Get your Moai on.
So, you’re asking yourself, what’s a moai?  If you’ve read Dan Buettner’s book “Thrive” you know already.  If you haven’t, it’s recommended reading for anyone who’s searching for a happier, healthier way of life.

Mr. Buettner traveled the world for five years searching for the answer to the questions  we all ask ourselves and it would seem he’s found some answers, one of which is a moai.  Moai is Okinawan, and while there’s no literal translation, roughly, it can be called Circle of Friends.  Okinawans are some of the most long lived people on the planet, living in what Buettner has deemed a ‘blue zone,’ a place where people are considered to be the happiest. 

In Okinawa, Buettner found that most people lived in groups of moai, traveling together, living together in some cases and sharing everything, good or bad.  If one member had a financial windfall, he shared it with the group.  If there was a setback, be it emotional or monetary, physical or mental, that was shared as well and supported by the group.  

If you’re thinking that could only happen in Europe or Asia, think again.  There have trial runs in the United States, with one town creating over 70 moai, each with a specific center.  One consisted of new mothers, each group having at least one interest in common.  At the end of the trial period, it was discovered that there was indeed an increase in happiness and personal satisfaction found in each group.

It took five years of research, backed by National Geographic and the National Council on Aging, for Buettner to complete his task, traveling all around the world to find the keys to personal happiness.  His research offers extraordinary accounts of people whose unique lifestyles translate into stories of happy fulfilled lives.    For instance, through his research, Buettner tells us he found that the happiest people in America socialize about seven hours a day, and that those that are married are likely to be three times happier than those not married.  Add to that the statistic that each new friend you make will boost your happiness by around 10 percent, and you’re well on your way to living a happier, longer, more satisfying life.  

Each lifestyle is different, and of course everyone is an individual, but if you subscribe to “the more the merrier” a moai could be a boon to you, not just in your personal but your professional life as well.  If  you’re thinking you don’t have a moai, wouldn’t know how to start one, chances are you already have, you just don’t know it.  The friends you have are people with whom you have common interests, whether it’s work or a love of Star Wars or love of the beach.  
In Okinawa, the moai do everything together, from traveling to making dinner and it makes for a more active support system which in turn makes for happier people in the group. All over the world, Buettner found no matter where he went, that people who had close friends, who were surrounded by people who cared for them, that they cared for, lived more productive, pro-active lives.

Now you’re wondering if perhaps you should create your own moai, but don’t know how to begin.  While there’s no moai building kit, you’ve most likely already got the basics around you and just need to build on them.  You have friends, friends who are the first on your list to call when something wonderful happens in your life or to commiserate with you, prop you up when an unexpected downturn happens.  Friends who make even the simplest thing a joy.  Those are the basic building blocks of a moai, and expand on them, making a commitment to those people and asking for a commitment in return.  Make a commitment to share with the people in your moai everything, from winning that $100 lottery scratch off to having a flat tire on the express way at lunch.

After all, living well, healthier and longer is a goal we all set for ourselves and having a group of people of people who share your joy or ease your heartache is something we all need.
There’s no magic formula for living longer, living happier, but there are tools out there to make your life a more joyful thing.  One of those tools could be a moai and it’s  just one of the many examples in Mr. Buettner’s book that  could lead you to a  life that will make you smile, give it a new meaning.  

Then you’ll not only be living your life, you’ll be thriving because of it.

How To Choose Where You Live

There are so many great cities out there and inside those great cities are neighborhoods that have something for everyone.  The trick is to find the one that’s right for you.  Are you looking for a quiet small town where everybody knows your name or a big city filled with a great night life?  Do you want a medium city, where not everybody knows your name, but your neighbors do and have block parties, not group tickets to the ballet?

Nowadays, people tend to go where the work is, settle in and make do. It’s possible to be happy, to be very happy, on very little, according to “Thrive” but most of us need the creature comforts, a place to nest.   Each person does this differently because every individual has a different idea of what makes their house a home.  

Several things factor into this and like the REALTOR says, “location, location, location”  is a big part.  Don’t want to have neighbors who can see in your backyard or would having neighbors over every weekend thrill you?    Looking for that perfect place that reminds you of your childhood?  A lot of us use fond memories of childhood to guide us,  but remember, childhood memories are wrapped in bubble wrap and cotton and who you were then isn’t who you are now.  Studies have shown that we tend to remember the high points and the low points, but not the little things that comprise the majority of our lives.  Keep that in mind when you’re contemplating moving to the neighborhood you remember so fondly as a child.

There are major factors can help you determine where you should live and these are also factors that are essential in boosting your ability to live a happy, thriving life.   

