CHORDS OF LIFE

Creating Simple, Integrated, and Successful Lives — In Harmony with Life Itself

Bruce Elkin

Life is a process of becoming, a combination of states we have to go through. 

 Where people fail is that they wish to elect a state and remain in it. 

This is a kind of death.

· Anaiis Nin

The “good life” — isn’t that what we all long for?  Isn’t that what the TV ads and self-help books try to sell us?  Isn’t that what the Great Traditions urge us to live?  Isn’t that what we mean when we say that quality of life is critical to us?

But what is this good life that we all seem to long for?  

Is it a life rich in material pleasures and good but fleeting feelings?  A life of getting?

Or is it a fully engaged life? A life of doing, creating and enjoying the deeper, longer-lasting gratifications that come with being effective in life, work, and relationships?  

Perhaps, for you, the good life is a meaningful life, a spiritual life; a life of giving, lived in service of some higher purpose or cause.  

Or could the good life be the harmonious, flowing whole that arises out of inter-weaving these three different but related lives into one?  Could each of these lives be a simple, clear note and the good life the chord that emerges when the notes are played together in harmony?

THREE KINDS OF LIVES

The first life is the one we know well; the rich, materially pleasant life.  This life includes the basics of food, rest, shelter and a sense of control over our lives.  It is also rich in the things, comforts, and conveniences that make life pleasant.  

When the basics are covered, and we have enough stuff and pleasure to make life livable, we are able to stretch beyond this basic form of the good life.  We are free to explore our deeper yearnings and higher aspirations.  Two of the most compelling aspirations we have are to engage life fully and to do so with a mastery that leads to true competency and effectiveness.   A focused, fully engaged life enables us to challenge ourselves.  It enables us to grow by stretching physically, mentally, emotionally, and inter-personally. It enables us to discover our strengths and use them in ways that lead to mastery, flow, and a deep and lasting sense of gratification. 

When our lives are rich in simple, healthy pleasures and full of engagement, we are free to search for spiritual moorings. We can focus on crafting a deep and authentic sense of purpose.  In such a life, we draw on strengths developed in the earlier lives to undertake challenges that are larger than our selves.  We expand our sense of self and see ourselves in service of the greater good.  Such an expansion in perspective and action diminishes our ego.  It increases our connection to the world and to others beyond ourselves.  It also produces a profound sense of contribution and meaning. 

All three lives are important.  But, too often, as Anaiis Nin cautions, we become attached to one at the expense of the others.  When we do, we over-simplify and lose much of the richness and greatness of living. 

However, a life of healthy pleasures does not have to prevent us from crafting a fully engaged life.  A fully engaged life does not preclude a life that is rich in meaning and purpose and grounded in a connection to Spirit.  Each of these lives can complement the others.  Each includes and transcends the previous one.  By weaving them together we can create a simple, integrated, and successful life — the truly good life for which, I believe, we all so deeply long.

THE MATERIALLY RICH LIFE

Although accumulating material pleasures is only one aspect of the good life, it is what many people think is all there is.  Our consumer society oversells consumption unconnected to reality as the whole of life.  Big houses, expensive cars and SUV’s, second homes and other examples of non-sustainable consumption are paraded in front of us, promising happiness and fulfillment.  But this picture is far from the whole truth. 

Healthy Pleasures

We do need a basic level of food, rest, shelter, tools for effective living, and perception of control over our lives.  And most of us like to embellish the basics with healthy pleasures that sparkle up our days.  So, well lived, this life can be rich in things that we use often and give us pleasure.  A cozy cottage that shelters our family and allows us to live and love together in comfort.  A sharp, easy-to-use knife with which we lovingly prepare good, healthy food.  A fluffy organic cotton robe to wrap yourself in after a shower.  For me it’s an old Saab that I hardly ever drive but, when I do, I appreciate it’s careful engineering, it’s tight tolerances, and its 20 years of almost cost-free durability. 

The rich life is also a sensory life.  The pleasures of consuming good food and drink, slowly and in good company have long been important aspects of the good life.  Moreover, pleasures can be appreciated without being consumed.  Think about music.  Bird song.  Art.  Sunsets over ocean islands.  A high quality life is rich in appreciation of beauty and usefulness and steeped in gratitude for what we have.  Healthy pleasures — a good laugh, a hug, a walk in the sunshine, even watching your favorite sports team play — have even been shown to improve our health and extend our lives. 

