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DEDICATION

This book is dedicated to everyone who has gone through big or painful stuff in their lives, and the selfless heroes who helped them get through it.
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Introduction

You don’t even have to say it. I admit it! I’m the person who said “Don’t Sweat the Small Stuff … and it’s all small stuff.” Fortunately, a vast majority of it is small stuff. Most of the things that bother us on a day-to-day, moment-to-moment basis are of a relatively small nature. It still holds true that learning to deal with small stuff effectively plays a large role in creating a happier and less stressed life. I can make the argument that it might be the single most important ingredient.

However, there’s no denying that “big stuff” exists. In fact, there’s no escaping it either. Every single one of us will experience pain during our lifetimes. Some of the issues will be universal—illness, death, injury, and aging—while other issues will vary from person to person, such as drug abuse and alcoholism, financial pressures, divorce, or being a victim of crime, violence, or prejudice, and so forth. Big stuff will hit us at different times during our lives, with varying severity and in different forms—but it will be there. Some things are predictable, while others are totally unexpected.

On September 11, 2001, we saw how quickly life can change. Not only were thousands of innocent lives destroyed, but also our entire nation, and in some ways the entire world, was changed forever. Whether directed at a nation or at an individual, vicious acts of violence have this potential. The same is true regarding other big stuff such as an accident or a sudden diagnosis.

This book came about for a very special reason. Since 1997, when Don’t Sweat the Small Stuff was released, I have received thousands of letters asking the same question: “What about the big stuff?” As I’ve grown older and hopefully wiser, I find myself asking this question too. This book is my attempt to answer it. Writing this book has been a tremendous learning opportunity for me, an important part of a lifelong journey. I’ve had the privilege of speaking to and learning from some remarkable people who deal with remarkably big things.

I approached this book as much from the perspective of a student as that of a teacher. I’m not an expert in this particular field. In fact, some of the issues in life are so “big” that I’m not convinced that anyone is really an expert or qualified to dish out advice. With that in mind, I want you to know that this is not a prescriptive book. Instead, my hope in writing this is that it touches a part of you where your own capacity for inner healing exists. I believe with all my heart that everyone, regardless of what he or she is going through, has the capacity to heal and to experience inner health. I’ve seen it time and time again. What I offer you is my best attempt to point you in this direction.

This is intended to be a book of comfort and inspiration. My goal is that you will feel inspired and hopeful, in order to do whatever is necessary to find peace and move on. For some, that might mean seeking help or friendship. For others, it could mean reading additional books, taking a course, learning to meditate, or turning toward your religion. My hope is that this book sparks your creativity and nudges you in a helpful direction.

I want to say a few words about a delicate subject. I encourage you, while reading this book, to stay open to your own lightheartedness and to the predicament of being human. Though the subject matter is serious and the stakes are high, I believe it’s important to maintain a sense of humor and perspective. I say this not to minimize the severity of anything we must deal with as human beings, but as a way through it. When you look around at all the people going through big things, you’ll quickly notice that those who fare the best are the ones who somehow manage to keep their perspective and sense of humor. At times, it’s hard to see how they do it—but they do, and it’s genuine. Part of it is that the best antidote to pain is joy. The more we appreciate life and experience joy, the better able we are to balance the pain and keep things in perspective.

It seems to me that there are several ways to approach the big stuff in our lives, whatever it happens to be. First, we can prepare ourselves by creating a reservoir of inner health. We can learn about the ways that our thinking, attitude, and behavior can sometimes inadvertently make things even worse, and by knowing that, we can avoid exacerbating our pain, at least to some degree. In the same light, we can learn to be happier and more contented on a daily basis, thus providing much-needed balance to offset the pain in our lives.

We can learn to let go and become more accepting, therefore allowing our natural wisdom to take over. With practice, we can learn to access our mental health and experience inner peace, not only because it creates the immediate reward of having a happy and satisfied life, but also as preparation for the inevitable. To this end, I believe that learning to not sweat the small stuff actually prepares us for tackling the bigger stuff. As we get used to responding to life in healthy, effective ways instead of reacting to every little thing, it’s as though we are training for bigger things. It becomes normal for us to be healthy. And that health comes in handy when the stakes are high.

We can also learn to be “proactively responsive.” In other words, we can learn actual skills to apply in response to the painful events and aspects of our lives. We can, for example, learn to be more genuinely optimistic and to surrender and be open to our pain, rather than to fight it. There are skills such as meditation, yoga, and mindfulness that make surrender much more realistic. We can learn to pray, ask for help, and most importantly, to turn to God in good times and bad.

