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Introduction 

The best time for planning a book is while you’re doing the dishes.
—Agatha Christie 

The concept for this book came to me while doing the dishes.  Who would ever have thought that I would have something in common with the great mystery writer Agatha Christie? But there I was, elbow deep in soapsuds, bemoaning my fate with every slide of the sponge across the plate, when something (or someone) from somewhere said to me, “You have to do it. Why fight it?” A feeling of calm came over me in that moment unlike any I’ve ever known. It was like that stereotypical view of seeing your surroundings in slow motion when a character in a movie “gets it”—when the concept that “he really loves her” or “she’s really been a workaholic and now wants to make things right with the ones that she loves” dawns on him or her for the first time. With dish soap bubbles popping around me, I looked at my children. I was doing this for them. I realized I was hurrying to finish the dishes so the kitchen would look nice when my husband got home. I was doing it for him. And seeing clearly at the end of that day there was no place on earth I would rather be than in that kitchen, with those kids, waiting for that man to come home, I realized that I was doing it for me as well.

On the evening of my dishwashing epiphany, I started thinking about the importance of being right where I was. Of not wishing away these small moments that make up my life. I also thought about the generations of homemakers of which I was now a part. I realized that at that moment there were literally hundreds of thousands of women doing exactly what I was doing. And then I began to ponder the millions of women who had come before me, who have done this work of keeping a house for hundreds, if not thousands of years.

As keepers of the home, we have an incredible opportunity to make an enormous impact on the quality of the lives we live and the lives of those that we love. This impact can best be felt by doing small things well—the things that make life worth living, that give our existence its depth and its richness. In my case, I may not be bringing home the bacon. But I am the one who knows exactly how much mayo to put on the bread of each and every member of my family in order for them to have the perfect BLT. I may not be in a laboratory finding a cure for skin cancer. But I am the one that puts sunscreen onto baby shoulders. Should I bemoan my fate? Or should I cherish my place in the world and ponder the enormity of its intimacy? While washing those dishes, I made the conscious decision to choose the latter, and that choice led me to the path of Zen.

Prior to my life as a full-time wife and mother, I was a newspaper sales and marketing executive. I then spent several years as a sales trainer, traveling the country to guide newspaper advertising sales staffs to personal and professional success. Part of my programs focused on time management and organizational skills. I was a classic example of “Do as I say—not as I do,” and at times I felt a bit like a fraud. But I shared good information and helped people along the way. Since beginning my Zen journey, however, I am much more authentic. I will not share anything in these pages that I have not experienced for myself. If it can work for me, it can work for you as well.

Some people argue that approaching housework as a path to enlightenment is not plausible. Erma Bombeck, one of the first women to look at the humorous side of housekeeping and raising a family, which she wrote about in her syndicated newspaper columns and numerous books of essays, once said, “Cleanliness is not next to godliness. It isn’t even in the same neighborhood. No one has ever gotten a religious experience out of removing burned-on cheese from the grill of the toaster oven.” My aunt Verna Wood of Albuquerque, New Mexico, says, “Zen and housekeeping are mutually exclusive—you will never reach enlightenment through housekeeping.”

These women are worldly and wise, but with all due respect, I have to disagree with them. I think enlightenment is an achievable goal and I think housekeeping is as potentially powerful an avenue for its attainment as any. Whether she knows it or not, I think my Aunt Verna does too on some level. After swearing that one will never find enlightenment through housework, she went on to say, “I try to think of housekeeping as a short mental vacation—let my mind freewheel like I do on a walk or a swim. I sometimes come up with solutions to problems I didn’t even know I had.” If that’s not enlightenment, then I don’t know what is. And Zen itself is tricky like that. The profound power of its simplicity will sneak up on you and before you know it, you are intuitively implementing its principles and benefiting from its practice.

Throughout this book, you will find helpful hints and guideposts that will assist you in both understanding and implementing the concepts discussed. Each chapter will begin with a “cleaning koan” for contemplation. A koan is basically a Zen riddle. It is a question or statement that has no right or wrong answer but can be used as a tool for focusing your thoughts when meditating. Pondering these thoughts is ideally supposed to help one find enlightenment. The koans offered at the beginning of each chapter are designed to help you contemplate the deeper, richer meaning of what occurs in the rooms of your home and the significance of dedicating yourself to the cleaning of that space or to completing that specific household duty. It is through imbuing these daily tasks with deeper meaning that we begin to embrace the power of Zen.

Buddha says . . .

“Better than a thousand hollow words is one that brings peace.”

“Living One with Nature” will provide you with “recipes” for creating your own nontoxic and inexpensive household cleansers. Living one with nature is an integral part of practicing a Zen philosophy. “Zen Homemasters” are real quotes from real women who are facing and embracing the challenges of keeping their homes. “Seeds of Rapture” are immediately applicable and/or critical ideas to implement into your cleaning practice, and in “Buddha Says . . .” segments you will see firsthand the philosophical concepts that are the basis for Zen practice. At the close of each chapter you will find a “Try This” exercise to help you explore that chapter’s concepts more fully and implement the ideas discussed. A mantra for meditation and a haiku close each chapter. Both are tools designed to assist you in making forward progress toward enlightenment. A mantra is a concise word or phrase repeated over and over during meditation to focus your mind and energy. Try mine or create your own. Haiku is a form of traditional Japanese poetry consisting of three lines; there are five syllables in the first line, seven in the second, and five again in the third. Creating haiku is an attempt to reduce complex concepts to their most basic form and express the magic of any given moment without relying on tools that we consider necessary for poetry such as similes, metaphors, or rhyming words. Punctuation is not important either. Just words that clearly express the feelings or actions of a moment in time. They are lots of fun to write. Give it a try!

