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7

1

BEING ORGANIZED MEANS  
BEING PREPARED

When it comes to organization, didn’t becoming a mom kind of 
throw you for a loop? I mean, maybe you weren’t a perfectly polished 
perfectionist when it came to your home and time, but most likely 
you were able to reasonably hold things together on the home front. 
If you washed the floor, it stayed looking shiny for at least a few days. 
Scrubbed the sink or scoured the tub? You wouldn’t need to do that 
again for a week or two. Maybe you organized a bookshelf or tackled 
a pile of papers and then basked in the glory of having it all neat and 
tidy. I’ll bet you even made it to your appointments on time, barring 
any unforeseen circumstances. And can any of you remember this 
glorious concept—doing laundry just once a week? Sigh.

However, something happened to throw off our timing, plunging 
us into a downward spiral of dejection and sending us tottering near 
the edge. What was it? Sickness? Calamity? Natural disaster?

Nope. It was one of two simple things. Either you finally received 
that long-awaited phone call from the adoption agency letting you 
know your precious child was waiting for you or one morning, upon 
rising, you discovered it. The stick turned blue!

Ahhh, yes…blessed motherhood. What an honor. What a privi-
lege. What a headache! Now, just as we get all our ducks in a row, 
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THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO GETTING & STAYING ORGANIZED8

along comes one of our own little ducklings to completely knock them 
off the shelf, forcing us to start all over again. It’s enough to make a 
grown woman cry. I know. I’ve gone through too many boxes of Puffs 
Plus to count!

But does this have to be? Are we moms destined to disorganiza-
tion and disarray until that last duckling grows up and leaves our 
cluttered coop? Or can we moms still manage our homes in a timely 
and orderly fashion while in the midst of rearing kids? Can we not 
only get organized, but manage to remain that way in this hectic and 
labor-intensive season of motherhood?

A resounding yes! But the yes is directly dependent on our defini-
tion of organized.

I am convinced that moms, given the right tools and with plenty 
of proper motivation, can maintain a thriving, inviting, and relatively 
smooth-running home. Notice I did not say spotless. I made no men-
tion of perfect. I’d never be so bold as to assert that it will come off 
without a hitch. But your life as a mom can be much more organized 
than it is at this moment.

How do I know? Because I’ve seen it happen for many moms I’ve 
interacted with. They have taken life by the reins and are determined 
to steer it toward order and quit whining about it.

But most important, I am living proof of it. While I went through 
an intense time of disorganization directly due to motherhood, now 
things clip along pretty well around our home. No, not 100 percent 
of the time. Anyone who asserts her life is perfectly organized every 
day of the year is either lying or has no life! I would never say I don’t 
have times when it’s bump and go. But usually our home functions 
relatively smoothly. Why?

Let me assure you it isn’t because I am a Polly Perfectionist by 
birth. While I do lean more toward being a neatnik than a messy, I 
do not enjoy deep cleaning on a regular basis. I know some women 
who do. Me? I’d rather be off having fun! And it isn’t because I have 
a lot of free time. I’m under just as many time constraints as the next 
gal. I have three kids and their activities as well as a hubby who’d like 
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Being Organized Means Being Prepared 9

some of my attention more than once in a while. It isn’t even because 
I’m just one of those obnoxious organized types who gloats and brags 
because order is so second nature to her. Why, then, am I usually able 
to be at peace with the balance of order and chaos in my life?

Two reasons: First, because after years of trial and error, I have a 
plan for my work, and I work the plan. And all the while, I am con-
stantly reevaluating and readjusting that plan according to the season 
of the year or the season of my life.

Second, and more important, I have come to a bold realization: It’s 
never going to get all done. You heard me. Stop the presses! Did you 
think this was a book that was going to show you how to do it all, all 
the time? Sorry. Dear Mom, you won’t ever be able to do it all. The 
sooner you face that fact, the better. It won’t ever be “all done.” What 
a freeing thought. No, really!

Losing Your Life
When I first became a mom, I was taken completely aback when 

it came to organization. My firstborn was a colicky, clingy, high-
maintenance little girl who never wanted to be put down. And being 
a first-time and well-meaning mom, well…I never put her down. I 
went from being in control of my time and my surroundings to being 
at my wit’s end! My friend Debi tried to get me to see that it was a 
good thing. That I was “losing my life” in order to become the person 
God wanted me to be.

