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Praise for The Owner’s Manual to Life





“Michael Zajaczkowski’s The Owner’s Manual to Life is a warm, profound, and delightful read. With wit and wisdom, it more than fills the gaps in our education, offering invaluable guidance for those seeking to live their best life.”


—Julie Matheson, MA, RScP, author of Lotus Flower Living: A Journaling Practice for Deep Discovery and Lasting Peace—Untangle Your Mind and Heart Once and for All


“Simple and clear, heartfelt and incisive, The Owner’s Manual to Life, is the guidebook we all should have read when we were growing up. Michael Zajaczkowski has pulled together some of the best thoughts around navigating the complexities of life. Read it through once and then read it daily.”


—Jerry Colonna, author of Reboot: Leadership and the Art of Growing Up and Reunion: Leadership and the Longing to Belong


“In The Owner’s Manual to Life, Michael Zajaczkowski has compiled 100 of the most important life lessons, and in his unique way makes them accessible and exciting for everyone. This book will truly make you worry less and enjoy life more!”


—Brian Tracy, author/speaker/consultant


“I’ve been a mega-fan of Michael Z’s for years now, and his latest manuscript does not disappoint. A delicious blend of insightful, practical, and most of all, gentle suggestions for handling life more gracefully. This meaningful book will leave a lasting impact, and I suspect you’ll return to it again and again for its wisdom, compassion, and for its useful lessons. I highly recommend you keep it close for regular doses of inspiration.”


—Katherine Woodward Thomas, New York Times bestselling author of Calling in “The One:” 7 Weeks to Attract the Love of Your Life


“Michael Z’s message is rooted in gratitude and curiosity, reminding us that practicing deep acceptance takes attention, reflection, and resilience. He invites readers to reflect through the gracious and tender lens of understanding within their own experience.”


—Sharon Salzberg, author of Lovingkindness and Real Life


“Imagine sitting across from your favorite teacher and asking for their advice on how to live your best life. Their answers—as shared through Michael Zajaczkowski’s stories, lessons, and insights—are in this humorous, delightful, and inspiring collection of essays. The Owner’s Manual to Life is about to become your most dog-eared guidebook.”


—Kathleen Guthrie Woods, creator of 52Nudges and author of The Mother of All Dilemmas
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To my darling wife, Qi.


I am a better man, in every way, because of you.
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Introduction




We either make ourselves miserable, or we make ourselves strong. The amount of work is the same.


—Carlos Castaneda





Have you ever noticed how some people handle life more gracefully than others? How they seem to be more easygoing, are quick to smile and laugh, and how they’re able to worry less and enjoy life more? Whenever the inevitable problem or situation comes up in their lives, they become more composed; they take their time and think about their options, talk to others who have had similar problems, and, when they’re ready, they try the first solution. If that doesn’t work, they have a backup plan or two in place, and they calmly go about trying another until it works. It’s as if they intuitively know how to handle things, as if they had a chip installed that came with an encyclopedia of all possible scenarios, along with various answers and solutions, and they seem to possess the patience and presence of mind to try them. They also seem to know how to appreciate the things around them more. They appear more centered; they smile often and don’t take things too seriously. If we used a word to describe them, we’d say they were happy and that they knew peace and contentment. It’s as though they were given an owner’s manual to life a long time ago, and they studied it carefully.


And have you ever noticed other people who treat life’s problems as if they were one emergency after another? Instead of coping mechanisms and problem-solving skills, these people default to states of worry or fearing the worst or self-defeating self-talk like “Why me?” or “Why does something always have to go wrong?” It’s as if a lifetime of experiencing problems has conditioned them to imagine that a black cloud follows them, and them only, and that any chance at peace or contentment is slim, if possible at all. Moreover, rather than learning from the last problem or situation, each time a new one comes up, as they always do, it starts a familiar cascade of negative thinking that doesn’t encourage solution finding and robs them of the calm they need to maintain the right perspective and find some peace and even humor as they move through their daily life. It’s as if they missed that day in school when the teacher handed out the instruction manual to life and with that, they missed the strategies they needed to live life with more peace, joy, and contentment.