We will also apply the seven factors of enlightenment to specific household tasks. These seven factors, much like koans, mantras, or haiku, are meant to be concepts for contemplation that can lead you toward enlightenment. In Buddhist teaching, the factors of enlightenment are part of the practice called Wings to Awakening. Embrace and implement them, in housekeeping and in life, and ultimately they will guide your spirit to flight. These factors are investigation, tranquility, mindfulness, concentration, energy, equanimity, and rapture.

Unwittingly, we utilize these seven factors many times throughout the course of a given day and they are especially applicable to incidents that occur regularly in our households. Let’s say that while you are out of the room, a bunch of multicolored goldfish crackers mysteriously make their way to the living-room floor, are walked all over or wrestled on, and are now making a beautiful and crunchy mosaic of your carpet. You are mindful as you become aware that the goldfish are indeed in a million miniscule pieces on the floor. You investigate why this has occurred Something like, “Who in the hell left these goldfish on the carpet?” should do the trick. You continue the investigative process as your children point fingers and cast blame on each other, a litany of imaginary friends, and finally the dog. Once you get to the bottom of the mystery, you utilize your energy to either (a) place the offending child in time out or (b) lug the vacuum cleaner from the hall closet. Once you take a deep breath and rationalize that the carpet really did need to be vacuumed anyway, tranquility begins to flow through you (a bit of a stretch, but work with me here!). You concentrate your efforts on sucking the goldfish out of the rug and at last, you find a certain equanimity. The situation irritated you but its resolution was relatively quick and reasonably painless, your carpet looks better, and you have one less item on tomorrow’s “to do” list. With the situation resolved, you look into the eyes of your precious progeny (and the dog) and realize you wouldn’t want to live your life any other way. At that moment you have worked your way through the seven factors of enlightenment to arrive at a place of rapture—a moment of pure and unadulterated joy. Divine? No. Applicable to the challenges of housekeeping and daily life? Absolutely!

Zen and the Art of Housekeeping will serve as your guide as you look at your home through fresh eyes. You’ll learn the basic principles of Zen and how to effectively integrate them into what will become a more positive and rewarding housekeeping experience. My goal is to help make cleaning your home easier, by changing the way you look at the work you do around your home as well as providing useful and usable tips and techniques that I have learned through the time-tested teacher: trial and error. By implementing the ideas you find here, you will have a more fulfilling experience in your cleaning. It is my hope that you will also begin to incorporate some of the Zen concepts that we explore here into other facets of your life. Applying Zen to the cleaning of my home was simply a starting place. These principles have wound themselves into many aspects of my life, making me feel more peaceful and relaxed and at the same time making me feel empowered with the awareness that I am all that I need to be, that what and who I am are just fine. Regardless of the tasks that must be performed, I have the right to feel whole and content as I walk and work through my day-to-day life. The good news? So do you!



zen concept 

all things in
 moderation 
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cleaning koan
 does a house have
 buddha nature?

ONE.

THE MIDDLE WAY

A well-known koan and one often assigned to newer practitioners of Zen is “Does a dog have Buddha nature?” It’s an interesting thought to consider, similar to our Judeo-Christian debate over whether or not animals have souls. Consider this question and its application to housekeeping. Is a house a living entity? Does a house have Buddha nature?

My conclusion is that a house is the ultimate in Buddha nature. One of the essences of Zen teaching is nonattachment. A house is not attached to its occupants at all. We are attached to it. A house simply is—it exists to serve very important functions at the present moment. It has a past but doesn’t obsess over it. It may or may not have a future. A house exists fully in the present moment to protect us from the elements, gives us a place to keep our “stuff,” and provides us a place to come together with friends and family. Keeping a house clean should not be an issue that is charged with emotion, and yet most people are passionate in their attitudes toward keeping house. They either love it or they hate it. There is no in between! How have we allowed an inanimate object, our home, to inspire such strong feelings? We are fighting against the healing powers of Zen when we allow the care of our home to get the best of us. In Zen, everything simply is what it is, and it is exactly what it is supposed to be. Certainly we want our home to be beautiful and welcoming, color coordinated, and clean. But it is our wants, needs, desires, style, and taste that we project onto our home that give it “personality.” A true personality is something that only a living being projects. Homes do not have their own personality. They reflect ours.

This is why the Zen approach to living The Middle Way is so very important. The Middle Way encourages us to practice all things in moderation. When it comes to household chores, we need to let go of the extremes of love and hate, do the work that needs to be done, and be perfectly present in every moment.

WHO WAS BUDDHA ANYWAY ?

Buddha was not a god. He was an ordinary man on an extraordinary quest to find the deepest possible meaning in his existence. After being born into wealth and privilege and finding no answers behind the walls of his father’s palace, he determined that a life of excess was no way to find meaning. There must be another way! He tried to find enlightenment by embracing suffering, by doing without all material possessions, and he nearly starved himself to death in the process. And yet, still no answers to the questions of life. So it was that he decided that it was a life lived in moderation, the Middle Way, which would provide the best basis for the pursuit of enlightenment.

Buddha’s journey to enlightenment took him six years, culminating in a marathon stretch of meditation under a bodhi tree, during which he determined the nature of existence and became an “enlightened one,” a Buddha. My journey has taken a lot longer than six years. Actually, it is a journey that we all begin again each day. The most meaningful discovery you can make as you begin to internalize the concepts that will help you become a Zen Home-master is that in order to have any hope of finding enlightenment, you must come to terms with the place that you call home.

