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Introduction

Missing the 
Clean Gene

When my dad was a kid, instead of Spring Break, 
he had Spring Cleaning Week. Every child on the 
South Side of Chicago—well, except the “rich” ones 
who managed to get away to Florida—would join 
their mothers in a weeklong cleaning fest. They’d 
scrub bathrooms and baseboard, polish furniture 
and their few pieces of silver, beat rugs on the fire 
escape, and wash down walls. 

Knowing my grandmother, that week was probably 
the highlight of her year. Scrubbing, dusting, 
sweeping, sorting, tossing—those were her things.  
And getting to do that for a solid week with her son, 
well, that would’ve sent her over the moon. I suspect 
God’s having her do that in heaven right now—to her 
eternal delight.

Good housekeeping DNA may have passed 
me by, but nothing’s impossible with God.
By caryn rivadeneira
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A Well-Kept House
Missing the Clean Gene

I have to tell you, Spring Cleaning Week sounds like 
a complete nightmare. Of all the ways I’m like my 
grandmother—I share her strong work ethic, her 
Swedish stoicism, her practicality, not to mention, 
her nose—I definitely didn’t inherit her mastery of 
housekeeping. While my house is a long way from 
squalor, you’d never mistake me for a woman who 
knows her ways around a broom closet. I struggle with 
clutter, with piles of laundry, with my willingness to 
go to bed with a sink full of dishes and “tumbleweeds” 
of dog hair floating down hallways. 

It’s not that I’m lazy—I work hard at plenty of other 
things, so much so that they fill up my day and force 
the cleaning and organizing way down the priority 
list. But as housekeeping moves further down the list, 
the resulting mess ups my stress level and ends up 
creating a vicious cycle of more work.

So I’ve prayed, time and again, that God would give 
me a heart for housework, a spirit of organization and 
cleanliness, that he would open my eyes to see messes, 
and give me a desire and the time to straighten them. 
So far he hasn’t answered those ways as I hoped (I 
wanted complete transformation into a neat-freak), 
but he has offered small bits of wisdom along the way. 
Like the episode of Oprah where I learned an incredibly 
nifty acronym: O.H.I.O. Professional organizers tell 
people like me to Only Handle It Once when teaching 
how to practice “A place for everything and everything 
in its place.” God has answered the prayer by giving me 
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A Well-Kept House
Missing the Clean Gene

a son who did get my grandmother’s gene and could 
spend days Windexing windows and vacuuming 
rooms. And, quite frankly, he’s answered it through 
the wisdom offered in the articles below. 

I’ve found several cleaning and organization 
systems here that have really helped me. And 
as I’ve de-cluttered, I’ve started to de-stress. 
This Survival Guide is jam-packed (though not 
cluttered!) with so many tips for cleaning and 
organization systems that you’re bound to find 
some that work wonders for you.
 
Blessings!

Caryn Rivadeneira 
Contributing Editor, Kyria downloads,          
Christianity Today International
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The cleaning fairy doesn’t live at our house. 
When my husband, Mark, and I first got married, 
it took us a while to comprehend this. Clothes 
thrown on the floor just stayed there. Forever. 
Empty glasses with milk scum at the bottom didn’t 
magically disappear from the nightstand.

Our mothers gleefully agreed we deserved each 
other.

Think you can never change your 
messy ways? You’ll think differently 
after these confessions of a 
reformed messie.
By lynn Bowen Walker  

Coming  
Clean
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A Well-Kept House
Coming Clean 

In the beginning, this wasn’t a problem. Equally oblivious 
to the crumbs on the counters, Mark and I appeared to be 
tailor-made for each other.

But one day all that changed. Our house was burglarized 
and—I’m not making this up—it took us an hour and a half 
to notice. I thought it was funny. But Mark? Well, from 
that day on he determined to mold me into the homemaker 
of his dreams.

Suddenly, he began notifying me of all elderly vegetables 
residing in refrigerator compartments. He’d spot errant 
mail-order catalogs offering personalized dog dishes. Not 
that he did anything about said items, mind you; he just 
wanted to make sure I knew they were there.

Unfortunately, being receptive to well-intentioned advice 
has never been one of my strong points. But determined 
to place the role of loving wife and helpmeet at the top 
of my priorities—plus I didn’t want to flunk the latest 
magazine marriage quiz—I knew it was time for a change. 
I’d read the verses about submitting to one another and 
considering others as more important than yourself. If 
spanking clean was important to my husband, I figured 
spanking clean had better become important to me, too.

My well-thought-out plan for mending my ways was based 
on rock-solid, scientific data: I would clean house the 
way they did on television commercials. The ladies on 
TV turned grease and grime into sparkly shine simply by 
donning their cutest size-two outfits and beaming at a 
ten-gallon jug of pine cleaning solution.

That was it! I needed to buy some of that pine solution!
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Coming Clean 

I returned from the supermarket staggering under the 
weight of spray bottles. My husband, pleased with my 
progress, added a huge dust mop to my supplies. My 
cleaning problems, I was convinced, were over.

Two years later, when it was time to move into our next 
home, I boxed up the virgin mop and all those (still) 
brand-new cleaning supplies. The horrible truth hit me: 
For the cleaning supplies to work, someone actually had 
to use them.

This was momentarily discouraging. But I quickly moved 
to the next stage in my cleaning metamorphosis. If I 
could find the right book, the one that revealed what 
you actually do with the sudsy ammonia, surely then the 
cleaning fairy would flutter her wings and alight in my 
living room to live with us forevermore.

I headed for the bookstore and brought home an armload.

By this time we had a couple of toddlers underfoot, which 
made the goal of transforming our home into a place of 
order and beauty a tad bit stickier (literally). But the 
books contained some valid direction nonetheless—at 
least they did once I unearthed them from beneath the 
piles of clean, folded laundry to be put away; clean 
unfolded laundry to be folded and put away; and dirty 
laundry to be washed, folded, and put away.

To get started, the books advised me to make a list of 
chores that need to be done (4,123 by my count), calculate 
my time available for cleaning each day (3 minutes, 17 
seconds), then buy a three-ring binder, color-coded index 
cards, and a peppy little apron.

I never found out what I was supposed to do with the 
cards and the apron because at this point I tossed the 
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books and began looking for a more palatable solution, 
one that didn’t involve adding clammy yellow gloves to my 
everyday attire.

After I considered several more theories, including my 
personal favorite that insisted messy people aren’t lazy but 
merely perfectionists gone awry, my husband spoke up. 
“Instead of reading about vacuuming,” he said, straining 
not to sound peevish, “why don’t you just vacuum?”

I won’t go into my immediate response (something about 
his hands fitting around the vacuum handle as well as 
mine do). But I couldn’t shake the nagging feeling he might 
be on to something.

