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INTRODUCTION


[image: image] In a few weeks, I’ll celebrate forty years of being a man. Well, actually, a good number of those years I was a boy, but you know what I mean.


For as long as I can remember, I’ve been interested in what makes people tick and what makes them fall apart (or stress out, as it’s often called). I’ve always been curious as to the reasons why some people are happy, while others seem so troubled; why some people respond to life, taking the minor hassles in stride, while others react so strongly and adversely to the same types of irritations. I’ve long asked the question, Why are some people grateful for the gift of life, while others seem to take it so much for granted? Over the years, I’ve developed a few ideas that might explain, to some degree, the answers to these questions.


You might be familiar with some of the Don’t Sweat the Small Stuff books that I have written. In each book, my goal has been to share simple, commonsense strategies geared toward a particular type of reader. This one was written and tailored just for you—men. Needless to say, we’re quite different from our female counterparts!


Those familiar with the so-called “self-help” category are aware that, usually, it’s women, not men, who buy and enjoy the majority of the books. However, over the years, I’ve been amazed by the thousands of men who have written to me to share a story or just to say thanks. The letters, phone calls, e-mails, and personal conversations I’ve had have taught me a great deal about men: where we are coming from, what we want, what bothers and frustrates us, and perhaps most importantly, which types of suggestions seem to help the most. Although the stories I’ve received have been very different, one thing has become abundantly clear. Given the opportunity, most men jump at the chance to become less stressed and more happy. I’ve found that we are more willing to look at life in new ways than we are often given credit for.


While we are obviously all very different from one another, we nevertheless have a great deal in common. When you get to know men you discover that, beneath the surface, we share many of the same fears, worries, and frustrations—but also many of the same joys, hopes, and dreams.


As you well know, being a man isn’t always easy. There are all sorts of expectations imposed upon us—some realistic, others not so realistic. I want you to know, up front, that I share many of the same struggles that you do. I approach my personal life, not as an expert, but as a fellow student. While I do pretty well most of the time, there are times when I, like you, stress out. I get angry, frustrated, and worried. What I have learned, however, is to minimize the times that this happens. But when it does happen, I’ve discovered some pretty effective tricks to get me back on track relatively quickly. I don’t for a minute think it’s possible to have a perfect life, but I do believe that most of us have the capacity to create more joy and inner peace in our lives.


Men have a number of built-in strengths. Unfortunately, along with those strengths, come a few built-in problem areas. For example, as a rule, we’re highly competitive and driven to succeed. Our competitive natures, while helpful in certain areas, can also lead to a degree of stress and burnout.


Men can be pretty stubborn, as well. And while there are certain advantages to being stubborn in terms of achieving a desired result, stubbornness can interfere with nourishing relationships. It can also, without our even knowing it, prevent us from being quick learners and good listeners (the latter being one of the things that drives women nuts about us!). Being stubborn can also encourage us to be a bit defensive and can keep us from seeing the contributions we make to our own problems—a major ingredient in personal growth.


Another thing about us men is that most of us seem to be in a constant hurry. We are often running just a little late, scrambling to our next appointment—personal or professional. And while there is some validity to the “efficiency argument,” we can, at times, get going so fast and furious that we miss what’s right in front of us. We become so preoccupied with what’s next, that we forget to enjoy and experience what’s now. By learning to become a bit more present and slightly less rushed, we can bring a great deal more peace and joy to our daily lives and to our relationships.


Obviously, there are other aspects of being a man that have the potential to cause us at least some degree of frustration. The good news is that, when you have an open mind and you’re willing to practice a bit, you can improve these difficult areas.


I was asked in front of an audience whether I felt that stress was a motivator. The man asking the question, seemingly stressed himself, was concerned about what might happen to a man’s motivation, his “edge” and chances of success, if he were to become “too relaxed.” I wouldn’t worry too much about that! In other words, while anything is possible, I don’t think it’s very likely that most of us have to be concerned about becoming too relaxed. Most of us are pretty stressed, with plenty of tension to spare.


My goal is a bit more realistic. I’m going to share with you ways to become slightly more relaxed, ways to take the edge off and to move in the general direction of happier, more peaceful living.


Incidentally, without the ongoing distraction of mental stress and irritation, it’s easier to live a more effective and successful life. It’s my feeling that small, incremental movements toward less stressed living can make a world of difference in the quality of your life. By becoming a little less reactive, we are able to take more things in stride. By becoming a bit less irritable, we are able to maintain a healthy sense of humor. By heightening our perspective, even a little bit, we are able to keep our priorities straight and see the bigger picture. By embracing kindness and compassion, we are able to enhance our relationships and our connection to the world at large. And by being slightly less stressed and frazzled, we can learn to stop sweating the small stuff.