In reality, many of us fall somewhere between the two extremes above, though if we admit it, we probably spend more time in the second group than we’d like. The good news is that since we have all experienced those times when we did learn and leverage some experience from the past, when we did solve a problem without letting it drive us crazy, it means that we do have the capacity for better problem-solving, and perhaps all we need is a bit more instruction and some examples that can help us. And that’s where this guide comes in handy.


The Owner’s Manual to Life is the missing manual many of us haven’t had access to before. It’s the book of problem-solving that those with the most grace and patience use regularly and have memorized to help them through the occasional storm that blows by, or for the seemingly constant minor annoyances and problems we all face. Inside, you’ll find one hundred tips, strategies, and proven ways of responding to life that will instantly give you the toolkit you’ll need to both adjust your perspective and handle problems and situations the way you’ve always wanted to. Once you learn these solutions and begin trying them in your life, what you’ll find is that you’ll no longer dread problems or be thrown out of whack emotionally; rather, you’ll accept them for what they are: simply a natural part of living. Moreover, you’ll see them for what they can be: opportunities to learn and grow and become wiser. And the wiser you are, the more you’ll be able to relax and let go of things that might be making you unhappy. In addition, The Owner’s Manual to Life is also filled with tips to help you truly enjoy life more, to remind you to stop and smell the roses, and to take in the immense beauty and joy that we tend to overlook or take for granted.


Writing this book has been a transformative experience for me. While I’ve been using these techniques for years, by collecting them all in one place and revisiting their usefulness in my life and in the lives of others, I’ve rediscovered their worth and the wisdom they hold. Midway through the writing of this book, I began observing my tendencies when out in public, and it’s taught me, once again, to be more patient and much kinder toward others and to be grateful for what I have.


I was at a matinee movie the other day with my wife, for example, and there was an older couple at the concession stand in front of us. They were in their eighties, and the husband, who was using a walker, ordered and moved at a glacial pace. We had arrived late, and my first impulse was to try to hurry them along, or at the very least cast an impatient stare their way. But I remembered the quote I had just written that day, “Be kind, everyone you meet is fighting a great battle,” the one about practicing patience and understanding. In that moment, I was able to rein in my hurried tendency and instead shift my attention to having empathy for what others are going through. As I did, I observed what a tremendous struggle it was for them to just order a popcorn, soda, and nachos and how difficult it was for them to carry these into the movie theater (he was experienced with this as he set them all on the seat of his walker and slowly steered them into the theater).


By just taking a couple of deep breaths, I slowed down and got to a place of gratitude for my own life. I looked at my naturally patient wife, and she smiled up at me, and in that moment, I shifted my attention, and a new appreciation washed over me. Here I was, in the middle of a Tuesday afternoon, at a movie with my wife, a true luxury in itself. And, of course, we had plenty of time to catch the final trailer and start enjoying our popcorn and sodas. I thought about that brief experience, and I realized that, yet again, the wisdom in these simple strategies is always available to me, and they will always make my life better when I remember to use them.


This is what I hope you receive from this book: new tools and tips to live your life with less stress, and instead, to live it more gracefully, more mindfully, with an increased awareness of and appreciation for the joy that is available to you whenever you slow down to see it. I also hope the wisdom in this book inspires you to do more than just read it; I hope it encourages you to interact with it, to dog-ear your favorite passages or highlight quotes in the table of contents so you can return to them again and again. I resisted the urge to categorize the material because I wanted the book to be new and fresh each time you open it. That way, a forgotten passage might speak to you and offer you the tip or strategy just when you need it most.


Life truly is rich and full of wondrous presents, and, as one of the sayings reminds us, it’s up to us to untie the ribbons of these gifts each day. Having this owner’s manual with you as you go through life’s journey will help smooth out the bumps in the road you encounter, and, hopefully, the peaks and valleys you may experience now will soon become gentle rolling hills instead.