EVERY JOURNEY BEGINS WITHA SINGLE STEP

Our parents bring us “home” from the hospital, and thus begins our lifelong relationship with our homes. As we journey toward adulthood, we begin to develop certain attitudes about the tasks required to maintain our homes. It is only when we venture out on our own, however, and have the opportunity to express ourselves completely in our own surroundings, that we really discover what our style of making a home will be.

My homemaking journey began after I graduated from college and took a job in a management training program that took me from my parent’s home in Austin, Texas, to Wilmington, Delaware, and the first apartment that I could truly call my own—no parents within thousands of miles, no prefabricated dorm room furniture, no roommates. Just an empty third-story apartment that beckoned to be filled. And fill it I did. With a white sofa and matching love seat. A beautiful butcher-block dining table. Art that moved me. Books that I loved. As I learned about myself, free from the expectations and eyes of others, I also learned about my taste in furniture, how I wanted to use my space, who I wanted to invite into my life and my home, and how I wanted to keep house.

Buddha says . . .

“It is better to travel well than to arrive.”

Back then it was easy. And it remained easy for many years as I traveled and worked and could keep my house any way I wanted and only had to clean up after myself. Then I met the man I would eventually marry, and we began to mesh our lives together. Over the course of the next several years, we developed our careers, accumulated belongings, and became the parents to two beautiful children. And life got messy—literally and figuratively.

Just as Buddha’s journey took him from riches to rags and ultimately to enlightenment, I have journeyed from dependence on my parents to total independence to interdependence with the members of my family. We are a system—an organic entity that is ever-changing and evolving. One of my main roles in the structure of this family is to be the one who does the majority of cleaning. I have undergone a journey in that respect as well.

Cleaning up after myself was not a big deal and if I didn’t feel like doing it I didn’t have to. As life got fuller, richer, and more complicated, it was no longer okay to just say “I don’t like to keep house!” The problem was I truly hated housekeeping. There was so much work to be done to maintain my home. Trying to keep all the disparate souls under my roof happy and trying to maintain some level of control over the multiple activities that took place there each day was a monumental task. My journey was complicated by the fact that the nature of my husband’s work caused us to move frequently. I zigzagged across the country trying to set up house in one place after another, never feeling particularly connected to any one place and having the sense that my life was always about either packing or unpacking boxes.

At long last, though, I have found peace. Life didn’t get simpler. Quite the contrary. As my children grow, as I mature, as my husband and I come to a new place in our relationship, life is getting more complicated. We didn’t quit moving. We have lived in our current location for a year and a half. It won’t be long before it is time to pursue the next opportunity for advancement, and chances are that will be a long way from Lubbock, Texas. The answers did not come from without. They came from within. I had the answers all along; I was just unwilling or unable to see them. I found my place of peace by reprioritizing and learning to live fully in the present, appreciating my life as it exists in this moment, and keeping housework in its proper perspective—living the Middle Way.

LIVINGTHE MIDDLE WAY

In contrast to our present extremes of emotion about housekeeping, there are all shades of gray in living the Middle Way. There are opposite ends of the cleaning spectrum, neither of which will lead us to a place of peace. At one end of the spectrum is the neat freak, wanting to exercise total control over his or her environment. Cindy Woods, a marketing professional in the telecommunications industry and divorced mother of two once existed at this end of the cleaning spectrum. She says, “Through my teen and early adult years, I used neatness and perfection as a control in my life when I could not control my unhappy feelings. I used to be an obsessive neat freak, but that was just an outlet for my unhappiness.” Luckily, Cindy has been able to find the Middle Way for herself. She explains, “I am now engaged to a wonderful, loving man who is the soul mate I never knew and will marry him in the spring. Yes, life does give you a second chance. Now, I like things somewhat in their place but I am not going to break out in hives or fall down with a heart attack if they are not. It is much more important to live life, be happy, and enjoy your loved ones than it is to live in a cleanliness shrine.”

At the other end of the spectrum is the slob, a label that has been applied to me on more than one occasion. I have asked myself repeatedly, “Why am I like this?!” Why is the simple task of keeping a house so incredibly disdainful? As I began my journey to enlightenment, I went looking for answers.

Scientists trying to understand the workings of the human brain have discovered that, to a large extent, we may be born with a predisposition to cleanliness or sloppiness. Stacie Conner, a homemaker and mother of two from Newtown, Pennsylvania, said during a recent conversation, “I don’t know how some people can keep a house spotless 24-7. I guess they are just born that way.” Apparently, Stacie may be right. We are each born either right- or left-brain dominant. The two hemispheres of the brain control different actions, behaviors, and thought patterns. The most visible representation of left- or right-brain dominance is whether someone is right- or left-handed, but the differences go much deeper.

Left-brain people like to color inside the lines and usually enjoy keeping house. They are logical and analytical. The right-brained people of the world prefer to scribble on the walls and are okay with disorder. They tend to be creative and more abstract in the way they approach problem solving. The functionality of our brains also impacts the way we approach frustration. As humans, it is an innate desire to avoid frustration, but neat freaks and slobs do it differently. The slobs of the world want to avoid frustration now. Their mantra is “I’ll do it later.” They take off their shoes as they come in the door and leave them there, drop wet towels on the floor for a later laundry day, and pile dirty dishes in the sink because they don’t feel like washing them right now. In contrast, the motivating force for a neat freak is to avoid frustration later. They don’t take off their shoes until they get to the closet, they take the wet towels to the laundry room and start a load of wash, and they wash dishes as they go.