So where do we go wrong? 

Faulty Measurements

One standard for measuring how “good” we’re doing in this life is positive feelings.  If we feel good, we think we’re successful, that life is good.  However, because good feelings are so often fleeting, it is easy to go overboard on this aspect of life.  Thinking that material and sensory pleasures provide the only route to success and happiness, we become obsessed with things, experiences, and feelings.  Instead of deeply appreciating what we have, we focus on getting more stuff, which also fails to provide lasting value or deep satisfaction.  The good life gives way to a superficial “feel good” life.

Moreover, we measure our lives by comparing ourselves to others.  “Keeping up with the Jones” was our parents’ standard.  Contemporary consumers attempt to emulate Frasier, the Friends, Oprah, and other well to do media characters.  We lose track of our own authentic desires chasing after media manufactured “goods.”  

Moreover, we act as if the pleasure we get from stuff is inherent in the objects and experiences themselves.  We experience a momentary jolt of delight or pride when we get something new, but such feelings fade quickly.  We adapt to a new normal.  Soon, we are bored with what we have.  We long for another jolt of delight.  We search for a “shot in the arm” from power shopping.  Ben Dean describes this never-ending search for more as “riding the hedonic treadmill.”  

However, a good and successfully rich life is about sufficiency.  It is not about excess or an endlessly undefined “more.”  It’s about enough.  There is more to a quality life than pleasures and comforts.  In fact, too many things and pleasures can lead to satiety, that uncomfortable sense of being “stuffed.” 

What’s more, it’s not just good feelings we want.  Research shows that we want to earn those feelings, to feel that we deserve them.  “Positive emotions alienated from the exercise of character,” says Martin Seligman, author of Authentic Happiness, “lead to emptiness, to inauthenticity, to depression, and, as we age, to the gnawing realization that we are fidgeting until we die.”

Fidgeting Until We Die

For many, the fidgety, “feel good” life is all we know.  Instead of being satisfied with the material basics that give us comfort, security, and pleasure and stretching for the next level, we get stuck on the hedonic treadmill.  We think that if basic riches bring a pleasant life, then more should bring us a good life.  Many forgo a fully engaged life in favor of the quietly desperate work and spend cycle, the unsatisfying accumulation of stuff, and more good but fleeting feelings.

It doesn’t work.  Research shows that, beyond a simple level of sufficiency, neither more money nor stuff brings significant increases in pleasure or happiness to those who sacrifice large parts of their lives to obtain them.  In fact, while real income and purchasing power have doubled since 1957, the number of people who report that they are “very happy” has declined from 35 to 30 percent.  Accumulating more stuff and chasing after more experiences often cause more stress than pleasure.  Since 1957, the divorce rate has doubled, teen suicide has become epidemic, and depression and anxiety ravage the population. 
Reactive Simplicity

When we realize that we put more time, energy, and money into enriching our material life than we get back in meaning and fulfillment, many choose to simplify.  So we get rid of excess, clear away clutter, and cut back consumption.  However, as useful and pleasant as it is to clear out the junk and pay down our credit cards, this reactive kind of simplicity too often leads to what Oliver Wendell Holmes called “the simplicity on this side of complexity.”  

Simplicity that tries to avoid or eliminate complexity is a simplistic form of simplifying.  It’s driven by a focus on what we don’t like and don’t want.  So even if it succeeds, we still do not have what we truly do want.  Too often, reactive simplicity merely results in temporary relief from an overcrowded and complicated life.  Challenge, engagement, flow, meaning and purpose — the complexity that makes life interesting and worthwhile— get tossed out along with excess.  And, all too often, the clutter comes back!

This kind of simplifying rarely leads to the real and lasting results we long for.  However, it can open a space in which we glimpse a higher form of simplicity — a kind of good living that is based on freedom, challenge, personal growth, and meaning. 
THE FULLY-ENGAGED LIFE
Higher order simplicity is creative simplicity.  It begins with asking the questions “What truly matters to me? What do I really want to create?”  The answers to these questions quickly take us beyond material things and superficial experience.  We want love and supportive relationships.  We want to feel appreciated.  We want to participate in communities of shared vision and faith.  We want to develop and express our strengths.  Mostly, we want to engage in challenging, flow-producing activity. 