The grand cleaning experiment began.

I tried different strategies as I worked. I listened to 
books on tape to ease the monotony. I used a timer to keep 
me going for short bursts. I started inviting company 
over more often, finding humiliation-avoidance to be an 
excellent motivator. I stopped allowing my house to become 
the junk-mail in-box of the world. (Not to cast murky 
aspersions on Ed McMahon’s character, but I’m relatively 
certain that when he claims that YOU [fill in your name 
here] ARE THE NEXT MILLION DOLLAR SWEEPSTAKES 
WINNER!!!, he’s lying.)

I tried applying the verse that there’s “a time to keep and a 
time to throw away” (Ecclesiastes 3:6). I reminded myself, 
“A slothful man does not roast his prey, but the precious 
possession of a man is diligence” (Proverbs 12:27, NASB). I 
certainly didn’t wish to be caught preyless come roasting time.

Slowly, gradually, I began to notice a change. There was a 
kitchen table in our kitchen! Once it was cleared, we could 
even eat on it!
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As I kept at it, unearthing more exciting discoveries by the 
month, a strange, unfamiliar atmosphere of peace began 
to emerge in our home. Perhaps tidying and putting away 
weren’t so much bondage to chores as I’d feared. Perhaps 
they actually represented freedom—freedom to enjoy my 
home and family and to find a pencil with a point when I 
needed it.

No one ever will mistake my home for the National Institute 
of Perfect Order. Despite my best efforts, I’m not the 
cleaning fairy and never will be. (You don’t expect a fig 
tree to produce cherries, do you?) But as I’ve been willing 
to go down that painful path of change, seeking to learn 
from others, attempting to be diligent in my work at home, 
accepting my natural bent toward creativity yet never 
giving up hope for a more orderly existence, an amazing 
thing has happened.

I’ve become a good (okay, okay—passable) homemaker. 
Crumbs that once would have littered the counter until leap 
year now glare like a neon sign.

Seems there’s no going back.

And my husband, the one who instigated all this? He’s 
thrilled at the progress. In an effort to do his part, he’s 
discovered his hands fit around the handle of a vacuum 
cleaner just fine.

And you ought to see that man with a squeegee.

Lynn Bowen Walker, a homemaker in California, is currently 
working on a book for homemakers. 

This article first appeared in the March/April 2004 issue of 
Today’s ChrisTian Woman.

A Well-Kept House
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Reflect
£ What is it about the process of cleaning or 
straightening that most frustrates you?

£ What do you think might help ease those frustrations? 

£ Lynn shifted her thinking about housekeeping when 
her husband asked her, “Instead of reading about 
vacuuming, why don’t you just vacuum?” What do you 
think about the logic behind that?

A Well-Kept House
Coming Clean 
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Which character more resembles you?

A) Martha Stewart, weaving her own carpets from 
dryer lint, then dyeing them with berries grown in a 
greenhouse she built using discarded toothpicks.

B) Homer Simpson, lying in his underwear, eating 
pork rinds he found under the couch cushions, while 
the kids throw candy wrappers on the floor and 
Marge reads a magazine: Better Homes Than Yours.

Get rid of the junk and make 
room for the rest of your life.
By Jim Killam 

Conquer  
Clutter 
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If you answered “A,” you don’t have time to read any 
further. You have to tie holiday bows onto every piece 
of silverware you own. The “B” group probably would 
prefer to remain anonymous. That leaves most of us 
somewhere in between, in a world that doesn’t appreciate 
housekeeping and then wonders why we feel so restless.

The main enemy is not Twinkie stains in the Berber 
carpet or tarnished silver chafing dishes. It’s clutter. 
Conquer clutter and your trophy will be an orderly, 
inviting home that offers a husband and wife refuge from 
everything outside of it.

At our house, my wife and I recently declared war on 
clutter. Possibly because just sitting in the family room 
to watch TV or read a book required a ten-minute clean-
up job, just to clear enough space to sit. Or, maybe it 
was because every one of those debris piles represented 
another Hefty bag in a growing landfill of unspoken 
resentment—sometimes toward each other, sometimes 
toward the kids, sometimes toward the invisible elves who 
make those messes and then fool us into blaming the kids.

Thus far, the war is at a standoff, with both sides holding 
ground. We’ve come up with new and better ways to store 
everything from canned peaches to paint tarps, but only 
just now are we realizing that our problem is less about 
storage than it is about hanging on to useless junk.

I write this from a home office piled with 15 years 
worth of Sports Illustrated magazines; four shoeboxes 
overstuffed with hundreds of unsorted, unlabeled 
snapshots; and heavy, once-expensive textbooks I haven’t 
touched since college. Sitting down to write at the 
computer required clearing a pile of medical receipts off 
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of the chair and a larger pile of my kids’ school reports 
from the desk. The office is our next battleground.

We cleaned our kitchen cabinets recently and found 20 
coffee mugs promoting newspapers, colleges, banks, and 
even the 1984 Olympics. No one in our family even drinks 
coffee. Out went eighteen of the mugs.

From the basement came several 20-gallon plastic tote 
boxes stuffed with ribbon, yarn, and fabric. Also the 
exercise contraption, available at finer garage sales 
everywhere. Out.

Still behind the garage, covered with a sheet, rests the old 
washing machine that I was too cheap to pay Sears 20 dollars 
to haul away when they delivered the new one. It’s going soon.

Back to the office: complete sets of Topps baseball cards 
from the early 1970s, along with stacks of Chicago Cubs 
memorabilia from back before being a Cubs’ fan was trendy.

Now, there’s such a thing as going too far. We’re getting 
rid of clutter, not precious childhood memories. The 
baseball stuff stays.

My 10-year-old daughter’s 100-plus stuffed animals, or my 
12-year-old son’s 1,000-piece rock collection? We’ll move 
slowly and carefully on those.

Finally, from the garage, my prized pop-can collection, 
also from the early 1970s. Gulp. To the curb. This one 
hurts—but maybe it also signals that, after a series of false 
starts, we’re serious this time.

Kindred spirit
Sandra Felton feels our pain. The author of The Messies 
Manual (Revell) spent the first 23 years of her marriage 
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fighting clutter, often without even knowing it. She finally 
coined the term, “messies,” to describe herself and people 
like her, because it sounded less harsh than “pack rat.” 

“After a while of living that way, it gets pretty tiresome,” 
she says from her Miami home. “It’s debilitating, in that it 
pulls a lot of good stuff from your life when you’re always 
climbing up hills of clutter.”

Felton reached a breaking point over 20 years ago, when 
she noticed water trickling from under her kitchen stove. 
Tracing the water, she found a leak under the sink. The 
water had been dripping for a long, long time but had been 
hidden by a pile of newspapers she’d been saving (she’s 
still not sure why). Floorboards had rotted, water was 
everywhere, and Felton and her husband had to remodel 
their kitchen.

