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Living is a thing you do now or never—which do you?


♦ PIET HEIN





ALL MY LIFE I’ve been something of an overachiever in the sense that there have always been many things in which I’ve had a great deal of interest. I’ve also chosen to participate in most of them. That much was apparent when I was just a toddler, and it’s formally documented as early as high school: at the back of our yearbook there is a listing of the activities each of the senior-class members participated in during their high school careers. My listing shows eighteen different activities—the most of anyone, and several of those represent two or even three years of participation. As I said, I’ve always been a very busy guy with immense interest in lots of things.


That didn’t change in college, in graduate school, during my first jobs, or any time since either. I’m still engaged in a myriad of activities, many of which require a significant amount of time, discipline, newly learned skills, and dedication. One of my friends introduces me as someone who is not merely multi-dimensional but over-dimensional!


It would be too easy to assume that the “jack of all trades, master of none” moniker could be applied to me, but my experiences and successes indicate that this would be inaccurate. Looking back, I think I have done well in so many different disciplines because I somehow inherently developed a way of focusing on one or two areas until there was some appropriate place to shift my attention or until circumstances forced me to break my concentration and move from one thing to another. In short, I have a natural inclination that leans me toward balance in my life rather than away from it. I can, as it’were, easily juggle many things at one time without having the juggling itself wear on me. It has only been in the last few decades that I have recognized this for the incredible gift that it is.


Indeed, it was only after I began managing other people about midway through my career in corporate America that I began to notice that others—particularly those I supervised, since my managerial style was to get close to them and the totality of their lives—were having trouble keeping their lives in balance.


At first, I simply could not understand this. Most of these people seemed to have far fewer things to do than I did and yet they also appeared to be having a much more difficult time than I was dealing with the demands being made on them. Many couldn’t cope at all, and I watched as their families and relationships or their health or their work productivity or any combination of things fell apart around them.


My friends, associates, co-workers, and employees seemed to be victimized by all the things in their lives that were frequently and insistently calling for their attention. In talking with them—actually, more often listening to them vent while they were in the middle of some stressful episode—I was left with the feeling that they had no control over what they did with their time and attention. The people, activities, and even the possessions they’d collected made demands on them, and they were powerless to do anything but react. Life for them became one reaction after another.


They seemed to have no sense of what their lives actually looked like; they could not get out of the details of the trees to see the totality of the forest. More importantly, they seemed to have no plan to move their lives to something that might be better for them and for those in their immediate circles—families, friends, and co-workers.


It occurred to me that I had access to a mind-set and some skills that could be useful to these people. Being involved in many things has required me to develop a disciplined methodology and a construct to hold all the various elements of my life.


I also realized that because I had so many activities in my life in which I had keen and genuine interest, it became nearly impossible for any one of them to push me out of balance. Oh, I might have felt overwhelmed by all there was to do at any given time, but even those occasional periods of overwhelm were somehow themselves balanced. It was never just one thing toward which my life was slipping like some unstoppable avalanche.


The need to keep track of and ensure that I completed each of the tasks for all of the aspects of my life activities ultimately developed into a discipline of sorts, and that discipline required me to make conscious and sometimes difficult choices. No matter how complicated the requirements or the mix became, I seemed able to handle it and rarely felt out of control.


And that’s what I brought to many of those conversations with others caught in the throes of imbalance—hope that things could get better for them coupled with specific tools and things to do that would actually effect the changes they could now allow themselves to envision.


What you have here in this book is a remarkable opportunity—perhaps even a “once in a lifetime” opportunity—to take control of your life and to balance it based on a vision that you believe will work for you. It is an opportunity for you to move yourself forward to a Life Balance equation that may be better for you and for everyone around you rather than simply continuing to make the best of what has been dealt to you. Most people don’t even know that this is an option. When you’ve completed this book, you will not only know that it is an option, but you will know exactly how to do it.


SOME THINGS TO CONSIDER



It is probable that this book actually is the set of directions you have been looking for that will allow you to design the life you want to live; indeed, it is intended to be that. It is also possible that this program may not be ideal for you, although I am a firm believer in kismet—if you have this book in your hands, it’s there for a reason.


But be forewarned: If you intend to get any value from this book, it is not to be taken lightly—nor is it for the fainthearted. What you do with this book and, hence, whether it helps you to change your life for the better or whether it does nothing at all is entirely up to you.


