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Joshua Fields Millburn and Ryan Nicodemus, known to their audience as The Minimalists, help more than 20 million people live meaningful lives with less through their website, books, podcast and films. They have been featured in The New York Times, The New Yorker, The Wall Street Journal and Time magazine, and they have spoken at Harvard, Apple, and Google. The Minimalists Podcast is often the #1 health podcast on Apple Podcasts, and their documentaries, Minimalism and Less is More, were released by Netflix. Both raised in Dayton, Ohio, they currently live in Los Angeles.




Praise

‘The Minimalists show you how to disconnect from our conditioned material state and reconnect to our true essence: love people and use things. This is not a book about how to live with less, but about how to live more deeply and more fully.’

Jay Shetty, #1 New York Times bestselling author of Think Like a Monk

‘The Minimalists speak eloquently about the spiritual, emotional, and financial liberation that can come with shedding your addiction to excess stuff. They are not monks, and they are not living on one grain of rice a day, they are just regular guys who changed their lives by getting rid of a lot of excess stuff.’ Elizabeth Gilbert, author of Eat, Pray, Love.

‘[With the] charm of their buddy-act, The Minimalists have become the [minimalist] movements American ringleaders.’ New York Magazine

‘[The Minimalists] inspire readers to take stock of their earthly possessions and question what is truly necessary to live a good life.’ Library Journal

‘Sincere prophets of anti-consumerism.’ The New Yorker




Also by The Minimalists

Everything That Remains: A Memoir by The Minimalists

Minimalism: Live a Meaningful Life

Essential: Essays by The Minimalists




About the Book
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How might your life be better with less?

Imagine a life with less: less stuff, less clutter, less stress and debt and discontent - a life with fewer distractions. Now, imagine a life with more: more time, more meaningful relationships, more growth and contribution and contentment - a life of passion, unencumbered by the trappings of the chaotic world around you. What you’re imagining is an intentional life. And to get there, you’ll have to let go of some clutter that’s in the way.

In Love People, Use Things, Joshua Fields Millburn and Ryan Nicodemus move past simple decluttering to show how minimalism makes room to revaluate and heal the seven essential relationships in our lives: stuff, truth, self, money, values, creativity and people. They use their own experiences and those of the people they have met along the minimalist journey to provide a template for how to live a fuller, more meaningful life.

Because once you have less, you can make room for the right kind of more.




For Rebecca and Mariah




You must remember to love people and use things,

rather than to love things and use people.

— Archbishop Fulton J. Sheen, circa 1925

Wish you would learn to love people and use things

and not the other way around.

— Drake, Connect, 2013




PREFACE

Pandemic Preparation

The streets are erumpent with uniformed men wielding titanic assault rifles. Through their megaphones, they command us to lock our doors and stay in our homes. Overhead, military helicopters blare “Stayin’ Alive” by the Bee Gees from their intercoms, the soundtrack to our new dystopian future. Bang! Bang! Two gunshots in rapid succession. I jolt awake and find my wife in bed next to me and our daughter in her room, both asleep. Walk into the living room. Retract a window shade. Look out at my neighborhood. Los Angeles. Midnight. Empty boulevards. Light rain beneath arc lamps. No sign of martial law. Only a stalled pickup at the bottom of the hill. I let out a deep sigh. Just a nightmare—fortunately. But the world in which I awoke, the so-called real world, is markedly different from the one I’d experienced the first four decades of my life—not necessarily post-apocalyptic, but not normal, either.

Serpentine lines slithering through grocery-store checkout aisles. Boarded windows concealing hollowed-out Rodeo Drive storefronts. Devastating silence blanketing empty movie theaters galvanized by dust and darkness. Crowds, separated at six-foot intervals, being herded into bare-shelved food banks. Anxious families coping with being alone together while “sheltering in place.” Hospitals splitting open with overworked nurses and doctors whose apoplectic expressions are hidden only by their own homemade face masks. As I finished writing the final chapter of this book in the spring of 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic was seizing the globe.

Our “new normal” feels grossly abnormal. With the twin terrors of financial and physical uncertainty, an undercurrent of angst continues to pulse through our days. But perhaps there’s a way to find calm—and even to prosper—in the middle of the chaos.

