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A MINDFUL APPROACH


Quiet the mind and the Soul will speak.

—MA JAYA


IF YOU PICKED UP THIS BOOK, CHANCES are good that you have a little chaos in your life. I can absolutely help you clear that up. The physical act of getting organized is fun and creative once you move past the negative feelings most people conjure at the very mention of the word. You gain so many advantages when you are organized, such as having a distraction-free environment and an inventory of what you own.

Divide and… Struggle

We human beings excel at creating mental compartments in order to deal with what are daunting demands on our time, our bodies, and our lives. We have families, careers, jobs, social lives, and friends. Many have a Spiritual practice that involves a church, synagogue, or mosque. Things like hobbies and vacations fill more compartments.

Countless families have additional challenges, such as caring for an elderly parent, homeschooling a child (especially during the COVID era), or having grown children return to the nest. The list is endless and unique to each individual. We all need coping mechanisms to deal effectively with the onslaught. It’s easy to zone out in front of the TV, binge on junk food, or have a little too much alcohol. Means of escape are as numerous as the challenges they are meant to thwart.

If your goal is to live in a magazine-shoot-ready home, you can skip to the how-to instructions in each section. On the other hand, if you’d like to literally change your life, including your relationship with time, how you treat your body, the goals you dream about fulfilling, and the way you think, I invite you to read every section, complete the written assignments, see which self-care suggestions you like, and do as many of the projects as are pertinent to your life, And, guess what? You will be a different person in one year, a person who just happens to have a magazine-shoot-ready environment. Your home will inspire you to fulfill your life purpose. In truth, that is my ultimate goal for you. At the end of a year you will understand that organizing is a life skill that assists you just like all the other tools presented in this book, including meditation, aromatherapy, and nutrient-dense food to name a few.

The tools I introduce may be foreign to you, but each has old if not ancient roots in the history of mankind. You don’t have to adopt everything I offer. Adapt to your life what feels right. Do your own research if something feels inspiring or healing and you have the desire to know more. You can start with a general Google search of the term or plug a few key words in the Amazon book search feature. Be sure to check out the source of the material before you begin reading and trust what you discover. Learning how to research is a lost art for most people today, and I hope this book inspires you to ignite that skill in your life as well as those with whom you live and work to do the same.

For example, Mindfulness is everywhere in the zeitgeist now. You could easily find articles on popular websites in order to deepen the simple practices I suggest here.You would, however, really launch into your new practice by finding renowned experts in the field like Jon Kabat-Zinn and Sharon Salzberg. (I will include websites in the Resources section.) Once you find the teachers you feel you can trust, you have the pleasure of deepening your knowledge through practice, whether it’s meditation, working with oils in aromatherapy, learning about food as energy rather than comfort, or organizing.

This book offers steps, plans, tips, and tricks. All organizing books have them. My approach is unique because it shows you how to prepare for your projects and how each one is a metaphor for all of life’s demands, projects, and adventures. Zen Organizing™ removes your closet, kitchen, and office files from the isolated category all organizers put them in and allows them to be teachers and places to practice newfound life skills. Zen Organizing™ seeks to free you from the mundane chaos you have unconsciously chosen to wrap yourself in and free you to fulfill your life purpose, that unique contribution that no one else can make.

A Secure Foundation

Have you ever had the opportunity to watch a skyscraper being built? The first step is to clear away the debris on the land and go as deep into the earth as the structure that rises will need for support. You can skimp on this to save money, time, and energy, but we live in a cause-and-effect universe. When the building lists to one side, you will rue the day you cut corners on the foundation. The more carefully planned the foundation is, the more secure the skyscraper will be.

I want to do just that for you: lay a solid foundation for change. I want to shift your focus away from that extra glass of wine and give you stress-relieving tools that will help you soar as a human being. I don’t want you to spend your days at a job you hate. I want you to uncover and fulfill your life purpose. When unexpected, gut-wrenching challenges come, as they do to all of us, you will use the tools you employed to organize your home to meet the challenge at hand.

Organization undergirds everything. Yes, it’s true. Name something, from losing weight or starting an exercise program to getting a PhD or directing a blockbuster movie, and I will apply the Zen Organizing™ principles you are going to use to organize your closet or your files. Objects change but the modus operandi is universal. This is the essence of my system called Zen Organizing™. Once you understand this concept deep in your DNA, you’ll see the time spent organizing your physical space as practice time to help make every aspect of your life easier. Organizing becomes an act of self-love and an expression of high self-esteem, not a waste of time that you could otherwise use to have fun or do “something important.”

Organizing is a deeper, richer pursuit than the how-to videos so popular on social media would have you believe. It can in fact be a Mindfulness practice. To be sure, there are skillful ways to fold socks, store toys, and manage paper, but these hacks are the caboose on the Organizing Train. We’re going to learn what drives it as well as examine ways to support you when exhaustion and overwhelm threaten to derail your best intentions. I’ve started a little macro here, so let’s home in on the micro of your life and work our way back.

I Know You

Let’s see how accurately I can describe some of your personal organizing challenges. You engage in a near-constant quest for your house keys, your eyeglasses, and all the remotes in your home. Invitations, personal notes, and letters are lost in a sea of paper debris on your desk. Secretly you are ashamed that you have over ten thousand unopened emails on your computer, including those for sales that ended a decade ago. You never use a calendar because you store your schedule in your head. The night before an important meeting, you plan the perfect outfit. Finding all the items in your closet, however, is usually impossible. TikTok, Instagram, and YouTube are your drugs of choice. You peruse them for hours convinced that once you find the perfect product or learn the best hack, you will turn into the organizing genius you suspect yourself to be. You want to help your children succeed. Your heart sinks each time you see them frantically search for a lost homework assignment, a note from their teacher, or a favorite toy. This is not the example you meant to set.

Your home is not your castle; it’s your prison. Guilt is your frequent companion. You want your life experience to be bigger, richer, but it seems to be forever diminished by an endless series of dramas, all of which have a lack of organization as their source.

Take heart—help is at hand. In fact, it is literally in your hands as you read these words.