Frances Moore Lappé says, “Engagement is the good life.”  In a recent Yes! Magazine interview, she said, “What could be more exciting than getting involved in something that you care about and joining with others and seeing something change?  What could be more thrilling?”  

Freedom From…; Freedom To…

To fully engage our lives, it is critical to recognize two kinds of freedom:  "freedom from…" and "freedom to….”  Both are important.  When we are free from the anxiety of not being able to satisfying material needs, we begin to be free to engage life fully.  We can enjoy the gratifying sense of flow that comes from mastering meaningful challenges.  But only if we add “freedom to…” to our “freedom from….”

Let’s take a closer look at these two forms of freedom.

Imagine that you’re standing at the edge of a 1000-foot cliff.  You’re free to jump off that cliff.  That is, you’re free from constraints such as fences or laws preventing you from jumping.  However, you’re not free to jump off the cliff and stay alive.  Freedom from… is, by itself, a simplistic, incomplete form of freedom.

However, if through focused, fully engaged practice, you master the skills of hang-gliding and equip yourself with a sturdy glider and safety gear, then you are free to jump.  The jump is no longer a threat, it’s a challenge.  It’s a way to stretch, to express your mastery and knowledge.  It is a way to experience that Zen-like flow state in which we come fully alive.  It’s also a way to experience a focused, higher order form of simplicity.

“When goals are clear, feedback relevant, and challenges and skills are in balance,” says Mihaly Czsiksentmihayli in Flow, “attention becomes ordered and fully invested. … (A) person in flow is completely focused… Self-consciousness disappears, yet one feels stronger than usual.  The sense of time is distorted: hours seem to pass by in minutes.  When a person’s entire being is stretched in the full function of body and mind, whatever one does becomes worth doing for its own sake; living becomes it’s own justification.”  

This intensely focused sense of flow is an example of the simplicity on the other side of complexity.  It occurs in, but is not limited to, adventurous physical challenges such as hang-gliding or rock climbing.  But tango dancers experience it.  So do artists and sculptors.  Public speakers and jazz musicians talk about getting in the “groove” and flowing as one of the highlights of what they do.  We experience flow interacting with our children or losing ourselves in a good book or movie.  

Merely being “free from” material needs is not enough.  To live a masterful, fully engaged life, we must develop the capacity to create the results we truly want.  We need to develop and apply the skills and discipline to do things that matter and to do them well.  Mastering the skills and structures of the creative process involves envisioning desired results, grounding vision in an objective description of current reality, holding vision and reality in creative tension, resolving that tension by taking action, learning from experience and following through to completion.   

Applying these skills for creating almost anything to crafting deeply desires results gives us the capacity to maximize our freedom to.  It enables us to create what we most want to create.  When we do so, we shift from accumulating more stuff and good but fleeting feelings to taking on the challenges that make life worthwhile and deeply interesting.

Authentic Happiness

Regularly applying skills and strengths is more than instrumental.  Martin Seligman and others have found that “authentic happiness” comes from exercising our “signature strengths” every day.  For example, my strengths include “gratitude,” and “appreciation of beauty and excellence.” I exercise them daily by going for short walks in the woods or along the shore.  I'm constantly amazed and delighted by the changing beauty of nature and deeply grateful for my place in the scheme of things.  

My strengths also include “love of learning,” “perspective (wisdom),” “intellection (thinking in multiple directions), and “input (collecting ideas, stories and quotes).”  I exercise these strengths by writing.  I weave together the ideas I find.  I try to see them from multiple perspectives and, sometimes, express my insights in ways that differ from accepted, conventional approaches.  Doing so — pushing the edge, taking risks, saying what I mean — exercises my last skill, “bravery and valor.”  Exercising any of my signature strengths can make my day happier.  Exercising them in challenging ways often puts me into Csikszentmihalyi’s flow state. 

One of the most important things that people give up when they reactively over-simplify their lives is the opportunity to engage in meaningful challenges and to fully exercise their “freedom to….” 

However, many people now choose to limit their consumption of material goods and experiences so they can engage in mastery building.  Activities such as yoga, writing, running, music making, do it yourself renovations, gourmet cooking, and the challenges of social, political and environmental activism exercise freedom to….  By taking on challenges appropriate to their skill and experience, they find themselves regularly dipping into that marvelous flow state and experiencing another powerful element of the good life well lived. 