“I got mad—really mad—at the whole situation,” she says. 
“I don’t know if I was mad at the house or myself, but I 
decided I’m not going to live this way anymore. I’ve got to 
change.”

She compares her epiphany to that experienced by any 
person with an addiction who finally acknowledges the 
problem and gets angry enough to say, “No more.”

Part of the problem is cultural. Our world devalues 
housework as menial labor. “Being perceived as excessively 
domestic can get you socially ostracized,” observes Cheryl 
Mendelson in her book, Home Comforts: The Art and Science 
of Keeping House (1999, Scribner). And, without realizing 
it, we’ve become a society that values home but often 
doesn’t know how to make one, where keeping house only 
happens when things get out of control.
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“Inadequate housekeeping is part of an unfortunate cycle,” 
Mendelson writes. “As people turn more and more to outside 
institutions to have their needs met, domestic skills and 
expectations further diminish, decreasing the chance 
that people’s homes can satisfy their needs. The result is 
that there are far too many people who long for home even 
though they have one.”

The warning signs
As with any long-term condition, the first step toward 
solving chronic messiness is acknowledging you have a 
problem. Classic symptoms of messiness: constant clutter 
and habitual disorganization. You can’t find things when 
you need them. You don’t want to invite people over because 
you’re embarrassed about the way the house looks. Or, 
when you do have company, it’s a huge production to 
get the house ready. Then, when your friends leave, the 
mess reappears almost instantly. (A friend of mine had a 
boss who used to stuff the oven full of dirty dishes before 
company came over.) So you isolate yourselves, and soon 
you don’t look forward to being home, either. 

“Who wants to come home to a house that’s not supportive?” 
Felton asks. “It’s supposed to be that when you come home, 
you can rest. Instead, when I came in I saw eight more 
hours of work.” Before you know it, your cluttered house 
controls you, your marriage, and your family.

“For 23 years I’d been saying it was a temporary condition. 
Just as soon as I got a bigger house, things would change,” 
Felton says. “And then I got a bigger house and it was too 
big—who could keep a house this big? I just kept making 
excuses. And then I had children, and that was really 
wonderful because you could make even better excuses.

A Well-Kept House
Conquer Clutter 
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“The problem was, I noticed my friends and neighbors also 
had children and they weren’t living like I was living.”

Washington cleaned here
Little by little, Felton put together a clean-up program 
that worked for her—and for others as well. Her program 
centers on what she calls the Mount Vernon Method of 
organizing a home, named for the housekeeping style 
employed by staffers at George Washington’s Virginia 
estate. Starting at the front door, you work systematically 
through the home, room by room, drawer by drawer. Use 
four boxes: 

1. The giveaway box. For things you don’t need but are too 
good to trash. Don’t take anything out of this box once 
you’ve put it in. And give the stuff away—to friends or to 
charity— soon. Don’t save it for a garage sale unless you 
have a specific date for the sale.

2. The throwaway box. Be serious about this. Pitch as 
much as you can. When in doubt, throw it out.

3. The put-elsewhere box. This saves you from the 
distraction of having to take things to other rooms while 
you’re organizing this one. Leave things in this box until 
you reach the place where they belong.

4. The ambivalence box. For things you can’t decide about. 
When the box is full, put on the lid and write a discard date on 
the side. If you need things from this box in the meantime, go 
get them. But once you reach the discard date, give the box 
away, unopened. This box serves as a transitional step for 
people who don’t like to throw things away.

A Well-Kept House
Conquer Clutter 

www.kyria.com
www.kyria.com
www.kyria.com


©2009 Christianity Today International  www.Kyria.com

18

©2009 Christianity Today International  www.Kyria.com©2009 Christianity Today International  www.Kyria.com

The Mount Vernon Method can take as much time as you 
need: days, weeks, months. Felton just urges consistency 
and determination to finish.

This and other portions of Felton’s program turned out to 
work for other people, too. She eventually wrote books, 
did motivational speaking, and even started “Messies 
Anonymous” (www.messies.com).

Tough choices
One of Felton’s first turning points was learning to throw 
away items with sentimental value, beginning with her 
mother’s cast-iron skillet. 

“You say to yourself, ‘I’m a Southerner,’” she says. “‘We 
make cornbread in skillets. This is my mother’s iron 
skillet. This is part of my heritage. They don’t make iron 
skillets like this anymore.’ But I never make cornbread. 
And when I do, I don’t make it in a skillet. They leave rust 
marks on everything. They’re hard to clean. So I got rid of 
it. It was kind of a test.”

Other items soon followed, including her wedding shoes 
that didn’t fit and were missing a buckle.

“These were very hard things to do,” she says, “but when 
I did it, it was like a breath of fresh air.” And not just 
because there was one less dust collector in the house.

“It wasn’t the getting rid of them—good as that was. It was 
that I had the power to,” she said. “Before that time, it had 
the power. Now I could choose. If I wanted to get rid of it, I 
could. If I didn’t, I didn’t have to.”

A Well-Kept House
Conquer Clutter 
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Aside from preserving the past, people also save to define 
themselves in the present. For instance, you’ll find a 
worn-out pair of softball shoes in my garage, though I 
haven’t played in 10 years. My wife has basement shelves 
crammed with craft supplies, also untouched for years.

Felton believes we subconsciously try to define ourselves 
by what we keep.

“But we can’t,” she says. “All of these things that you’re 
not doing and haven’t done for years are not who you are. 
You have to ask yourself, ‘Who am I really?’ And come to 
terms with that. God made us who we are, and I think it’s 
important we figure out who that is.

“Ask yourself ‘Where are my strengths? Where are my 
interests? Who am I now?’ And live that out. Don’t try to 
hold on to some life that used to be or might be. That helps 
us get rid of a lot of stuff.”

We also save for the future—just in case. That’s especially 
true of perfectionists, who rank near the top among savers 
of useless junk.

“That’s why we keep a peacock feather,” Felton says. 
“Because if we don’t, when we need a peacock feather in 
the future, we’ll regret it. And being perfectionists, we 
don’t want to regret it.”

(Yes, I have a peacock feather. Let’s just move on.)

Advice vs. Truth
The saying, “Cleanliness is next to godliness,” does not 
appear in the Bible. “If it did,” Felton says, “Some of us 
would be living in deep sin. I never make that point, 
because I don’t think it’s true. I think a person can be a 
very godly person and be a very cluttered person. There 

A Well-Kept House
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are just too many factors involved to make that a direct 
connection.” 

Of course, there are broader biblical truths at work in 
keeping a home orderly. It honors our family members or 
housemates. Also, when we organize, we make time and 
space for ourselves and our families to focus on spiritual 
things.