Hold it right there, lady. I’d signed up to become a mom; I wanted 
a baby. However, I did not remember the part about signing up to lose 
my life. I’d somehow missed the fine print.

Before motherhood I’d prided myself on being a gal with all my 
ducks in a row. I sought to impress others with how competent I was 
to organize the project or head the committee. In high school I sought 
to have the longest list of clubs, sports, and organizations participated 
in right there in black and white under my name in the senior year-
book. I reached that foolish goal. My list included 33 activities and 
was over two inches long.
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THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO GETTING & STAYING ORGANIZED10

This pattern continued through college and into my married life. 
But five years into the marriage I became a mom and completely lost 
it. All of it! My time, my identity, my schedule; yes, you could even 
say my life. Before, I could take charge of an event, plan a function, 
or assume the headship of the group and turn out something wonder-
ful. Now I couldn’t manage to take a shower or even get out of my 
pajamas before my husband came home from work for lunch at noon. 
Talk about being humbled!

I remember those first few years of motherhood, trying frantically 
to get to the end of my to-do list by the end of the day, a feat I usually 
performed with relative ease before becoming a mom. Now I couldn’t 
even get halfway through. Not even a quarter of the way through. 
Was I doing something wrong? Was my list too long? What was the 
matter with me?

It never occurred to me that perhaps I wasn’t supposed to get every-
thing crossed off every day. In fact, I remember crying one day as I 
felt completely overwhelmed trying to “get it all done.” It was also a 
very pivotal day in my life.

A Lesson from the Past
We had just returned from a visit to Frankfurt, Michigan, the town 

where my husband’s Grandma Ehman lived in an adult-care home. 
The victim of a stroke years earlier, Grandma had regained use of one 
side of her body and walked with a cane. Her days now consisted 
of reading and watching television. She closely followed her beloved 
Detroit Tigers baseball team, writing down the statistics in a book as 
she watched or listened to the game. She tried to remain active and 
attend an occasional church dinner or ladies luncheon. Her days were 
unhurried, her existence simple.

While there, I had spied Grandma’s to-do list on her dresser; it 
looked something like this:

Write Fred and Carol.
Call Doug and Shirley about Thanksgiving.

1.
2.
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Being Organized Means Being Prepared 11

Watch ball game.
Ride exercise bike for 20 minutes.
Help set table for supper.
Read church bulletin.
Play cards with lady down the hall.
Listen to Don Ho record before bed.

Later, as I sat wallowing in my self-pity and lamenting that I never 
get my to-do list done, I suddenly thought about Grandma Ehman. I 
could honestly say she was the only person in my life who crossed off 
every single item on her to-do list each day.

But wait! What had Grandma said to me just the day before? “Oh, 
how nice—you get to be home enjoying your children and watching them 
grow up. How much activity there must be at your house these days! I’ ll 
bet there isn’t a moment of quiet. I’d give anything to have one more day 
with all my babies at home.”

It was then I began to realize I had become a slave to my list. 
Whether it was an actual printed piece of paper or merely the one I 
had crafted in my mind, if I didn’t check off all the items each day, I 
felt like a failure. More crucially, I acted like a failure.

I needed to rethink my whole outlook on life as a mom. While 
performing a job in the workforce, lists are important. They provide 
direction. They keep us on task. They offer a means for measuring 
how our time was spent during our shift. But as a mom, life is dif-
ferent. Trying to approach motherhood like a job left me completely 
bewildered. I felt I was accomplishing little if my plans were thwarted 
and my list was left undone. In reality, God had plans much more 
important for me, involving things to do that often involved a hidden 
service for him. Endlessly rocking a feverish baby, holding a crying boy 
with scraped knees and a bruised ego, stopping to talk with a teen as 
she sorted out the issues of life or just wanted to chat about the latest 
hairstyles. In his eyes, these were all important actions he had for me 
that day. I never even had them written on my list.

3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
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THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO GETTING & STAYING ORGANIZED12

Please don’t misread me and suppose I am against lists and plans 
and being proactive. Not in the least! I have, however, had to adjust 
how I view to-do lists. They are no longer my taskmaster and I their 
slave. Instead, they are my personal Global Positioning System (GPS), 
pointing me in the right direction but allowing me to still receive a call 
from the Lighthouse asking me to alter my course for a while. And 
I still look for shortcuts that will allow me to get more accomplished 
in less time so I can savor the sweet moments in life, the ones that 
Grandma relived in her mind over and over again.