I didn’t know it at the onset of this project, but while quarantined in my home during the pandemic, I realized Ryan Nicodemus—the other half of The Minimalists—and I had spent the last two years writing not just a relationships book but, in many ways, a pandemic-preparation manual. If only we could have gotten this book into the hands of struggling people before the spread of the virus, we would have prevented a great deal of heartache, because intentional living is the best form of preparation. When you step back, it’s easy to see that the so-called preppers—the embarrassment of hoarders we see on our TV screens—are the least prepared for a crisis. You can’t trade canned corn and ammunition for the support and trust of a loving community. You can survive, however, if you need less—and you can thrive, even in a crisis, if your relationships are thriving.


THE ENEMY ISN’T ONLY CONSUM-ERISM NOW—IT’S DECADENCE AND DISTRACTION, BOTH MATERIAL AND NOT.



A pandemic has a sneaky way of putting things in perspective. It took a catastrophe for many people to understand that an economy predicated on exponential growth isn’t a healthy economy—it’s a vulnerable one. If an economy collapses when people buy only their essentials, then it was never as muscular as we pretended.

The minimalist movement described in this book first gained popularity online in the aftermath of the 2008 crash. People were yearning for a solution to their newly discovered problem of debt and overconsumption. Alas, over the past dozen years, we’ve once again grown too comfortable. But the enemy isn’t only consumerism now—it’s decadence and distraction, both material and not.

Amid the panic of the pandemic, I noticed many folks grappling with the question Ryan and I have been attempting to answer for more than a decade: What is essential? Of course, the answer is highly individual. Too often, we conflate essential items with both nonessential items and junk.*

In an emergency, not only must we jettison the junk, but many of us are forced to temporarily deprive ourselves of nonessentials—those things that add value to our lives during regular times but aren’t necessary during an emergency. If we can do this, we can discover what is truly essential, and then we can eventually reintroduce the nonessentials slowly, in a way that enhances and augments our lives but doesn’t clutter them with junk.

To complicate matters, “essential” changes as we change. What was essential five years ago—or even five days ago—may not be essential now, and so we must continually question, adjust, let go. This is especially true during a crisis—where a week feels like a month; a month, a lifetime.

Stuck in their homes, people wrestled with the fact that their material possessions matter less than they originally thought. The truth was all around them. All the things collecting dust—their high-school baseball trophies, dusty college textbooks, and broken food processors—were never as important as people. The pandemic magnified this reality and demonstrated a crucial lesson: our things tend to get in the way of what’s truly essential—our relationships. Human connection is missing from our lives, and it can’t be purchased—it can only be cultivated. To do so, we must simplify, which starts with the stuff and then extends to every aspect of our lives. This book was written to help regular people like you and me deal with the external clutter before looking inward and addressing the mental, emotional, psychological, spiritual, financial, creative, technological, and relational clutter that weighs us down and disrupts our connection with others.

If you have followed The Minimalists for any time at all, you will recognize bits and pieces of our story in the “Introduction to Living with Less” chapter—death, divorce, a “Packing Party.” But these elements aren’t only for new readers. In this book we take a deeper dive into the the struggles, insecurities, substance abuse, addiction, infidelity, zealotry, heartache, and pain that were the catalysts for lasting change in our lives. Then, once those details are on the table, we explore new territory as we navigate the seven essential relationships that make us who we are.


THE BEST TIME TO SIMPLIFY WAS A DECADE AGO; THE SECOND-BEST TIME IS NOW.



This isn’t a book written for a pandemic—it’s a guidebook for everyday life. The pandemic has simply heightened our everyday problems and rendered them even more urgent. With the most recent financial downturn and a renewed search for meaning, our society will be coping with some critical realities in the not too distant future. Many new norms have been established; others will continue to form as we move forward. Some of us will attempt to cling to the past—to “return to normal”—but that’s like struggling to hold a block of ice in our hands: once it melts, it’s gone. I’ve been asked, “When is this going to turn around?” But “turning around” presupposes that we should return to the past, to a “normal” that wasn’t working for most people—at least not in any meaningful way. While I don’t know what the future holds, I know we can emerge from this uncertainty with a new normal, one that is predicated on intentionality and community, rather than “consumer confidence.”


To get there, we must simplify again.

We must clear the clutter to find the path forward.

We must find a deeper understanding beyond the horizon.



In the thick of the coronavirus crisis, I had a conversation with one of my personal mentors, a businessman named Karl Weidner, who showed me the characters for the Chinese word for “crisis,” weiji, which signify “danger” (wei) and “opportunity” (ji), respectively. While there are arguments among linguists as to whether the character for ji actually means “opportunity,” the analogy is still apt: a crisis exists at the intersection of danger and opportunity.