How close to your work do you want to live?  You  spend a lot of time at the office, at least one third of your day and it’s important that that space be a factor in where you choose to live.  Do you mind commuting or would you rather walk to work?  Do you enjoy eating lunch out or does a home cooked meal in a special container make you smile when you open the carton?  Most importantly, how do you feel about your work?  Do you drag your feet in the morning, sighing over and over again as you get ready to leave or do you wake up and wonder what’s going on at work  and hurry so you won’t miss anything?  

Work is a big part of considering where you want to live.

Social life-is it essential you live close to friends, to be able to meet every day?  Or is it enough to be able to talk with them on facebook?  If you feel the need to get together with friends and family at least once a week,  choose a place that is central to them, easy to hop in the vehicle and meet up at your favorite restaurant or movie theatre.  If it’s important to you, it becomes a big factor in choosing where you live.

Also a big consideration is your financial status.  In “Thrive”  Dan Buettner makes note of a woman who lives in a shack behind her family’s house, is over 100 years old and considers herself blessed by what she has.  Most people would rather have a nice four walls and a roof over their heads, and adopt a savings/spending strategy to allow them to choose the type of place they will be happiest.  Ask yourself what makes you happier-saving or spending.  That will lead you in the direction you need to go to choose a place that fits you both spiritually and financially.  

Your sense of self is a major factor in choosing where you live.  How do you see yourself living?  Do you want that down town loft that offers a great view or a gated community?  Do an inner self check on the happiness factor.  Will where you choose to live bring about inner happiness, an openness with others that makes you want to give back to the community, make you feel gratitude for what you have?  Will that gratitude extend to the people who have helped you along the way?  

Choosing where to live is a basic tenet of living a happy, longer life.   Traditionally economists in other countries measure happiness by an individual’s fiscal stability,  but is not the ‘magic bullet’ that brings happiness.  

More than any other factor, more than any other nudge toward happiness, where you live determines how happy you are.  Economic free,  the possibility of finding the job of your dreams, the lack of tension in your neighborhood and government that is both fair and stable are elements that call to us.  We want a place where we can have the opportunity to grow, to feel safe and to enjoy the fruits of our labor, and for that, you’ll have to do a little research.

Research is the cornerstone.  Even if you can’t move to Mayberry, find the job that allows you economic freedom and the ability to spend time with family and friends, you can look around where you live.  Compare what you have to what you want and then it’s plan making time.

Happiness is the key to a longer life and even if you can’t move to one of the Blue Zones in Dan Buettner’s book, you can make the place you already are a Blue Zone.

OP/ED 

BULLYING-It’s not just for the playground anymore

Once upon a time, a bully had to do their bullying face to face.  There was no internet, no world wide web and no screen to hide behind.  You had to be a bully to someone’s face, and back it up with action right there on the spot.  

With the internet now no longer considered a passing fad, everyone but your great grandmother is online (and maybe she is too) and it seems to have given people license to do what they might never do in a face to face situation.

Witness kids coming home from school, getting their home work done and spending some time on the internet.  Watch that child go from an exuberant, loving person to someone who is quiet, secretive and when asked if there’s anything wrong, reply with one word, “nothing.”  

The internet is like the Force, it can be used for good or for evil and sadly a lot of people use it for evil, thinking it’s all in great fun or that they’re justified in doing what they’re doing because someone “deserves” it.

This article started out as a rant (re-written many times) until I put it aside for a while, letting what passes for my cooler head to prevail.  Now I’ve given it some time and while this is no longer a rant it is a plea to people who use the internet as a club to beat someone into submission.  

It doesn’t matter if you’re a “grownup” or a kid, words hurt.   

Perfect example:  recently an acquaintance of mine put up a fan page for an actor who will remain nameless.  She’s from another country and speaks English on facebook through an interpretation program.  She thought it was just a fan page, but it appeared to be, at face value, a page run by the actor himself.  Another acquaintance who runs a fan page for said actor saw it, sent her a vicious  email and reported her to face book as a fraud.  The girl was upset to say the least and immediately took down the fan page.  I went to the original fan page and saw posts condemning her as a “freak” “weirdo” and in desperate need of psychiatric help.

Of course, being a person of opinions on everything from global warming to why men feel the need to wear their pants around their behinds, left a little message of my own.  I left it at that, and actually made a new friend there who not only saw my point of view, but related to it.  Others there were not as generous. 

Being on line implies (imho) a responsibility to think about what we say to others we will most likely never meet, but may get to know through the wonders of modern technology.  

To use it to push someone to the brink and then perhaps over it, is to take bullying to new depths.  If you feel the need to humiliate someone because they’re different, stop and take a look in the mirror.  What would they say if they knew you?  You’re weird because your hair is two different colors?  You’re a freak because your skin isn’t made of porcelain?  Are you in need of psychiatric help because you’re a grandmother who lusts after an actor who’s young enough to be your grandson?