1 Is that a bad thing?



When things don’t go our way, or when something happens that we consider to be a bad thing, we can sometimes become annoyed or upset. Once time has passed and we have the benefit of perspective, however, we often find out later that it wasn’t such a bad thing after all.


Once, while working as a consultant out of my home office, the Internet went out right in the middle of a huge project. I thought it was the end of the world rather than just an annoyance, and I worried and stressed myself silly, spent hours finding a new router, and then waited impatiently for an IT guy to install it. When all was said and done, however, I found something I hadn’t expected: I now had much better Internet coverage throughout my entire house!


Later that night, my wife and I processed this experience, and we realized that what at first seemed to be a disaster turned out to be a blessing in disguise. My wife looked at me and said, “Maybe having the Internet go out wasn’t such a bad thing after all.” From that experience, we came up with a saying we now use whenever something unexpected, or what we used to consider bad, comes up. We simply look at the situation and ask ourselves, “Is that a bad thing?”


Meeting so-called problems or situations with this new awareness and attitude will transform your life. Now, when something breaks, goes out, or doesn’t go the way we planned (and it could be a small thing like the faucet leaking or a bigger thing like a vacation being canceled), we instantly ask, “Is that a bad thing?” Then we shift our attention and begin looking for the ways the situation can be improved, or search for new opportunities that might be even better for us. When we do, we often find better upgrades for what we had, or newer, improved ways of doing what we had planned.


After doing this now for years, we’ve discovered that just because something doesn’t go the way we thought it should, it doesn’t mean that it didn’t go the best way it could. Everyone has experiences like this, and I’m sure you can think back to earlier disappointments that, in the end, turned out to be a good thing as well. By adopting this new attitude, you will discover a much better way of dealing with the inevitable changes life presents you with. By developing the habit of asking, “Is that a bad thing?” you’ll be able to see past the obstacles that used to frustrate you and make you unhappy. Plus, you’ll now be on the lookout for better ways to improve your life—and your life experience.










2 Stop comparing and judging; start identifying and connecting.



Let’s face it, people are different. They’ll do things you won’t agree with, hold certain beliefs that will be the complete opposite to what you believe, and they’ll act in ways that, at times, might seem deliberately hurtful, disrespectful, or just plain nuts. People are people, which means they have limitations, and sometimes we all scratch our heads over their decisions, actions, or attitudes. By the way, this includes your family members, your kids, spouse, and even yourself on occasion.


Whenever I’m faced with a difficult person, or when someone is acting in a way I don’t approve of, I always remember the Native American proverb that says, “Never judge another man until you’ve walked a mile in his moccasins.” What this reminds me of is that I have no idea of the challenges this person has had to deal with in their life. I have no idea of their upbringing, or the prejudice they may have been taught or experienced as a child. I know nothing of their education—or lack of education—nor of the life pressures they may be under. Who knows, given what they’ve had to overcome, I could be much worse if I were dealt the same circumstances. They may be doing remarkably well, all things considered.


Once I think about these things, really take them in, and weigh them against what I don’t know about someone, I begin to move past my own judgment. And this allows me to start identifying. It doesn’t take much self-searching to realize there have been times when I’ve acted in a similar way to what I may be objecting to right now. Certainly, if I don’t agree with a person’s opinion, that means I feel just as strongly about an opposite point of view, and to that person, I may be considered just as wrong as I think they are. Same thing with actions I may find rude or insensitive. For example, whenever I see someone throw a cigarette out of a car window, my first reaction is to judge, “Oh, how disrespectful that is!” Then I remind myself that when I was smoking many years ago, I undoubtedly did the same thing and never gave it a second thought.


Once I start looking for ways to identify with someone, or make an attempt to understand the circumstances that shaped them, I begin looking for the similarities between us. We all have a need for security and health, and we all carry love in our hearts for our families and look after them the best we know how. Most people pursue a spiritual or religious path and have the same questions I do about our purpose and the meaning of life. As I look for what’s the same in others, it makes it easier to get to know them, to engage with them, and to even learn from them. This willingness to identify is the beginning of true compassion.