I hope you have as much fun reading this book as I did writing it. It’s not brain surgery, but I honestly feel it can be enormously helpful if you give it a chance. There are a number of advantages to becoming happier and less stressed. I hope you’ll give these strategies a fair shot at making your life even better than it already is. Good luck!
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HAVE AN AFFAIR


[image: image] I thought the title of this strategy would grab your attention and would be a great place to begin this book.


Okay, not that kind of affair!


The kind of affair I’m talking about is a love affair with life. If there’s one thing I’ve noticed that seems to be lacking in many men, it’s a passion for life. It seems that many of us have lost that sense of wonder and awe for the incredible gift of life itself. We’ve become lost in the multitude of responsibilities, ambitions, drive, and commitments. We’ve become very serious and heavyhearted. Many of us have lost our sense of humor and our perspective. We’ve lost our compassion, as well. Instead of marveling at it all, we take life for granted. We become stuck in the mundane and succumb to boredom. It’s as if we’re doing nothing more than putting in time and going through the motions.


Life is slowly passing us by. Without a genuine sense of enthusiasm, a zest for life and a lighthearted spirit, we take our problems and obstacles too seriously. We become uptight and a drag to be around. More than anything else, we start sweating the small stuff. Life starts to bother us instead of amusing us. People are seen as burdens instead of as gifts. Challenges are dreaded instead of seen as opportunities.


The solution to all of this is to have an affair with life. The idea is to reignite your passion for living, and to see the extraordinary in the ordinary. Remind yourself how precious and how short this adventure really is. I read a great book called A Parenthesis in Eternity. What a great way to think about the duration of your life—as a blip on a passing screen. We’re here for a moment in time—and then we’re gone. Why waste one second on self-pity, frustration, irritation, and all the rest? Our lives are so much more important than that.


It’s shocking what happens to the quality of your life when you put it into this perspective. All of a sudden, the things that seemed so big seem small. And the things that seemed so small—and the things we postpone and take for granted—seem so big! We see that, for the most part, we usually prioritize in reverse order. But we can change all that in a moment. We can make a shift right now.


The things that we so often attach importance to are important, but it’s a question of degree. Success, perfection, achievement, money, recognition—you can have them all, but they’re not everything. In fact, without a passion and appreciation for life, they don’t amount to much.


I was talking to a group of men about this subject. A few days later, I received a call from one of them that sums up the essence of this strategy. He said that while we were talking, he had thought that my “intentions” were good, but that I didn’t really understand how serious and important his “role” was to everyone.


As fate would have it, while driving home that evening, his life changed in a single moment. He was nearly clipped by a huge truck on the freeway. He wasn’t hurt, but it was a very close call. The near miss brought forth the insight that he hadn’t spent virtually any time with any of his three children in several years, and that they were growing up very quickly. For the first time in years, tears came down his face as he realized that he was missing the point of life—as well as his chance to live it. When he arrived at home, he sat down with his family and told them that he was going to be making some changes in his life, beginning with appreciating his family. He had had a major change of heart.


Although this type of realization often has to do with family, it’s not just about family. It’s even larger than that. Recognizing the miracle of life—and having an affair with it—means that you begin to attach great value to the moments of everyday life. The people you live and work with—and, for that matter, go grocery shopping with—all take on far more importance. Nature appears more beautiful, life is more precious, conveniences are more appreciated. You become, not less effective, but less demanding on others and on yourself, because you better understand the relative importance and significance of the events around you. Things won’t get to you so much, and you won’t be sweating the small stuff—at least, not as often!


An affair with life is real, and it can happen to anyone at any time. All it takes is the commitment to reflect upon the miracle of life itself and to remember, each day, how lucky we are to be alive. Think about what it means to wake up in the morning and have another day to live. Someday, that won’t be the case. In the meantime, live each day like it really matters—because it does.


One final note on this subject. Needless to say, an affair with life will never get you into any trouble with your wife or girlfriend. On the contrary, they will appreciate your change of heart as much as you do. So have fun.
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MAKE THE
“PEACEFUL ASSUMPTION”


[image: image] I’d like to share something with you that, many years ago, changed the way I looked at life. It opened many doors for me in terms of becoming a more peaceful, nonreactive, and effective person. I think you’ll see that it’s a starting point of sorts. In other words, once you make the peaceful assumption, everything else has a chance to fall into place.