HOW DID I KNOW?

Can you guess how I was able to pinpoint many of the common challenges you face without ever having met you in person? I have been organizing clients across the United States for over thirty years. What I have learned is that everyone has pretty much the same amount of stuff. The reality is that getting organized is an achievable goal for absolutely everyone. Give me one year of your life. I’ll prove it to you! What do you have to lose except a glut of mental, emotional, and physical clutter that’s weighing you down—body, mind, and Soul? The format of a year gives you time to plan carefully and never once be overwhelmed. I have planned downtime throughout the book. This isn’t a constant, nonstop, fifty-two-week slog through your physical space. It’s a journey to gently create a new life.

A GOOD TIME TO START

Now that I’ve convinced you it’s possible, when do we get started? You know what they say: “There’s no time like the present.” Every midnight ushers in a new day that we have never lived before. We seem to embrace the message most powerfully as we greet a new year. Perhaps it is the collective impetus of just about every human being on the planet making a wish for a better life. Here’s the good news: You don’t have to wait for January to roll around. One Year to an Organized Life has projects and discoveries that will move you forward in your quest to get organized once and for all. After you’re organized, this book can serve as your coach when you need to do those obligatory tune-ups. Imagine the state of your car if you never changed the oil, checked the fluids, or ran diagnostic tests on its computer. What about your teeth if you decided to save money and never see a dentist? Everything requires maintenance, including your home and work life.

THE PROCESS REVEALED

The projects in this book cover every square inch of your home and every aspect of your life. For example, in a year you will have a bedroom that’s a sanctuary, a kitchen that inspires you, and a garage where you actually park your car. Photos will be in albums you share with family and friends rather than tossed into boxes that clog your closets. No hard copies of photos in your living space? Let’s tidy up the hard drives where they live and perhaps find an electronic frame for your home or a program for your computer that automatically rotates them. If you never pick up an album, you can still be filled with joy every time you glance over and catch a random smile or memory. Whatever you own and keep needs to serve you; otherwise it’s just clutter. It will exhaust and upset you. Zen Organizing™ is after ease, balance, and support.

Do you still have CDs, DVDs, and other forms of entertainment filling up drawers in the family room? Let’s cull them, sell them, or get them ready to entertain you. Their life as creative debris has come to an end. Assignments will be turned in as requested whether they are for your children’s school or your CEO. You’ll be on time for appointments and wearing clothes you love. Any needed piece of paper will be produced in a matter of seconds. You might even find yourself tossing a party for the first time in years. Sounds inviting, doesn’t it?

Some months, the work will be time consuming and an emotional challenge. Other months, the projects will be a breeze to complete. Because each of you is different, every reader’s journey will be unique. It’s not unlike a marathon. The runners line up. They take off after they hear the starting pistol. They all cross the finish line, yet each will have had a unique journey that reflects their training, nutrition, natural ability, and a host of other factors. For our purposes, everyone is a winner. In fact, showing up and making the effort makes you a hero in my book.

Does this sound impossible? Do you fear that getting organized is not a realistic goal for you? One of the reasons why I chose the format of weekly assignments spread out over a year is that it gives you ample time to cover all the bases. The first step, however, isn’t something that happens in your physical environment. You don’t need to snap this book shut, jump up, and tackle a pile or toss out a stack of anything. You do have to make a commitment. After that, you’ll want to learn the simple mechanics—what I call the tips and tricks—of getting organized. Everyone loves this part. Tips and tricks are useful, fun, and the nitty-gritty aspect of the process. They do not, however, strike at the heart of the matter. Something deeper and much more interesting is waiting for your discovery.

The chaos around you is an effect. It is the result of a cause that was set in motion most likely, but not always, a long time ago. You probably have never made the connection between a pattern you wish to change and the experience that pushed the first domino in the sequence. Over the course of the next year, we are going to set new causes into motion—the kind that yield positive results. Instead of living in an environment that is your adversary, you will live in a space that nurtures and supports you at every step of your journey. You’ll have an environment, for example, that’s ready to greet guests who drop in without warning. Imagine losing the fear of those unannounced visits your mother-in-law likes to make! I’m going to turn you into a mini Sherlock Holmes. I’m also going to give you tools to control the fear and sense of overwhelm when they inevitably arise. Tools, by the way, you can use for the rest of your life in every situation that stresses you out.

Working with Reality

Roger came into my life in the first years of my business. He is a delight. He was also a slob. Roger had the good grace to realize he needed to change. He was engaged to be married and wanted to get organized before he and his fiancée moved in together. There is a balance in the universe that amuses me. The person who saves everything inevitably hooks up with the one who tosses with abandon. The spender finds his way to the tightwad. And the slob and the neatnik are bound to fall in love. The latter described Roger and his fiancée, Jan, to a T.

We weeded through his belongings. We agreed that only the things he really used, loved, or enjoyed should be brought to the new home. As we sorted through his possessions, I asked Roger what his childhood home had been like. Had he been assigned chores? Did he have to pick up his room? Would he describe one parent as tidy and the other as a slob? Would it be fair to say one parent was organized, while the other functioned as an absent-minded professor? It turned out that not only had he never been asked to be responsible in the home, his childhood environment was chaotic. Human beings often replicate what they see from an early age. It becomes an unconscious part of our emotional DNA.

I spent several days with Roger and made some notes. The bottom line was a simple fact of life: Every action has a reaction. If you never complete your actions, it’s like having a thousand golden threads scattered about. Something beautiful could be made from these threads if we could only figure out where the ends were. How did this manifest for Roger? He never closed a drawer all the way. He never shut a cabinet door. Food came out of the refrigerator and languished on the counter. Soiled dishes piled up in the sink. Dirty clothes hit the floor. Any item returned from the cleaners kept its plastic cover and stayed on the wire hanger. Every few hours, a drama repeated itself with the regularity of Big Ben in London. It was called “Where the heck are my keys?!” You get the idea. Why are these things important? If you don’t complete the mundane tasks in life, you probably aren’t completing the bigger ones either.