Just be careful to draw a clear line between Scripture and 
human advice, no matter how good the advice. Telling your 
kids to keep their rooms neat for Jesus probably crosses 
that healthy line.

“If I’m not careful,” Felton says, “people could make a 
wrong connection and turn their homes into shrines. You 
don’t want to live in a shrine, and you don’t want your 
spouse or kids to have to, either.

So what’s the payoff? What’s left when you get rid of 
all the clutter? Room to breathe. Suddenly, your stuff 
doesn’t seem so out of control, because it’s not in piles 
everywhere.

Jim Killam teaches journalism at Northern Illinois 
University. He and his wife, Lauren, have three kids. Now, 
you can find really good stuff at their curb on garbage day. 

This article first appeared in the Fall 2001 issue of marriage 
ParTnershiP.
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Reflect
£ How has clutter around the house cluttered your 
life in other ways?

£ How do you imagine your life might change if you 
were able to conquer clutter?

£ What areas might look most different?

£ Author Sandra Felton found the Mount Vernon 
Method worked well for her. How plausible does this 
method seem?

A Well-Kept House
Conquer Clutter 
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1. Perfect is the enemy of good. Don’t give up on 
housekeeping because you don’t have time every day to 
dust the tops of the ceiling fans. List priorities and then 
stick with the list, expanding it slightly when you’re 
willing and able.

2. It is not good for man or woman to clean alone. 
Unless one of you truly wants to do all of the cleaning 
(ha!), make this a shared task and part of your daily or 
weekly routine. And get the kids involved. Our family 

7 things to remember to keep from 
getting defeated.
By Jim Killam 

Encouragement 
for Cluttered  
People
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sometimes does “search and destroy cleaning,” where we 
all tackle a room together and see how quickly we can 
clean it, top to bottom.

3. Martha Stewart has a large, paid staff. No one lives 
on those TV sets or magazine pages. Don’t let your 
expectations become unrealistic. If the magazines and TV 
shows discourage you rather than motivate you, steer clear 
of them.

4. Keep the Proverbs 31 woman in perspective. This 
passage is much more about character and reverence for 
God than it is about being a domestic engineer.

5. Value can be found not only in tangible things, but 
also in getting rid of them. Sure, you might be throwing 
away an exercise bike that cost 200 dollars. Over the next 
decade, it might be worth these 200 dollars to be able to 
walk freely across your rec room.

6. Be selective in what you keep. Many objects hold 
sentimental value. Some are worth keeping—like your 
child’s first pair of shoes. Some should be tossed—like your 
child’s first pair of underwear.

7. It’s all going to burn someday. Few, if any, objects 
hold real spiritual value. Enjoy your things to a degree, 
but remember that’s exactly what they are. Colossians 
3:2 says, “Set your minds on things above, not on earthly 
things.” With that in mind, it shouldn’t be hard to part with 
a few earthly treasures that clutter your home.

Jim Killam teaches journalism at Northern Illinois 
University. He and his wife, Lauren, have three kids. 

This article first appeared in the Fall 2001 issue of marriage 
ParTnershiP.
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Reflect
£ How does pressure to live up to a false standard 
of the perfect home affect your attempts at 
housekeeping?

£ Jim ends his encouragements with Colossians 3:2. 
How do those words shape your perspective on the 
things that cause clutter?
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So there you are. The kitchen is a disaster. There’s 
a cascade of dirty laundry spilling out of the clothes 
hamper. The dust is thick on every surface. The 
dining room table is covered with bills, receipts, 
letters, and magazines. Just as you glance out the 
window to see your mother-in-law walking up to your 
door, the dog throws up on the carpet.

Tried and true tips for taking some 
of the work out of housework. 
By deborah r. simons 

The  
Housecleaning 
Cure
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Well, maybe it never gets quite that bad. But we all fight for 
control in the area of housekeeping, don’t we? When I was 
single, I lived in a pigsty most of the time, even though 
underneath the mess was a very attractive living space. 
Sometimes I invited guests over just so I’d have to clean! 
When I got married, I gained a permanent “guest.” But 
gradually I realized my husband, Jim, wouldn’t come home 
to a pleasant environment unless I established a system. 

Why a housecleaning system? Because certain rooms, jobs, 
or nooks and crannies get neglected if we don’t have some 
sort of procedure that covers all the bases. Many people 
think a system or schedule is too rigid, so they shy away 
from them. Yet all a system does is help us keep track of 
where we are and what still needs doing. It needn’t be a 
straitjacket.

Here are some systems that help me keep my house clean 
most of the time even with the addition of a young child!

Daily Duties
I decided what fast, simple, daily cleanups would get the 
house into acceptable shape and keep it there. They had to 
require no more than half an hour total. Here’s what that 
consists of in my house, which is relatively small with 
hard flooring throughout the main level:

1.  Give the bathroom(s) a two-to-three-minute going-
over. This should include wiping off major surfaces from 
least germy (top of vanity) to most (back and around 
bottom of toilet), picking up towels, etc. (One paper towel 
will do all the wiping.) If you have a kids’ bathroom, get 
them to clean their own.
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2.  Vacuum the kitchen, bathroom, living-room rug, rug in 
the child’s bedroom, and under the dining-room table. I 
keep the vacuum in the front closet so it’s always handy.

3.  Spray and wipe the kitchen floor with a dust mop such 
as a Swiffer. After I’ve given the kitchen floor a quick 
once-over to get any obvious spills and drips, the mop is 
just damp enough to act as a dust mop for the hardwood 
floors in the living room, dining room, and bedrooms. I 
straighten up and put things away as I go.

These tasks, along with whatever kitchen cleanup needs 
doing, keep my house looking presentable. The beauty of 
having this bare minimum list and sticking to it is that 
when disaster hits-sickness, projects, etc.-you still can 
keep the house from deteriorating past a certain level. 
When life settles down, you can get back to doing the “real” 
cleaning.

Select a System
Now that you’ve got things relatively tidy daily, you’re set 
to tackle the actual cleaning. There are four basic systems, 
with any number of variations or combinations possible.

1.  Clean by the clock. Decide on the amount of time you 
have for cleaning and set a timer. When the timer 
chimes, you’re done. Tomorrow you pick up where you 
left off. 

2.  Clean by the room. Monday is kitchen day, Tuesday is 
bathrooms day, Wednesday is living room and family 
room day, and so on. This method has the advantage of 
getting one entire area done at once.
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3.  Clean by the job. One day may be all the vacuuming and 
dusting, another all the floor scrubbing. This system 
has the advantage of requiring only one type of cleaning 
supplies at a time. You get out the bucket and mop, do all 
the floor scrubbing, and put that equipment away until 
next week. This method also works well when you have 
several people helping with the cleaning. 