The following real-life scenario is indicative of the behavior pattern of a typical right-brain-dominant homemaker, one who wants to avoid current frustration, is easily bored, and is seemingly unruffled by clutter and disorganization:

You arrive home from the grocery store around 2:15, get most of the groceries out of the car, but leave bags of nonperishables in the trunk to be unpacked later. Eggs and milk go in the refrigerator while the rest of the groceries are left in their bags on the counter and scattered on the kitchen floor. You pick up the kids from school, do homework, and send them outside to play, all while weaving through the obstacle course of unpacked bags of groceries. Then the witching hour arrives. It’s five o’clock and you find yourself in a race against time to get everything put away and dinner started before your husband arrives home.

Whose scenario is this? You guessed it! Yours truly. Much of my life was lived in this state of disarray. Many evenings my husband arrived home to a highly emotionally charged environment that was all of my own making. I was uptight and harried, the kids could sense it, they began to act up, I began to freak out, etc. This is no way to live and it is certainly not a pathway to peaceful living. All this can be avoided simply by following each task through to completion and accepting a few minutes of inconvenience now in order to avoid a great deal of headache and heartache later.

One positive to being an innately messy person is that we tend to be a lot of fun. We are caring and kind and we love to play games. Unfortunately, the games we play are often with ourselves, games like “How long can we stay away from the house?!” Sylvia Kelly, an executive with the Louisiana Department of Transportation, mother of three grown children, and stepmom to an eight-year-old, has played this game a time or two. Sylvia shares, “When my children were small, we were always on the go with ball games, dancing, and gymnastics—anything to keep from going home to a dirty house.” If you can’t leave your house, there’s plenty of fun to be had right under your own roof!

Jamie Sumlin, an artist, marketing professional, and mother from West Monroe, Louisiana, shares my affection for sleeping through prime housecleaning time. “Always take naps,” Jamie suggests. “The house does not seem so messy.”

Probably the most personally destructive game we avid antihouse-keepers play is transference of the negative feelings we have about our homes. You know something is wrong but you don’t know what it is. You feel unfulfilled. It must be my husband! It must be the kids. I must need to get a job. I must need to quit my job. You have this uncomfortable feeling that you simply don’t fit in your own skin. The life you were meant to live is out there somewhere. As writer Gertrude Stein stated, “There is no there there.”

Zen Homemasters 

“I have friends that are crazy at keeping their house. When I need to feel clean, I leave and go to their house.”

Karla Hopf Operations manager and mother of two Bensalem, Pennsylvania 

When Buddha attained enlightenment, what he discovered was that these feelings of discontent are one element of existence common to the human condition. In other words, almost everyone feels this way at one time or another. We all suffer. We all experience what the local Zen Master would call dukkha. Our search for enlightenment is really a search for a solution to why we suffer and how to avoid it. The Four Noble Truths offer this guidance.

The First Truth that Buddha discovered is that we all suffer. The Second Truth tells us that we feel these feelings of discontent because of desire. We want what we can’t have. We are constantly trying to keep up with the Joneses. The very thing that will make us happy is consistently just beyond our grasp. The Third Truth explains that we can eliminate our dukkha by eliminating desire. The Fourth Truth defines how to ease desire and thus ease our suffering. The Eightfold Path that Buddha defined (see sidebar) provides us a road map for how to live our lives in a way that will provide us with peace and contentment, and it is this lifestyle that is the practice of Zen.




The Eightfold Path 

In order to ease personal suffering and journey toward enlightenment you must practice:

Right understanding 
Right thought 
Right speech 
Right action 
Right livelihood 
Right effort 
Right mindfulness 
Right concentration 




Sometimes, regardless of the functioning of our brains, the way we are raised has a stronger impact on the way we keep house than our natural instincts. Cindy Blackwell, a professor of journalism at Oklahoma State University, is one of the most creative people I know. She’s also one of the most organized. Many aspects of her work and personality would lead you to the conclusion that she is a right-brain-dominant person and thus would tend to be a bit of a slob. So how does she overcome her natural tendencies? She explains, “My father is a marine and my mother is an accountant. What more can I say?”

You can also find yourself rebelling against the way you were raised. Many of the women I spoke with said they either grew up with excessive disorder so they became really good housekeepers, or they grew up in homes where you couldn’t touch anything  because it might get dirty. Some of these women swore to themselves that their homes would not be so rigid and so they tolerate greater disarray.

Zen Homemasters 
 “Type A personalities have to struggle with everything not being perfect in the house. It’s sometimes more important that my kids get attention or that we leave the home calm and relaxed. I have had to balance my own need for order with other needs.”

—Heidi Anne Mesmer Assistant professor at Oklahoma State University and mother of two Stillwater, Oklahoma 

We each have different strengths, weaknesses, and problem-solving skills. Just as our koans have no right answer, there is no one way of living. We must respect our differences and honor our uniqueness. The uptight and analytical among us can learn to loosen up and have more fun. The fun-loving game players of the world can create beautiful homes without losing any of their zest for life. Zen tells us that each of us is spectacular and unique—the only one of us that there will ever be and that we are perfect just as we are. Work within the framework that already exists in your life and face a little frustration on occasion. It works wonders!

UNPACK THOSE BAGS

For whatever reason, there is a lot of psychological baggage connected to housekeeping. Some experts feel that a messy house is a sign of low self-esteem, the result of a homemaker who doesn’t believe he or she deserves to live in nice surroundings. Others explore the concept that living with disorder is a way of acting out in a passive-aggressive manner. This usually occurs when you don’t receive the support of those around you. Outwardly you put on the façade that everything is okay, but your actions don’t match your words.