Roger instantly understood. It wasn’t really about closing a cupboard door. It was about follow-through and completion. The open cupboard, the food on the counter, and the dirty dishes stacked to the ceiling all represented a lack of caring. To help facilitate change in this situation, Roger and I came up with a series of new habits. It’s best to make small, incremental changes rather than try to do a total makeover all at once. That type of experience works on TV to create great drama for the audience. It doesn’t work well in real life. You have to make realistic changes to succeed over the long haul. Take a minute and ask yourself whether any golden threads are in your life. By the way, the golden threads in Roger’s life are no longer scattered about his physical space. His home is tidy and organized. He and his wife are true partners when it comes to maintaining order in the home. And, oh yes, their children have chores! Habits were the key, and we’re going to deal with that in detail in just a minute.

From Treasure to Trash in a Flash

Roger’s issues began in his childhood, but that’s not the only way life can become disorganized. I’d like to share an experience I had a number of years ago. Yes, even a professional organizer can be thrust into chaos. It happened when the Northridge earthquake hit Los Angeles. At the time, I had been through numerous small shakers, as Angelenos like to call them. But I had never experienced anything like this. As the song says, “I feel the earth move under my feet.” The Northridge quake made the earth move, all right. The three-story building I lived in rocked and swayed like a small boat riding an ocean wave as it breaks on the shore.

When the shaking stopped, I leapt out of bed and called for my Golden Retriever. After five calls, I felt her sweet presence next to me. We raced out of the apartment, and, using a flashlight, I found our way to the manager’s apartment, which became command central for everyone who lived in the building.

When the sun rose, we came back to our apartment. I can’t adequately describe the destruction. Furniture had fallen over. Books were scattered everywhere. Decorative items and lamps were shattered. Little shards of glass were embedded in the carpet. My kitchen looked like a mad chef had flown through and smashed all my spice jars on the floor. It was overwhelming. I wanted to run away. I went into shock, a protective mechanism the mind uses when reality is too much to bear.

Aftershocks continued to move the earth for days. Had we experienced “The Big One,” or was it still to come? Although we were all on pins and needles, my neighbors were amazing. We opened our doors and worked as a team. We helped each other, encouraged each other, checked on each other.

I was particularly devastated to have lost most of the china I inherited from my mother. I came up with the idea that I would match the pieces and glue them back together. Hilarious in the light of day, isn’t it? In my altered state, it made perfect sense. My neighbor Nina came in and asked what I was doing. I thought it was clear. I politely told her, and I will never forget what she said. “Honey, you can’t do that. You have to sweep it up and throw it away.”

I responded: “What? Like so much trash!”

“Yes,” said Nina, “because that’s what it is now.”

About two weeks after the earthquake, I was amazed to see piles of papers everywhere around my apartment! When life was normal, I had a routine. Every day I went through my papers as they entered my home. After the quake, although intellectually I knew exactly what I had to do with each item, I was immobilized. I identified the paper, and it sat on my coffee table. I wasn’t consciously avoiding the task indicated; I was caught in the snare of depression. Have sorrow, loss, or depression ever prevented you from tending to your home and obligations?

The greatest gift being organized affords you is having a template to follow. In time, I was able to get my world together; I didn’t have to start from scratch. I simply had to “work” the system. These systems are the key to your long-term ability to stay organized. You aren’t doing anything extra. You are simply shifting your energy to a different set of action steps. For example, Roger no longer tossed his clothes onto the floor when they were dirty. He tossed them into a hamper. As you examine your situation, you will be astonished to see the complex system you have in place that keeps you mired in chaos.

Every section has an affirmation. Take a photo of the affirmation with your smartphone and read it every morning. These affirmations set the tone for your day.

Affirmation of the Month

A new way of living, coping, and being productive beckons to me. I am grateful for everything that has brought me to this moment in time. Judgment, fear, and negative thoughts are left in the past. I surrender.







WEEK ONE

Dive In


This week, you can


• Appreciate the benefits of order

• Understand how a Zen Organizer™ works

• Consider making a vision board

• Choose your journal

• Meet your first self-care practice


Time required: Devote ten minutes to read this week’s material and then fifteen minutes to order your supplies. You’ll want another fifteen to thirty minutes to work on your vision board.



THE BENEFITS OF ORDER

I believe that an organized life enables one to have more time, less aggravation, better health, and a chance to accomplish more. There can be no doubt that getting organized when you’re starting at ground zero takes a lot of careful planning, time, and energy. It’s easy to become overwhelmed. It’s common to abandon the cause in midstream. This book circumvents all the traps. It serves as your step-by-step guide to a new life and also introduces you to folks just like you who have taken the plunge and succeeded. You’ll be able to create templates that you can alter to suit your needs and use every year. I use the design app Canva, as it has templates for every possible need. There is a free version and one that requires a modest monthly fee. You might enjoy the app so much that you wind up creating infographics, handouts, presentations, habit trackers, chore charts, food shopping lists, and the like for your work, your children, your hobbies, and your family. I have no artistic ability, but Canva makes me feel like Picasso.

WHY DO WE GET DISORGANIZED?

I need to stress the importance of your commitment to the process of getting organized. Without it, a team of the world’s greatest organizers living with you for an entire year would be of no benefit. No one can impose order on a chaotic mind. The creation of physical chaos always begins with our very thought processes. We are overloaded, distracted, and unable to concentrate. It continues to be difficult to think clearly, to be calm, or even to be healthy when the atmosphere in which we live and work is a swirling mass of constant upheaval. We know we need to get organized, but fear stops us. Often a lack of simple organization skills accompanies this frozen state. We look around our self-created environments and we are immobilized.

As we grow older, the problems multiply. “Well,” we think, “now is not the time to get organized. I have reports due at work, diapers to change, mounds of laundry to tend to, and carpool duties!” If you believe, as I do, that we come here with a specific set of talents to develop and express, you can see how this unconscious state of affairs can lead to weariness that affects every aspect of our lives. Living a fulfilled life shouldn’t be the province of a few. It is our birthright. The shift begins the minute you make the commitment to get organized.