There’s no question that we can learn to practice compassion and kindness in our daily lives. This practice not only benefits everyone else but also creates an inner immunity to pain. When you observe the helpers who respond to a natural disaster, an act of terrorism, or a personal crisis, you’ll notice that they are the ones who fare the best by far. That is because they are focused not on themselves, but on what they can do to be of service. Their minds and hearts are filled with love. And love is the strongest healing force in our world.

As our wisdom deepens, so too does our capacity to deal with our own pain and to help others deal with theirs. I think it’s important to note, however, that one doesn’t have to be going through a life-or-death crisis to benefit from a deepening of wisdom. By focusing our attention and efforts on the deepest aspects of our being and on the most important aspects of life, we not only prepare ourselves for dealing with pain, but just as importantly, we learn to treasure the gift of life. In some ways that’s the most important thing to remember—that life is a gift. Despite the pain, the troubles, and all the big stuff, life is still a magical experience. Keep in mind that any strides you make toward learning to deal with the big stuff will reinforce your resolve in not sweating the small stuff!

I hope this book enhances your experience of living; that it brings joy to your heart and hope to your pain. My own hopes and prayers are that you will find peace in spite of it all, even when the stakes are high.

—Richard Carlson


1. Learn from the Big Stuff

There is so much we can learn from the big stuff in our lives. Whether it’s something happy, such as a wedding, a new baby, or a celebration of some kind—or it’s something very unhappy or tragic, an accident, illness, or death—there are always important lessons that can enhance our lives, and, if we pay close enough attention, have the potential to transform our world, one person at a time.

I was sitting with a friend at lunch about ten days after the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center and Pentagon. With tears in her eyes, she said, “Did you notice that not a single person on any of the hijacked planes who had the opportunity to make a phone call called their stockbroker?” Far from being facetious, she was making an obvious but very important point. When the stakes are high, only one thing matters: love. No one is concerned about their weight or the way they look. They aren’t upset that life isn’t perfect. They aren’t fretting about high taxes, the liberals or conservatives, previous conflicts, disputes with neighbors, or a lack of parking. They don’t care about the rates of return on their investment portfolio. They aren’t focused on any of their grievances. Indeed, the only thing that matters, when it really matters, is love. The question is, “Why do we treat life as if it doesn’t really matter right now?”

Christopher Morley was right on target when he said, “If one were given five minutes’ warning before sudden death, five minutes to say what it had all meant to us, every telephone booth would be occupied by people trying to call up other people to stammer that they loved them.”

Weddings remind us of the importance of love. It’s always nice to see couples attending weddings, hand in hand. It’s as if the ceremony in honor of another couple has the effect of connecting us to one another. It reminds us of our loving feelings and encourages us to reflect on the nature of love and relationships. Wouldn’t it be nice to see those same couples walking hand in hand more often? Why don’t they?

A friend once shared with me that when she had her baby, both her parents were present at the hospital. You might think, “What’s so unusual about that?” It was unusual for her parents, however, because they hadn’t spoken to each other in more than ten years. The birth of their grandchild brought them together. They spoke, almost like long-lost friends. The bitterness and awkwardness softened and was replaced with a reverence for the gift of life and of love. There was no effort involved. Neither one was trying. All that happened was that both of them realized that there is so much more to life than the petty things that keep us separate. Wouldn’t it be nice if we could remember this on a day-to-day, moment-to-moment basis? What’s to say we can’t?

In an earlier book, I told a story about Jim and Yvonne, who were unhappily married for more than thirty years. One day they were given the news that Jim had cancer. What was really interesting was that, before knowing this, the two of them lived side by side in an almost constant state of irritation. Both were bothered and dissatisfied a great deal of the time. Jim said that their love for each other had been lost many years earlier.

You’ve heard similar stories before, but it’s worth repeating here. The moment they found out about the tumor, both of them experienced a sudden shift in their consciousness. Very simply, they had a change of heart. The anger, bitterness, and impatience were instantly replaced with a sense of love and perspective. They realized that, beneath the superficial and self-destructive habits they had developed, they really did love and need each other.

Had their love really been lost? If so, where did it go? Is it possible that the two of them had simply been focusing on the wrong things and that it took a big event to wake them up? It’s my feeling that the love they felt after discovering the life-threatening illness was always there for the taking. Is there some way that we can see this possibility in our daily lives, before being delivered bad news? Why not?

Big stuff also teaches (or reminds) us of life’s short duration and preciousness. Attend any funeral, and what do you hear? Undoubtedly, there will be plenty of thoughtful (and accurate) reflection about how quickly life passes us by.