In flow, we no longer seek comfort or pleasure.  We no longer compare ourselves to others.  We no longer measure success by the feelings or emotions it generates.  Indeed, the flow state is free of emotional content.  Only after we have finished the rock climb, created the painting, drafted the essay, or heard the tango music die away do we become aware of the results we have produced.  Instead of temporary comfort or fleeting pleasure, we’re more likely to feel deep gratification and gratefulness for the result and for our mastery in producing it.

When we add a challenging, fully engaged life to a simple yet pleasant material life, we are better able to rise above the messy complexity of life.  We are able to move toward the focused and lasting simplicity on the other side of complexity.  However, there is still more to an integral life than material pleasures and the deep gratifications that come with mastery and flow. There is meaning, purpose, and that mysterious connection to Spirit that the Great Traditions urge us to explore.

THE MEANINGFUL LIFE

As we develop the capacity to live a simple, pleasant and fully engaged life, we continue to stretch for what truly matters to us.  As we do, we often feel a desire to go beyond ourselves, to create a more purposeful life.  To the question, "What really matters?" we ask, "Why does it matter?"  

Asking “why?” expands our sense of what is important.  It takes us beyond our own narrow concerns into the realm of higher purpose and the greater good.  A purposeful life is one in which we stretch beyond our ego-limited small self and see our lives in service of something greater.  We shift our focus from getting to giving.  We realize that we are here to contribute what we can to life, not just take from it what we want.

However, many, if not most, of us still experience our small self and our thoughts and feelings as separate from the rest.  We see the world only through our own eyes.  Doing so “imprisons us,” Albert Einstein said, in “a kind of optical delusion of our consciousness.”  Deluding ourselves in this way restricts our focus to personal desires.  It limits our connection and love only to those close to us.  We become trapped in our narrow perspectives.  “Our task,” urged Einstein, “must be to free ourselves from this prison by widening our circle of compassion to embrace all living creatures and the whole of nature in its beauty. 

We expand our circle of compassion by caring for our families and close friends.  We expand it further by building close, supportive relationships, by contributing to faith groups and organizations that matter to us, and by caring for neighborhoods, communities, and even cities and nations.  Some of us embrace and care for the well being of all nations, for humanity itself, and for the entire world.  As we widen our circle of compassion to include all beings, our purpose can expand to include a commitment to evolution itself.  We become concerned about humanity and about our place in the evolving systems of life on which all health, wealth, and well being depend.  Moreover, we seek to connect our spirit with some higher and greater Spirit — with Life and Goodness itself.  

“This is the true joy in life,” said George Bernard Shaw, “the being used for a purpose recognized by yourself as a mighty one . . . the being a force of nature instead of a feverish, selfish little clod of ailments and grievances complaining that the world will not devote itself to making you happy.”
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Crafting a materially comfortable life is only the first step in this evolving process of life-creation.  It provides us a rich and pleasant life.  Stretching to fully engage life by matching our strengths to challenges that matter creates flow and the gratifications a masterful, fully engaged life.  Stretching further, widening our circle of compassion allows us to transcend our small selves in service to others and the greater good.  It also enables us to experience a deep, purposeful, and meaning filled life.  

Each of these three levels or life states is a step toward the whole.  We pass through each in the process of becoming that which we “glimpse,” as Abraham Maslow put it, “in our most perfect moments.”  

It is important not to see these levels as independent of each other, or to attach to any one life state.  It is best to see them as wholes embracing and transcending other wholes.  Even as we move through a life state in favor of a higher state, the previous state and its benefits are still available to us.  A materially pleasant yet simple life provides a solid base for a life of engagement and flow.  A masterful life gives us the confidence and competence to stretch toward meaning, purpose, and expanded compassion for all life.   

Each life state is best seen in the holistic context of the others and their relationships to each other.  Think of each state as if it was a note in a powerful and resonating chord.  We can play each note separately, but to create true harmony, power, and coherence in our lives and world, we need to play all three notes together.  The chord that results from the intermingling of the three clear notes will resonate throughout our being and beyond.  When we integrate these notes into one simple, unified and flowing chord, we experience a sense that our life is all of a piece and in harmony with Life itself.  

This, then, is the truly good we life seek.  Is anything less truly worthwhile?

____________
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