4.  Clean the whole house at once. This method is for those 
who have lots of energy or lots of helpers. Frankly, I 
always poop out before getting completely done, but for 
some people it works quite well. My friend Marla says 
the whole neighborhood knows when it’s her cleaning 
day because she cranks up her music. “I make it fun,” 
she says. “I dance with my mop and sashay over to my 
cleaning supplies.” 

These four systems can be tweaked, modified, and/
or combined to suit your needs. Right now I’m using a 
combination of the “by the clock” and the “by the room” 
methods. I assign a certain room or rooms to each day, 
but only allot a certain amount of time for doing them. 
Whatever doesn’t get done this week I’ll get to when I hit 
that room again next week. 

A system is a great guilt-reducer. When you finally get a 
few minutes to yourself and sit down with that brand-new 
book and a cup of tea and notice the coffee table is dusty, 
you can simply say, “I’m dusting tomorrow,” and relax. 

Odd Jobs
These are the tasks that only need to be done monthly or 
quarterly. Vacuuming the refrigerator coils is a monthly job. 
Washing the windows is an annual task. Set your standards, 
then figure out a way to remind yourself to get them done. 
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One helpful method is to write these odd jobs on index 
cards one job per card. Then tackle one card each week. 
Ann, who lives out of her daily planner, puts a major 
monthly job on the page of her calendar that begins each 
month. Then she’s reminded that she has that month to 
get the kitchen completely turned out, or the books all 
dusted, or whatever.

Two final principles: When everything around you is in 
chaos, just step in and do something. We can spin our 
wheels needlessly trying to decide where to start, using 
time that would be much better spent at least getting a 
load of dishes or laundry going. And when you’re about 
to drop with exhaustion, stop. Remember Scarlet O’Hara’s 
famous words in Gone With the Wind that “tomorrow is 
another day.” The dust bunnies will still be there.

Deborah Simons, a freelance writer, lives in Virginia. 

This article first appeared in the January/February 2006 
issue of Today’s ChrisTian Woman. 

Reflect
£ How does breaking down cleaning duties into daily, 
weekly, monthly, etc. shape your view of getting the 
work done?

£ How might having a workable cleaning schedule help 
bring calm to areas of your life?
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Sharon plopped onto the couch and sighed. 
“Derek came home last night, took one look at the 
living room, and said, ‘Honey, what do you do all 
day? This place is a mess!’ But I did clean. It’s 
just that the kids messed it up again while I was 
making dinner. And what’s worse is that instead 
of offering to help, Derek went into the bedroom—
where he piled his clothes onto a chair—then came 
back out and parked himself in front of the TV for 
the rest of the evening.”

How to get your spouse to 
help around the house.
By sheila Wray gregoire 

Live-In Help
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Ted and Sally are newlyweds and both work full-time 
outside the home. They assumed each would do “his or her 
share” of the housework. Except soon Ted found that Sally 
wasn’t interested in housework. “I’m doing everything,” 
says Ted. “After a while I get frustrated with her not 
helping. When I mention that, she gets this blank look 
and helps clean—for a day or two. Then it’s back to me 
cleaning again.”

While housework is necessary, it’s also depressing 
because it’s never done. You may have just vacuumed 
your carpet, only to find your three year old has been 
trailing you with crackers, or worse, that your spouse 
has been trailing you with crackers. When one spouse 
deals with this aggravation and work alone, resentment 
can build quicker than scum on a shower wall. If you’re 
feeling taken for granted, here are some steps to share 
the load.

Talk it out
All of us enter marriage with expectations of how 
our homes will run: the house is hers to take care of, 
or we’ll each do 50 percent. But many times we don’t 
communicate clearly our expectations to our spouse. 
Instead we assume he or she will just “get” it. Which 
is usually an incorrect—and unfair—assumption. Yes, 
it seems obvious to you that you’re the only one who 
washes the dishes, and if you let them go a day or two, 
your spouse wouldn’t notice them—or do them. These 
expectations may not change even when our work 
situations do or when children enter the picture.

That’s why it’s a good idea to discuss openly and 
honestly your expectations. Find a time to talk when 
you won’t be interrupted and when you’re not already 
annoyed.
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Sarah was frustrated by the state of their home. “I feel 
as though I have two full-time jobs—one outside the 
house and the other as a homemaker! Josh mows the 
lawn and that’s it.” She could never understand why 
he wouldn’t help with chores—until they visited Josh’s 
parents for two weeks. “A light bulb went on for me 
during that visit,” Sarah says. “I watched Josh’s stay-
at-home mom do everything, while his dad didn’t lift a 
finger. I realized Josh had learned his behavior from 
his parents.” On their drive home, Sarah approached 
the topic. “I started by telling him how frustrated I get 
when I feel he doesn’t help. Then I explained what I’d 
noticed at his parents’ house, and how I wanted our 
family to be different. Of course, it also helped that I 
mentioned how his help would free our time for other 
things—such as sex.” Her talk did the trick.

Define “clean”
One important thing to discuss is what “clean” means 
for each of you. A common problem with housework is 
that we may think we’re talking about the same thing 
when we’re not. I value clean. My husband values tidy. 
I can walk by knitting projects strewn everywhere and 
not notice them, while he may never notice a bookcase 
that needs dusting. Saying “keep the living room 
clean,” then, means something different to each of us.

Sam is a neat-freak; Ellen likes a clean house, but 
doesn’t fuss over mess. Much of their aggravation 
early in their marriage revolved around what “clean” 
meant. Ellen was fine mopping the kitchen floor; Sam 
insisted it be scrubbed by hand. “You can’t really get 
it clean with a mop,” says Sam, “not like you can when 
you’re on your hands and knees.” Finally, Sam and 
Ellen reached a solution: Sam would clean the kitchen.
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Delegate tasks
Once my husband and I understood each other’s 
definition of “clean,” it was easier for us to divvy up the 
housework. He makes sure things are picked up, and I 
concentrate on dusting and vacuuming.

Together, list the work that goes into maintaining your 
home. Sometimes we start this exercise to show our 
beloveds how unfair they’re being, only to find that our 
interpretation of the workload is skewed.

A few years ago my friend Aimee was trying to organize 
a house and small farm with four children under the 
age of seven. It would have been wonderful to have her 
husband, Paul, help her with the laundry, the cooking, 
or the cleaning. But when he wasn’t at work, Paul was 
keeping up with the yard or busy installing drywall in 
the basement so the kids would have a playroom. Aimee 
did all the housework, and she was exhausted. That 
didn’t mean Paul wasn’t doing his part, though! The 
chores he tackled were different, but just as necessary. 
Spelling out the jobs that need to be done, and how long 
they take, can give you both a more balanced picture of 
each other’s workload.