Another piece of baggage that is psychologically connected to our housekeeping practice is what I have dubbed perfection paralysis. You begin to hold yourself up to unreasonable standards and rather than fail to achieve the perfection you seek, you subconsciously choose to do nothing at all. It can be very eye-opening to realize that the pursuit of perfection is pointless and in direct opposition to the principles of Zen. In Zen, we seek to understand that with all our human imperfections, we are as nearly “perfect” in any given moment as we will ever be. What we are right now is just fine. The condition of our homes is just fine as well. Can we aspire to more? Absolutely. But the goal of Zen Housekeeping is not to have a home that is perfect. It is to embrace the process of keeping the house—one perfect moment at a time.

The Amish are well known for the beauty and quality of their handmade quilts. The patterns are so intricate and the stitch work so fine in its detail that each quilt transcends its usefulness and becomes a work of art. And yet, in the process of creating each quilt, one piece of fabric that does not match the others exactly, or one group of stitches unlike the others is included, a tangible reminder that only God is capable of truly perfect creations.

HOW OTHERS PERCEIVETHE“DOMESTICALLY CHALLENGED”

For most of us who have or have had less than ideal cleaning practices, we fear that others will judge us negatively because of our less than perfect environments. Instead of motivating you to overcome your challenges, this fear actually paralyzes you and you find yourself living in complete and utter CHAOS. Cyber cleaning queen “The Fly Lady” created the CHAOS acronym, which stands for Can’t Have Anyone Over Syndrome. But are people really judging us so harshly? Bad news. Apparently they are.

It is very common for people to make assumptions about others based entirely on the cleanliness and/or organization of their homes or workspaces. In the research study Is Cleanliness Next to Godliness? The Role of Housekeeping in Impression Formation, Drs. Paul B. Harris and Daniel Sachau “conducted a study to determine if the cleanliness of an apartment would affect observer impressions of the resident.” The answer to this question was a resounding yes. The Sachau and Harris study determined that those who are perceived to be inadequate housekeepers “received lower ratings on measures of Agreeableness, Conscientiousness, Intelligence and Femininity.”

Environmental psychologists have long been studying theories of human territoriality, the concept that the way we treat the spaces that we occupy and call our own reveal a great deal about who we are. In their study, Drs. Harris and Sachau expound on the ways in which our feelings about ourselves are reflected by our homes. The way we decorate and care for the environments in which we live and work shouts loudly to the outside world about our internal identity. Additionally, the more care and maintenance we give to our living spaces the more attached we become to them and the more deeply ingrained our sense of belonging becomes. We are happier and healthier if we have clean and pretty homes.

In her book Biting the Dust, Margaret Horsfield confirms that right or wrong, the state of our homes is a barometer by which other people measure us. According to Horsfield, a poorly kept home has long been “associated with poverty and disease.” A well-kept house is indicative of “high values and wholesome living.” Because it is the woman who is the primary keeper of the home, these judgments are applied to her as well.

This concept of packing your psychological baggage and carrying it with you through the entirety of your life is inherently Western in nature. However, as we have already seen in our discussion of dukkha, Zen philosophy does acknowledges the fact that there are concepts that may come between you and enlightenment and that it is better to acknowledge and address them than to try to ignore them. They are called the Five Hindrances, the first of which, desire, has already been introduced. Let’s look briefly at these roadblocks and how they steer our journey toward domestic bliss off course.

THE FIVE HINDRANCES

The first and immensely powerful hindrance, desire, can be managed through the practice of gratitude and awareness that all that you have and all that you need are yours right now. As it relates to housekeeping, you want to maximize the beauty and livability of the space you have at this moment. As you vacuum your carpets, for example, if you spend that time wishing you had better-quality carpets in a house that was 4,000 square feet bigger and situated on the French Riviera, you have missed the moment of loving all that is yours, that you have worked hard for, and that more than adequately provides for you and your family. You not only dislike the act of vacuuming, but you walk away from the process of it more discontented and disheartened than when you began.

Anger is the second of the five hindrances, primarily negative feelings directed toward others. I have spoken with some women that claim that when they are ticked off, they turn into cleaning machines. But this is not a path to enlightenment. It may result in shiny surfaces, but it is detrimental to you from the inside out and to those you love from the outside in. If the only way you can get your children to clean their rooms is by yelling at them, how do you think they are going to feel about one day cleaning their own homes? How willing are they going to be to lend assistance to you? Practicing Zen doesn’t mean that you are never going to get angry again. We are all human, and life is full of challenges. Some of those challenges are going to make you really mad! Living in the moment with Zen simply encourages you to express that anger at the moment that it is appropriate. Don’t bottle it up for later and allow it to eat away at your happiness or poison acts that can and should be done in a spirit of harmony—such as maintaining your home.

Sloth is defined as halfhearted action with little or no concentration. I guess you could call it just plain laziness. It is tough to come to terms with the fact that you just might be a bit lazy, but accepting yourself, warts and all, is part of the path to Zen. The best way to address the issue of “laziness” is to allow time for it. Turn this hindrance on its ear by giving your full concentration to your housekeeping and investing completely in the actions in which you are engaged. Use lazy time as a reward. Once your tasks are complete, watch a chick flick, take a nap, read the latest issue of Cosmopolitan. If you are practicing all things in moderation, living the Middle Way, there is a place for rest and relaxation. You just can’t allow sloth to be the undoing of your good intentions.

Buddha says . . .

“Holding onto anger is like grasping a hot coal with the intent of throwing it at someone else; you are the one who gets burned.”