In any event, before you start on this journey, you need to know the following: To get any benefit from this book will require you to embrace and to commit and continuously recommit to exhibiting a combination of certain personal characteristics. These characteristics include attention, intention, intuition, creativity, articulation, action, discipline, integrity, and patience.


Attention, because if you have any hope of making changes to the way you are living your life—some people like to say “doing life”—then you will have to start taking a close look at what you are actually doing at the present time. This will require a new level of mindfulness about your thought processes, your choices and decisions, and your actions and activities. Frankly, maintaining that level of awareness can seem forced in the best of circumstances and is likely to make you uncomfortable at times.


Intention, because at every stage of this journey it will be necessary for you to be clear about the direction into which you want to move next. If you don’t know where you are going, how will you know when or if you have gotten there? Intention is like keeping your eye on the ball. It is also like a welcome fire in your soul that you can stoke from time to time to get you over the rough spots.


Intuition, because there will be times when things will look like they are moving in the right direction, but something inside you may be trying to tell you that something is off. You will need to learn to listen to those little messages—those suggestions, inklings, pictures, and nudges from your subconscious. Frequently, your subconscious mind knows more about what is going on in your “real” world than your conscious mind does. If you fail to heed your intuition, you will end up traveling down too many dark alleys and dead ends in your quest to make your life one of balance.


Creativity, because this journey will require you to look at your life in different ways and to come up with alternative solutions to the issues and problems you have been attempting to solve by making the same choices over and over and expecting different results. Those choices haven’t worked to give you what you truly want in the past, and they will not work to provide you with your heart’s desire for the future. The path to your balanced future begins with you reaching deep into your creative self for new approaches and ways of being that will surprise you in terms of their depth, their appropriateness, and the results that they bring.


Articulation, because as you begin to change the world around you beginning with your views of your self, your life activities, and your responsibilities, it will become necessary for you to explain to those who are in your circle of family, friends, and business associates—and most of all those who rely on you—that you are undertaking to change the way you are living your life. You need to do this for two reasons; First, because it is unfair to surprise people with unexpected behaviors. If you have been living life a particular way and then suddenly change your behavior without giving notice of your intentions to the people in your life, they may respond badly. Second, because you will want to garner support for your new way of living, and you can only get that by explaining what you are doing and why.


Action, because planning to do something is not the same thing as doing it. Our dreams become realities only to the extent that we actually start doing something about making them happen. For you to succeed on this journey, you will need to be action-oriented in a very deliberate and mindful way.


Discipline, because taking mindful action one or two times is not enough any more than running a mile or two would prepare you for a marathon. To change what you are doing consistently for the long haul, the new actions that you do only deliberately and mindfully at first will need to become your unconscious default actions—your new habits. To accomplish this, it will be necessary for you to be disciplined in both constancy and repetition.


Integrity, because you will undermine your entire program, if you fudge your self-assessment and your progress and if you are anything other than ruthlessly honest with yourself. For many people, this is the hardest characteristic to embrace. After all, most people get off balance because they either haven’t been paying attention to the consequences of their behaviors, choices, and actions or because, even if they do begin to recognize subliminal stirrings that things aren’t right, they fool themselves into thinking that everything will work itself out without the need to make any changes. This is yet one more example of our human tendency to do the same thing over and over with the ridiculous expectation that at some point we will get a different result.


Patience, finally, because whatever the state of your life and your Life Balance equation at this point, you have arrived here through the making of choices and the taking of actions over a lengthy period of time—perhaps your entire life. You will not be able to suddenly shift direction in the blink of an eye and start down a direct course to your heart’s desire. As noted above, it will take disciplined repetition of mindful choices as well as actions taken in full awareness of their consequences over a period of time to change what have effectively become your habits. There will be times that you succeed and times that you do not. You will need to practice patience in good measure—with the process, with other people in your life, and most importantly, with yourself—as day by day you make different choices, try alternative approaches, monitor your progress, and then reclaim your chosen path when you have discovered you have somehow strayed from it.


If you believe you meet the requirements above, if you are sure that this book is a good one for you to use at this point in your life, and if you are ready, we can proceed.