The peaceful assumption says: If not for the fact that I was caught up in something or in a low mood, I’d be feeling peaceful right now. It’s a statement reminding yourself that you’re aware of the power of your own thoughts to take you away from a peaceful state of mind. The peaceful assumption means you acknowledge the fact that, when you’re not feeling peaceful or centered, you’re thinking in a way that is contributing to your lack of contentment. You’re either thinking negatively or you’re too caught up or your mind is filled with thoughts of fear, anger, regret, jealousy, whatever—and you’re taking those thoughts very seriously.


Please don’t go extreme on me. I’m not suggesting that you’re always going to be happy, nor that you should be. Nor am I suggesting that you’re going to feel at all peaceful when extremely bad or painful things happen to you. You’re not going to be happy if your wife or girlfriend leaves you or has an affair. You’re not going to be happy if something happens to your child, you lose your job, your house burns down, or your car is stolen! That’s not what the peaceful assumption is all about.


The peaceful assumption is about ordinary, day-to-day, moment-to-moment living. It’s like home base, or a starting point. It’s a place you live (or at least visit), then drift away from—and come back to.


Since I’ve made the peaceful assumption in my own life, a typical day will play itself out like this. I usually wake up peaceful (unless I’m in some sort of bad mood). I’ll begin my routine, chores, and the business of my day. I may have phone calls to make, a lecture to plan, writing to do, or some plans with the kids.


Invariably, at some point (usually earlier than I’d like), something happens—an unreturned phone call, some bad news, a hassle to take care of—and I start to drift away from my peaceful home base. My thoughts take over, and I start to feel annoyed, bothered, agitated, or stressed.


I become aware that I’m drifting away by the way I’m feeling. Because I’ve made the peaceful assumption, I know with absolute certainty that I’m contributing to my own feelings of distress. In other words, I know that I’d be feeling peaceful, if not for my own thinking. So now I’m at a fork in the road. I can either continue to think as I am, think harder or more forcefully, or try to analyze what’s going on. Or, I can recognize the role my thinking is playing in the way I’m now feeling, and choose to back off for a while. It’s totally within my control.


I’ve found that I’m always more equipped to deal with my life and any problems or hassles that come up when I can keep my bearings and remain calm. Backing off of my thinking allows me to do this. I can then deal more effectively with whatever situation presents itself.


I’d estimate that I come upon dozens of forks in the road virtually every day of my life: plenty of chances to decide whether I will continue on a particular train of thought that will lead me toward sweating the small stuff or, worse, starting to feel stressed and overwhelmed. Or I’ll recognize what’s happening and back off.


I know it sounds almost too simple, but it’s really not. In fact, if you think about it, it’s very logical. You have a starting point, you drift away, and then you can either drift back toward “home” or wander even further. Taking this strategy to heart allows for a great deal of personal growth. Making the peaceful assumption means taking absolute responsibility for your own happiness and peace of mind.
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SPEND MORE TIME WITH
YOUR KIDS


[image: image] There’s no question that more dads than ever before are very involved in their kids’ lives. And that’s terrific. It’s great for the kids, great for the family unit, great for society, and great for the dads. Everyone wins.


Many men, however, to a large degree are still missing out on one of the greatest joys that exists in the world—spending time with their kids, not out of a sense of responsibility or obligation, but purely by choice. In other words, we’re doing better, but we still have a long way to go.


Whether they are less than a month old or nineteen, kids have incredible gifts to offer us men. The qualities of children complement our own qualities. In other words, youth, playfulness, lightheartedness, curiosity, and intuition are just what the doctor ordered and usually just what we need.


Spending time with kids brings a sense of balance to our lives. It reminds us that the best things in life aren’t things. Instead, the magic of life is revealed by the interactions we have with others, particularly those we love. In my opinion, kids, more than anyone else, enable us to be touched by life. I have learned more about life from being a dad than from anything else.


Years ago someone sent me a cartoon strip that, to this day, is my personal favorite. I haven’t seen it in years, and can’t remember the cartoonist; however, the message will stick with me forever. The cartoon was a picture of two men entering a large room. A stuffy-looking, formal cocktail party was taking place. The men were all dressed in expensive-looking three-piece suits, and the women were smartly dressed, as well.


The two-word caption read, very simply, “Yipes, grown-ups!”


It hit me like a ton of bricks. It was at the same time both hilarious and meaningful.


Don’t get me wrong. There are times I really enjoy, as I’m sure many of you do, a formal get-together, and I have enormous respect for most “grown-ups.” However, you must agree that, at times, grown-ups are far too serious! We get caught up in the minutiae of life and focus on all the wrong things. We can be extremely superficial, especially in groups. We get so busy planning for life that we sometimes forget to live.