Respect your spouse’s stuff
Lisa was tired of her husband’s packrat tendencies. 
Their basement was crowded with boxes and tools, 
spilling into two rooms and a hall. Lisa couldn’t 
navigate her way to the laundry room without 
tripping over something. When their church hosted a 
fundraising yard sale, Lisa, without Phil’s permission, 
liberated many of his boxes. 
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When Phil found out, he was furious, and drove 
immediately to the church to rescue what he could. Lisa 
apologized for getting rid of his things, and explained 
what a problem the boxes were for her. Phil’s response 
helped her understand that he didn’t keep things out 
of laziness; his boxes, which to her were junk, meant 
something to him. After Phil simmered down, he agreed 
to confine his boxes to one room. 

While Lisa still wishes Phil would keep that room tidy 
so they could use it for something productive, she’s glad 
she can at least shut the door and ignore the mess as she 
walks to her laundry room unimpeded.

Adjusting to a reluctant spouse
While talking about our differing priorities can put 
us on the right road to a solution, in some cases it’s 
not enough. The patterns are too ingrained, and some 
spouses aren’t interested in talking in the first place. 
That doesn’t mean things can’t get better. We just need 
to change our approach.

Recruit the kids. Often the greatest source of clutter in 
a home are the little ones with their toys, homework, 
and pillow forts everywhere. If your spouse is reluctant 
to clean, that’s no reason not to insist your children do! 
Small children can be taught to put away their toys. Once 
kids reach school age, give them specific chores around 
the house, such as dusting the living room, or spraying 
and cleaning the mirrors. If you start this when they’re 
four or five and excited about helping, it’s more likely 
they’ll do it without complaint when they’re ten.

You may want to be specific when assigning jobs. “Clean 
your room” may be too difficult to understand—especially 
if your spouse doesn’t get it! “Pick up your toys, put your 
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books on the shelf, and place your dirty clothes in the 
hamper” is easier. Another way to reduce kids’ complaints 
is to make cleaning a natural part of your day, like 
brushing teeth. Take 15 minutes before or after each meal 
to have the children tidy any toys or clothes lying around. 
When your kids get their mess under control, you’ll find it 
easier to handle the rest of the house without losing your 
cool!

If your kids are older and whine, “But Dad doesn’t clean! 
Why do I have to?” stand firm. Tell them, “Your dad is 
an adult and is responsible for himself. However, as my 
children, it’s my job to teach you about responsibility. So 
you’ll need to help clean up after yourself—regardless of 
what your dad does or doesn’t do.”

Designate personal space. If you’re tired of tidying up 
after your spouse, consider designating an area of the 
house or garage where you can stick stray items for him 
or her to deal with later. Let your beloved keep this area 
for hobby paraphernalia, paperwork, or anything else he 
or she likes to leave out. This gives your mate an area to 
let loose without incurring your anger, yet the mess is 
out of your hair.

Mess, however, has a habit of migrating into other areas, 
and you don’t want this personal space to encompass 
half the house! The best antidote to creeping clutter is 
storage. Invest in baskets, in and out trays, and shelves 
above a desk to make use of wall space. Rolling drawers 
are inexpensive choices to hold larger items. If people 
have places to put things, chances are greater they will.

Eventually, though, some stuff will need to be tossed. 
Once or twice a year, throw “Clutter Killer” weekends, 
when everyone—even the children—has to weed out 
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their stuff. You can even hold a contest! Weigh the items 
people throw out, and the one with the most on the 
scales at the end of the day chooses the restaurant for a 
dinner out, a board game to play, or a movie to watch. If 
you know you’ll all have fun together later, everybody’s 
bound to feel more motivated about cleaning now.

Stop protecting. A powerful way to influence your 
spouse’s behavior is to allow your spouse to live with the 
consequences of his or her messiness. In her book The 
Messie’s Manual, ex-messy Sandra Felton shares this 
advice: “When leaving his underwear on the floor means 
he runs out of underwear, that gets his attention. If you 
pick up the underwear, put it in the hamper, wash it, and 
replace it in his drawer, you’re not letting his problem 
impact his life.” She also suggests that if you kick 
clothes he drops on the floor into the back of his closet 
after you’ve told him you’ll wash only clothes put into the 
hamper, he’ll eventually “get it.” “Invite people over,” she 
continues. “If you cease having guests, you protect him 
from the results of his messy behavior. Having friends 
over gives some messies the nudge to pick up their stuff.”

Accept reality. It may be that your acceptable level 
of cleanliness just isn’t as important to your spouse. 
So you may need to compromise or, if you can’t lower 
your expectations, you may have to do the lion’s share 
yourself. If that’s the case, don’t allow your decision 
to make you bitter toward your spouse. Any help your 
spouse does provide will be a bonus!

The ultimate motivation
Nothing motivates better than appreciation. A simple 
“thank you” when your mate does something to take care 
of the house provides him great incentive to do more. You 
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may be thinking, Why should I thank my spouse when I’m 
the one who does most of the work? My spouse doesn’t 
thank me! While that may be true, a genuine “thank 
you” will go a lot further than silence. If you don’t say 
anything, then he or she may not even do that one chore 
again!

If your spouse still doesn’t help, it’s easy to feel bitter. 
Bitterness, though, won’t improve the situation. Your 
spouse will sense it and likely become even more 
unwilling to help. During those periods when you’re 
feeling taken for granted and the house seems out of 
control, remember that a spotless house isn’t the most 
important thing—even though it’s nice to have! The 
most important thing is making a comfortable home for 
everyone who lives in it; a place where we can nurture 
vital relationships. Then, even if we don’t receive the 
practical help we desire, we can still have the emotional 
and spiritual connections we need even more.

Sheila Wray Gregoire is author of To Love, Honor, and 
Vacuum and Honey, I Don’t Have a Headache Tonight 
(both Kregel Publications). 

This article first appeared in the Spring 2005 issue of 
marriage ParTnershiP.
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Reflect
£ How much of the messiness of your house do you 
blame on the other people who live there?

£ What ways have you tried motivating those people to 
be neater? What might you try?

£ The author talks about how different people have 
different definitions of clean. How do different 
understandings of that word cause stress in your 
home?
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“It’s not my turn!” “I’ll do it later.” “Why do I get all 
the gross jobs?”

If you’ve ever stumbled over the same bag full of 
garbage for days on end, you know that getting your 
kids to help out with family chores is often more work 
than cleaning the whole house yourself. Still most of 
us keep plugging away, hoping against hope that our 
kids will wake up one Saturday morning and ask, “Hey 
Mom, how can I help out around the house today?”

