, no matter what the situation. Yes, we say our prayers at night, but we also pray for people in accidents we see on the highway, we pray over our food at restaurants, and we pray for friends and strangers when out and about. Brady and I even prayed in the voting booth last November. This simple act has monumental, eternal effects. It’s not something that’s planned, just something I try to remember every time we see something we care about and want to bring before God.

One other way my parents “raised adults” with my brother and me was by having a sense of humor about life and by talking about hard stuff with us. No topic was ever off-limits. That made us comfortable in talking to our parents about all sorts of topics as we grew up (and even now). It also helped us realize that our parents were our confidants, in our corner, always rooting for our good. Sounds a lot like the way Jesus loves us! He is always for us. I love Joshua 1:9 as that reminder: “Have I not commanded you? Be strong and courageous. Do not be frightened, and do not be dismayed, for the LORD your God is with you wherever you go” (ESV).

God has gifted us, entrusted us, with these precious children. They are first and foremost His, and He loves them far more than we ever could. What a concept to consider. He’s given us the job of raising strong adults and tasked us with showing Jesus’ love through our parenting. Though it’s hard—so very hard, sometimes—remembering these virtues will help simplify the very complex decisions that come with mothering little ones. I often think of this saying when I get really overwhelmed: “What if one day we look back and realize these were the good old days?”

SIMPLICITY CHALLENGE

FIVE STEPS TO SIMPLIFY MOTHERHOOD RIGHT NOW:
 



1. Go put gas in your car today. While you’re there, clean out your car. Throw trash away. Make this a habit.
 
2. Make a simple behavior chart for your little ones. Put it on the fridge.
 
3. Find one chore your kids can help you with every day. Start creating that habit today.
 
4. Designate one space for backpacks, jackets, lunch boxes, and anything else you find yourself frantically searching for every morning.
 
5. Add your daily prep for your kids to your evening routine list. Write it down and tape it on the fridge. Get that lunch box (mostly) packed, the papers signed, and the shoes laid out the night before for a smooth morning.
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Chapter 10

 SIMPLIFIED FAITH

 Connecting Daily with What Matters

When I consider the complexities of my own faith walk, I immediately remember one of my favorite verses: “Be still, and know that I am God” (Psalm 46:10 ESV). My grandmother repeated this to me when I was constantly finding projects to do or talking endlessly on long road trips: “Be still, Emily.” I believe that in this biblical stillness and in true simplicity we hear God most clearly.

Sometimes tragedy makes life suddenly simple and we’re brought to our knees. Sometimes our priorities become quite simple, with laser focus, when a loved one is sick. And sometimes we don’t have to rely on a terrible life turn to bring simplicity into our lives—we just embrace the opportunity to commit ourselves to less. We declutter our lives, strip down to the bare essentials, and make space for God. Yes, He’s there all the time, but oh, when we make space and room for Him, when we make Him our central focus, we can hear Him so clearly!



What a beautifully simple way to approach our faith life. Act justly, love mercy, walk humbly with God.




I wasn’t raised in a church-every-Sunday family, but I was raised in a family of deep faith. I’ve never read the entire Bible (though it is a goal of mine this year), but I became a Christian in middle school and was baptized again in college. My faith has felt so very strong and somewhat simple during certain difficult experiences in my life, like family tragedies and high-risk pregnancies. But during the ordinary parts of life, I find myself wishing for that same closeness with God. And for whatever reason, I often find it harder to find. A friend mentioned this verse to me the other day: “And what does the LORD require of you? To act justly and to love mercy and to walk humbly with your God” (Micah 6:8). What a beautifully simple way to approach our faith life. Act justly, love mercy, walk humbly with God. God desires a rich relationship with every one of us. And He sent His Son, Jesus, to show us what true God-like love is. That, in and of itself, is pretty simple.
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LIKES DON’T COUNT

Over the past few years, many of us have found ourselves searching for something on social media. Maybe that “something” is different for each of us, but it’s safe to say we’ve all found the social media platform for us that’s an outlet, a distraction, and a place where we can size ourselves up: we’re better than, less than, or fitting in quite nicely. I’m just as guilty as the next person. But oh, saying (er, typing) this out loud feels so ridiculous. Why have we let social media become so important? How much time has it taken away from truly important things? Why has living out loud for the rest of the world to see become such a priority? God desires for us to be happy, joyful, and whole. And if that’s the case, why are we spending so much time counting likes and followers? In the grand, eternal scheme of things, does that really matter?



YOU ARE MULTIDIMENSIONAL, WILDLY CAPTIVATING, AND UNIQUELY, EXTRAVAGANTLY WONDERFUL JUST AS GOD MADE YOU.