Given the parameter of one year, anyone can gradually learn the necessary skills and make the time to achieve transformation. As your physical environment transforms, something magical happens. Your life canvas transforms as well. Think about it. If living in chaos makes you feel tired and depressed and causes you to lose time and money, think how powerful an organized environment must be and how it can empower you. Who would you be if you felt at peace and had more time and more money? We’re going to find out.

MY PERSONAL GOALS FOR YOU

In terms of the purely physical, my ultimate goal is to help you create an environment that is at once beautiful to look at, completely functional, and easy to maintain. I also want to help you understand why you haven’t had this up until now (remember Roger) or identify what happened that took you off course (the Northridge earthquake for me). Our life experiences affect us on every level of our being. Too often, we compartmentalize our experiences as if they are unrelated. I hope you will embrace a more holistic approach to your life.

Finally, I believe that you are a Spiritual being having an earthly experience. I don’t want to see the process of getting organized become your new focus or hobby. Rather, I want being organized to be a tool in your new self-care tool kit, which might include your Spiritual studies, exercise, diet, circle of family and friends, even time with a qualified therapist. I’ll be adding my favorites over the course of this year. You’ll find a self-care practice in the introduction to all the sections that follow. You’ll be able to incorporate it immediately into your organizing journey for that month. You’ll find many of these practices work together, and you’ll be able to create meaningful rituals. The world is waiting for the unique contribution you were born to make. Are you ready to create the environment that will support and sustain your best efforts? I wrote this book for you.

GETTING STARTED

Read this section through and then sit with the concepts for a few days. There is a ton of how-to instruction in this book; however, unlike any other book in the organizing marketplace, we consider preparation and view each project as a way to practice a skill we can take into the world. After a period of contemplation, you can continue reading the book in sequence or find a section with a project dear to your heart. Because an understanding of time is key to your success, read the next section and do the indicated exercises for weeks one and two. This will make the hard, physical work of organizing easier because you will know when to proceed, exactly how much time to allot, and you will be sure that the project at hand is part of your overall life goals. Sound lofty? It’s a matter of relinquishing a freewheeling lifestyle for one that is directed and purposeful.

Feeling a bit unsure? You can start with those infamous time exercises and the creation of a few positive habits (more on those soon). Take a month to perfect them because the rest of your home will be waiting for you. It didn’t get chaotic over the weekend. It took time. It will take time to heal. And habits, by the way, are magical especially when they get strung together to form a routine or ritual.

Please don’t be intimidated by words like habit or routine. I would bet cold, hard cash that your life is already run by them. We’re just going to shine a light on them and, in all likelihood, replace them. For example, your current morning routine may look something like this: get up late, take fast shower, race out the door, and pick up coffee on way to work. I’d like to see you get up in time to meditate, enjoy a shower, and make a nutrient-dense breakfast to fuel your day. Rome was not built in a day, and neither will your new life appear overnight. Besides, if I could make that happen, I would refuse to do so because you would be denied the process. One Year isn’t a signed contract with the Mafia forcing you to a cookie-cutter conclusion that fits every reader.

This is your personal journey to living a Zen Organized™ life.


[image: image] I often hear the advice: “One day at a time.” From my own challenges, I know that can be overwhelming advice. I like to say: “Advance from breath to breath.” We can all do that, for sure! And before we move on, let me caution the speed freaks among us. I understand. I am in your camp, eager always to cross the finish line. Take it slow. A year is the perfect amount of time. You don’t want to cross some imaginary finish line, pat yourself on the back, and then resume your old ways like a yo-yo dieter.
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WHAT IS A ZEN ORGANIZER™?

As mentioned, I’ve been a professional organizer for more than three decades When I started working with clients, I was surprised to find that the average home was filled with piles of stuff. Newspapers, magazines, mail, books, CDs, and more were stacked to the ceiling just about everywhere I went. After I organized an area, I noticed that it literally felt different. This was a consistent experience. When it came time to start teaching workshops, I wondered how I was going to describe this palpable feeling to others. One day when I was having this conversation with someone, she said, “Oh, you mean it’s Zen-like?” I knew I had my phrase. “Yes!” I said that day. “Zen is exactly what it’s like.” At that moment, I also had the title for my first book, The Zen of Organizing, and a way to describe those who used my techniques: Zen Organizers™!

Take heart: You don’t have to become a Zen practitioner, twist your body into difficult yoga poses, or learn how to meditate if you want to become organized following my philosophy. The Zen of Organizing philosophy refers to the creation of a calm, peace-filled, and joyous environment. I recognize a Zen Organized environment the minute I enter one. It’s the feel of the room, not just its appearance. If you follow the guidelines in this book, you too will experience what it means to be Zen Organized. Alone in an office that invites your best efforts, cooking in a kitchen that seems to hand you the tools you need, falling asleep in a restful bedroom, you will suddenly smile and say to yourself, “Oh, this is what she was talking about.”

After your home and work environments support you to do your best, your life will soar. I promise my clients that they will be rewarded for the hard work they are doing. I ask them to call me when the changes occur to let me know what has transpired. They always laugh as if this is a tease or a sales pitch. But the changes inevitably arrive and the calls always come. You’re just beginning this journey, so for now you have to trust me. I invite you to write to me in a year and tell me about the great adventure this work made possible for you!



When I work with my clients, I often encourage them to first create a vision board, which is a wonderful way of seeing your goals in a physical, concrete form. It’s also a terrific reference when you’re tired or overwhelmed and getting distracted from your organizing goals. Never heard of a vision board? Don’t panic. They are easy and fun to create—a little art project. You comb through magazines looking for images, words, or phrases that represent the things you want in your life and paste them to a poster board.

Long to have a tranquil bedroom? Your ideal image is waiting in a design magazine. See how this works? And on days when your energy is low and you need a mental boost to start organizing, one look at your vision board will inspire you to carry on to reach your goal!