Worry is worthless and it has no place in the life of one practicing Zen philosophies. It doesn’t do any good anyway. The vast majority of things you worry about will never come to fruition and worrying about them is simply a trick that your mind plays on you—forcing itself into a future that is unknown. When worry overtakes you, you get so caught up in your head that it is difficult to function effectively. You become paralyzed and stuck in a moment that will probably never come. Action in the present moment is the cure for worry. Ask yourself what positive step you can take right now to ensure that good things come your way. Just as negative thoughts feed on themselves, positive thoughts multiply in just the same way. If you absolutely can’t calm the inner workings of your mind and free yourself from worry and anxiety with a positive action, sit down and breathe deeply for a moment. Figuratively invite the worry to come in and have a seat with you. What is the root of this worry? Why is your mind going down this negative path? Is this really the issue that is of concern or are you transferring feelings about something else? If you think better with a pen in your hand, get out your journal and write in the middle of the page, “What am I worried about?!” Draw lines out from the center and jot down everything that comes to your mind, or make a list of all that is currently concerning you. Sometimes embracing what troubles you is the only way to rid yourself of its hold on you. However you do it, get to the bottom of it and then get back to what you were doing. This hindrance can sidetrack you from the work you need to do only if you let it.

Buddha says . . .

“There is nothing more dreadful than the habit of doubt. Doubt separates people. It is a poison that disintegrates friendships and breaks up pleasant relations. It is a thorn that irritates and hurts; it is a sword that kills.” 

The last of the five hindrances is doubt. Do you ever doubt your abilities? Doubt your intelligence? Doubt the feelings another has for you? Doubt is another mind game that your inner voices like to play with you. They want to keep you questioning yourself just enough that you won’t give them a permanent eviction notice. Doubt is simply you not believing in you. The elements of Zen that we will explore here are all designed to build a strong foundation of trust in yourself.

WARNING: IT MAY GET WORSEBEFORE IT GETS BETTER

As you begin implementing Zen practices into your daily life and particularly into your housekeeping rituals and routines, you will most assuredly experience a period of transition. Things may seem in greater disarray than ever. Your head may feel full of thoughts even though you understand on an intellectual level that what you are trying to achieve is a state of clearing your mind. You may have particularly vivid dreams. This is all part of the process and should be expected and embraced. You are laying the groundwork for peace to flow. Consider the words of English historian Dame Cicely Veronica Wedgewood, who said, “Discontent and disorder are signs of energy and hope, not despair.”

Keep moving forward. You are at a critical juncture in your life’s journey—coming to terms not just with dirt and disorder but quite possibly patterns that you have been practicing your entire life. Don’t get discouraged. And don’t let the input of others deter you. I can almost guarantee that at some point in the initial stages of your Zen journey your significant other will say, “I thought you were supposed to be cleaning.” Your kids will whine, “Why can’t we just do it the old way?!” Just smile knowingly. They will see soon enough how much better life can be. Then take the next step in your journey.

Initiating your journey down the path of Zen Housekeeping leaves little room for excuses. Regardless of which hemisphere of your brain is dominant, no matter what your psychological hang-ups may be, scientific psychological research supports what your spirit knows intuitively. It is time to get real, get busy, and get control of your home.

DEVELOPINGA SYSTEM 

After much personal trial and error, the one way that I have found for achieving the state of equanimity (one of our seven Zen factors of enlightenment!) that we seek is by developing a system. For me, the system that works best is a written schedule of tasks to be performed each day. I talked to dozens of women about their feelings and attitudes about housework, and almost all of those who were at peace with their housekeeping practices had a system of some sort in place—some ground rules by which they played the game of life.

A system is not something that is written in stone. It is merely a framework within which to work. Without one you will most likely feel that housework is a never-ending trial that must be endured. “Just when you think you’re through, you look around, the dust bunnies have multiplied, the toilets have ring around the collar, and your daughter’s soccer socks have the whole washroom in an uproar,” says Denise, a full-time homemaker who shared her thoughts on housekeeping with me. Julie Wilbur, a full-time mom and part-time piano teacher from Stillwater, Oklahoma, really enjoys the maintenance of her home. She says, “I actually love ‘housekeeping’—making order out of chaos feels good. What does not feel good is having the rest of the family push so hard to get things back to chaos again. I feel like it is never-ending, and I don’t just mean that when dishes get dirty you have to wash them again. I mean that I am constantly spending time doing the same chores over and over because other people won’t help me. There are lots of projects I would like to do, but it takes all my energy (and more) just to keep us from being buried in a pile of stuff.”

With a system in place, you will see that there is a clearly defined beginning and end to housework that ultimately frees you to enjoy the many other pleasures that life holds. It also helps keep housework in its proper perspective and places realistic limits on the time we dedicate to it.

In 1919, Christine Frederick, a pioneer in the study of the domestic arts, wrote a textbook and designed a correspondence course for homemakers, both titled Household Engineering. In the book, she addresses the need to develop a housekeeping system, stating, “The whole idea is simply, plan what you are going to do, do it, and then rest; instead of not knowing what you are going to do, resting or stopping when you feel like it, and never knowing when you are going to get done.”

Frederick believed that we should all devise a written set of instructions for the maintenance of our homes, a set of Standard Operating Procedures. Her theory was that the reason most women could cook so much better than they could clean was because one followed a written set of instructions, a recipe, when cooking. If you had written instructions for the maintenance of your home, you could be just as successful. When it comes to cooking, the more you do it, the more comfortable you become. You gain confidence. You know what works and what doesn’t. You develop shortcuts and more efficient and effective ways of completing the tasks required to prepare a meal. It is the same with cleaning. Creating and implementing a personal cleaning system and allowing it to serve as the recipe for caring for your home will help eliminate the frustrations you feel, make the tasks seem less daunting, and allow you to embrace your responsibilities more objectively. If you are just beginning your Zen Housekeeping journey or if you want to revamp your current system to improve its efficacy, a written schedule can be a tremendous step in the right direction.