The more time you spend with kids, however, the less seriously you’ll take even the serious adults you spend time with. It seems that you become, to a certain degree, almost immune to any negative effect that might otherwise come your way.


Kids have a great way of telling it the way it is. A few weeks ago, I was, once again, working a bit too hard. My nine-year-old daughter asked me a straightforward question. She said, “Daddy, why don’t you just take a few days off?” Not very complicated, is it?


Shortly after our first child was born, I was talking to a man whose youngest son was heading off to college. He said something that others have since repeated. With tears streaming down his face, he said, “If I had to do it over again, my priorities would have been so much different.”


I’ve learned to think of my time with my kids as the gift that it is. I try as hard as I can to prioritize my time and involvement with them, ahead of virtually everything else. At times, it’s hard because, as you know, there is always something pressing that needs to be attended to. I’ve learned, however, that when I go to sleep at night, I never regret a single moment of the time I spend with my kids. I also know that when my kids are grown-ups—only a few more years from now—I’ll never regret the time that I spent with them, and I’m sure I’ll wish I’d had more.


I can’t encourage you enough to spend more time with your kids. And when you do, remind yourself of the gifts they bring to your life. I’ve never met a man who wasn’t happy to have made this decision. I hope you’ll make it too.
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TAKE YOUR WIFE’S ADVICE


[image: image] In a way, it’s ironic: The person who probably knows us as well as anyone in the world is, very often, the person we’re least likely to take advice from. That person, of course, is our wife.


There are all sorts of possible explanations. Perhaps we take our wives for granted; we don’t take them seriously enough; or we get too defensive. But the fact remains—she really does know us inside and out, including our quirks and weaknesses, and she probably sees at least some of the ways that we get in our own way. And because it’s much easier for others to see ways in which we might improve than it is to see those things in ourselves, it can pay enormous dividends if we can muster the humility to pay attention and listen.


A man once told me that he had been laid off, essentially, because he was in the habit of interrupting people; he was a very poor listener. He admitted that his wife had been talking to him about this tendency for years, but that he felt she was nagging him. After the fact, he realized that she had been right all along. Her nagging was simply her attempt to share with him something she was able to see, that he wasn’t.


Kris isn’t a big-time advice giver, but the advice she has given me has made an enormous difference in my life. Here are a few examples. She suggested that I speak more slowly in public, which I now do—and it has made me a more effective speaker. She suggested that I spend more time alone, which has made me a happier person and a far more reflective thinker. And recently, she suggested that I check with my doctor about a health-related issue. She had a hunch that something might be off. I did, and it turned out that I was in need of some medication. Luckily it wasn’t serious, but I’ve been feeling better ever since.


One day I was complimenting her on how right on she had been on certain things, when she gave me a return compliment. She reminded me that it’s always easier to give advice than it is to listen to it. That’s sort of the point to this strategy.


I’m not suggesting that our wives’ advice is always on target or appropriate, or that there aren’t times when they could improve upon their timing and/or delivery. However, it’s still the case that in many instances, they do give some great advice.


By listening carefully and taking our wives’ advice to heart, there are times that we can either reduce the stress we already have or avoid future stress that is likely to occur. Oh yeah, and one more thing. By taking her advice, you’re going to score big points and improve the state of your relationship.
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AVOID THE “S” WORD


[image: image] There are certain words—you know what they are—that are prohibited in schools and other places and are considered crude and obnoxious. On a lighter note, I’d like you to consider adding an additional “S” word to your avoidance list. I’m referring here to the word “serious.”


Many of us men have become so incredibly serious. We’re offended easily and become bothered, irritable, and uptight at the drop of a hat. We walk around with serious looks on our faces as we sweat practically everything. It seems like we’re at a point where we take everything too seriously—ourselves, other people, mistakes, plans, hassles, and life in general. We’re on edge, almost looking for things to complain about.


One way to combat this tendency is to make light of it. That’s why I refer to it as the “S” word. In our home, we remind each other in lighthearted ways when one of us has crossed the line into “serious” territory. One of my daughters, for example, will say, “Dad, you’ve got that serious look on your face again.” There’s a way in which keeping a sense of humor about our own seriousness lets us make allowances for the imperfections in life and see that people—all of us—are really characters doing the best we can, flaws and all.