I worked recently with a young executive who had a wealth of materials for making vision boards in her office. My client had the poster boards, the magazines, and all the tools for her team. I asked why her team members didn’t bring their own supplies when she led these sessions. Her reply stunned me. “Most people have no idea what their dreams are,” she said. “If I asked them to be responsible for their supplies, they’d have the perfect excuse not to attend.” I’ve always been a big dreamer, so I was surprised to hear this piece of information. Are you in touch with your dreams? Dreams, visions, and goals are all just words. What do you want to manifest in your life? Don’t let language trip you up.

The vision board process can help you pinpoint your ideal space, see beyond the chaos in your home, and visualize the end result. For example, when I come into a client’s home, I begin to envision the solution the minute I am presented with the problem. The creation of a dream or vision board will help you see the kind of order you want for your home.

The supplies are inexpensive and available from your local art supply store or office supply store. You want a large piece of poster board (22 x 28 inches is standard, but feel free to go a little bigger) and a glue stick. You also want a stack of magazines that you can happily rip apart and sharp scissors. Why not invite some friends over for a vision board party? If everyone brings five to ten magazines to share, you should have no trouble finding images that speak to you. Besides, it’s fun to brainstorm ideas and share dreams! If you happen to know a group that wants to get organized, you could even meet once a month to discuss your progress and act as a support system. You’ll be budding Zen Organizers™ in no time! In fact, if you decide to do this organizing work with a group (more on that shortly), a Vision Board Meeting would be a great way to kick off your year. You can work via Zoom, so if distance or the pandemic prevent you from gathering in person, you can still make progress.

Have you used the Pinterest app yet? Put my name into the Pinterest search engine and you’ll find my Zen Organizing™ board that is updated daily with articles and images that I think will enhance your quest for order. Pinterest literally puts millions of images at your fingertips. No need to purchase magazines to create a vision board.

I have a private board called “Family” where I move photos from my phone. I don’t want the images clogging my phone, nor am I going to print them out and make albums. I do, however, want to save them, and a Pinterest private board is my ultimate solution. You’ll find there are other ways to use the genius of Pinterest scattered throughout this book in the appropriate places. Hint: Pinterest will help you with gift-giving ideas, decorating, and memorabilia.

My other idea is to use the design app Canva, which has vision board templates you can fill and tweak to make uniquely yours.

For the super tactile among us, yes, you can print out your board! Instructions are refined periodically, so to locate the best choice, go to YouTube and type in “How to print out a Pinterest or Canva board” for the latest and the greatest choices. Before you do, however, ask yourself where you’re going to keep this board, why you need a hard copy, and how you’ll use it to move your project along. Carefully curate every decision that impacts your physical space. You don’t want Pinterest to turn into a new source for clutter!

Changing Your Routine: The Organizing Journal

An important part of becoming organized is to start an organizing journal. What does a journal have to do with getting organized? Many people think not in pictures but in words. Sitting down and putting your thoughts on paper can help you determine why you’ve had difficulty getting organized in the past. If the idea of getting organized strikes fear in your heart, you should go back and understand either who planted that fear or what happened that made you feel inadequate in this area. Seeing the words on paper will help you see the shadow reality at play. Our aim is to replace this with the truth.

And what is the truth? First and foremost, I want you to realize that absolutely everyone can get organized. You need not turn into a professional organizer or a Martha Stewart clone. All you need to do is learn the basics. The simple steps in this book will enable you to create a chaos-free physical environment. Like all things that appear complicated, once you get it, you will sit in wonderment at how long it took you to wake up.

The second bit of truth is a tidbit I use to open all my classes. Are you ready? You are already organized. Yes, I swear. Not only are you organized, you work the system you have in place with the fervor of a religious zealot. I can hear you say, “But, Regina, I can never find my keys.” Or, “My closet is a nightmare and the clothing spills out onto the furniture.” Maybe you’re saying something like, “Regina, I just don’t cook anymore because I can’t find anything in my kitchen cupboards and drawers.” Your lament reflects one of the rules you live by. Let’s take a look.

If you can never find your keys, for example, it clearly means you walk into your home with the express aim of dropping them in the first clear space you see. It could be the kitchen countertop, a dish on the living room end table, or the pocket of your raincoat. This lack of consistency creates a drama for you—the constant surprise of where your keys will be found next. Although they get our adrenaline pumping, dramas take us away from our creative and productive pursuits. Perhaps I should tell you about my father.

My father was organized and chaotic at the same time. How can these polar opposites exist together? In my father’s case, he tossed every single important receipt into one large dresser drawer he kept for this purpose. While it was great that everything he needed for his taxes was in one place, finding what he needed always caused a drama.

The weeks leading up to April 15 were never fun in our home. Dad would be looking for a particular receipt and come up dry. He was certain that my mom and I had rifled through the drawer. He would bluster about the house, complaining that he had no support from us. In a day or two, the storm would blow over. My dad always found what he needed hidden in the debris. He never really believed we had taken anything; after all, what would we gain? He was acting out the pressure he had placed on himself. Dad did his own taxes until the day he died. I have no doubt that this self-created drama was an unconscious way of saying to my mom and me: “See what I do for you? See how hard I work?” Perhaps it also expressed an unconscious fear: “I hope I’m doing this right!”

This year you may discover in your own journal work some of the self-created dramas in your life. Trust me. Just about everyone has at least one they consistently create. Our goal will be to see them for what they are and replace them with new behavior that empowers rather than drains us.

My mom’s chaos was a horse of a completely different color. I never, ever saw my mom search for anything. She was as organized as they come. In fact, her mantra was that old saw: “There is a place for everything, and everything should be in its place.” We didn’t have piles of anything in our home. My mother had a regimented schedule for cleaning our brownstone. She taught me these organizing skills as I tackled my homework. So, where did she fall down?

Anything visible was perfect. Anything behind a door or hidden in a drawer—watch out! My mother believed you had to organize what others would see, lest they judge you harshly. Her organizing systems were put into place not so much to make her life easier but because she was using being organized to raise her low self-esteem. Do you identify with her in any way? I think it’s important that all aspects of your environment work in concert even if no one is going to see the finished result. You matter. Perhaps this is the lesson you need to learn over the next year. You matter!