The first step in developing your schedule is to make a list of all the tasks that must be accomplished in order for your home to run smoothly. There are three categories that most household chores will fall into: daily maintenance, weekly tasks, and seasonal or annual projects. For the moment, we are primarily concerned about the daily and weekly duties—the recurring work that is required to keep our house at a certain level of cleanliness and organization. We will further explore seasonal and annual projects in a later chapter. Remember, our focus at this moment is on the present moment.

For many of us, our life dictates a lot of what our cleaning schedule will look like. If you work outside the home, evenings and weekends are going to automatically be the time for you to schedule your home maintenance responsibilities. If you work at home or are a full-time homemaker you will have a bit more flexibility in your scheduling. Thus, within the constraints of your life, create a schedule that is SMART!

Specific: Make your schedule as Specific as possible. What are you going to do and when are you going to do it? The more precise you are in assigning time to housekeeping, the more likely you are to succeed and the more freedom you will feel from housekeeping constantly hanging over your head.





Measurable: How will you Measure your accomplishments? What is your acceptable standard of cleanliness? How will you determine that you are “finished”? Where does housekeeping fall on your personal list of priorities? One of my goals is to be free from major housekeeping duties over the weekend. You still have to engage in your daily maintenance tasks and again, if you are employed outside the home, the weekends may be the only time you have to clean. Regardless, applying a way to measure the success of the attainment of your housekeeping goals will make them tangible and ultimately far more achievable.





Attainable and Realistic: Your schedule of tasks should be Attainable and Realistic. Having a home that is always spotless and free from clutter is, for most of us, unattainable. Is it realistic to put washing your windows, inside and out, each week on your schedule? If you set the bar too high you are setting yourself up for failure. If you create a housekeeping system and it fails, you will be right back at the beginning of the process, discouraged and despondent. You can also overorganize yourself and the members of your family, making your system so complicated or rigid that you can never maintain it. Don’t fall into this trap.





Timely: Your schedule should also be Timely. At this point in the process, don’t worry about your goals for next year’s spring-cleaning. There’s time for that later. What can you do today, tomorrow, and maybe next week to get yourself on the right track?





As you begin to create your cleaning system and schedule, review it regularly to make sure that it is SMART: specific, measurable, attainable, realistic, and timely.

Sample Housekeeping Schedule 

By way of example, this is my housekeeping schedule:

Monday: 9 A.M. until 11 A.M., make all beds; sweep and mop 3 bathrooms and kitchen; scrub bathrooms, showers, and commodes. 7 P.M. until 8 P.M., clean kitchen and bathe children.

Tuesday: 9 A.M. until 11 A.M., make all beds and pick up all clutter and toys and vacuum all carpets. Noon until 3 P.M., laundry. 7 P.M. until 8 P.M., clean kitchen and bathe children; pick up all clutter before bedtime.

Wednesday: 9 A.M. until 11 A.M., make all beds, dust all surfaces, and work on miscellaneous projects (straightening closets, clearing clutter, cleaning out garage, etc.). 7 P.M. until 8 P.M., clean kitchen and bathe children; pick up any clutter before bedtime.

Thursday: 9 A.M. until 11 A.M., make all beds, pick up all clutter, and wipe down bathroom surfaces. Afternoon, work on miscellaneous projects, like weeding the flower beds or other outdoor projects. 7 P.M. until 8 P.M., clean kitchen and bathe children; pick up any clutter before bedtime.

Friday: 9 A.M. until noon, make all beds and complete all laundry before the weekend. 7 P.M. until 8 p.m., clean kitchen and bathe children; pick up any clutter before bedtime.

Notice that in my schedule, Mondays are pretty full. I enjoy getting the bigger projects out of the way early in the week. Additionally, I do most of my cleaning in the mornings. I am a morning person and feel most energetic and motivated to do physical activity before noon. I have small children at home and have to leave time for writing and other work projects. This schedule leaves most of my afternoons free so that while little ones nap, I can settle down at the computer for some quiet contemplative time. The physical work of maintaining my house is out of the way, and often I find that while I have been doing my housekeeping in the morning, an idea has come to me that I want to explore in my afternoon writing sessions. Consider the rhythm of your life as you begin creating your schedule.

Honor your own internal clock as you create your cleaning schedule. In order to follow it, your schedule has to work for you. Is getting up a few minutes early or staying up a few minutes after others go to bed going to be the most effective way for you to do daily maintenance? Do you need everyone else to be out of the house or is your ideal schedule one that involves teamwork?

BEGINNER’S MIND

Approach the development of your housekeeping schedule with what Zen Master Shunryu Suzuki calls shosin, or “beginner’s mind”—seeing everything related to keeping your home as if you were seeing it for the first time. Let go of your preconceived notions about cleaning house. Erase the negative messages that play in your mind like, “I am a crummy housekeeper” or “I would rather have a root canal than clean the bathroom.” This is an opportunity to start fresh and find meaning in your relationship with your home and the work that must be performed for its maintenance. Your most powerful cleaning tool is not your vacuum cleaner. It’s not your dishwasher or even your maid! It’s your brain. If you are consistently and relentlessly feeding yourself negative messages about how much you hate to clean, of course you’re going to dread it. Your mind does not differentiate between negative thoughts and negative actions. They are both equally powerful in your mind’s eye. Therefore, flipping the switch in your head from negative feelings to positive ones about household maintenance can be the key to embracing the tasks more fully and enjoying the process more.

Zen Homemasters 

“You just kind of develop a routine, complete each room before moving to another one, and try to think happy thoughts.”

—Dee Dee Halpain Homemaker and mother of two Lubbock, Texas 
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“In the beginner’s mind there are many possibilities, 
but in the expert’s there are few.”
—Shunryu Suzuki 
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What if you could alter your thinking so profoundly that instead of terrible torture that must be endured, you could look at cleaning as a rewarding experience? How enlightening would that be? Using the profound power of our mind to refocus our energies toward the ultimate positive outcome and not the interim drudgery is a fantastic stepping stone on our path to Zen.

