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NORTHLAKE UNITARIAN CHURCH – SEPTEMBER 15, 2002

What a Difference a Decade Makes! (David)


Then (1991)




Now (2002)
1. Stuck in Corp. Job – Wore Suits
1. Writer, activist, volunteer – No suits

2. Combined Income – ~$60K 

2. Since 1994 we’ve lived on ~$30K

  (down from $100K in ’87-88)

3. 5th Boss is 5 Years


3. My Own Boss for almost 9 years!

4. 45, look @ 20 yrs. Corp. grind
4. 56, looking forward to each day of life.

5. Audi 5000 & Jeep Cherokee

5. 7 year old Nissan Sentra

6. 2000 sq ft house, Big Mtg.

6. 1300 sq ft townhouse, no Mtg.

7. No Clue about Environment issues
7. Dramatically reduced consumption,

   and Overconsumption of Resources
   environmental activist

8. Paid to Work Out @ Health Club
8. Bicycle or do yoga daily.

9. No Garden, mainstream diet

9. Whole yard is garden, eat mostly organic

10.6+ years high-spending binge
10.10 years of frugal/simple living life.

(Toys, Trips & Tailored Suits)
(Friends, Family, and Fulfillment)

11. Not Happy



11. Happier than ever!

OUR STORY (Jacque)

David has given you a sense of how different our lives are now than they were before we discovered Voluntary Simplicity, but I want to fill in some of the blanks of how we got from there to here.  Sometimes we call ourselves “recovering Yuppies” because we did indulge in the excesses of the 1980s.  When we got married in 1986 we, and our two teenage kids, lived in a four-bedroom house in Issaquah with the requisite hot tub and boat as well as the two corporate jobs needed to support that lifestyle.


I like to say that I got smart first, but actually it was that I was more desperately unhappy with my sales and marketing job at AT&T.  I finally worked up the courage to take a  leave of absence and went back to school in 1988.  By 1991 I had planned a new career in academia and was working toward a doctorate in Communications.  But David had some conditions for this plan.  As you can tell by his description of his work in 1991, he was starting to burn out.  He wanted a change too.  He was amenable to my continuing in grad school if I would become the primary wage-earner when I was through so he could take some time to do some exploration of his own.


So 1991 marked the beginning of what we came to call our “Three Year Plan.”  This plan had to do with learning how the heck we would survive on an assistant professor’s salary which was about half of what we were bringing in right now.  Beyond maybe “saving some money” we had no idea of what to do.


This is when some interesting things started to happen.  We discovered the nine-step program in the book Your Money or Your Life (YMOYL)which seemed like a great way to find our financial footing.  As we worked through the steps, we began to develop awareness about our spending, making little changes at first – canceling our unwatched cable TV, buying fewer prepared foods, ironing David’s shirts at home rather than  sending them to the laundry --  and then some bigger changes such as selling our second car.  We also joined a Voluntary Simplicity study circle and met other people who were starting to question this so-called “normal” American way of life.  How refreshing to have a place to discuss life’s challenges and issues – the kind of deep conversations you never seem to have over coffee at work.

With the support and encouragement of our new friends and the structure provided by doing the steps in YMOYL, we had added enough money to our savings so that David could take advantage of a separation package from US West in January of 1994.  Along the way I got inspired and deciding that the academic world would be another fast track for me, I made sure that our plans included financial independence for both of us.  We are now living quite happily on interest from our savings.


Just a little more background on how we came to write our book, Getting a Life (GAL).  Not long after we started working through the steps, we had the opportunity to meet YMOYL authors, Joe Dominguez and Vicki Robin who lived here in Seattle.  We kept them updated about our progress and in 1995, they proposed that we write about our experience with the nine steps.  Their publisher had wanted them to write a sequel, but they were busy with other projects.  So with their blessings and support we interviewed 47 other people who had worked with the ideas in YMOYL – and GAL was the result.


As David demonstrated with his decade-apart comparison, our lives have changed radically and dramatically for the better in the last eleven years.  The most unexpected result was, though, that along with financial wisdom came a different world view.  Awareness of our own money behavior led to an understanding of the impact of consumerism on the environment, which in turn led us to an appreciation of our place in the larger universe – being part of a divine plan.  What started as a personal quest has opened up a much larger vista than we ever expected.

