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What Does It Mean To Be  

A People of Simplicity? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  



 

What Does It Mean To Be  

A People of Simplicity? 

 

  

Any intelligent fool can make things bigger, more complex, and more violent.  

It takes a touch of genius — and a lot of courage — to move 

 in the opposite direction. — E. F. Schumacher 

 

 

Courage. It’s not your typical place to begin. But maybe that’s good. It reminds us of what we already 

know but too often forget: there is nothing simple about simplicity. 

 

Indeed to talk of simplicity requiring courage reminds us that the work of this month is not just about 

reduction but confrontation. Yes, editing our To Do Lists and eliminating clutter from our lives is part of 

it, but the deeper challenge involves rejecting our culture’s values and attributions of worth. To be a 

people of simplicity is not just about saying yes to sunsets, walks in the woods and more dinners with 

those we love. It’s also about saying no to status and society’s affirmation. And that most certainly 

requires bravery. 

 

And not just bravery, but honesty too. It’s not just society that celebrates status, stuff and overscheduled 

lives; we cling to them as well. The busyness of our lives is not just overwhelming; it’s also seductive. 

Overscheduled lives don’t just tip us over; they tempt us. They promise us power, affirmation and proof 

that we are of more worth than the one standing next to us. There is a reason we go on and on about how 

busy we are. We aren’t just complaining; we’re bragging. To be busy is to have made it. To be over-

committed is to be wanted and needed. No wonder we have such a hard time giving it all up.   

 

And why is this frame important? Why dwell on how addictive and seductive this crazy game of chaotic 

living is? Well, because it reminds us that simplicity is not a single-player game. We forget this, you 

know. We make the work of simplifying our lives all about our own will-power. We treat our cluttered 

houses and full calendars like our problem and challenge alone. And then we beat ourselves up for being 

as materialist and status-driven as everyone else.  

 

But the fact is no one stands outside of the status quo by themselves. No one can reject and confront a 

community of broken values without the promise and support of an alternative community that celebrates 

a different equation of “worthy living.” That courage and genius of which Schumacher speaks: it’s just 

not something any of us can pull off on our own.    

 

That may be the most important and kindest message of this month. May we help each other remember it. 

 

 

 

  



 

 

Optional Question 

 

As always, don’t treat these questions like “homework” or a list that needs to be covered in its 

entirety.  Instead, simply pick the one question that “hooks” you most and let it lead you where 

you need to go. The goal of these questions is not to help you analyze what simplicity means in 

the abstract, but to figure out what being a person of simplicity means for you and your daily 

living. So, which question is calling to you? Which one contains “your work”? 

1. Are you trying to simplify all on your own? It takes a village to raise a child. Same thing goes for 

a simplified life. Busyness and complexity are too big for what for one person to handle by 

themselves. Who might be your teammates? Why haven’t you asked them to help? 

2. What about your children? Have you allowed your child’s/children's life/lives to become too 

complex? Are you and your hopes for them a source of simplicity or a burden? 

3. Are your judgements about others too complex? Sometimes the simplest judgment is to assume 

good intentions. Are you reading too much into things?    

4. Do you surround yourself with people of simplicity? If not, do you understand why?  

5. Does simplicity mean something entirely different for you? We all relate to it in a different way. 

Our need for it differs from person to person. Are you feeling that room is not being made for 

your way?   

6. Have you already done it? All of our lives include existing simplicity strategies. Maybe your 

challenge is to notice what already exists and double down. 

7. Who is doing it right? Have you told them you admire them? Don’t assume they don’t need the 

validation. 

8. What do wish you could say “no” to in your life? Why haven’t you? What would happen if you 

did? 

9. Has one of your treasures become a burden? Is it time to let go? 

10. What’s your question? Your question may not be listed above. As always, if the above questions 

don't include what the theme is asking from you, spend the month listening to your days to hear 

it.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Our Spiritual Exercises 

  

Option A: 

When Life Was Simple 

 

This exercise invites you challenge your present with your past. We all remember a time when “life was 

simpler.” These are fond memories but also come with a sense of mourning. A part of us wishes we could 

return to the feeling of that time, but the biggest part of ourselves “knows” that’s not realistic. Maybe it’s 

time to take a second look.  Here are your instructions:  

 

1. Bring the memory back to life: Find a way to return to that time in your life when life was 

simpler and more nourishing. Journal about it, share the story with a friend, make it a part of your 

meditative practice.   

2. Work with the memory: Spend time focusing on what was most nourishing or precious about it. 

Figure out why the memory anchors you or keeps coming back. Note what gift it gave you at the 

time and the impact on that gift being absent from your present circumstances. Again, do this 

reflective work using the form you are most comfortable with: journaling, conversation with a 

friend, personal meditation, etc. 