Are there serious aspects to life? Of course there are. Is it appropriate and necessary to feel and act serious some of the time? Absolutely. But that’s altogether different from being serious a vast majority of the time. To be too serious, too often, is to miss out on a great deal of the joy of life. I often joke at the end of my talks that very few people on their deathbeds look back on their lives and wish they had been more uptight. To the contrary, you hear lots of touching stories of people looking back over the course of their lives and wondering what all the fuss was about. They realize that many of the things they were so upset and bothered by really weren’t such a big deal after all. And, just as importantly, that many of the things they took for granted were the things that really were important.


I don’t know about you, but I’m positive that I won’t ever be looking back and wishing I had been more uptight.


At some point, we learned to become really serious—so, I believe, we can relearn how to become less serious. Years ago, when I first realized that I was too serious, I wrote the letter “S” in capital letters on a flash card. For about a week, I carried the card around with me in my day planner. Every once in a while, I would glance at it and would be reminded of my goal to take things less seriously. I’d catch myself red-handed acting too uptight.


It actually became funny to me that I would see life as such serious business, but at the same time, I could see my own innocence in the process. Once I adopted a sense of humor about my own serious attitude, it became easier to let it go and take more things in stride. It also became easier to differentiate between small stuff and that which was more significant.


Today, if you were to ask one of my close friends, he or she would tell you that I still take certain things too seriously. But I believe most of them would report that I’ve made significant progress over the years.


If you can see the value in becoming a little less serious—for yourself and those around you—then you have it in you to do so. Instead of waiting until the end of your life to have a change of heart, make that effort now. You’ll be glad you did.
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DON’T KNOW THE ANSWER


[image: image] Sometimes I think the three words a man fears most are: I don’t know. For whatever reasons, we seem to find security in knowing, or at least thinking that we know, all the answers, possible outcomes, solutions, potential problems, and everything else.


Ironically, however, having to know the answer or always having to know what to do next is quite stressful. It puts constant pressure on us to be on guard; thinking, thinking, always thinking. It keeps us in our heads, encouraging us to imagine the worst. Even when we don’t know an answer or what to do next, we come up with something or make something up—so that we appear to know what’s going on or look like we’re on top of things or “in charge,” in order to convince ourselves of the same.


For example, we get ourselves into a mess in our professional lives. We may be overextended or have conflicting agendas. Rather than admit that we are confused, overwhelmed, and don’t know what to do, we scramble to come up with an answer, often compounding the very problem we need to solve.


It took me years to realize that, despite outer appearances to the contrary, there is often great peace to be found in not knowing the answer—in not knowing what to do next—and admitting it, to others or at least to oneself. The act of acknowledging that you don’t have an answer to a question or that you don’t have a solution—at least not yet—seems to clear your mind, release worry, and open the door for your wisdom to surface. The act of clearing your mind—instead of forcing an answer—allows you to see things slightly more clearly, from a fresh perspective. It allows answers to percolate and bubble within you.


I’m not unrealistic. I can easily see how someone—maybe even you—could say, “Yeah, that sounds fine and good, but maybe just a little unrealistic.” But step back and think about it for a moment. When you are presented with an issue or a problem, one of two things happens. You either know what to do—and/or what the optimal response is—or you don’t. If you do know, it’s usually pretty obvious, or it’s apparent that you can find out pretty quickly. But if you don’t know, what’s the point of pretending or forcing an answer?


Recently, I agreed to do something, but then later regretted it. For a while, I struggled. I thought and thought about what to do. My mind explored all the options, and I came up with a number of solutions—all of them bad. My mind was spinning, and I was feeling stressed and consumed.


I discussed the issue with a friend, who pointed out to me that I was trying too hard. It was clear to him that while I wanted to think that I knew what to do, the truth was, I didn’t have a clue.


The act of quieting down and letting go of my need to have an immediate answer paved the way for an appropriate solution to come to me. Rather than banging my head against a wall, mentally reviewing the same set of facts, what I really needed to do was to look at it differently. I needed a clear mind, uncontaminated by my existing thoughts on the subject.


The answer came to me the next morning shortly after waking up. In fact, it seemed pretty obvious what to do. I was a little surprised that I hadn’t thought of it earlier. The result was that I was able to modify my commitment in such a way that I could accommodate the people involved without feeling overwhelmed.


In retrospect, had I gone with my impulses and my need to know what to do immediately, without reflection, it’s clear that I would have ended up exhausted and probably disappointing others.


Being willing to not know involves some degree of faith. You have to be willing to trust that, even though you don’t have an immediate answer, you’ll be able to come up with an appropriate solution or answer that is ultimately better than any instant reaction.


You can rest assured that there’s usually no harm in admitting that you don’t know what to do. The fact of the matter is that, in many instances, not knowing may be the best form of knowing. Have faith in yourself. Ultimately, you will know what to do.
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