Back to the Drawing Board
When I first realized I had to make these changes in my life, I 

began to gather information, pick other women’s brains, and read, 
read, and read some more. As I turned to those who in my estimation 
were skilled at not only handling their homes and time well but who 
used their time to love and serve others, I found a common thread:

Being organized boils down to being prepared.

Think about it. Mom #1 receives a call informing her that so-
and-so just broke her ankle and needs a meal brought in, and this 
completely throws her for a loop. Through her maxed-out brain runs 
this line of thought: Sure, I’d like to make a hot meal and take it over 
to Mary, but I don’t even have anything planned for my own family to 
eat tonight. I suppose I could feed them what we’re probably going to have, 
but fish sticks and French fries or cold cereal just don’t seem right.

Mom #1 has two choices. She can stop what she’s doing, run to the 
store, and drop a boatload of money on a prepared meal to take to the 
family. Or she can politely, with guilt in her heart, opt out.

Mom #2 receives the same call. She, however, is not thrown into 
a guilty panic and forced to regretfully decline, nor does she dash off 
to the pizzeria to pick up a large pepperoni and a liter of soda pop to 
deliver to the family. She simply walks over to her freezer, pulls out 
a homemade chicken pot pie, a frozen layered strawberry salad, and 

GettingOrganized.indd   12 10/25/07   2:49:28 PM

Copyrighted material



Being Organized Means Being Prepared 13

some mocha brownies for dessert. Then she strolls to her desk and 
selects a simple pick-me-up card to sign and deliver along with the 
meal. She then calls the family in need and says, “I have your meal 
ready. Would you like it delivered fresh or frozen?” The entire process 
takes only a few minutes of her busy day.

What’s the difference? Was mom #2 smarter? A better friend or 
superior homemaker? No. She just recognized that in this stage of her 
life, she would be receiving such calls on occasion. So she prepared in 
advance, knowing that most likely the call would come on an already 
hectic day. Because of her forethought and advance activity, she was 
able to meet the request in a calm, collected manner.

More Than Just the Boy Scout Motto
Do you have a Boy Scout in your home? My boys have not joined 

their ranks, but while growing up, my brother was a Scout for nearly a 
decade. Their motto, well-known for over a century, is “Be Prepared.” 
Well, my desire is that this book you now hold in your hands will help 
you become prepared for whatever and whomever God brings your 
way. It’s not designed to make you a “Wonder Mom” who can wow 
her friends and impress her acquaintances with her advanced organi-
zational skills. Its goal is not to enable you to keep a spotless house. It 
isn’t even designed to help you manage your time more efficiently. Its 
goal is much bigger than that.

Organization for organization’s sake is a dead-end goal. Our goal 
simply must be about something higher. Ultimately becoming orga-
nized should be a means to achieve the ends God has for us. To touch 
lives for good. To point others to him. To be prepared for the work 
he has for us to do each day. Not to alphabetize our spice cupboard 
or label all of our children’s clothing with different-color permanent 
markers.

Being prepared is all about enabling you to take care of the “have-
to’s” in life—the shopping, cooking, cleaning, child care, bill paying, 
and on and on—in an efficient manner. Then you can get around 
to actually performing the “want-to’s” of life—spending unhurried 
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THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO GETTING & STAYING ORGANIZED14

time with your family, reaching out to a neighbor, reading that book 
you’ve been meaning to, taking a walk, writing a handwritten letter 
to encourage someone in your life.

We get to that place by being prepared, by taking care of tasks on 
the front end before the tasks do us in as we desperately attempt to 
play catch-up with life.

Which Comes First—The Duck or the Egg?
In this journey together, we are going to tackle both aspects of 

organization: managing your time and organizing your things. But 
which comes first? Are you able to get your home and possessions in 
order only when you have gotten your time under control? Or will 
you be able to get your runaway schedule under control only when 
you finally get your place clean and tidy? Which comes first?