DON’T PUT OFF UNTIL TOMORROW . . .

Procrastination is one of our least productive habits both personally and professionally. When you put off difficult tasks to be accomplished at some later time, whether you are cleaning your home, making a difficult phone call, paying your bills, going to the gym—whatever—the difficulty of the task grows in direct proportion to the amount of time you delay acting on it. “I’ll do it later” is the phrase that serves as one of the greatest obstacles between you and Zen Housekeeping. These four little words will always steer you off course. Live in the moment, act in the moment, and don’t be afraid to tackle the tough jobs first.

Zen Homemasters 

“There is something different about the energy in a clean house. It’s refreshing, welcoming, relaxing . . . peaceful. The result of the effort makes the effort not seem like such a chore. Cleaning house visually pays off very quickly. In a way, it’s an accomplishment that can be repeated on a regular basis.”

—Penny Pennington Assistant professor Oklahoma State University Stillwater, Oklahoma 

Eating a frog for breakfast is the most effective tool I know for avoiding the stress caused by procrastination. If you do the thing you most dread first, everything else seems much easier by comparison. I have a collection of frogs—stuffed frogs, ceramic frogs, silver frogs, you name it—placed strategically around my house. Members of my staff gave them to me when I was a sales trainer and advertising manager. I would always remind them to “eat a frog for breakfast” each day, and all these various frogs began to appear mysteriously in my office. Now that the course of my life has changed from a sales manager to a manager of my home, the frogs still remind me to tackle the tough jobs first and eat a frog for breakfast. Frogs for breakfast are really not so bad! In fact, the French consider frog legs a delicacy!

Seeds of Rapture 

While there is no need to put it in black and white on your written schedule, keep in mind that it is allowable (and advisable) to have some fun while you are keeping house. Turn the music up loud. Sing at the top of your lungs. Light some candles. Anything to make the moment more enjoyable.

MAKEA MASTER LIST

Used in conjunction with your housekeeping system, a Master List can make life much easier. It is like a “to do” list on steroids, where on a single sheet of paper you list everything you can possibly think of that needs to be done. Your Master List should include not only things to be done immediately but also longer-term projects, things that you want to do but may or may not ever get around to, and life goals. It should also include things as trivial as items to pick up at the grocery store. Absolutely everything. There  is nothing too big or too small to go on your Master List. Keep your list with you at all times. It should be updated each week, so it’s helpful if you can create your list on the computer, adding and deleting items as you accomplish them, think of new projects to add, or change priorities. If a computerized list is not an option, it can certainly be done by hand. Simply copy the undone items to your new list and leave off the ones that have been accomplished.

A Master List is such an effective tool because it eliminates the need for multiple calendars, grocery lists scribbled on the backs of envelopes, Post-it notes with phone numbers for future reference, and the like. If you’re waiting in line at the drive-through of the pharmacy, pull out your list and see what needs to be done next. While in the middle of a meeting you remember that you need a birthday card for Aunt Sally. Pull out your Master List and jot it down. It is a snapshot of your life in one portable place, and even if you have a tendency toward disorder, your Master List can keep you on top of things, at the right place at the right time, and can keep your little corner of the world running smoothly.

Zen Homemasters 

“Housekeeping is much more fun with an iPod! Sometimes I swear with an iPod I could clean forever. And at times, housework is great therapy because of the instant gratification.”

—Joann DeLucia Mystery shopper and newlywed Mercerville, New Jersey 

You can also use your Master List to assist you in creating a plan for tackling errands geographically. On the frequent days of your life when it feels as if all you are doing is running errands, you can spend a great deal of time and a whole lot of gas going back and forth across town. Look at your list and consider what you have to do in a day and then place these tasks in order grouped by location. With time being your most precious nonrenewable resource and gas at $3 a gallon or more, thinking through what you need to accomplish and developing a plan of attack can be a lifesaver.

TRY THIS

Make a visit to a nearby stationery store and pick out a journal that you will use specifically for developing your housekeeping system and charting your progress in the pursuit of a cleaner home and a clearer mind through Zen. Select one that speaks to you and your sensibilities. Set aside some time to walk around your house as an unattached observer. What needs the most attention? Where are trouble areas? What is already working well? Where do the frogs lurk? What do you postpone? Look at your life and the commitments that are already in place that must be worked around as you devise your system. What time are you willing to commit to the requirements of cleaning your home? What are your goals? Journal about the reasons why you want to begin your Zen Housekeeping journey. Review all that you have written and create your schedule. Implement it for one week and then return to your journal. What worked? What didn’t? What did you forget to include in your original? It may take a few weeks for you to work the kinks out of your system, but once you’ve got a system going that works for you, you can put your cleaning on autopilot knowing that you have laid the groundwork for coming to terms with the tasks around your home. Try to schedule a few minutes each day for quiet contemplation. During this process you may want to use the following mantra and/or haiku to lend focus to your meditation.

Living One with Nature 

Homemade All-Purpose Cleaner: Mix one part water with one part vinegar in an empty spray bottle for an all-around disinfectant and deodorizer. No, your house will not smell like a salad bar. The vinegary smell dissipates as it dries. Do not use straight vinegar. It must be diluted with water or it will be too acidic to serve your purposes.

	mantra for meditating on the 	housekeeping haiku
	buddha nature of the home	 
	 	mine in this moment

	Show me the path to bring light 
	honoring this home and hearth

	and love to this home.
	spirit of love resides






End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   
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