Not too long ago, I attended a high school graduation party in honor of one of our friends’ daughters. The thing I remember most was the loving way in which so many people who knew the new graduate for most of her life said essentially the same thing, which was: “I can’t believe she’s all grown up. It happened so fast.” One minute we are playing in the sandbox; the next minute, we’re finishing high school. Similar words were expressed at the last retirement party I attended, another “big” event. Friends and colleagues, as well as the honored guest, said words such as, “It seems like yesterday that Fred was working in the mail room. How did all those years go by?”

Why do we so often forget to enjoy the process of life while it’s unfolding? Why are we so preoccupied with rushing through everything? Why are we in such an enormous hurry—but then saddened when it’s over? We rush to grow up and get through things—and then wish we could do it over again. Is there a way to slow down and enjoy the process? Is it possible that, if we were to do so, we wouldn’t have the same regrets?

The third gift, so often learned from various big stuff, is the importance of kindness and generosity. It’s awesome to witness the loving generosity exhibited after a painful tragedy. The outpouring makes us proud to be human. People often give “until it hurts.” After a tragedy, I’ve seen little children put their favorite toys in boxes and send them off to families in need. It’s not at all uncommon to see emergency personnel as well as everyday people doing extraordinary things, risking their lives to save others, often complete strangers.

Not too long ago, a friend of ours had a baby. The most remarkable thing happened. The new mother was inundated, not only with beautiful gifts, but also with premade dinners from virtually everyone in the neighborhood. There must have been enough family meals for at least several weeks! Others chipped in to clean her house and do various other chores. The kindness was almost as beautiful as the baby (well, not quite)!

Last year, one of my wife Kris’s good friends was married. It was a beautiful celebration. Something else was amazing as well. I was touched at how readily Kris was willing to get on a plane and spend most of a week helping her friend with the preparations. Even though it was one of the busiest times in her entire life, her response was, “I’m so happy to do it.” And she meant it. She loved every minute. While she had been able to find almost no time for herself in previous months, she was somehow able to give several days of her time to someone she loved. I’ve spoken to so many women (and men) over the years who have done similar things for friends when it involved something “big.”

Being kind and generous is so natural and brings us such joy. Is there some way we can bring that kindness and generosity to our daily lives? I believe we can, if it’s a priority.

Whether we’re personally involved or not, big stuff is all around us, all the time. I often think that big stuff is to “understanding,” as school is to children. In both cases, the information is there, ready to take us to new heights. But it’s also true that we must be willing to learn.


2. Ask Yourself the Question, “Will This Matter a Year from Now?”

In Don’t Sweat the Small Stuff, I suggested that we ask the question, “Will this matter a year from now?” The implication, of course, is that most things will not matter a year from now. And if they won’t matter, what’s the point of being upset today?

About two weeks ago I was meeting someone for lunch. At least I thought I was. The problem was, the person I was meeting never showed up. As I had gone out of my way to make time to meet with this person, I was getting a bit impatient and annoyed. Then, I remembered the question—and my reaction began to soften. It’s not that reminding ourselves of the relative importance of things is a panacea that will prevent us from ever becoming upset. It’s just that it helps to put things in better perspective.

There is another important side to this question, however: There are things that will matter a year from now—the big things.

When you look back a year from now, will it matter if you have taken good physical care of yourself? Will the time you will have spent (or didn’t spend) with your loved ones matter a year from now? Will it matter a year from now if you save and invest some of your money? Will it matter if you spent at least a reasonable amount of time doing those things that are truly important in your life? If you meditate, pray, or stay dedicated to your spiritual practices, will it make a difference? Will it matter a year from now if you, or someone you love, dies, becomes very ill, or suffers a serious injury? The answer to all of these questions is, “Of course it will.”

Asking yourself variations of this question, and reflecting on the answers, is a powerful way to gauge the relative significance and importance of some of the events and circumstances of your life. Generally speaking, if something passes the one-year test, it’s a good indication that it’s worthy of your time and attention. If not, perhaps it’s not worth prioritizing, over and above that which is necessary and practical.

I was talking to Lily, a busy working mom. She told me that she had been in the habit of compulsively saying yes to any number of requests for her time. She was overcommitted at work, at the kids’ schools, and with her community projects. She said that because she “had it pretty good,” she felt guilty saying no. It wasn’t any one thing that had taken over her priorities and dominated her time. Rather, it had been dozens of small commitments, combined, that had done her in.

After a death in the family had shaken her, Lily began to reexamine her life. One of the most significant changes she reports to have made was her new use of this important question. She began to ask herself, “Will this use of my time matter a year from now?” She realized that though it’s relatively easy to rationalize how something would matter a year from now, the truth is that only a handful of things really will.

She began to filter out a few of the commitments that had been preventing her from spending her time in the way she knew she wanted to. She learned to say no more often. Sure enough, her life started to change for the better.