You already know how housework 
benefits you. But you might be 
surprised by what it does for your kids.
By Pamela shires sneddon 

Good  
Housekeeping
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Part of the reason it’s tough to establish a consistent 
regimen of shared household tasks is that this process is 
at the mercy of so many variables: energy of the parent, 
resistance of the child, TV schedules, soccer car pools, 
homework, cycle of the moon, anticipation of Second 
Coming, etc. No wonder an ordinary, over-burdened, 
guilt-plagued parent is tempted to give up.

However, contrary to what your kids might tell you, 
those few minutes spent setting the table, dusting 
the furniture, mowing the lawn, and, yes, taking out 
the garbage are actually essential to their character 
formation. It might surprise you to learn that it’s the 
kids who reap the most long-term rewards from family 
chores. In fact, many child development experts believe 
that children who participate in household tasks develop 
a sense of competency, self-worth, and compassion for 
others that really can’t come any other way.

According to Dr. Ed Wimberly, author of A Parent’s Guide 
to Raising Great Kids (Journey Publications), “Kids who 
are a part of completing chores grow up feeling like they 
are an intricate part of a team, feeling needed, and that 
they matter. Without this sense of relevance that comes 
as a result of helping, kids have a hard time believing in 
their worth and value.”

This sense of their own worth then feeds into their 
ability to care for others. “Good self-esteem,” says Dr. T. 
Berry Brazelton, in an article in Family Circle magazine, 
“gives a child the capacity for empathy.”
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From a biblical perspective, work is not an option. We are 
to work to take care of our family’s needs and to serve the 
needs of others, even when we don’t feel like it. Such is the 
nature of Christlike servanthood. In 2 Thessalonians 3:13, 
the apostle Paul writes, “And as for you, brothers, never 
tire of doing what is right.”

Housework Hurdles
Our kids resist housework for obvious reasons, primarily 
because some things—okay, most things—are more fun than 
scrubbing a toilet. But we parents do our part to sabotage 
our efforts to gain the cooperation of our children as well. 
Experts point to two main reasons today’s parents have a 
hard time instituting regular family chores: less time and 
parental guilt.

Children need to be shown how to do a task, which takes 
time. They need supervision (at least at the beginning) and 
encouragement—both of which also involve a big investment 
of time. Parents who have spent most of their week juggling 
schedules, heading to the office, or keeping the household 
running have minimal energy or desire to spend the free 
hours they have with their kids as nagging disciplinarians.

In addition, parents tend to feel guilty about asking their 
children to help around the house when the kids seem to 
have enough on their plates already. Or we have a hard time 
requiring our kids to participate in chores because we want 
them to have fun and be happy.

However, these excuses, which seem perfectly legitimate on 
the surface, actually backfire. “It’s ironic,” says Dr. William 
Damon, author of Greater Expectations (Free Press), “that 
the real self-esteem kids need comes from achievement that 
requires hard work, including the drudgery of chores.”
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Making Work Work
Knowing the importance of family chores in developing our 
children’s self-worth and compassion can give parents a 
firmer base on which to stand when challenged by outside 
demands or kid resistance. It allows us to see family chores 
as something we are doing for and with our children, not 
just work that has to get done. It can also lead us to be more 
intentional in our approach to family chores.

Rather than just announcing that it’s time to clean up 
and randomly assigning tasks, we can make a plan and 
give our children jobs that are targeted to their character 
formation. For example, if my son is struggling with 
patience, I might give him a job that takes a little effort to 
do well, like weeding the garden or cleaning the mirrors. 
If my daughter is getting bossy, I might give her a job that 
entails following a sibling’s directions.

Still, no one likes housework, so you’ll need to find ways to 
entice your children to participate a bit more willingly. Dr. 
Robert Brooks, a clinical psychologist at Harvard Medical 
School, suggests changing the name of what you are doing 
and therefore changing the perception. Brooks refers to 
family tasks as “contributions” to the family rather than 
“chores.” This kind of subtle shift in language can give 
kids the message, “We need your help.” It elicits a more 
positive response than telling them they must do chores. 
Brooks says, “Children are more willing to do things and 
more likely to develop a responsible attitude when they 
feel that they are being helpful.”

Experts also suggest involving your kids in the process of 
determining when and how chores (I mean, contributions) 
will be done. One way is to have weekly family meetings 
where jobs can be divided up, giving children a sense of 
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being part of a team. Allowing the kids some say in how 
chores are handled is a wonderful way for them to learn 
that housework is a family responsibility, something we do 
with each other, for each other.

The Clean Sweep
It also can be helpful to have a visual aid so it’s clear 
what the chore is and who does what. Some families 
use stickers that go up when a job is completed. In our 
family, the most successful method was a chart taped on 
the refrigerator with the job listed across the top and the 
kids’ names down the side. Naturally, there were chores 
no one wanted and others everyone hoped for. Setting and 
clearing the table was regarded as much more desirable 
than loading the dishwasher, for example. The chores were 
organized on a weekly rotation schedule with a month or 
two worth of dates listed, so that a child who had a job he 
loathed knew he’d be free of it in a week.

Be sure the chore is something that children can 
accomplish in a reasonable amount of time; the younger 
the child, the simpler and shorter the chore. On the other 
end of the scale, teenagers may need a lighter load as 
outside activities and jobs require more of their time. 
Take your cues from your kids (within reason, of course). 
If they seem overwhelmed by a task even after repeated 
help and encouragement, help them find a new job to do 
instead. You want them to gain confidence and a sense of 
accomplishment, so don’t let them get overwhelmed.

Parents are often surprised that children don’t 
automatically know how to make a bed or sweep a floor, so 
give the necessary instructions and equipment to complete 
the job. The best way to do this is to work with your 
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children at first. It’s also a good idea to write down the 
steps to follow or draw pictures for younger children. 

You should be as specific as possible about what 
constitutes task completion. The concept of clean will 
mean something very different to your six-year-old son 
than it does to you. If you want a child to tidy up his room, 
be clear about what that means—bed made, toys picked 
up and put away, clothes in the laundry or back in their 
drawers, etc. The extra time it takes to explain a job not 
only increases the odds that the job will get done correctly; 
your children are less likely to become frustrated when 
they know what’s expected of them and know they have the 
tools and ability to pull it off.

Provide lots of praise and encouragement, but be specific. 
Praise the accomplishment, not the child. For example, 
rather than saying, “What a good boy!” comment on 
how well the silverware is lined up with the plate, or 
how neatly the napkins are folded. Emphasize your 
appreciation for your children’s contributions to a home 
atmosphere everyone can enjoy.