In time, there will undoubtedly be more crises. Even now, as I write this, a heightened sense of danger lingers in the atmosphere. But opportunity is also in the air. Surrounded by danger, we have a chance to, as my friend Joshua Becker says, “use these days to reevaluate everything.”

Maybe this was our wake-up call. Let us not waste this opportunity to reevaluate everything, to let go, to start anew. The best time to simplify was a decade ago; the second-best time is now.

—Joshua Fields Millburn




AN INTRODUCTION
TO LIVING WITH LESS

Our material possessions are a physical manifestation of our internal lives. Take a look around: angst, distress, restlessness—all visible right there in our homes. The average American household contains more than 300,000 items. With all that stuff you’d think we’d be beside ourselves with joy. Yet study after study shows the opposite: we’re anxious, overwhelmed, and miserable. Unhappier than ever, we pacify ourselves with even more accumulation, ignoring the real cost of our consumption.

The price tag dangling from each new widget tells only a fraction of the story. The true cost of a thing extends well beyond its price. There’s the cost of: Storing the thing. Maintaining the thing. Cleaning the thing. Watering the thing. Charging the thing. Accessorizing the thing. Refueling the thing. Changing the oil in the thing. Replacing the batteries in the thing. Fixing the thing. Repainting the thing. Taking care of the thing. Protecting the thing. And, of course, when it’s all said and done, replacing the thing. (Not to mention the emotional and psychological costs of our things, which are even more difficult to quantify.) When you add it all up, the actual cost of owning a thing is immeasurable. So we better choose carefully what things we bring into our lives, because we can’t afford every thing.

Seriously, we can’t afford it—literally and figuratively. But instead of delaying gratification and temporarily going without, we go into debt. The average American carries approximately three credit cards in their wallet. One in ten of us has more than ten active credit cards. And the average credit-card debt is more than $16,000.

It gets worse. Even before the pandemic of 2020, more than 80 percent of us were in debt, with the total consumer debt in the United States greater than $14 trillion. Now, there are at least a few plausible, albeit regrettable, explanations: We spend more on shoes, jewelry, and watches than on higher education. Our ever-expanding homes, which have more than doubled in size over the last fifty years, contain more televisions than people. Every American, on average, throws away eighty-one pounds of clothing each year, even though 95 percent of it could be reused or recycled. And our communities are peppered with more shopping malls than high schools.


MINIMALISM IS THE THING THAT GETS US PAST THE THINGS SO WE CAN MAKE ROOM FOR LIFE’S IMPORTANT THINGS—WHICH AREN’T THINGS AT ALL.



Speaking of high schools, did you know that 93 percent of teens rank shopping as their favorite pastime? Is shopping a pastime? It seems so, since we spend $1.2 trillion every year on nonessential goods. Just to be clear, that means we spend over a trillion dollars a year on things we don’t need.

Do you know how long it takes to spend a trillion dollars? If you went out and spent one dollar every single second—one dollar, two dollars, three dollars—it would take you more than 95,000 years to spend a trillion dollars. In fact, if you spent a million dollars every single day since the birth of the Buddha, you still wouldn’t have spent a trillion dollars by now.

With all this spending, is it any surprise that roughly half the households in the United States don’t save any money at all? As it happens, over 50 percent of us don’t have enough money on hand to cover even a month of lost income; 62 percent of us don’t have $1,000 in savings; and nearly half of us couldn’t scrape together $400 during an emergency. This isn’t merely an income problem—it’s a spending problem that affects low-income folks as well as six-figure earners: nearly 25 percent of households earning between $100,000 and $150,000 a year say they’d have a difficult time coming up with an extra $2,000 within a month. All this debt is especially frightening because 60 percent of households will experience a “financial shock” event within the next twelve months. This was all true even before the economic downturn of 2020; that crisis simply illuminated how thinly stretched we are.

And yet we keep on spending, consuming, growing. The size of the average new home is rapidly approaching 3,000 square feet. Yet with all that extra space, we still have more than 52,000 storage facilities across the country—that’s more than four times the number of Starbucks!

Even with our bigger houses and our storage units teeming with stuff, we still don’t have enough room to park our cars in our garages, because those garages are brimming with stuff, too: Unused sporting goods. Exercise equipment. Camping gear. Magazines. DVDs. Compact discs. Old clothes and electronics and furniture. Boxes and bins stretched from floor to ceiling, stuffed with discarded things.