I’ve found that many people have used this question in a similar way, including myself. I know how easy it is to become overextended, even without the commitments that can’t pass the one-year test. That’s why it’s critical to ask the question, “Will this matter a year from now?”

As a result of reflecting on this question, my life has changed in many ways. While I’m more hesitant to agree to certain requests, or to begin certain projects, I’m far more inclined to say yes to those things that really matter. For example, the reality of the changes that took place in my children over a one-year period hit me very hard. I realized the obvious: I don’t get a second chance at spending time with my nine-year-old or my twelve-year-old. One year from now, they will be ten and thirteen. Each optional decision not to spend time with either one of them has a very real consequence.

One Saturday when neither of my kids had any plans, I had intended to spend the day cleaning out the attic. Despite the fact that it’s not very much fun, I was determined to do it. I had even written it in my appointment book, and boy, did it need cleaning!

I was getting ready to start the project when my twelve-year-old daughter, Jazzy, said, “Hey, Dad, what are you doing today?” I let her know that I was going to be busy up in the attic. “Oh,” she said, “I was sort of hoping we could do something together.”

This is one tiny example of the importance of asking the question, “Will this matter a year from now?” Obviously, it’s unrealistic to think you could indefinitely postpone all household chores or other types of requests. Clearly, we can’t, and probably wouldn’t even want to. However, in many instances, we do have a choice in the matter. This was one of them. In our household, it’s somewhat rare that the kids don’t have any plans with friends on a Saturday—or a soccer game—or anything else! I had the power to make a choice.

I closed the attic door, certain that the mess would still be there another day—which it was. We ended up taking a family walk instead, then watching a movie together. Needless to say, it was well worth the trade-off. A year later, I’m still really glad I made that decision.

The value of applying the one-year standard is that it encourages us to look at each circumstance independently as opposed to reflexively, or in a knee-jerk sort of way. In other words, instead of reacting by saying “I don’t have time” or “I’m too busy” to your spouse, girlfriend, or child, you’ll take an extra moment to evaluate the situation. You’ll be more inclined to find the time (if it’s truly important to you).

On the flip side, we’re more careful to evaluate each situation before saying yes. When asked if you can do something, you should ask yourself two questions. First, “Is this something I have to do?” And second, “Is this something I want to do?” If you don’t answer yes to at least one of these questions, you’ll probably learn to say no more often. In the process, you’ll begin to create more time for those things that really matter. After all, what’s “bigger” than time itself?

I’ve found that I’ve become a happier and more genuine person as a result of keeping this question in the back of my mind, because now when I say yes, it’s no longer likely to be out of obligation. Whether it’s doing someone a favor or carpooling for a school field trip, if I say I want to do it, I usually really mean it. This means I have far less regret and almost no resentment toward others because, more often than not, I’m doing things by choice.

One of the problems many of us face is that we confuse our priorities with a sense of urgency or obligation. We have twenty items on our “to do” list and feel compelled to complete them. So we rationalize by saying to ourselves, “I’ll spend more time with the kids when I get through this list,” or “I’d love to volunteer at church, but I don’t have enough time these days,” or “I’ll start exercising next week, after my schedule clears.”

Meanwhile, items on the list might include cleaning the garage, doing some errands, visiting a distant acquaintance (out of obligation) who happens to be in town—or whatever. We might sit on certain committees or volunteer for other things that, upon more careful consideration, don’t mean as much to us. The point isn’t to say that these things might not be important, but rather to suggest that many of the ways we spend our time, if we’re really honest, are optional. Our intent is to do it all—but our priorities are left behind because they lack a sense of urgency.

My best friend, Benjamin, and I don’t exchange gifts during the holidays, and here’s why. Initially it was his idea. He told me, “Knowing that you won’t be spending your precious time walking through shopping malls, trying to find something for me, brings me more joy than anything you could ever buy me!” The best part about this is that he really means it! He knows that shopping isn’t something I enjoy, especially when there are big crowds. Think about his gift to me for a moment. Each year, he literally gives to me the one, two, or even three hours of time it would take to drive to and from the appropriate shops and find him the perfect gift.

I heard a story that broke my heart but that also speaks well to the point of this strategy. A “busy” man who juggled too many things had been trying to find time to visit his ailing mother in the convalescent hospital. He kept saying, “I’ll see her tomorrow.” You know the rest of the story. She passed away before he made it back.

Most of our stories aren’t this dramatic, of course. They are usually far more subtle and have to do with day-to-day decisions about how we choose to spend our time and energy. It’s important to remember, however, that our lives are made up of the way we spend our minutes, hours, and days. Our time is precious, and we can learn to treat it as such. Asking the question, “Will this matter a year from now?” is a great place to start.
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