Our Spiritual Background –David PRIVATE 

Before we move on, we thought you should know our spiritual background.  We both come from Christian upbringing.  Jacque -- Catholic and me -- middle-of-the-road Protestant. Jacque attended Catholic schools, including two years of college, but neither of us has followed a specific religious path as adults.  Although we haven’t followed an organized religion, our values are rooted in the Judeo-Christian ethics we grew up in.  In recent years those values and spiritual connections have been influenced and supplemented by Buddhist and Native American philosophy through the teachings of spiritual and environmental thinkers such as Joanna Macy, Thomas Berry, Brian Swimme, Sr. Miriam McGillis and Bo Lozoff.  After September 11th, 2001 we began attending the Interfaith Community Church (IFCC) in Ballard which recognizes and honors the common values and beliefs of all spiritual traditions. I became a member IFCC this spring.

By far, our spiritual development in the last 10 years, has been a result of homing in on our core values and life purpose and transforming our relationship with money – the key component of Voluntary Simplicity and the Your Money or Your Life (YMOYL) program. It’s also an ongoing process as we move through the chaos of consumption-oriented modern life. 

 CONCEPTS IN YMOYL (Jacque)

When we started investigating VS we realized we were entering a process rather than approaching a destination.  We certainly didn’t wake up one day and declare, “From now on we will live simply.”  If only it were that simple!  What we did do is make one small change that led to another and then compounded so that what seemed insignificant adjustments led to bigger changes down the road.  What really helped us was having a game plan, that is, the nine steps in YMOYL.  Don’t worry I’m not going to go through all nine steps right now, but I do want to briefly talk about three very important ideas that were central to our transformation.

ENOUGH


The first of these ideas is contained in an ordinary word -- one that has magical powers if you really take it to heart.  The word is “Enough.”  To paraphrase Robin Williams, “Enough, what a concept!”    To quote another celebrity, Goldilocks,  who definitely had the right idea,  what we’re aiming for is “Not too much, not too little, but just right.”  Well, in our culture today who ever talks about enough?  All we hear about is more – especially when it comes to money.  We are always focusing on more so we have no idea about what enough would be.  By the way, do you know how much money would be enough for you?  Could you give me a number right now?  How about $50,000 a year -- $100,000 – a million?  Most people when asked this question will say that twice what they make right now would make them happy.  But studies have consistently shown that once basic needs are met, higher incomes do not bring increased happiness.  


David and I were able to zero in on what was enough for us by tracking our spending, and  being honest with ourselves about how much satisfaction we were getting from what we spent money on.  Two important things about enough :  It is a real number.  As David mentioned about $30,000 a year is our “enough.”  Secondly, this number is going to be different for everyone because we all have different life situations.

MONEY = LIFE ENERGY


The second revelation for us in YMOYL was in understanding what money really is.  We think we know.  Just listen to the financial news and you’ll get all kinds of verbiage to wrap around money.  Dow Jones Industrial Average, consumer confidence index, inflation, third quarter earnings, write-offs, reverse stock-splits, well you get the picture.  All of this makes money sound complex – something that is hard to understand and has little to do with us personally, unless we have a lot of it.  Even a simplified definition: money is a medium of exchange does little to impact how we think or feel about money.  

YMOYL suggests another way of looking at money.  Simply put: Money is something we choose to exchange our life energy for.  Our life energy is our allotment of time here on earth, the hours of precious life available to us.  When we go to a job we are trading our life energy for money. “ While this is a simple concept its implications are profound.  Because what do we do?  We take the money we earn and we spend it.  We spend it on goods and services so in effect what we are doing is trading pieces of our life for housing, cars, gas, movie tickets, clothes, food.  When you look around your living room you are seeing chunks of your life sitting there in the form of furniture, TV sets, CD players, computers and so on.  The kicker, of course, is that our time is limited.   To give you a specific example, if I were to consult a life expectancy table, I would find at my current age of 53 that I have about 26 more years to go or 227,760 hours.  Pretty concrete isn’t it.  I certainly don’t have forever and by the way, neither do you.  So I want any trade I make of remaining 227,000 limited, precious hours to count.  I’ll bet you do too!  So this definition of money brought a new perspective to what David and I spent money on.  HMMMM.

TWO QUESTIONS


I mentioned that David and I kept track of our spending.  This did a couple of things.  First of all, we became aware of when and how we spent money.  There was no more unconscious process where WHOOPS money just flew out of our pockets somehow.  Just writing down what we spent reduced our spending right away.  The second thing that keeping track did was allow us to do some analysis.  We asked ourselves if each expenditure was worth the trade of precious life energy necessary to acquire it.  Did we get satisfaction and fulfillment that equaled the amount of time we had to spend working to get the money for this particular item?  By the way, there is no right or wrong answer to this question.  Each of us would probably have a different answer.   Next we looked even more deeply into our hearts to answer a second question:  Was this expenditure in alignment with my life purpose and values?  Whew!  Not an easy question to answer, but this one part, right here, is why we believe that YMOYL really works and why it expanded our world view.  In order to answer this question, obviously, we had to think about and identify what we were doing here on earth and what it was we held most important.  The idea is  to make sure your financial behavior comes from integrity and aligns with your deepest hopes and dreams.  This is truly powerful.  