And don’t forget about the kids’ toys. Despite making up just over 3 percent of the world’s population of children, American kids consume 40 percent of the world’s toys. Did you know the average child owns more than 200 toys, but plays with only 12 of those toys each day? And yet a recent study has shown what parents already know: children who have too many toys are more easily distracted and don’t enjoy quality playtime.

As adults, we have our own toys that distract us, don’t we? Unquestionably. If the entire world consumed like Americans, we would need nearly five Earths to sustain our unchecked consumption. The popular maxim “the things we own end up owning us” seems truer now than ever.

But it doesn’t have to be this way.

Existential Clutter

There are many things that once brought joy to our lives but no longer serve a purpose in today’s world: rotary phones, floppy disks, disposable cameras, cassette tapes, fax machines, LaserDisc players, pagers, PalmPilots, Chia Pets, the Furby. Most of us cling to our artifacts well into their obsolescence, often out of a pious sense of nostalgia. The hallmarks of the past have a strange way of leaving claw marks on the present.

So we hold a death grip on our VHS collections, our unused flip phones, our oversized Bugle Boy jeans—not repairing or recycling these items, but storing them with the rest of our untouched hoard. As our collections grow, our basements, closets, and attics become purgatories of stuff—overflowing with unemployed miscellanea.

So many of our things have fallen into disuse, and maybe this lack of use is the final sign that we need to let go. You see, as our needs, desires, and technologies change, so does the world around us. The objects that add value to our lives today may not add value tomorrow, which means we must be willing to let go of everything, even the tools that serve a purpose today. Because if we let go, we can find temporary new homes for our neglected belongings and allow them to serve a purpose in someone else’s life instead of collecting dust in our homegrown mausoleums.

On a long enough timeline, everything becomes obsolete. A hundred years from now the world will be filled with new humans, and they will have long abandoned their USB cables, iPhones, and flat-screen televisions, letting go of the past to make room for the future. This means we must be careful with the new material possessions we bring into our lives today. And we must be equally careful when those things become obsolete, because a willingness to let go is one of life’s most mature virtues.

Let’s explore how we got here—and how we can let go.

Excessful

How might your life be better with less? The simple life starts with this question. Unfortunately, it took me, Joshua Fields Millburn, thirty years to ask this question.

I was born in Dayton, Ohio, the birthplace of aviation, funk music, and hundred-spoke gold rims. More recently, you may have seen the news that Dayton is the overdose capital of America. It’s strange in retrospect, but I didn’t realize we were poor when I was growing up. Poverty was sort of like oxygen: It was all around me, but I couldn’t see it. It was just—there.

In 1981, when I entered the world at Wright-Patterson Air Force Base, my father, a tall, burly forty-two-year-old man with silver hair and a baby face, was a doctor in the Air Force. My mother, a secretary at the time, was seven years his junior, a petite blond woman with a smoker’s rasp, born at the tail end of the Silent Generation, a few months before Nagasaki and Hiroshima.

[image: image]

Given that snapshot, it appeared as though I’d have an idyllic, well-off, midwestern childhood, right? This was the early eighties, and Dayton was still at the tail end of its heyday—before the industrial Midwest became the so-called rust belt, before white flight crippled the city, before Montgomery County’s opioid epidemic metastasized to both sides of the Great Miami River. Back then, people called Dayton “Little Detroit,” and they meant it as a compliment. Manufacturing was booming, most families had what they needed, and the lion’s share of people found meaning in their daily lives.

But shortly after I was born, my father got sick, and everything started to unravel. Dad had serious mental-health issues—schizophrenia and bipolar disorder—which were amplified by excessive drinking. Before I could even walk, my father started to have elaborate conversations—and even full-on relationships—with people who didn’t exist in the real world. As his mind spiraled, he grew violent and unpredictable. My very first memory is of my father extinguishing a cigarette on my mother’s bare chest in our home in Dayton’s Oregon District. I was three years old.

[image: image]

Mom and I left a year after the abuse started; she began drinking around the same time. We moved twenty miles south to a suburb of Dayton, which sounds nice, doesn’t it? The suburbs. But it was the opposite of ideal. We rented a $200-a-month duplex that was literally falling apart. (Today, that same house is boarded up, ready to be torn down.) Stray cats and dogs, liquor stores and churches, drugs and alcohol and homes in disrepair—it wasn’t a violent or dangerous neighborhood; it was just poor.