I’ve become a little disenchanted with social media this year. No matter how much the landscape of Facebook, Twitter, and Instagram changes, it’s still a breeding ground for perfectionism. I can’t help but notice just how much of our private, special, intimate lives we’re sharing in little squares for the world to see. I’m guilty of this for sure. And God’s planted this seed of discontent in my heart for a reason, perhaps for me to share with you here, or perhaps for me to take into account in my own life and business. I can’t help but think this very simple thought: God created certain things, relationships, experiences, and interactions to be sacred and special. I don’t want to take anything away from those nuggets of goodness for my soul. Sucking one ounce of closeness, love, or sacredness out of them would be a travesty.

I also think social media has frayed our view of who God wants us to be. He created each woman to be uniquely beautiful in her own incredible way. Beauty, as we see in nature, looks so different from flower to plant to mountain to tree. And God made each of us with unique gifts, talents, and physical appearances. When we compare ourselves to a stranger’s highlight reel on the Internet, we take that special gift away from God. We tell God that we’d rather be what the world thinks we should be—we have something to prove and we’d prefer to measure up to that standard instead.

I’m here to say no way! You weren’t made to be ordinary. And social media highlight reels—no matter how pretty the bathrooms are and how perfectly behaved the kids are and how effortless her beachy waves look—are just that. They’re flat. They’re moments captured on film—they don’t necessarily show a person’s real life.
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You are not flat. You are multidimensional, wildly captivating, and uniquely, extravagantly wonderful just as God made you. Take back the power from that platform and return to real life, where God is waiting to affirm and guide you in all the ways you crave.
 
LOVE IS SIMPLE

Every story in the Bible has one thing in common: love. A deep, unabashed love from God to His creation. He sent His most precious Son down to earth to live among us, to serve us, and to show us what love really is. Some of my favorite stories in the Bible are those of the inclusion, acceptance, and unconditional love Jesus showed people who others thought didn’t deserve it: people who’d made questionable decisions (even downright bad ones) and people others shunned. He didn’t just talk about His grand love only to people others deemed “worthy.” He showed it to both “acceptable” people and those others rejected. The simple act of loving another human being—of seeing a need and meeting it, of inviting everyone to sit at the table, of saying to another person, “I see you just as you are. I love you just as God made you right in this very moment and I am for you”—well, that kind of love has changed the world and has the potential to continue changing the world as we know it!



Love is free. Love is simple. Love is patient and kind.




Yes, the Bible is complex and our faith walks are individually complicated, but God’s love—the basis of the entire Bible—is quite simple. He desires for us to love others the way He loves us. I have this thought tucked deep in my heart as I interact with my kids, as I communicate with strangers, and as I talk with my husband. Love is free. Love is simple. Love is patient and kind (1 Corinthians 13). So the question is, in its most basic form, how can we love others better? Not how can we memorize more Scripture, but how can we daily choose to love people well? How can we nurture and cherish our children, how can we adore our spouses, how can we show unexpected love to strangers? What better way for us to spread the love of Jesus than by simply doing it?
 
RETURN TO SIMPLE PRAYER

Have you ever folded your hands to pray and felt as though the words just wouldn’t come? Are you unsure whether to pray on your knees or with your face lifted up to heaven? Do you ever wonder if God wants you to use the fancy words found in the Bible when you talk to Him? It has been said that Mother Teresa was once asked what a person should do to follow the path of salvation. She simply said, “Love God, and above all, pray.” Praying is simply our fellowship with God. No matter how you do it or what words you say, when you pray you are simply communing with God, sharing your heart with Him. That is what He desires most: personal, simple, and direct communication with Him.

Often when I pray I communicate the way I would with a friend. Sometimes it’s hard to find the words, and sometimes they just spill out. But simply expressing ourselves to God in whatever way we can, and sitting in silence to let our hearts feel our connection to Him, is a beautiful, life-giving experience. God doesn’t need us to make our relationship with Him formal or complicated; He simply desires that we hand our hearts to Him day after day.



HOW CAN WE NURTURE AND CHERISH OUR CHILDREN, HOW CAN WE ADORE OUR SPOUSES, HOW CAN WE SHOW UNEXPECTED LOVE TO STRANGERS? WHAT BETTER WAY FOR US TO SPREAD THE LOVE OF JESUS THAN BY SIMPLY DOING IT?
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TRUST GOD TO BE IN CONTROL

This is a tough one. But what better way to simplify our faith walk than to do exactly what God has asked of us over and over again: “Fear not, for I am with you; be not dismayed, for I am your God; I will strengthen you, I will help you, I will uphold you with my righteous right hand” (Isaiah 41:10 ESV).

As busy, task-oriented, ambitious women, we so often want to steer our own courses toward our ideal lives. We work and we toil and we try. Late last year, after spending a good twelve months working myself into the ground with my business and raising three young children, I heard God say, quite clearly, “Something in your life has to go.” My family situation wasn’t changing, of course, so I knew this was work-related. Deep down, I also knew what needed to go.