We realized how powerful it was when we came to write Getting a Life.  We had already achieved our self-defined state of financial independence and point of enough, but here was more money coming our way.  If we truly believed we had enough there were lots of good places for this money to go.  So we decided to donate 97% of the net profits to the New Road Map Foundation, a foundation started by Joe Dominguez and Vicki Robin to distribute money they have made from their book and talks back into the efforts to reduce overconsumption and encourage sustainable lifestyles.

Our Ecological Footprint (David)

As Jacque mentioned earlier, once we got a handle on our personal situation we began to recognize the impact that overconsumption is having on the environment of the planet.

Indeed, we’ve come to believe that humanity MUST reduce it’s consumption of resources if we are to survive as a species.

This becomes clear if we look at our current Ecological Footprint on the earth.

In the Ecological Footprint concept, human consumption is translated into the areas of productive land and sea required to provide the resources to make all the products we use, grow all the food we eat – and to assimilate the waste products we generate.  In other words, it’s the land that would be required on this planet to support our current lifestyle forever. 

Our “Footprint” is a measurement of the resources that provide every product and service that each of us consumes.

6.1 Billion people(current population of the planet) divided into the available productive land (and sea) space = about 5 acres per person. (BTW, this does not allow for any space for other species!) 

For those of you who don’t know how big an acre is it’s about the size of a football field. So looking over your shoulder, picture football-field size units (scattered around the earth) full of fields of grain, pasture land, mines, oil wells, cotton fields, forests, landfills, toxic waste dumps etc. etc. that it takes to support your lifestyle.  Now you’re picturing your Ecological Footprint on earth.

So what do you suppose the average ecological footprint is for a US citizen?  24 acres! 24 Football fields! (Go to www.redefiningprogress.org to calculate your personal Ecological Footprint. It only take about 5 minutes.)

For comparison, our neighbor to the north, Canada averages about 20 acres per person. Most European countries average about 12-14 acres. Mexico averages 7 acres, China 5. India and Ethiopia about 2.  The good ol’ USA uses more of the earth’s resources than any other country – by far.

And now we have most of the peoples of the planet trying to emulate our materialistic lifestyle.  It simply can’t be done! The earth cannot support such a high level of consumption.

If everyone on earth lived like the average North American, we’d need FOUR Earth’s to provide all the materials and energy we currently use!

Our challenge is to find a way to balance human consumption and nature’s limited productive capacity.

Many of you are familiar with the Three R’s of the environmental movement: Reduce, Reuse, and Recycle.  It’s still a useful slogan to keep in mind.  But it’s really the first R – REDUCE - that’s the most important.  Think about it. Even if we are great at reusing and recycling, when our overall consumption continues to climb we’re always falling behind.

As Kalle Lasn, President of the Media Foundation in Vancouver, BC has said: “Overconsumption is the MOTHER of all environmental problems.”  Unless we crack that nut, our future is in question.

So what can we do as individuals?

There IS a place where our lives and the needs of earth meet: Money!

Money is where the person and the planet meet every day. The link between the planet and money is the earth’s resources out of which the stuff we want is created.  When we buy something, we pay money and bring home a piece of the planet, be it a new car or a candy bar.  This is a very concrete way we interact with the earth.
What this means is that money spent results in resources consumed.  

Broadly speaking, less money spent means fewer resources consumed. How we spend money is where we can make a difference in the world day-in and day-out.

I like to think of it this way:

How we spend our money is our vote on how we want the world to be.

So, we’re back to money, our life energy. Now we know that how we spend affects our own lives – our financial and spiritual well-being.  But it is also the most direct way we can have an impact on the planet.  YMOYL and Voluntary Simplicity are tools that can help you make a difference on both of these fronts.


Some of you are already signed up to be part of a Voluntary Simplicity Study Group here at this church.  That’s a great first step.  I’d also encourage you to check out the simple living network at www.simpleliving.net which offers a large number of helpful resources.

What is Voluntary Simplicity Anyway? 


Some of you still may be wondering what the heck is Voluntary Simplicity anyway? 

Four years ago we were asked to speak to that question at a Voluntary Simplicity conference in NYC.  

A couple of weeks before that presentation we asked the members of our Seattle Simplicity Circle what Simplicity meant to them.  Here are a few of the responses they gave.