As things deteriorated further, Mom’s drinking got worse. For much of my childhood, I thought money came in two colors: green and white. Mom sometimes sold our white bills—I didn’t know at the time they were food stamps—for fifty cents on the dollar because she could purchase alcohol with only the green bills. She earned minimum wage whenever she was able to hold a full-time job, but she wasn’t able to keep a job for any significant stretch of time; when she drank, she went on benders in which she stayed in our humid one-bedroom apartment for days at a time, not eating, just drinking heavily and chain-smoking on our stained taupe couch. Our home always smelled faintly of urine and empty beer cans and stale cigarette smoke—I can still smell it now.

Cockroaches scattered every time I turned on the kitchen light. They appeared to come from the next-door neighbor’s apartment. The neighbor was a kind and lonely man, a World War II veteran in his seventies who seemed to own three or four apartments’ worth of stuff and who didn’t mind the bugs, maybe because he had seen far worse, or maybe because they kept him company. “Love thy neighbor” was the Matthew 22:39 scripture Mom muttered whenever she killed a roach with her slipper. Although when she drank, it often morphed into “Screw thy neighbor.” Throughout most of my childhood, I thought they were two different biblical passages, a sort of Old Testament versus New Testament contradiction.

Mom was a devout Catholic. In fact, she had been a nun in her twenties, before decamping for a life as a stewardess, and then as a secretary, and then, eventually, as a mother in her late thirties. She prayed daily, several times a day, her rosary beads dangling, praying until her right thumb and nicotine-stained forefinger formed calluses, rotating through her string of beads, mouthing the same old Our Fathers and Hail Marys and AA’s Serenity Prayer, asking God to please take this from her, to please cure her of her disease, her DIS-EASE, please God please. But prayer after prayer, Serenity was a no-show.

I’d have to remove my shoes to count how many times our electricity got shut off, which happened far more frequently at our apartment than our neighbor’s. But it was no problem—we’d just run an extension cord from next door to keep the TV glowing. When the lights went out in winter, and it was too cold to stay home, Mom and I had special “sleepovers” at various men’s houses. At home, Mom slept the afternoons away while I played with G.I. Joes. I recall carefully placing each figure back into its plastic bin in an organized and methodical way whenever I was done, controlling the only thing I could control in my disorderly world. I’d separate the good guys into one bin and the bad guys into another bin and their weapons into a third bin. And every so often a few of the men would switch sides from bad to good.

Grocery bags would materialize at our doorstep next to the gap where the three missing wooden planks used to be on our decaying front porch. Mom told me that she had prayed to Saint Anthony and that he had found us food. There were extended periods of time when we subsisted on Saint Anthony’s peanut butter and Wonder bread and packaged sugary foods like Pop-Tarts and Fruit Roll-Ups. I fell off that same rotting porch when I was seven. A wood plank gave way under the weight of my pudgy preadolescent body, launching me face-first toward the sidewalk four feet below. There was blood and crying and a strange kind of dual panic: panic about the blood that was flowing from my chin, and panic about Mom, who remained immobile on the couch when I ran inside the house screaming, arms flailing, unsure of what to do. The lonely walk to the emergency room was just over two miles. You can still see the scars from that fall today.


OUR MEMORIES ARE NOT IN OUR THINGS; OUR MEMORIES ARE INSIDE US.



My first-grade teacher referred to me on more than one occasion as a “latchkey kid.” But I didn’t know what that meant at the time. Most days after school I’d walk home and open the door and find Mom passed out on the couch, a cigarette still burning in the ashtray, an inch and a half of undisturbed ash burnt down to the filter. It’s as if she’d misunderstood the term “stay-at-home mom.”

Don’t get me wrong. My mother was a kind woman—a sincere woman with a tender heart. She cared about people; she loved me immensely. And I loved her. I still do. I miss her more than anything, so much so that she regularly appears in my dreams. She wasn’t a bad person; she had simply lost a sense of meaning in her life, and that loss birthed an unquenchable discontent.

Naturally, as a child, I thought our lack of happiness was caused by a lack of money. If only I could make money—a lot of money—then I’d be happy. I wouldn’t end up like Mom. I could own all the stuff that would bring everlasting joy to my life. So, when I turned eighteen, I skipped college, opting instead for an entry-level corporate job, and then I spent the next decade climbing the corporate ladder. Early-morning meetings and late-night sales calls and eighty-hour workweeks, whatever it took to “succeed.”


OUR MATERIAL POSSESSIONS ARE A PHYSICAL MANIFESTATION OF OUR INTERNAL LIVES.