3. Let it challenge you:  Ask yourself “Why can’t it be this way again?” Play devil’s advocate with 

yourself. Challenge yourself justifications about why life just can’t be that simple now? Ask 

yourself if the barriers are really immovable and push yourself to consider how they might 

actually be self-imposed or more in control than you want to admit. You may not be able to return 

to the circumstances of that previous time, but what about reclaiming the feeling and the freedom 

it offered you. 

 

Come to your group ready to share what going through the exercise was like for you and what you 

learned. 

 

 

Option B: 

De-Clutter Your Decision Life! 

 
Simplicity is not just about materialism. For many, the most oppressive clutter is not the stuff packed into our 

physical space but the millions of decisions we have to make each day. Psychologists have even given this 

struggle a name: “Decision Fatigue”: 
 

http://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/21/magazine/do-you-suffer-from-decision-fatigue.html 
http://www.businessinsider.com/decision-fatigue-and-productive-mornings-2015-4 

 
They see willpower functioning like a muscle that can get quickly exhausted. Too many decisions, they show, 

quickly weaken our ability to think clearly, and even be kind. Spending too much will power on the 

inconsequential stuff ends up damaging our ability to address the important decisions of our lives.  For this 

reason, many people - including President Obama and Mark Zuckerberg - are now simplifying their “decision 

life” by routinizing basic daily activities, for instance wearing the same outfits or eating the same breakfast or 

lunch: 
 

http://www.businessinsider.com/barack-obama-mark-zuckerberg-wear-the-same-outfit-2015-4 
http://www.becomingminimalist.com/wear-one/ 

 
So if it is good enough for President Obama, why not you?  Your Assignment: Simply pick a daily routine 

and take the decision out of it. For one week at least, wear the same basic outfit or part of the same outfit, eat 

http://www.nytimes.com/2011/08/21/magazine/do-you-suffer-from-decision-fatigue.html
http://www.businessinsider.com/decision-fatigue-and-productive-mornings-2015-4
http://www.businessinsider.com/barack-obama-mark-zuckerberg-wear-the-same-outfit-2015-4
http://www.becomingminimalist.com/wear-one/


the same breakfast or pack the same lunch.  You get the drift. Find some way of your own to de-clutter your 

decision life! 
  

Option C: 

Room for What’s Inside You 

  

This exercise is inspired by a quote: 

 

I think you should learn, of course, and some days you must learn a great deal. But you should 

also have days when you allow what is already in you to swell up inside of you until it touches 

everything. And you can feel it inside you. If you never take time out to let that happen, then you 

just accumulate facts, and they begin to rattle around inside of you. You can make noise with 

them, but never really feel anything with them. — Elaine Konigsburg 

 

This quote reminds us that simplicity is not just about pruning the world outside of us, but also about 

making space for the world inside us. The real tragedy of busy lives is often not about being overwhelmed 

by outside voices, but being cut off from our inner voice. Simplicity in this sense is less about clearing 

away the trivial and more about making room for the divine to speak. 

 

So here’s your assignment: Make time to listen.  It is as simple as that. As Konigsburg puts it, “allow 

what is already in you to swell up.” There are a myriad of ways to make space: meditation, walking in the 

woods, turning off the radio on your way to work. The goal is to have the experience of simplifying your 

schedule and your listening enough to fit the experience that Konigsburg describes in her quote.  Come to 

your group ready to explain how you pulled that off, and what you heard.  

 

 

Option D: 

Before I Die…. 
 

For some this may be too trite. For others it may be too tender and close. But the exercise of reflecting on 

what you want to do before your die or what you might do if you had only one to two years to live is a 

core spiritual practice for all religious traditions. It is the ultimate simplifying and clarify exercise. In fact, 

recently, it has caught the imagination of people from around the world in the form of giant chalkboards 

where people are invited to complete the sentence, “Before I die I want to…”   

 

http://beforeidie.cc/site/blog/category/walls/ 

http://beforeidie.cc/site/about/ 

https://www.ted.com/talks/candy_chang_before_i_die_i_want_to?language=en 

 

You do not need a giant chalkboard installation to achieve the same clarifying experience. Your 

Assignment: Complete the sentence for yourself.  Spend time thinking about it.  Talk with friends. 

Make it the core question of your meditative practice for the month. The challenge will be to pick just one 

thing. The gift will come if you actually commit to doing it and living out the sentence sooner than later! 

 

  

http://beforeidie.cc/site/blog/category/walls/
http://beforeidie.cc/site/about/
https://www.ted.com/talks/candy_chang_before_i_die_i_want_to?language=en


 