Voluntary Simplicity is:

1. 1. a way of regaining a sense of community

2. empowering yourself against the consumer culture 

3. a way to teach kids values

4. connecting to the environment

5. spirituality

6. stronger relationships

7. a way to define success outside of numbers

8. a search for your soul

9. a way to fight overconsumption and waste

10.a way to allow children to develop their imagination

11. a way to calm desire

12. time for volunteer work 

13. being present in the moment

14. finding identity and meaning in work

15. recapturing time for family, friends and community.



As you can see by this list Voluntary Simplicity is no simple matter!


Twenty years ago, in his book titled Voluntary Simplicity, author Duane Elgin, defined it as follows:  “a manner of living that is outwardly more simple and inwardly more rich.”  Elgin goes on to clarify, “To live more voluntarily is to live more deliberately, intentionally and purposefully – in short, it is to live more consciously.” 


We still like this definition because it is broad and encompassing.  It expresses the core philosophy of what Voluntary Simplicity is.  Yet, to understand Simplicity at a more practical level, it might first be easier to consider what it is NOT.


Voluntary Simplicity is clearly NOT a “one size fits all” concept.  It  includes a wide variety of lifestyles, political views and social attitudes.  Our research has revealed people of all walks of life and economic circumstances attempting to simplify and find more meaning in their lives.


Voluntary Simplicity is NOT just a fad appealing only to burned out Yuppies.  Yes, many former-yuppies, (ourselves included), have given up fast-track lifestyles to live more meaningful and fulfilling lives.  But we are pleased to report that we find more and more young people tuning into the message of Voluntary Simplicity and choosing not to get on the fast track in the first place.  In addition, many people of traditional retirement age find Voluntary Simplicity a way of bringing more meaning and richness into their post-paid employment years.  Although most folks who simplify their lives end up living more frugally, Voluntary Simplicity is NOT about getting rid of all our possessions and living in poverty and deprivation.  

“The objective of Voluntary Simplicity,” Duane Elgin says, “is not to dogmatically live with less, but is the more demanding intention of living in balance in order to find a life of greater purpose, fulfillment and satisfaction.” 

Urban dwellers will be glad to know that Voluntary Simplicity certainly does NOT mean that you must move to the outback, live in a log cabin and grow your own food. It’s not a revival of the ‘70s back to the land movement.  For example, we live in a townhouse in the heart of a traditional urban neighborhood in Seattle.  And, although we now have a vegetable garden instead of a lawn, we still buy most of our food at regular grocery stores!  Some people have chosen to move to more rural settings as part of simplifying their lives, but most of the people we know who have adopted a simpler lifestyle still live in towns, cities and suburbs. 


Finally, Voluntary Simplicity is NOT something you DO at all, it’s more of a change in the way you think about life…
VOLUNTARY SIMPLICITY (Jacque)


Voluntary Simplicity does demand thinking about life on a new level.  It also takes an investment of time as well as thought.  The reward is that entering into a VS state of mind makes room for wonderful things to happen.  It is way to sort though all the clutter – both material and non-material – to open the door for what we love the best, our heart and soul’s desire.  


But in order to sort we have to make choices.  We have to choose what gets a place in our lives and what doesn’t, so we need to develop some way of evaluating what is important to us.  We have to trade external measurements such as money, achievement and recognition, for internal validations such as integrity, happiness, and peace of mind. Difficulty arises because choice implies exclusion.  And what do we hear constantly from our culture?  Yes, we keep hearing “You can have it all.”  But really we cannot do, be, or have everything in our life here on earth.  This is not physically, morally or psychologically possible.  


Vicki Robin and Joe Domingeuz wrote in the introduction to our book, Getting a Life, that  making the most of what we do have is a quality of people who know they live in a world with limits.  They said, “…limits force choices, and choices become an expression of values – one of the highest functions of the human being.”  Here’s that notion again of living in concert with our values.  


Yes, VS does take work and time because we have to become aware of how we are living now so we can know how we might prefer to live.  We have to ask ourselves hard questions and sometimes wait for the answers.  But VS has given us a life richer beyond any expectations we had when we started out.  We found that VS eventually affected more and more aspects of our life because it is a way of thinking, a philosophy of life.


We’d like to end with a poem that we’ve used many times as a closing because it really spoke to us when we were trying to find our way.  It was written by William Henry Channing, a 19th century Unitarian Minister over a hundred years ago:

To live content with small means;PRIVATE 

To seek elegance rather than luxury,

and refinement rather than fashion;

To be worthy, not respectable,

and wealthy, not rich;

To listen to stars and birds, babes and sages with open heart;

To study hard;

To think quietly, act frankly, talk gently,

await occasions, hurry never;

In a word, to let the spiritual,

unbidden and unconscious,

grow up through the common --

This is my symphony.