By the time I was twenty-eight, I had achieved everything my childhood self had ever dreamed of: a six-figure salary, luxury cars, closets full of designer clothes, a big suburban house with more toilets than people. I was the youngest director in my company’s 140-year history, responsible for 150 retail stores across Ohio, Kentucky, and Indiana. And I had all the stuff to fill every corner of my consumer-driven life. From a distance, you would think I was living the American Dream.

But then, out of nowhere, two events forced me to question what had become my life’s focus: in the fall of 2009, my mother died and my marriage ended—both in the same month.

As I questioned everything, I realized I was too focused on so-called success and achievement and especially on the accumulation of stuff. I might have been living the American Dream, but it wasn’t my dream. It wasn’t a nightmare, either. It was merely unremarkable. In a strange way, it took getting everything I thought I wanted to realize that maybe everything I ever wanted wasn’t actually what I wanted at all.

Stuffocated

When I was twenty-seven, Mom moved from Ohio to Florida to finally retire on Social Security. Within a few months, she discovered she had stage 4 lung cancer. I spent a considerable amount of time with her in Florida that year as she struggled through chemotherapy and radiation treatments, watching her grow thinner as the cancer spread and her memory faded until, later that year, she was gone.

When she passed, I needed to make one last visit—this time to deal with her stuff. So I flew from Dayton to St. Petersburg, and when I arrived, I was confronted with three houses’ worth of possessions crammed into Mom’s tiny one-bedroom apartment.

It’s not like Mom was a hoarder. If anything, with her keen eye for aesthetics, she could have been a maximalist interior designer. But she owned an abundance of stuff—sixty-five years’ worth of accumulations. Less than 5 percent of Americans are diagnosed compulsive hoarders, but that doesn’t mean the other 95 percent don’t consume a lot of stuff. We do. And we cling to a lifetime of collected memories. I know my mom certainly did, and I had no idea what to do with any of it.

So I did what any good son would do: I called U-Haul.

Over the phone, I asked for the largest truck they had. I needed one so large I had to wait an extra day until the twenty-six-foot truck was available. As I waited for the U-Haul to arrive, I invited a handful of Mom’s friends over to help me sort through her stuff. There was just too much to go at it alone.

Mom’s living room was stuffed with big antique furniture and old paintings and more doilies than I could count. Her kitchen was stuffed with hundreds of plates and cups and bowls and ill-assorted utensils. Her bathroom was stuffed with enough hygiene products to start a small beauty-supply business. And it looked like somebody was running a hotel out of her linen closet, which was stuffed with stacks of mismatched bath towels and dish towels and beach towels, bed sheets and blankets and quilts. Oh, and don’t even get me started on her bedroom. Why did Mom have fourteen winter coats stuffed into her bedroom closet? Fourteen! She lived half a mile from the beach! Suffice it to say, Mom owned a lot of stuff. And I still had no idea what to do with any of it.

So I did what any good son would do: I rented a storage locker.

I didn’t want to commingle Mom’s stuff with my stuff. I already had a big house and a large basement full of stuff. But a storage locker could help me hold on to everything just in case I needed it someday in some nonexistent, hypothetical future.

So there I was, packing what felt like every item Mom had ever owned. When I pulled back the bed skirt and looked under her Queen Anne bed, I found four printer-paper boxes, kind of heavy, decades old, sealed with excessive amounts of packing tape. Pulling them out one by one, I noticed each box was labeled with a number written on the side in thick black marker: 1, 2, 3, 4. I stood there, looking down, wondering what could possibly be inside those boxes. I bent down, closed my eyes, and took a deep breath. Reopened my eyes. Exhaled.

As I opened the boxes, my curiosity ran wild as I uncovered artwork, homework, and report cards from my elementary-school days—grades one through four. At first, I thought to myself, “Why was Mom holding on to all this stupid paperwork?” But then all the memories came rushing back, and it was obvious: Mom had been holding on to a piece of me. She had been holding on to all the memories inside those boxes.

“But wait a minute!” I said aloud in that empty bedroom as I became conscious of the fact that Mom hadn’t opened those boxes in over two decades. It was clear she hadn’t been accessing any of those “memories,” which helped me understand something important for the first time: our memories are not in our things; our memories are inside us.