How to Journal

You will find journal prompts in every section keyed to the task at hand, but they are meant merely as initial guides. Over time you will develop your own and perhaps enjoy a bit of free-flowing journal work to help you understand not only the past but also a present challenge. I have clients who journal every morning to help them gain clarity. Purists like me want only a notebook and time to pour out the answers to questions on the printed page. There are others who turn journaling into an art project. Again, if you go to Pinterest and type “journals” or “journaling” into the search box, you will be astonished by the vast array of choices that present themselves. Bullet journaling, for example, is popular and very creative. My caveat here is that if you relate to a journal style that involves lots of different colored pens and use of shapes and symbols, be mindful! You run the risk of getting addicted to the colorful process rather than seeking new inspiration. I feel this way about complicated calendar programs (the Bullet Journal Method is a crossover). More on this next month when we dive into the calendar, which is a must-have tool for organizing success.

If you get stuck, try writing with your nondominant hand. It is amazing what is revealed. I learned this trick when I worked through the exercises in John Bradshaw’s book Homecoming. As with every tool, try each one with an open mind and see which help you. Our goal is to understand, not indulge, negative emotions. I would suggest a timer; and if trauma in your past reveals itself as the culprit that holds you back, seek the help of a good therapist. Most therapists now offer Zoom sessions, so you won’t be limited to your physical area. You may be limited to your state, however, so check the rules governing licensed therapists for your location.

Choose your journal with care. Do you want a fancy, leather-bound version or would a simple school notebook do? There is no one size fits all. If you love how it feels and looks, you will be drawn to do the work. If you love pens as I do, be sure to purchase a new one for this project. You don’t want to run out of ink in midsentence. I know this may sound silly, but you would be surprised how attention to detail helps set you up to win.

Advice from My Dad

In many ways my dad was ahead of his time, and it is only now in the years since his passing that I have come to truly appreciate his wisdom. When I was a girl, we did not speak about “journaling”; we kept a diary. No one guided us into the possibility of self-discovery. We were just having fun recording our likes, dislikes, and, of course, our crushes. I kept asking my parents if I could have a diary. Finally, my dad agreed that I could go shopping and buy my first diary, but he had one caveat. He told me that every day I should review my life and be sure that I had done something worthwhile. It didn’t have to be big or even known to others. The action simply needed to have value and be recorded. He said this simple action would prevent me from frittering my life away and having a meaningless journey.

My dad’s advice to review my day echoes ancient yogic advice. We are asked to review our day just before we drift off to sleep. Kudos to what we handled well and recognition for the times we fell short. You note them so that the next time they come up (and you know they will) you can recognize your opportunity for a better do-over. This simple practice adds a measure of Mindfulness to our days. Try it and see if you like the process. We all fail at things every day, so remember that guilt; self-loathing and recrimination are not part of the practice.

I suggest you keep your journal private. Even the happiest of couples can have privacy. In the early stages of discovery you don’t want a lot of opinions to rain down on your head. You will decide in time who you can and should confide in, if anyone. You will determine which advice is pertinent and valuable to your journey. You want to weed out those who give advice based on their own limitations and fears. Seek out those who will rejoice as your life expands. The latter are a rare species, but they do exist. You are reading the words of someone who has done the work, wants to see you fly, and needs nothing in return. The best part of this journey is that you in time become a nurturer of the best in others because you have given it to yourself.

Breathe!

As human beings we stay alive by breathing. Thousands of years ago, ancient yogis discovered the many benefits of controlled breathing exercises. Please don’t panic. You aren’t doing these practices for any particular religious or Spiritual benefit unless this is part of your path. Today, Navy SEALs practice breath work to increase their ability to focus, enjoy a feeling of calm, control pain, or improve sleep. If Navy SEALs fearlessly dive into this ancient practice, so can you. And the benefits I just mentioned but scratch the surface. I will offer several practices in this book. There is literally no downside to breathing with intention and control. You are going to breathe anyway, right?

Sit quietly in a straight-back chair for support, if you can. (I once did a pranayama in the cockpit of a small seaplane as we took off, so the absence of a straight-back chair is not a deterrent.) Place your feet flat on the floor. Close your eyes if that is comfortable for you, and place your hands in your lap, palms up, fingers not touching. Yes, this will be the same instruction for meditation practices. In fact, you can link the two by calming down with a pranayama and then meditating. But I am getting ahead of myself! Let’s take it in stages, shall we?


[image: image] You are probably aware that Gandhi and Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. both espoused a nonviolent approach to change. The principle of nonviolence comes from the East and plays a part in Hinduism, Buddhism, yoga, and Jainism. The practice is called ahimsa and means nonviolent living, including nonviolence to the self. Walking around with an inner dialogue that starts something like Why am I such a jerk?! I cannot believe how stupid I am! violates ahimsa. Speak to yourself always (but of course especially when tackling big organizing projects) with the same kindness you extend to others. Progress comes from gentleness not violence.



Let’s start with a super simple practice called Box Breathing. Exhale deeply through your nose, letting go of your current breath, and then inhale to the count of 4, hold for a count of 4, exhale to a count of 4, and hold again for a count of 4. As you breathe in, feel the air in your lungs and stomach. As you practice you will find a rhythm develops. Your count of 4 will be different timewise than mine but not more or less effective. Let’s say you have chosen today as kitchen organizing day. You have read the kitchen organizing material in this book and are motivated and ready to go. That is, until you open a few cupboard doors. Suddenly the idea of spending a few hours on this task is no longer appealing. You are on the verge of bailing out when you remember the Box Breath. You sit quietly in a chair that supports your back, with your feet flat on the floor, eyes closed, and hands palms up on your thighs in an expression of openness and receptivity. You begin the practice. Suddenly your mind can’t leap from one catastrophic thought to the next because it’s busy counting. Instead of unconsciously holding your breath or engaging in a panicked shallow breath, you find yourself getting calm. Two or three rounds make all the difference in the world. You return to the kitchen armed with the instructions from this book and are ready to move, item by item, until the new order is created. You can of course have additional Box Breathing breaks! And feel free to indulge just because you enjoy the peace and calm the practice brings to your whole being. Don’t wait for an emergency to use any of the self-care practices.