There is so much hate out there, so many people who willingly hurt others just for the general thrill of it, to see what it feels like to wield a power over someone weaker than themselves that at times it makes me despair.   That we as a world will  reach the point where we will extend a hand to help rather than chop it off “just to see what it feels like” is my dream.

Hopefully after reading this the next time you have a choice between saying something cruel and saying something encouraging to someone you’ve met on line or even someone you sit next to on the bus every day, you’ll choose encouraging.  You never know what those few kind words will do for someone.  You never know how it might change a life.

Just sayin’.

HOW TO CREATE A THRIVING HOME

Your home.  Sanctuary.  A place that is safe from the rigors of the outside world and the place where you can lose the tension of the day, bring a calm to yourself that may have slowly faded as your day progressed.

Creating a thriving home isn’t just about feng shui, the proper placement of house plants or furniture, it’s about finding that center of yourself and building your world around it.  

To find what will make you thrive will take a bit of research on your part and learning about yourself.  Whether you’re single or married, have children or pets, there’s always something new to learn.  It’s worth the effort and the truth is there is no quickie nirvana.  What would give one person comfort, make them thrive in their home environment might not work for the next person, you have to find what works for you.

Luckily though, there are some great ideas out there that can help you find your own circle of comfort.

1. Adjust your expectations.  Be flexible in what you must have as opposed to what you want.  Examine the reason you want something and clarify for yourself why it’s important.

2. Appreciate the different personalities around you, if you’re in a marriage, with family or if you have roommates.  Analyze your background, your personalities, identifying your strengths and building on that.  Optimize those strengths, and have people around you who can help you do that while minimizing your weaknesses.  We all have plenty of both, it’s how we handle them that make the difference.

3. Understand those different personalities and what is important to the other person.  For you, success may be measured by how well your garden is flourishing, for another, it could be money that signifies a thriving home life.  Common goals are a wonderful thing and each individual will bring their own take to the table on how to accomplish it. It’s the meshing of those goals that will make the difference.

4. Know your emotional needs.  What do you need to thrive?     Does verbal praise make you blush with happiness, or is a symbolic gesture that you’re treasured for what you do, like flowers or your favorite chocolate what makes you feel the love.  Does someone bringing you avocados they’ve grown themselves make you smile?  The cliché ‘it’s the little things’ is a cliché for a reason.

5. Conflict resolution.  No one likes conflict.  It makes for silent reprimands and resentment.  To get past this and back to thriving, think about the conflict, examine the reason behind it, clarify what the conflict is really about and then move forward.  It’s when you know what the clash is truly about that you begin to discover how best to resolve it and move on.

6. Share yourself.  By that I mean share your dreams, your aspirations, what you visualize yourself doing in the next year, the next five years.  Encourage each other to open up, even setting aside specific times when it’s just you and your significant other.  If there’s no significant other, there are groups out there for every possible interest near you, no matter where you live.  That gives you a built in support system and that leads to making your home a place where you can thrive.   Always wanted to start a garden but have no idea whether to buy seeds or plants?  There are gardening groups you can join, from neophyte to expert.  You know there are others who love the same things you do and would happily share what they know and the more knowledge we attain, the better we thrive in our environment.

7. Prioritize.  Everyone has a different list in their head about what’s important in their life.  Is it more important to attend your niece’s soccer game or have that dinner on the table at 7 p.m. sharp?  Would you rather watch a rerun of a television show or read a book about a man who spent five years traveling the world looking for answers? 

8. Reduce the ‘noise factor’ around you.  That includes everything from having those ear buds that people think are a permanent attachment to your head removed.  Designate a specific amount of time you’ll spend playing video games and yes, even set your cell phone to silent.  That quiet time will allow you to focus on letting the calm in, maybe even settling down with a good book with real paper pages.

9. Change the way you light your house.  Lower watt bulbs offer a more calm ambiance, and that is leads to a more restful place for you.  Instead of lighting up every corner of the room, let the mood change along with the wattage of the bulb.

10. Make a place where you can let your creative side out, whether it’s a place to draw or make pottery or write.  That place could literally be your little corner of the world where you let go of the stress of the day.  It doesn’t mean you have to be perfect at it, just enjoy it.  You’ll find yourself smiling more.

11. Turn your bedroom in an island of calm.  Put the television in the guest room or the den, give its space over to a stereo system with music that gives you that peaceful feeling.  We spend a lot of time in the bedroom so making it a sanctuary  can be essential to allowing yourself to thrive.  Make it a habit to have your own ‘quiet time’ and let your family know.  Set a specific time if there is always something going on at your house.  A time that says it’s your ‘you’ time and then follow through.  Most often all it takes is a closed door and a specific instruction and then it gets to be all about you.

Each and every one of us has the ability to build a thriving home life, a sanctuary.  A place where when you walk through the door your entire body relaxes and lets out a sigh of relief.  A home life that you build, where you can thrive.