WHAT THIS BOOK CAN DO FOR YOU



This book is written in two parts that are related but at the same time independent of each other. It is possible that you could spend quite some time—a year or more!—learning the elements of the first part of this book and applying the tenets to creating and then maintaining a level of Life Balance which represents what you want in life. At some point, as a balanced life becomes your standard stock in trade—your default way of living—you may discover that it is time for you to move on to the second part, which explains how to develop mastery over Life Balance. It is also possible that you will move quickly through the first part—either because your life is already significantly in balance or because you are able to successfully put these concepts to work—and that you will want to move into mastery of Life Balance immediately. This book will accommodate any pace with which you are comfortable. Here is an overview of the two parts.


The first part, “Your Life Balance Equation,” covers the essentials of Life Balance, including why Life Balance is important, some commonly held misconceptions about Life Balance and about how to achieve it, and a few fundamental concepts that will be used throughout the rest of this book. You will understand how the Existing Habit Cycle dictates how you live your life day to day and influences the choices you make and the results you achieve. More than just learning how to overcome the possible negative effects of the Existing Habit Cycle, you will learn how to use the Habit Creation Cycle to turn your penchant for creating habits to your advantage and reap the benefits of harnessing their power—power that, up until now, has likely been locking you in place and preventing you from reaching your full potential. You will learn a very simple but remarkably effective process for determining where you are in your path toward greater Life Balance as well as a fail-safe course-correction mechanism that will keep you moving ever closer to your goal. We will also discuss the need for ongoing personal support in this effort and how best to get it.


The second part of this book, “Mastering Life Balance,” is for those who feel that they have achieved a significant level of success using the more general process of creating and maintaining a suitable Life Balance equation from the first part of the book and who are interested in developing a level of mastery.


Although it requires a great deal of work in terms of intention and attention, the results of Life Balance Mastery can be spectacular. Those who practice Life Balance at the level of Mastery reach unparalleled levels of achievement in their lives in many aspects, including spiritual development, relationships, careers, finances, health and fitness, connection to their communities, and an overall sense of well-being.


Part II also discusses the Balance Master’s Factorial System, which is a methodology and template I have developed over the last decade that allows you to monitor your progress on a daily, weekly, monthly, and yearly basis in several key areas. This model allows you maximum flexibility and is personally adjustable to the particular circumstances of your life. It is a visual and a visceral system in that it relies heavily on a graphic representation of your progress and engages your intuition about what you are doing on a daily basis and why.


Part II contains a chapter on each element of the Balance Master’s Factorial System. This model works and can produce remarkable results in your life if you are disciplined in using it. Like all things in life, your results will be directly proportional to your levels of commitment and mindful activity.


There is plenty of time, however, before you decide whether you want to make an effort to move into Mastery of Life Balance—and much to do between now and then. It’s important to recognize that significant changes can be made in your life and in your relationships by applying even a few of the principles and techniques available to you in this book. You can always come back again later with the intention of moving yourself to your next level.


Let’s get started.





PART I
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 YOUR LIFE BALANCE EQUATION






1
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 Why Bother with Balance?




Man must go back to nature for information.


♦ THOMAS PAINE





SOMETHING AT OUR MOST INNER CORE tells us that balance in life is important. Indeed, we may notice this only when we are off balance and begin reaping the results of having been off balance for some lengthy period of time, at which point it is often too late. Nevertheless, on some nonphysical plane we seem to have a mechanism similar to the physical mechanism in the inner ear that tells us when we are off balance with the physical world and that gives us the opportunity to correct our position gravitationally before we stumble or fall.


Too frequently, however, we fail to heed the warnings of this Life Balance monitoring mechanism, and the results are loss of health, loss of relationships, loss of productivity, loss of aliveness and authenticity, and, most ironically, frequently the loss of the very things—job, family, friends—for which we might believe we allowed ourselves to go out of balance in the first place.


Balance is, after all, the natural state of the universe. Even water seeks its own level. There have been hundreds of studies of ecological balance around the globe and of the local disasters that occur when that balance is disrupted by the introduction of some new species foreign to the locality. Examples of this phenomenon include zebra mussels, gypsy moths, mute swans, nutria, the water chestnut, purple loosestrife, and the kudzu vine. Each of these animal and plant species had an appropriate niche in its own ecological system, but their introductions into foreign ecologies have been nothing short of catastrophic: Non-native species spread rapidly because the predatory checks and balances of their native ecologies are missing, and they then displace native plants and animals further up the food chain—including endangered species.


