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for everyone who was told that healing had to be complicated before it could be real

and for the ones who quietly kept it simple, and were never given a book that said they were right
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I have sat with people in the last honest hour of their lives more times than I can count. Some of them were dying of illnesses that no habit could have prevented. But a great many more were dying slowly, decades early, of something quieter than illness—a kind of erosion. Not one bad decision. Thousands of small, abandoned ones. A walk they meant to take. A meal they meant to eat sitting down. A breath they meant to take on purpose instead of just taking.

None of them, in that last honest hour, ever told me they wished they had tried one more supplement stack. Not one asked for a more advanced macro calculator. What they wanted, almost without exception, was simpler than that. More ordinary days. Slower mornings. Time at a table with people who loved them. They wanted, in the end, exactly the things they had spent their healthy years being told were not enough—not intense enough, not optimized enough, not backed by enough research to count as a real plan.

Sitting with the dying did something specific to how I read a research paper. I no longer ask, first, whether a finding is statistically significant. I ask whether it is the kind of thing a person could still do on the worst day of their life. Most health advice fails that second test long before it fails the first. This book does not.

I want to tell you, before I tell you anything else, that I have failed at this myself. For three years in my early thirties, not long after I was ordained, I owned an elaborate morning routine involving cold exposure, a fasting window, a supplement regimen, and a fifty-minute guided meditation I rarely finished. I built it with real conviction, during a season when I badly needed to feel in control of something. I kept it, in full, for eleven weeks. I have not kept a single piece of it since, and it took me years of watching other people fail at their own versions of the same thing before I understood why. It was never going to survive an actual life. Nothing that elaborate ever does. This book exists because I finally stopped needing it to.

The Paradox, Named Plainly

I call this pattern the Simplicity Paradox. I use the word paradox the way it is used in ordinary speech, not the way a logician would insist on it: a truth that feels backward until you have lived inside it. Complexity feels like commitment. It feels like taking your health seriously. But in practice, complexity is the most reliable predictor of abandonment I have ever observed—in a hospital room, in my own counseling office, and in my own kitchen. The more moving parts a health practice has, the more places it has to break. Simplicity is not the beginner's path. It is the path you arrive at after complexity has already failed you once or twice, if you are lucky enough to notice the pattern before it costs you something you cannot get back.

This book sits, deliberately, on a shelf that already holds two books you may have read. James Clear's Atomic Habits gives you a general-purpose engine for building any habit, in any domain. The Blue Zones franchise gives you a portrait of five populations who happen to live unusually long lives. Both are good books, and both have shaped how I think. Neither does what this book tries to do. Atomic Habits will teach you how to build a habit; it will not tell you which few to keep and give you permission to ignore the rest, which is the harder and more urgent problem for most people drowning in health advice today. The Blue Zones books argue from population data and geography, a compelling but essentially observational case. This book argues from twenty years of watching habits die at close range, in grief work, in pastoral counseling, and in my own failed morning routine, and it makes a narrower, more useful claim: that a health practice's survival depends less on its content than on its size, and that almost everyone, myself included, has been building practices too large to survive an ordinary bad week.

The Irreducible Minimum Method

This book is built around a framework I call the Irreducible Minimum Method, or IMM, and I want to state it honestly and completely here, not in pieces across twenty chapters. It has two layers, not one.

The first layer is the Core Three: one practice per pillar, and only one, non-negotiable from day one.


•  One Plate Rule, applied to every meal.

•  One Daily Walk, taken without negotiation.

•  One Five-Minute Practice of breath or stillness.


That is the entire non-negotiable core. If you read no further than this page and kept only these three things for the rest of your life, you would be healthier than the overwhelming majority of people who have ever tried a more complicated plan and abandoned it.

The second layer is what I call the Extensions: five further practices, real, evidence-backed, and genuinely valuable, that I recommend adding only once the Core Three have been solid, unshaken, and boring for at least thirty days. A screen-free ritual meal. Two simple strength movements. A fixed sleep window. One honest daily sentence. One moment of real, non-digital connection. I used to teach all eight of these as equally mandatory, and I have come to believe that was a mistake, one this book corrects directly rather than quietly. A method built to fight complexity cannot itself smuggle in eight non-negotiables under the promise of three. The Core Three are the foundation. The Extensions are the second story you build once the foundation has proven it can hold weight.

Before we begin, I want you to take an honest measurement of where you stand. Turn to the Simplicity Score in the Appendix and score yourself now, before a single page changes your thinking. I want to name something directly here, because I only noticed it myself after years of using this tool: a book arguing against gamifying your health should be careful about handing you a score out of thirty. So let me be precise about what this number is for. It is not a scoreboard, and it is not something to chase upward for its own sake. It is a mirror, glanced at honestly a handful of times, so you can notice real movement in your own words rather than a vague feeling that things are either fine or not fine. Write the number down somewhere you will find it again. I will ask you to return to it at the end of each Part of this book, and you will watch one composite character's score move, honestly and unevenly, not toward a perfect thirty, but toward a life he no longer needs to measure as often.

Later in this book, in Part Four, I will teach you a tool I call the Ninety-Second Rule, built from decades-old research into how cravings and urges actually behave. For now, know only that it exists, and that it is the single page in this book I most wish someone had handed me during those eleven failed weeks in my thirties.

Across these chapters you will meet six people, each a composite drawn from years of real conversations, case histories, and grief work, with identifying details changed and blended to protect the people who trusted me with their stories. Amara Boateng, a retired trader in West Africa, whose grandmother's one-pot cooking and unhurried mornings carry a philosophy of subtraction her own ancestors called Sankofa, the wisdom of reaching back for what still serves you before reaching forward for something new. Kenji Watanabe, a former Tokyo salaryman who found more health in a small garden than in a corporate wellness stipend. Sofia Quispe, who has climbed the same Andean slopes for seventy years. Elena Marchetti, a former executive whose burnout nearly cost her everything before a return to an unhurried table gave it back. Michael Turner, whose kitchen counter, buried under supplement bottles and abandoned fitness apps, may look uncomfortably familiar. And Aroha Ngata, whose Māori understanding of whānau will change how you think about connection as a health input rather than a social nicety.

Here is my promise. Nothing in this book will ask you to do more than the Core Three until you are ready. Everything in it will ask you to do less, better, and for longer than you have ever managed before. If that sounds too simple to work, I understand completely. I did not believe it myself until I had watched it work on people I loved, in circumstances complicated enough that I had every reason to expect it would fail. Turn the page. Find the smallest true thing. Then do it again tomorrow.
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Chapter 1: The Complexity Trap
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Michael Turner's kitchen counter told the story before he said a word.

When I first sat with him, at the request of a mutual friend who was worried he had stopped answering his phone, he walked me past that counter on the way to his back porch, and I understood something about him before he had offered me a coffee. Four unopened tubs of protein powder, two of them the same brand, bought on separate impulse-driven nights. A green juice cleanse kit still in its shipping box. A blood-ketone monitor missing all but one test strip. A stack of printed macro sheets from a coach he had stopped paying in March. Three fitness apps blinking unanswered notifications on a phone he had started leaving in another room just to get some peace.

"I know exactly what's wrong with each one," he told me, gesturing at the counter like a man introducing guests at a funeral. "The powder made me bloated. The cleanse made me miserable at work. The coach kept changing the plan every two weeks so I never built momentum on any version of it. I'm not stupid. I just can't seem to finish anything."

Michael was forty-four, and by every metric that mattered to him, he was getting worse, not better. He had more health information at his fingertips than any king or emperor in human history. He also had a resting heart rate that worried his doctor, sleep that never felt like rest, and a low, constant
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