In most cases, I have observed that although the two work hand in 
hand, most moms need to deal with their stuff first. Because so much 
of life takes place within their four walls during the childrearing years, 
women become easily defeated when constantly faced with piles of 
papers and loads of laundry and the general disorder that creeps into 
their lives. They never get out of the starting blocks. The minute you 
get an area under control, it just gets messy again. So why try? Might 
as well grab a Diet Coke, turn on a good movie, and escape for a while. 
Sadly, many moms do this to put off dealing with their cluttered lives. 
While it offers a brief and temporary reprieve (and there is certainly 
nothing wrong with enjoying a good movie now and then), in reality, 
it solves nothing. It only delays facing the mess.

Try as I might, ladies, I am simply not able to give you a slick, 
one-size-fits-all solution to getting organized. I wish it were that easy! 
But unless you’re fortunate enough to be able to hire a maid, a cook, 
and a chauffeur for the remainder of your childrearing years, you’re 
simply going to have to use your own brain and body.

First, we’ll walk through your individual life. You’ll use your mind 
to evaluate just what areas in your life you want changed. You’ll think 
through finding your organizational personality, determining which 
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Being Organized Means Being Prepared 15

areas of your home are out of control, where you’re wasting time, and 
how you can change.

You see, it doesn’t do any good to just pick up a book and try to 
replicate someone else’s plan. That hardly ever works. Why else do 
you think you see so many books on organization in garage sales and 
dotting the shelves of secondhand stores? Imitating someone else’s plan 
usually only works if you are also living the same life as the author. 
What I hope to do is offer solutions that fit your situation.

After using your brain to come up with your plan of attack, we’ll 
begin to flex some muscles as we shuffle your stuff—some to the gar-
bage dump, some to the local charity store, but most to a more logical 
place in your home. You’ll be encouraged to get friends to help you 
tackle tough tasks—call it an “Amazon Women” group—so you don’t 
get overwhelmed. When your stuff is stashed more neatly, you’ll have 
more incentive to keep it that way—even with kids in the mix.

And as far as managing your time—I can assure you this book 
does not tout a rigid schedule. Schedules can be a guide or your GPS, 
but they should not be your boss. Sometimes they do more harm 
than good, especially for that mom who feels defeated if she gets even 
slightly off schedule. I have found what is more realistic and certainly 
more doable: have a flexible routine that allows for interruptions from 
God and ministry to others.

The difference between a schedule and a routine is this: A schedule 
must be done in order and at the exact time allocated. A routine, while 
done in order, isn’t attached to a time frame. If you must interrupt 
your routine for a while, that’s okay. You simply jump back in where 
you left off when the interruption is over. No need to fuss and fume. 
There was not a specific time assigned to your various tasks anyway. 
Women who live by strict schedules often put the clock or tasks before 
people. I once met a woman at a function who seemed to be in an 
immense hurry and was irritated by people who were attempting to 
chat with her after the event. When questioned about her seeming 
frustration, she said something like, “This meeting was supposed to 
end promptly by four o’clock, but it didn’t. I needed to be on the road 
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THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO GETTING & STAYING ORGANIZED16

by four twelve because it takes me thirteen minutes to drive home, 
and I need to arrive home by four twenty-five because I am going to 
clean my oven at exactly four thirty so it will be done by five thirty-five 
in time for me to fix supper. Now I am completely behind schedule, 
and I am not happy.”

Helloooo! Have you ever heard anything so crazy in all your life? 
Can you imagine being such a slave to a schedule? Having a strict, 
rigid schedule does not allow time for people.

However, being a mom with absolutely no routine isn’t effective 
either. You’re constantly sidetracked by the phone or Internet, and at 
the end of the day you may have connected with a lot of people but you 
haven’t gotten any work done. No, a more balanced approach is to find 
your own flexible routine that allows for worthwhile interruptions.

Striking the Balance
I want to assure you that having children and being organized are 

not mutually exclusive. We simply need to strike the balance between 
structure and spontaneity. It will help, too, to train the little people in 
our lives to help us, not just because we want to see them work, but 
because it frees the whole family to enjoy life more.

Through the pages of this book, you’ll meet a lot of people. First, 
you’ll meet my daughter, Mackenzie, a formerly messy kid turned 
mostly tidy teenager. Occasionally, she will offer some advice from 
a young person’s perspective—what works and what doesn’t when it 
comes to getting kids to cooperate in getting organized. When the 
entire family is on the same page working as a team, this mission is 
more easily accomplished.