As I get to the place of acceptance of another person, state, or even country, I begin searching for the connection between us, and I see the truth in our common experience: while we may all wear different moccasins, we’re all walking a similar path called life. And in this life, the journey is much easier for us all if we strive to identify and concentrate on how we’re the same rather than how we’re different.










3 “You grow up the day you have your first real laugh at yourself.” —Ethel Barrymore



Many of us take life very seriously. We’re constantly on guard to present our best selves to people, and we’re deathly afraid of looking bad or not having the right answers. As children, our parents teach us to dress and act right and to have proper manners. As we become teenagers, the need to be cool and part of the in-crowd is painfully important to us. It doesn’t get easier in college, either. Suddenly, the competition for attention, for grades, and for looking better than everyone else increases. After graduation, when we enter the job market, and as we begin seriously dating and trying to find the right spouse, we continue to compare and compete. There is tremendous pressure on us to grow up and become adults, and it can take a long time to learn how to be comfortable just being ourselves.


I remember the first time I had a good laugh at myself. While eating out with a group of people, I struggled to open a ketchup bottle, and someone close to me pointed out that I had made a mess of my shirt and hadn’t noticed. As the group began giggling at me, I felt my cheeks flush with embarrassment. As I glanced down at the sauce splattered on my white shirt, it suddenly occurred to me that it was pretty funny. Hilarious, even. When I looked back up at the group of people trying to contain their amusement and cover their smiles, I instantly felt the urge to laugh along with them, so I did. Once they saw I wasn’t taking offense at them enjoying the scene I’d made, they laughed even more, and soon, tears were running down my cheeks—that’s how hard I was laughing! I’m smiling even now as I remember this. In that moment, I had the first real laugh at myself, and I felt the relief of years of trying to look good melt away. I felt a freedom I hadn’t experienced before; I guess that is what growing up feels like!


What it comes down to is not taking yourself too seriously. Once you have that first good laugh at yourself, and then many more later, you realize that life is best worn as a loose garment. Things really aren’t as serious as we think they are, and everyone makes mistakes—more than we’d like to admit. No one is perfect, and one of my favorite expressions is “Even monkeys fall out of trees.” Once you release yourself from trying to look perfect all the time, you give yourself more room to experiment, more permission to try new things, and the freedom to just be you. When you learn to laugh at yourself and take things less seriously, other people become more attracted to you as well. They, too, will feel comfortable being themselves around you, and they’ll be able to relate to you more. Remember: we’re all in this together, just doing the best we can. Sometimes, that’s pretty funny to watch.










4 Trying to meditate is the same thing as meditating.



Meditation is an invaluable tool to deepen our spiritual practices, as well as reduce stress and become more centered, and as a way of developing mindfulness and living more in the present. Those who have developed a regular practice often say that meditation is as important in their daily lives as eating or sleeping. If you have tried meditating, then you may have glimpsed the peaceful feelings you get as the world slows down and you learn to let go. Yet again, you may also have experienced how difficult it is to get your mind to stay in one place for even a few seconds.


Ping! Another text has arrived. As you grab your phone to see who it is, you notice you also have three new emails. As you swipe to see who they’re from, you see alerts of new posts on your social media feeds or updates on breaking news stories. This is just the activity on your phone! Our minds have been conditioned to multitask, to always be on the go, so retraining them to be still, focused, quiet—even for a few minutes—seems like an impossible task. Thankfully, just attempting to slow down and meditate, regardless of whether you think you’re successful at it, is the same as actually doing it, and it will give you the same benefits.


A spiritual teacher I worked with years ago explained it to me this way: he asked if I decided to take up tennis, invested in a racket, learned the rules, and then played regularly, would I consider myself a tennis player? I suppose, I said, but not a very good one. But, he said, you’re still playing tennis, right? I admitted I was. He told me it’s the same with meditating. If I developed a regular time to get quiet, showed up each day, set my timer, and started counting my breaths and watching my thoughts glide by, then I’d be meditating. Like playing tennis, some days I’d do better than others, yet overall, I’d still benefit from doing it regularly.