After much prayer and a lot of silent arguments with God, I decided to let Him be in control. We ended 795 wholesale relationships (that is to say, we removed our products from 795 retail stores around the world). It was drastic, and the financial ramifications were scary. But with a new plan in place, we made the call.
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Suddenly, my life opened up. I still had a full-time job managing our online brand and shop, but I had remarkably more time in my day, space in my heart, and room in my brain to think, love, and be creative again. I cried buckets of tears over this decision, and when I finally stopped looking at the numbers on paper and leapt into the life God was leading me toward, it was incredibly refreshing—almost instantly.



This is what God desires most: personal, simple, and direct communication with Him.




Letting Him lead the way is hard. If you’re anything like me, you usually believe your way is the right way. But sometimes God wants us to trust that He’s not surprised by anything. He planned each twist and turn in our lives and He wants to walk through them with us, if we’ll let Him.
 
MAKE TIME FOR FAITH

My faith underwrites every decision of my life. I lean on God when I am scared, when I’m weak, or when I’m struggling with overwhelm. The amount of grace God’s poured on me in my thirty-four years is astounding. And the more I get to know Him, the more I feel His power in and through my life.

Early this year, I made a commitment to carve out ten minutes every morning to pray and read. Bryan takes Brady to school and the twins sleep until about twenty minutes after they leave, which leaves me the perfect amount of time for a cup of coffee, my favorite blanket, and my Jesus Calling devotional. I love Jesus Calling because my grandmother, who taught me all about Jesus, gave me my first copy. It’s written out of Scripture, in God’s voice, and it’s the perfect way to begin my days.

At first I didn’t really value this little ritual. The passages would put a smile on my face, and then I’d run upstairs to get the twins for breakfast. But after a while, I started noticing an actual change in my attitude as the day ebbed and flowed. My mind would flicker back to the passages I’d read and my heart would wrap itself around Scripture as the day went on. Little by little, the seed of faith I was planting every morning had begun to grow. I really enjoy this routine. I feel its effects more and more every day.

And I’m learning that this is what God wants—He wants our hearts, even if little by little. When we let Him in, He’s able to do more work and more organizing and more simplifying of our thoughts, emotions, and feelings than we could ever do on our own. This one part of my life existed in the background for a long time. Taking the time to make my faith a priority changed every other area of my life. That deepened relationship with God also helped me discover grace along the way as I implemented rhythms and routines for myself and my family. It helped me go with the flow (when days didn’t go as planned) and embrace this newfound organization and simplicity as a way of life rooted in love and contentment.

MY SIMPLIFIED FAITH

HOW HAS SOCIAL MEDIA DETRACTED FROM YOUR FAITH WALK AND YOUR CONFIDENCE IN WHO GOD MADE YOU TO BE?

[Your Response Here]

WHOM IN YOUR LIFE COULD YOU LOVE BETTER? MORE? EVEN MORE ABUNDANTLY?

[Your Response Here]

HAVE YOU EVER PRAYED A MESSY PRAYER? GIVE IT A TRY. WRITE ONE DOWN RIGHT HERE. NO FANCY WORDS. NO RITUALS. NO MEMORIZATION. JUST SPILL YOUR HEART.

[Your Response Here]

WHAT AREAS OF YOUR LIFE ARE YOU REFUSING TO GIVE TO GOD?

[Your Response Here]

WHERE IN YOUR DAY DO YOU HAVE TEN MINUTES TO BE WITH GOD?

[Your Response Here]

SIMPLICITY CHALLENGE

FIVE STEPS TO SIMPLIFY YOUR FAITH RIGHT NOW:
 


1. Buy a daily devotional at one of your favorite retailers. A few of my favorites include Jesus Calling: Enjoying Peace in His Presence by Sarah Young, The Confident Woman Devotional: 365 Daily Inspirations by Joyce Meyer, and Unglued Devotional: 60 Days of Imperfect Progress by Lysa TerKeurst.
 
2. Pray with your children. Make this a family habit.
 
3. Tape meaningful scriptures to your bathroom mirror so they’re the first thing you see.
 
4. Visit a church if you don’t have one. It’s not that scary. You can sit in the back if it makes you feel better.
 
5. Pray right now. Get it out. Say the ugly thing. Giving your fears and doubts a name takes their power away and puts them in God’s hands.
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EPILOGUE

Take a big, deep breath. Exhale. Doesn’t that feel good? A simpler, easier, fresher life awaits. No matter your circumstance or situation, you can do this. You have much to enjoy and savor. Remember that simplifying starts with decluttering. Decluttering means stripping our homes, our calendars, and our hearts of the extra, the unnecessary, and the junk. Make room for what is most important. I’ve learned over the last few years that margin is everything. In the empty space of our homes, we have room to actually see, appreciate, and enjoy the special possessions we own. In the white space on our calendars, we have margin to savor an impromptu coffee date with a friend. And in the newly freed room in our hearts, we are able to focus intently on very important LEGO building that happens early on a Saturday morning.

Whether you implement one, ten, or all the ideas in this book, I hope these tactical tools, wrapped in a lot of grace, work for your life. Perfection isn’t the goal here. But living a good life, rich in abundant love and joy, is. You’ve got this.
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