Finally, resist criticism, no matter how tempting. And 
don’t do the chore if your child forgets or refuses, don’t 
redo, and don’t nag. Instead, suggests Brooks, ask, “What’s 
the best way to remind each other if we forget our job?” 
and model a response, such as, “This is how I would like 
you to remind me.” Provide logical consequences if the 
chore isn’t done in a timely manner. A logical consequence 
might be additional work: “I see you need practice helping 
out. Why don’t you clear the table, too.” Let the kids have 
some say in what the consequences might be. That will 
make consequences a bit easier to swallow when the time 
comes to dole them out.
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By whatever name you call them, household tasks are 
often boring, repetitive and, well, work. Take a break; 
have a day designated “No Chore Day,” or, periodically 
lighten things up. One of my kids’ favorite memories 
is “Mom’s Fun Camp,” which was born out of Mom’s 
Desperation one summer. From 9 a.m. to 11 a.m. we 
had Camp House Patrol, when we tidied up designated 
rooms. Then we had Free Time, followed by Mess 
Hall, followed by Camp Activities, which were outings 
suggested by camp members. The result was a relatively 
neat house and a good time, too!

Sometimes, though, kids just have to do the job even 
when it is boring, and that’s part of the process. 
“Learning to work in our families,” says my friend June, 
whose grown children are involved in active ministries, 
“really means learning to express an active love. In 
other words, when we love each other, we help each 
other.” 

Pamela Shires Sneddon is the mother of nine. She and her 
family live in California. 

This article first appeared in the Fall 2004 issue of 
ChrisTian ParenTing Today.
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Reflect
£ Did you ever think doing chores built character in 
kids?

£ In 2 Thessalonians 3:13, the apostle Paul writes, 
“And as for you, brothers, never tire of doing what 
is right.” Does keeping a house neat constitute doing 
something “right”?
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Good,  
Clean Fun!
9 ways to make spring-
cleaning less of a drag.
By terry Willits 

Decades ago, spring-cleaning was a serious task. The 
homemaker, adorned in her housedress, apron, and 
feather duster—think June Cleaver, and you’ve got the 
picture—would clean and reorder the house from top to 
bottom, shaking out every rug, drapery, and slipcover.

Today with our busy lives, we’re doing well if we can find time 
to clean out a sock drawer, let alone organize and sterilize 
our entire home. Surely in the big picture of life, dust balls 
don’t really matter. But taking time to clean out and clean 
up our homes can do more than clear away the cobwebs. It 
can actually clear away some stress. Creating a home that’s 
orderly and clean can bring a sense of calm and peace to our 
overloaded lives. So if you want to freshen up your home 
without frustrating your life, try these helpful hints.
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1. Have a plan
Write down on your calendar what tasks you want to do 
and when. Break down the chores into realistic pieces 
so they don’t become overwhelming. For example, if 
you want to clean and reorganize the garage, you might 
do one side on one Saturday, and the other side the 
next. Or tackle all the outdoor stuff (lawnmower, bikes, 
sports and camping equipment, gardening tools, etc.) 
one weekend, and all the indoor stuff (closets, drawers, 
cabinets) the next. Remember, God didn’t create the 
world in one day. He did it one step at a time. If this is 
your first year to do a spring-cleaning, just tackle a few 
jobs that are frustrating you the most.

2. Gather your supplies
To tackle any job well, you need to have the proper 
supplies. Load up a plastic bucket with cleaning 
supplies, paper towels, a scrub brush, and dust cloths, 
and carry it with you room to room. Keeping your supply 
bucket close at hand will help you stay focused on the 
job and make cleaning more efficient.

3. Make it fun
Upbeat music is a great way to lift your spirits and your 
energy. As you boogie to the beat, you’ll turn your work 
into play. Also, try giving yourself small rewards or 
incentives to keep going, such as, “If we get the whole 
basement cleaned by five o’clock, we’ll go see a movie!”

4. Part with your possessions
We’re obsessed with stuff. But too much stuff can lead to 
too much stress. In a roundabout way, Jesus encourages 
us to simplify: “Do not store up for yourselves treasures 
on earth, where moth and rust destroy” (Matthew 
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6:19). If you don’t use it, lose it. And if it’s in reasonable 
condition, share it with someone who needs it—a neighbor, 
a missionary, Goodwill, or the Salvation Army. Clutter 
and cleanliness habits that you form now will carry with 
you throughout your marriage. Untouched molehills 
will eventually become mountains! Be a good steward of 
what God’s entrusted you with and part with unneeded 
possessions.

5. Start from top to bottom
Do you ever start a project in one room, walk into another 
room to answer the phone and then begin a new task there, 
only to wonder how you ended up doing laundry when you 
were cleaning out your office? Stay focused by working in 
a logical, orderly way. From the tippy top of the attic all the 
way to the grungy garage, work your way down and out the 
back door—taking the dirt and junk with you. 

6. Bag it!
Ecclesiastes 3:6 says there’s a season for everything: “A 
time to keep and a time to throw away.” Take four large 
boxes or trash bags and mark each “throw away,” “give 
away,” “store away,” or “keep.” As you go room by room 
cleaning, place your extra stuff stashed in closets, corners, 
or drawers in the appropriate box or bag.

For all those “but someday I might …” items you can’t 
decide what to do with, get one big box and place your 
miscellaneous items in it. Close it and put the date on it. 
After six months, if you haven’t missed or used anything in 
it, don’t open the lid, donate the whole box to charity.

7. Hire help
If you have tasks you need done, but don’t have the time, 
consider hiring someone to help. Out of desperation, I 
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hired an organization expert/friend to help me tackle my 
office where I was buried in paperwork. The task was so 
overwhelming to me I’d become incapacitated to begin. 
She motivated me, guided me, and her presence and my 
payment for her services held me accountable to get the job 
done. With my office in order, I was a new woman, not to 
mention, more productive! Perhaps you may need to hire 
someone monthly to help with housecleaning so you can 
have time to focus on organizing or other home projects. 
Often the money invested in hiring someone for one task 
allows you to be more productive in areas you enjoy and do 
well.

8. Plan a Spring party!
There’s nothing like a deadline to inspire you to get a job 
done. Invite your friends for a party and let that date be 
your deadline to finish the spring cleaning. The menu can 
be as simple as taco salad where everyone brings one item. 
The goal is to have an activity that gives you the motivation 
to complete the task. If you finish the spring cleaning, 
you’ll be more than ready to celebrate.

9. Keep the big picture
Remember there’s no perfect home on this side of life. The 
most important part of your home isn’t your possessions, 
but the people under your roof.

Terry Willits, founder of SenseSational Homes, Inc., and a 
marriage ParTnershiP regular contributor, lives and cleans 
with her family in Georgia. 

This article first appeared in the Spring 2003 issue of 
marriage ParTnershiP.
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Reflect
£ How might these suggestions make spring cleaning 
a better experience for you?

£ Terry suggests hiring help for massive projects 
when needed. How would doing this make you feel?

£ Of Terry’s suggestions, which one is the most 
difficult to implement? Why?

£ Do you have a tested rule that you would add to 
Terry’s list? What is it? Why does it work for you? 
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