Explained in this way, I was able to let go of my expectations and judgments about how I was doing it, and I just started doing it. Each morning, I’d show up and sit as still as I could and begin counting my breaths. If I lost count, I’d simply go back to one and start over. Some days, ten minutes would fly by, while other days, two minutes seemed like twenty, and it was difficult to keep my mind from jumping all over the place. Even though I wasn’t doing it perfectly, I realized that I was indeed meditating. I found that each quiet period I spent trying to meditate changed me for the better. Life seemed less urgent; I became more present and was even able to appreciate some of the small moments of magic that are in each day.


If you’ve wondered about meditating, or even tried it a few times and failed at it, I urge you to try again. Just the act of sitting down and attempting to watch your thoughts enter and leave your head, while you count your breaths and slow down, will help you develop some space, and a sense of peace will enter your life. Just remember: the moment you try to do something, you’re doing it. If you keep at it, the benefits will always follow.










5 “Happiness is pretty simple—someone to love, something to do, something to look forward to.” —Rita Mae Brown



This is one of my favorite quotes because of its simplicity and the depth of its wisdom. Someone to love reminds me that I am happiest when I have someone else to think about and to care for. In addition to the powerful gift love gives us both, the reason this allows me to feel happiness is that when I’m focused on others, I’m not thinking about myself. And the less I’m thinking about myself—my problems, or the things I don’t have or won’t get, etc., the more peace and contentment I have.


The second part—something to do—reminds me of a quote by Mark Twain: “To be busy is man’s only happiness.” I don’t know about you, but if I wake up on a Saturday with a list of activities or a plan for the day, I wake up energized with a purpose. On the other hand, if I have nothing to do, I tend to be lethargic, unfocused, and my mind tends to find things to worry about. It’s like what works with kids: structure always provides security and comfort. Every day, I make sure I have a plan—or at least options—even if that plan is to read and nap on the couch in the afternoon.


This leads to the third part—something to look forward to. Whether it’s the weekend, your next vacation, or your kid’s school play, having something to look forward to helps give meaning and payoff to the work and responsibilities we all have. This is why I always have a trip (even if it’s just a three-day weekend) planned and placed in the calendar. I think about it and look forward to the break. My wife and I talk about and enjoy planning it weeks in advance. Something to look forward to breaks up the monotony our daily grind can become and makes life enjoyable and worthwhile.


So, if you’re not feeling happy or motivated these days, just review this simple recipe for happiness. Consider what you can add or change in your life. Any of these three ingredients will make an immediate impact on your level of happiness and contentment.










6 Remember: success is a journey, not a destination.



It is a common experience to look back fondly to our college days. The comradery, the student lounges, the quads, the football games in the fall, and so much more. We also remember how we couldn’t wait for finals to be over, to graduate and finally begin real life, to get our first job and start climbing the ladder of success. Success that was once defined by getting that college diploma, however, was quickly replaced with getting that promotion or that new home or marrying him or her and having kids, and so on. Now that some of us are much further down the road of life, we look back wistfully to those innocent years in college, those carefree days (or so they seem now), and wish we could wander down to the student center one more time and order a latte and then curl up with the classic book assigned in our English lit class. Oh, the good old days…


I could paint the same scenario about my professional career: entering as an intern, going independent and establishing my own business, longing, struggling, wishing to be successful already. We can apply this “wanting to reach our destination” to many other situations in our lives, big and small: having kids, waiting for them to grow up or grow out of “that phase,” move out, establish their own path, get married, and so on. On a smaller scale, we can’t wait for that upcoming vacation, then to the next country or hotel, then home and onto planning the next one. But in our drive to reach the various destinations in life, sure that once we finally achieve this or that we’ll be happy or acknowledged or free, we often find the next destination tempting us, promising us that this will be the one to complete us. Accomplish this, it seems to say, and you will have finally arrived. Though we all know the truth, don’t we?