Breath work contributes to every area of your life. Are the kids making you insane? Is Fido barking his sweet head off? Is your boss being an unreasonable douche? Has journaling uncovered a long hidden trauma? Are you tired all the time and depressed? Did you just get news you can’t yet accept like a dreaded medical diagnosis? Breathe your way out of panic. Has your sister, mother-in-law, or best friend just unloaded on you? Excuse yourself and go to the bathroom for privacy. Box Breathe your way out of conflict and into resolution. There is no end to the scenarios that Box Breathing can help heal. There are thousands of practices, and many are geared to specific issues. For our purposes, I will share a few simple practices in this book that can be done by anyone. Experience them for yourself. If you like what happens, you can research and grow a detailed breathing practice.

Teach these practices to your children. Share them with family and friends. We can ignite conflict or power peace. It’s an ongoing challenge. Some days I am Mother Teresa and others I am a mental Barbarian. No matter where I find myself, however, I am always a human who has powerful tools at her disposal. I think all the tools in this book are the greatest gifts I can share. None surpass breath work in power except perhaps meditation, and the two are linked. Give them all a chance. When you give in to rage, your body is flooded with cortisol, and it will take hours to return to normal. The next time you fly into a rage when the incident ends, take a moment to scan your body. How do you feel? Not so fabulous, right? Your body is your instrument. All bodies wear out, but you can accelerate or delay the process. I don’t have to tell you what my choice is.

Going forward there will be more meditation or breathing practices for your journey. I would take a photo and keep the basic instructions on your phone along with the affirmation for the month. Read the current practice each morning before your day starts and give it three to five minutes minimum to start. Combine practices when you can like breath work and meditation. Maybe have some aromatherapy going as well to deepen your investment. This will help you get focused and replace the negative chatter that was planted most likely long ago and unconsciously by the people in your life. We’ve all got those monologues in our brains, but with work they can be replaced with positive, loving messages.

You aren’t going to carry your book with you everywhere you go, and you want to be able to quickly reference the practices if you find yourself in need. Make a folder on your phone and save them all. At the end of the year, you can scroll through and read/do your favorite practice anytime you wish. You’ll have several to choose from, and I will share a few trusted sources in the Resources section so you can continue your journey. Every tool I share has volumes written about it, so be gentle with yourself and with me. I am tossing out nuggets to inspire you to learn more. I am not suggesting that you will be a master of meditation, breath work, or any other tool after reading a few paragraphs. The fun is in the quest; progress is the hallmark of the journey.







WEEK TWO

The Organizing Security Blanket


This week, you can


• Learn the Magic Formula

• Understand the time it takes

• Relish the power of rewards


Time required: It should take no more than ten minutes to read this week’s material. I would take fifteen minutes to consider how you might use the Magic Formula and start a rewards list that can be added to over time.



THE MAGIC FORMULA FOR ORGANIZING ANYTHING

When I first started my organizing business, I assumed that every client I encountered would be unique. I had trouble sleeping the night before I entered someone’s home for the first time. What if they presented me with something I couldn’t handle? Over time, I’ve learned that the majority of people fall into common groups and that everyone pretty much has the same level of chaos. “Have you ever seen anything like this before?” asks the client with a mixture of fear and shame. “Just about every day for over thirty years!” I reply.

I began to notice another pattern. No matter what the project, I was taking the same steps to create order. It was incredible to me that the same simple steps could help someone organize a closet, create a file system, host a party, or clean out a garage. I call these three steps the Magic Formula: eliminate, categorize, and organize. I promise you that you will find the magic if you follow the steps! Are you ready?

Step 1: Eliminate

Keeping in mind that the whole of anything is overwhelming, we systematically work item by item to see what we can eliminate from the space. An item may be old, outdated, broken, faded, tired, or simply no longer to your liking. You decide whether to toss it or give it to someone who will give it a new life. That someone could be a charity or your best friend. Keep in mind, however, that no one wants the tattered, torn, or faded.

Eliminate might also mean returning to a friend or family member something you borrowed a while ago. It might also mean that an item has been languishing in the wrong room. Did you leave a coffee cup by your bedside this morning? Do you find plates and cups in your teenager’s room? Or maybe Dad took a glass of water out to the garage last week and forgot to return it to the kitchen. Items are orphaned by everyone in the home. Even Fido leaves a house toy in the yard from time to time.

Step 2: Categorize

As you make your decisions about what to eliminate, you are also deciding what to keep. If you start making categories of related items, you are saving time in the long run. Categories give you instant control as you see what you need. Running low on chicken soup in the pantry? If all soups are on one shelf and sorted by type, you’ll know to add chicken soup to your shopping list when you grab the last. This works just as well with paper clips, batteries, socks, and underwear!

If you’re sorting through papers, creating categories is especially helpful. With categories you can see not only how much material you have on a particular subject but how much you have collected on related things. Let’s say that you have a child in school. You’ll have a hanging folder with a tab that says the child’s name and inside will be individual manila folders for each aspect of his or her life. For example, you might have the following folders: “Activities,” “Medical Records,” “School.” Your list of folders will no doubt expand as your child grows older. This same kind of grouping works with everything from travel ideas to work projects. You can use the same guidelines if you are all digital.

All around us we see categories. Think about your average department store. While shopping, you go to different departments, right? And then within a department, you find all related items. I might, as an example, head into the men’s department before Father’s Day and wander around considering whether it’s a tie, a shirt, or some slacks I want to purchase. It would certainly be a chore if men’s shirts were next to women’s blouses and women’s jewelry was next to men’s sportswear. You’ll find that the commercial world is always organized by category because it saves the customer time. You will discover this at home as well.

Step 3: Organize

At the final stage of the game, when the debris has been removed and everything you want is in neat stacks, you are ready to make decisions about the best way to keep this material in order.