Perhaps this is what the eighteenth-century Scottish philosopher David Hume meant when he wrote, “The mind has a great propensity to spread itself on external objects, and to conjoin with them any internal impressions.” Mom didn’t need to hold on to those boxes to hold on to a piece of me—I was never inside those boxes. But then I looked around her apartment—looked around at all her stuff—and realized I was getting ready to do the same thing. Except instead of keeping Mom’s memories in a box under my bed, I was going to cram it all into a big box with a padlock on it. Just in case.

So I did what any good son would do: I called U-Haul and canceled the truck. Then I canceled the storage locker and spent the next twelve days selling or donating almost everything. It would be an understatement to say I learned some important lessons along the way.

Not only did I learn that our memories aren’t in our things, but I learned about value. Real value. If I’m honest with myself, I wanted to selfishly cling to most of Mom’s stuff. But I wasn’t going to get any real value from those things as they sat locked away in perpetuity. By letting go, however, I could add value to other people’s lives. So I donated most of Mom’s things to her friends and local charities, finding the stuff a new home, because one person’s junk may be exactly what another person desperately needs. I donated the money from the few items I sold to the two charities that helped Mom through her chemo and radiation. In the fullness of time, I figured out I could contribute beyond myself if I was willing to let go.

When I finally went back to Ohio, I returned with a handful of sentimental items: an old painting, a few photographs, maybe even a doily or two. Which helped me understand that by owning fewer sentimental items, we are actually able to enjoy them. I get far more value from the few items I kept than if I were to water them down with dozens, or even hundreds, of trinkets.

The final lesson I learned was a practical one. While it’s true that our memories are not in our things, it is also true that sometimes our things can trigger memories inside us. So before I left Florida, I took photos of many of Mom’s possessions, and I returned to Ohio with just a few boxes of her photographs, which I scanned and stored digitally.

Those photographs made it easier for me to let go because I knew I wasn’t letting go of any of my memories.

Ultimately, I had to let go of what was weighing me down before I could move on.

A Well-Organized Hoarder

Back at home, it was time to take an inventory of my own life. Turns out, I had an “organized” life. But really I was just a well-organized hoarder. Hoarding, in the clinical sense, resides on the far end of the obsessive-compulsive spectrum. And as a person diagnosed with OCD, I hoarded. But unlike the people we see on television with their superabundance strewn across their floors and counters and every other flat surface, I hid my junk in an ordinal way.

My basement was an advertisement for the Container Store: rows of opaque plastic bins, stacked and labeled, packed with back issues of GQ and Esquire, pleated khakis and polo shirts, tennis rackets and baseball gloves, never-used tents and various “camping essentials,” and who knows what else. My entertainment room was a small-scale Circuit City: alphabetized movies and albums professionally wall-mounted beside an oversized projection TV and a surround-sound stereo system that would violate the city’s noise ordinance if turned up halfway. My home office required the Dewey decimal system: floor-to-ceiling shelves lined with nearly 2,000 books, most of which I hadn’t read. And my walk-in closets were a scene from American Psycho: seventy Brooks Brothers dress shirts, a dozen tailored suits, at least fifty designer neckties, ten pairs of leather-bottomed dress shoes, a hundred different T-shirts, twenty pairs of the same blue jeans, and more socks and underwear and accessories than I could wear in a month—all neatly folded in drawers or displayed on wooden hangers separated at precise intervals. I kept adding to my hoard, but it never felt like enough. And no matter how much I arranged and straightened and cleaned, chaos was always leaking through the surface.

Sure, everything looked great, but it was a facade. My life was an organized mess. Smothered by the weight of my accumulations, I knew I needed to make some changes. I wanted to simplify. And that’s where this thing called minimalism entered the picture.

For me, simplifying started with that one question: How might your life be better with less?

I asked this question because I needed to identify the purpose of simplifying. Not just the how-to, but the more important why-to. If I simplified my life, I’d have more time for my health, my relationships, my finances, my creativity, and I could contribute beyond myself in a meaningful way. You see, I was able to understand the benefits of simplifying well before I cleaned out my closets.

So when it came time for me to actually declutter, I started small. I asked myself another question: What if you removed one material possession from your life each day for a month—just one—what would happen?