The hardest thing, it seems, is to learn to enjoy the journey. As the train of life barrels down the tracks, too few of us remember to look out and enjoy the passing scenery. We fail to look around the carriage and visit with our fellow passengers; we neglect the precious moments we spend in the car, fail to feel the binding of the books in our laps. These little things, however, are what make up the journey of life, the journey toward the success that we mistake as the destination. True success is learning to get present and appreciate the moments, the interactions, the small joys that make up the fabric of our lives. Rather than keeping our eyes on the end of the journey, it’s by enjoying where our feet are right now that gives everything we’re going through meaning and purpose.


As you read this quote today, take a moment to think about where you are in your own journey through life. How old are you? What part of this amazing world do you live in? What season is it? What are you eating or drinking right now? Who do you love, and who loves you? You see, regardless of the various destinations you’re trying to get to, nothing is as precious as the time you’re spending right now, and all the joy, peace, sense of accomplishment you seek, you already have access to right now; you simply need to stop and recognize it. When you do, you’ll understand that success truly does lie in the journey, the wonderful journey of life, and the journey you’re on right now, right here. By learning to enjoy this very moment, you’ll have arrived at your destination.










7 “Life is half delicious yogurt, half crap, and your job is to keep the plastic spoon in the yogurt.” —Scott Adams



This saying reminds me of an important truth, and one I tend to forget: where I place my attention determines my mood, influences my attitudes, and affects my relationships with other people. It also reminds me that in life, there are both wondrous and beautiful things, like stunning sunsets, the light in a child’s eye, the touch from a loved one, as well as darker things like cruelty, bigotry, and suffering. Most of all, it reminds me that I have a choice as to where I keep my plastic spoon.


The way to stay focused on the delicious yogurt is to maintain an attitude of gratitude. You can do this by either mentally counting all the things you’re grateful for or by making a written list of the things you have and enjoy in your life. It’s best to start with the things most of us have that we take for granted yet are truly miraculous: the ability to see and hear and appreciate those beautiful sunsets, for example. Next, most of us have loving families and friends who add so much meaning to our lives. To feel heard and understood and loved for who you are is a precious gift indeed. When you consider the quality of life you can access in the twenty-first century, including advanced medical care, abundant material items including cars, tech devices, the Internet (an endless list, really), you realize that you have it better than generations of people who came before you. We are truly blessed.


On the other hand, life can seem pretty crappy, too. Just because we have access to so much, it’s also easy to think of all the things we don’t have. If we don’t have a car, we want one, or a better one, or a better house, a better spouse, etc. Watch the news: there is abundant evidence of injustice, suffering, and bad people doing evil things and getting away with it. We are bombarded by all the crap in the world, and it’s far too easy to go negative by moving our spoon into it, and as soon as we do, we become cranky, irritable, and even depressed. This quote teaches us to remember that we have a job to do: to keep our spoon in the delicious yogurt. When we remember we have this choice—and we exercise it—then we’re able to appreciate the deliciousness of our lives and give gratitude for all the wonderful things in it.










8 Focus on the twenty-four hours ahead of you.



Have you ever had one of those mornings where you’ve woken up tired from all the things you were thinking about the night before? Then, as you lie there in bed, you begin adding to that list all the things you’ve got to do that day, and tomorrow, and all the things that have to go right that week and month, and then you find yourself six months down the line, worrying and plotting and trying to anticipate outcomes and planning reactions and on and on? When that happens, we exhaust ourselves before we’ve even brushed our teeth. And that’s just the first fifteen minutes of the day!


It’s easy to get overwhelmed when we try to tackle too much at once, and it rarely helps because things are constantly changing, and variables we can’t control, let alone anticipate, always pop up—for good and for bad. Rather than waste precious energy and imagination on a future you can’t predict, a better strategy is to focus on the more immediate present, breaking it down to just the next twenty-four hours at a time.


The moment I bring myself back to today, I find that my life instantly becomes manageable again. As soon as I shed the future, I easily identify the actions (and thoughts) I can take today that will allow me to feel in control again—thus relieving me of much anxiety and fear—and that helps to restore a sense of calm. It is from a calm place that I inevitably make better decisions, and I also choose steps that will move me closer to the future I want.
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