Second, you’ll meet other moms in the “What Works for Me” sec-
tions who have been gracious enough to offer suggestions, stories, and 
ideas from their diverse lives. Because not all of you live lives similar 
to mine, I want to offer you a great variety of tried-and-true solutions 
to managing both your time and your home.

This book is designed to be read from start to finish s-l-o-w-l-y. 
You’ll need to pause and ponder, to retreat and reflect. While you 
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Being Organized Means Being Prepared 17

may want to jump ahead, thinking, I wonder what it says about grocery 
shopping…or laundry…or…, try to fight the urge. You’ll gain the most 
benefit from reading this in its entirety, periodically stopping to do 
the exercises suggested. This will help you focus your efforts and zero 
in on the best game plan for your family.

So let not your heart be troubled! Together we’ll walk through 
your life, evaluating the demands as well as delights that are a part 
of it. We’ll come up with a plan for you to work at that will enable 
you to be prepared for whatever and whomever God sends your way. 
Do not suppose this will be an easy undertaking. I will try to make it 
simple—straightforward—but it will not be easy. Few things in life 
that are worthwhile ever are. But the results will far outweigh the effort 
required to get there. Are you ready to try? You can do it!

Points to Ponder
Here is where we begin to take steps that will help you craft your 

individual plan of attack when it comes to getting your home in order 
and your time under control. But just to make it a little easier on 
you, work through this next section in a quiet place where you can 
be alone. I want you to really think about the questions I am about 
to ask. So grab a cup of something to drink and steal away for a few 
minutes. The baby finally down for a nap? Great! Dad willing to take 
the kids to the park to play for a while? Wonderful! Could you drop 
the little darlings off at a friend’s while you visit your favorite coffee 
shop? Perfect! You need to think clearly and without interruption as 
we begin to sketch out your personal and attainable goals in this area. 
Ready? Let’s begin!

Write down the top three areas in your life that you most want to 
see changed in the realm of organization. These areas may have to do 
with time or with your physical surroundings. Perhaps it’s a task like 
grocery shopping or menu planning. Maybe it’s your ever-mounting 
piles of paper. Maybe it’s your morning before-school routine. Don’t 
think too hard; just write down the first three areas of frustration that 
pop into your mind.
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THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO GETTING & STAYING ORGANIZED18

Area #1

Area #2

Area #3

Now, describe how you are currently operating in these three areas. 
For each area, answer the following:

What are you currently doing (or not doing)?
What are the results?
How is this frustrating you?

Area #1
Current plan:

Results:

It frustrates me because…

Area #2
Current plan:

Results:

It frustrates me because…

1.
2.
3.
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Being Organized Means Being Prepared 19

Area #3
Current plan:

Results:

It frustrates me because…

Now, as you look back over these three areas, are there any obvi-
ous changes you know can be made? A simple example: Perhaps you 
fold laundry when your 15-month-old is playing on the floor in front 
of you. Thus your piles constantly are being overturned. What could 
you do differently? Put junior in a playpen with his favorite toys? Fold 
during naptime or early in the morning or after everyone else is in 
bed? What obvious solutions come to mind?

Area #1

Area #2

Area #3

Sometimes others see what we cannot. Are there relatives or friends 
in your life who seem to have these areas under control? Don’t be shy 
or feel you are a failure if you ask for their advice. We are meant to 
live in connection with one another. Write down their names below 
and what areas they may be skilled at that you are having difficulty 
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THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO GETTING & STAYING ORGANIZED20

with. Beside their names write a few questions you want to ask them. 
Set a time to talk to them this next week.

Finally, write a list of at least three things you wish you had more 
time for. Three things that if the “have-to’s” in your life were all taken 
care of, you would enjoy doing. Dream for a moment. If you had more 
disposable time, what would you do?

Good work. Now set this book aside for a while. You’ve gotten off 
to a great start. It will take time, but before too long you’ll be on your 
way to a better organized, more focused you. Remember, we aren’t 
shooting for perfect, flawless, or anything close. We aren’t going to 
fool ourselves into thinking we’re going to get it all done and have it 
stay that way. We know better. We’re aiming to (1) find the rhythm 
that is ours—a flexible routine that allows for interruptions from God 
and ministry to others, and (2) seek to set the bar where it works for 
our families and lifestyles. Together we’ll tackle both of these goals. 
You can do it! Be patient. You won’t be perfect, but who would want 
to be anyway?
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