Well, let me tell you: I unloaded way more than thirty items in the first thirty days. Like way, way more. Discovering what I could get rid of became a personal challenge. So I searched my rooms and closets, cabinets and hallways, car and office, rummaging for items to part with, retaining only the things that added value to my life. Pondering each artifact in my home—a baseball bat from my childhood, old puzzles with missing pieces, a wedding-gift waffle maker—I’d ask, “Does this thing add value to my life?” The more I asked this question, the more I gained momentum, and simplifying got easier by the day. The more I did it, the freer and happier and lighter I felt—and the more I wanted to throw overboard. A few shirts led to half a closet. A few DVDs led to deep-sixing an entire library of discs. A few decorative items led to junk drawers that shed their adjective. It was a beautiful cycle. The more action I took, the more I wanted to take action.


EVERY POSSESSION I, AS A MINIMALIST, OWN SERVES A PURPOSE OR BRINGS ME JOY. EVERYTHING ELSE IS OUT OF THE WAY.



During the eight months following my mother’s death, and through countless trips to the local donation center, I had deliberately jettisoned more than 90 percent of my possessions. The chaos had transmogrified into calm. It was comparatively sparse, but if you visited my home today, more than a decade after minimizing, you wouldn’t leap up and proclaim, “This guy’s a minimalist!” No, you’d probably say, “He’s tidy!” and you’d ask how my family and I keep things so organized. Well, my wife, daughter, and I don’t own much these days, but everything we do own adds real value to our lives. Each of our belongings—our kitchenware, our clothes, our car, our furniture—has a function. Every possession I, as a minimalist, own serves a purpose or brings me joy. Everything else is out of the way.

With the clutter cleared, I finally felt compelled to ask deeper questions: When did I give so much meaning to my material possessions? What is truly essential in my life? Why have I been so discontented? Who is the person I want to become? How will I define my own success?

These are tough questions with difficult answers, but they’ve proven to be much more beneficial than simply trashing my excess stuff. If we don’t answer these questions carefully, rigorously, then the closets we declutter will be brimming with new purchases in the not-to-distant future.

As I let go, and as I started facing life’s tougher questions, my life became simpler. Soon my coworkers noticed something was different, too.

“You seem less stressed.”

“You seem so much calmer.”

“What’s going on with you? You seem so much nicer!”

Then my best friend, a guy named Ryan Nicodemus, whom I’ve known since we were fat little fifth graders, approached me with a question: “Why the hell are you so happy?”

I laughed and then told him about this thing called minimalism.

“What the hell is minimalism?” he asked.

“Minimalism is the thing that gets us past the things,” I said. “And you know what, Ryan, I think this minimalism thing might work for you, too, because, well . . . because you have a lot of crap.”

The Birthplace of a Dream

Ryan Nicodemus was born into a dysfunctional home (before the term “dysfunctional” was in vogue). His story began the way all too many stories begin—with an unpleasant childhood. When he was seven, his parents’ marriage ended bitterly. After the split, Ryan lived with his mother, and eventually his stepfather, in a double-wide trailer, and he witnessed a considerable amount of drug and alcohol and physical abuse. And, of course, money problems.

Even though Ryan’s mother was living on the dole, her financial woes seemed to be her largest source of discontent. Money was also an issue for Ryan’s father, a zealous Jehovah’s Witness who owned a small painting business. Despite being a business owner, he struggled to make ends meet, living week to week with no savings and no plan for the future.

As Ryan grew into his teenage years, he spent most of his summers working for his father, painting and hanging wallpaper in comically lavish homes: 10,000-square-foot garages, indoor swimming pools, private bowling alleys. These stately residences weren’t anything Ryan aspired to own himself, but they made a lasting impression.

On one sweltering summer day, Ryan and his father began a wallpaper contract at a nice suburban house outside of Cincinnati. It wasn’t a multi-million-dollar home, but it was nicer than anything his parents had ever owned. When Ryan met the homeowners, he noticed how happy the couple seemed. The walls in their home were decorated with the smiling faces of family and friends that seemed to affirm the happiness in their lives. The things in their home—the TVs, the fireplace, the furniture, the accoutrements—filled every nook and cranny. As he worked on the home, Ryan pictured himself living there; he imagined how happy he would be if he owned that house filled with all that stuff. Before the job was finished, he asked his dad, “How much money do I need to earn to live in a house like this?”

[image: image]

“Son,” he replied, “if you could make fifty thousand dollars a year, you could probably afford a place like this.” (Keep in mind, this was the 1990s. Still, at that time, fifty grand was more money than Ryan’s parents had ever earned in a year.) So that became Ryan’s benchmark: $50,000.

An Ever-Changing Goalpost

One day, during our senior year of high school, Ryan and I were seated at the lonely lunch table, alone together, discussing our post-graduation plans.

[image: image]

“I don’t
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