Indeed, you may remember the balance upset recently caused by the northern snakehead (Channa argus), a top-level predator fish native to China that was found in a small pond in Crofton, Maryland. It was dubbed the “Frankenfish” by the press because of its uncanny ability to breathe air and travel short distances over dry land. When an unwitting local resident released into a pond two specimens that had grown too large for his aquarium, the pond’s ecological balance was upset. Northern snakeheads are large predators that can affect the populations of other fish, amphibians, and invertebrates. The nearby Little Patuxent River hosts endangered fish species and recovering populations of anadromous fish (e.g., shad) that could be threatened by the establishment of populations of snakeheads if the pond spilled over into the river during heavy rain. In the end, authorities decided to kill all the vegetation, in the pond by the application of herbicides, thus starving the animal life of oxygen, and then to complete the elimination of the snakehead—and all the other native species of animals and plants—by releasing poison into the pond. They plan to restock the pond when it is certain that no snakeheads are remaining.1 In some situations, balance is everything.


Consider that even the stars and planets operate in balance. Look at the way our own planet travels through space. As the earth makes its way around the sun, there are four milestones we recognize as special events, and that recognition itself is based on the balanced relationship these events have with each other. Two of these are in complete balance because they are equivalent although opposites—the vernal equinox and the autumnal equinox. The vernal equinox (approximately March 21) occurs when the sun crosses the equator from south to north; the autumnal equinox (approximately September 23) occurs when the sun crosses the equator from north to south. From a balance perspective, what makes these two events interesting is that when each one occurs, the length of the light of day and the dark of night are exactly the same on both days even though the events occur opposite each other on the celestial calendar and in space.


The other two events—the summer and winter solstices—are in balance as well. During the summer solstice, the sun reaches its greatest declination at exactly 23½ degrees north of the equator, and during the winter solstice, the sun reaches its greatest declination south of the equator also at exactly 23½ degrees.


We see similar examples of balance at the atomic and molecular levels. Every stable atom and every molecule is in balance with the total number of negatively charged electrons equaling the total number of positively charged protons. In those cases in which a particular element or molecule is not in such balance, there is instability, and the atom or molecule begins spewing electrons or other subatomic particles in an effort to achieve balance. Alternatively, the unstable atom or molecule combines with some other out-of-balance atom or molecule to achieve balance through ionic or covalent bonding.


Despite what we may think or like to think about our role in nature, we humans are part of a balanced universe, and it is natural for us to be in balance and, conversely, unnatural for us to be out of balance in our lives.


This, of course, raises the question as to why it is that we don’t live our lives in a state of balance like the universe around us. The quick answer is that we have attempted to remove ourselves from, the natural order of things. Why has this happened to us? Again, the quick answer is that our approach to living has traditionally been a left-brain, cognitive, logical one. Relying so heavily on the left brain in our history of evolution has given us the appearance of having successfully removed ourselves from the natural order of things. The truth, however, is that we have lost our way. What, if anything, can be done about it?


The only solution is an active one that incorporates all of the elements—physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual—that identify us as human beings. Each of us must take stock of what we are actually doing with our time, examine that information to determine how it fits with how we want to spend our lifetimes, apply a significant amount of right-brain thinking (read: “feeling”) and intuitive process to what we find, and then make adjustments to bring our realities more in line with our heartfelt desires and expectations.


At this point you may be thinking, “All very interesting, but why is this concept of balance so important?” The answer to that question in one word is stress!


Some twenty years ago, the cover story for Time magazine’s June 6, 1983, issue called stress “The Epidemic of the Eighties” and referred to it as our leading health problem. And the situation has most certainly gotten worse since then.


Everywhere evidence is building that stress is on the increase. Numerous surveys indicate that adult Americans perceive that they are under significantly more stress than a decade or two ago. In 1996, Prevention magazine reported the results of a survey which found that almost 75 percent of respondents felt that they experience “great stress” one day a week, while one out of three stated that they feel this way more than twice each week. When that same survey was done in 1983, only 55 percent of the respondents reported feeling under great stress on a weekly basis. While job stress is certainly the leading cause of stress for adults, stress levels have also escalated in children, teenagers, college students, and the elderly.2
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