Every profession has its tips and tricks, and the field of organizing is no exception. After a year, you will be so experienced, you’ll be able to introduce a lot more creativity and fun into your organizing work. I use products created for one purpose: to help me solve unrelated challenges. For example, the other day I used a lid holder for pots and pans to keep different size shipping boxes separated and upright in an office!

HOW LONG WILL EACH PROJECT TAKE?

Clients frequently ask me how long a specific project will take to complete. Throughout this book, I will indicate rough estimates based on the average length of time required. Can you guess what factor will shorten your time or add hours? Are you ready to be surprised? Ask yourself this question: “How quickly can I make a decision?” That’s your key!

I wish I had a more glamorous answer, but speedy decision-making is the reality. For example, if you were a client and we were going through pictures or memorabilia, my job would be to keep you moving quickly through the items. If you were to get lost gazing at every image or reading every card, we would be together for hours. I can’t tell you how many times I have had to say to a client: “I really want to hear that story. But we need to accomplish as much as possible in the time allotted, so can you tell me the story when we’re done?” Remember that question when you feel you’re getting bogged down in an area. I’ll be your inner organizer!

You might have a few items you call memorabilia but break out in a sweat at the mere thought of going through your closet. Perhaps your office files are worthy of a magazine shoot, but you weep at the thought of organizing the garage. You see what I mean? We’re all unique. Our attachments are different and vary in intensity. There’s more good news on the time front: As you move through the assignments in this book, you will be amazed to see your speed increase. You will gain confidence in your ability to make the right decision. Your life will get easier and your physical space more nurturing. You won’t want to short-circuit the process by dragging out the decision-making process.

Each project we do in life succeeds in direct proportion to the respect we give the process. An old Zen proverb says it all: “How a man does one thing is how he does everything.” Your willingness to follow the steps indicated will be in direct proportion to your desire to succeed.

REWARD YOURSELF

Even though the organizing process yields wonderful results and can be creative, a bit of old-fashioned elbow grease must be applied. Sometimes when a sea of chaos surrounds me, I have to think about the reward at the end of the day. That reward might be as simple as a latte at my favorite coffee shop or as elaborate as a weekend getaway if I have been working for days on end on a big project. Unpacking a family in a new home is the most exhausting work I do, and it’s always followed by a big reward.

Many of my clients shy away from the reward concept. They tell me they don’t deserve a reward for doing something they should have done long ago. Few things in life are as destructive as the “tyranny of the shoulds.” I think all things happen when the time is right. Rather than focusing on what you haven’t done, choose to celebrate that today you changed your life, faced a fear, and altered your environment in some positive way. We can’t change the past. We can, however, learn from it and move on.

Your rewards do not have to be elaborate or cost an arm and a leg. For example, I bet you’d love to spend some time with your dog walking on a country trail or in a park. When was the last time you gave yourself permission to go to a museum? Window-shopping can be fun. Do you have any friends who haven’t heard from you in a long time? Give them a call and catch up on old times. Hop into a nice, hot bath and soak your weary bones. Start reading that book you got a few months ago. Go to a music-streaming site and create a playlist that makes you want to dance (wait for it) like no one is watching you. Stream a movie you have wanted to watch or enjoy one that is your tried and true go-to when you want to feel your best. When I feel down and need to be inspired, I watch Russell Crowe in Gladiator. I even have the framed movie poster in my kitchen hanging above the stove. What’s your go-to movie inspiration when you need courage?

You can’t work 24/7 and not expect to burn out. Nurture yourself body and Soul. When you return to work, you will be amazed at the energy and renewed vitality you bring to the process. Record a list of possible rewards in the back of your journal and add to it over time. When you get stuck and can’t summon a single idea, check your list. Have simple and elaborate choices. Sometimes a latte in your favorite coffee shop does the trick while other times you need a safari in Africa. Did I make you smile? I’ll have more suggestions in a later section.







WEEK THREE

The Power of Community


I can do things you cannot, you can do things I cannot; together we can do great things.

—MOTHER TERESA



This week, you can


• Decide if a group experience would enhance your organizing journey

• Contact potential members

• Establish guidelines

• Set a date for the first meeting


Time required: Ten minutes to read and thirty minutes to an hour to make notes and do the necessary leg work if you wish to form a group.



The Power of a Group

When One Year to an Organized Life was first released in late December 2007, it included the suggestion that working in a group would add power to all the accomplishments. I envisioned friends gathering once a month in person sharing triumphs and getting support when organizing goals were not met. I watched over the next decade as groups formed and fizzled. I wondered why. In 2018, I formed a group online. We met via Zoom once a week for a year. I wanted to see if my idea was faulty. I learned it was as powerful as I imagined; however, I had assumed that detailed instructions for how to run the group were not necessary. They are. Leadership is not intuitive. It’s a learned skill. The road to hell is not paved with good intentions. It is paved with assumptions. Those guidelines are in this edition.

All the participants in my initial Zen Organizing™ group were women. They lived in different cities around the United States. Two had recently experienced personal tragedy. I expected little from them. I intended to be proud of them if they showed up. You can probably guess where this is going: They were the stars of the class, doing every single assignment, moving from grief to transformation with tremendous grace.

Guidelines for Regina’s Zen Organizing™ Group

If you want to form a group to follow this book and spend a year cheering each other on, there are some things you need to consider. To wit:


• Make a list of potential members. I would keep the group under fifteen so that everyone gets a chance to share when you meet. Send out an email or text message and see who is interested.

• If you are comfortable, assume leadership of the group. If that is outside your comfort zone, ask someone else to assume that role. Without it, the group will fall apart. This person needs to have excellent communication and people skills.

• Decide how often and when you will meet. If you Zoom, you won’t be limited to your immediate circle of neighborhood friends. You can reach out to your best friend from college or a former neighbor.

• We found 5 p.m. PST on Sundays to be perfect. The meeting was kept to an hour. I advocate for Zoom because it eliminates travel time and the need to set up a space or provide snacks.


[image: image] I don’t think any trauma is more deeply felt than the loss of a child. We expect our children to bury us. It feels as if the very fabric of life has
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