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H O W  T O  L E T  T H I N G S  G O

Shunmyo Masuno, the head priest of a 450- year- old Zen 
Buddhist temple in Japan, is the author of the international 
bestsellers Don’t Worry and Zen: The Art of Simple Living as 
well as an award- winning Zen garden designer for  clients 
around the world. He is a professor of environmental design 
at one of Japan’s leading art schools and has lectured widely, 
including at the Harvard Graduate School of Design, 
Cornell University, and Brown University.
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C O N T E N T S

Foreword xi

PART ONE

Don’t get overly involved.

Be more detached in your relationships.

 1. Let things go and your life will improve. 2

 2. Leave people alone. 4

 3. Changing others is impossible. 6

 4. If people know only the half of you, that’s just fine. 8

 5. They may be family, but they are different from you. 10

 6. When you don’t understand, let it go. 12

 7. It’s okay to be detached at the office. 14

 8. Don’t isolate yourself. But don’t be cliquey, either. 16

 9. Don’t keep watch over someone’s every move. 18

 10. Commit to observing, not intervening. 20

 11. Savor your alone time. 22

 12. You cannot do what you cannot do. 24

 13. Abide by fate. 26
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 14. Resist a reductive analysis of profit and loss. 28

 15. Don’t be manipulated by social media. 30

 16. “Be humble, be humble, be humble.” 32

 17. Widen the sphere of good cheer. 34

 18. Set aside your feelings. 36

 19. Do not pursue those who leave. 38

 20. Leave past glories in the past. 40

 21. Be wary of negative people. 42

PART T WO

Don’t worry about every little thing.

How to relinquish anxiety, impatience, and anger

22. If you can’t be certain about it, stop worrying about it. 46

 23. Become skilled at forgetting. 48

 24. Be more at ease. 50

 25. Take off the “good person” mask. 52

 26. Do not measure yourself against the average. 54

 27. Worrying about everyone else is a losing proposition. 56

 28. Appreciate what makes everyone different. 58

 29. Don’t be surprised by broken promises. 60

 30. “Well, these things happen.” 62

 31. Don’t curate yourself. 64

 32. If you’re going to judge yourself, do it against your 

“yesterday self.” 66

 33.  Immediately put the things you’ve done for others 

out of mind. 68

 34. Always reflect on yourself. 70

 35. Give thanks to those who supported you. 72

 36. Pay no mind to minor differences. 74

 37.  Learn to turn difficult experiences into amusing 

stories. 76

 38. Stop regretting and start reflecting. 78

 39. Dispose of things you don’t use. 80

 40. Relinquish rather than throw away. 82

PART THREE

Be measured in your reactions.

Practices that won’t wear down your spirit

41. Don’t take everything at face value. 86

 42. Choose when to block out information. 88

 43. Don’t binge on information. 90

 44. Don’t waver so easily. 92

 45. Admit what you don’t know with dignity. 94

 46. “Slow down, slow down, slow down.” 96

 47. Be aware of wastefulness. 98

 48. Don’t get involved in things that don’t concern you. 100

 49. Express yourself judiciously. 102

 50. Pause for a moment before replying. 104
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 51. Slow down. 106

 52. Don’t allow sadness to linger. 108

 53. “Wow. I can be so small- minded.” 110

 54. Live your life independently and to the fullest. 112

 55. Try to see things from a different perspective. 114

 56. Rethink the adage “He who knows little often 

repeats it.” 116

 57. Take to heart the maxim “To each their own.” 118

 58. Don’t expect too much. 120

 59. Immerse yourself in the task at hand. 122

 60. Your personal circumstances are almost never other 

people’s concern. 124

 61. Don’t be swayed by trends. 126

PART FOUR

Don’t waste your energy.

Ways to avoid making things more difficult for yourself

62. Look on the bright side. 130

 63. Don’t get stuck in a never- ending cycle. 132

 64. Be confident in your own approach. 134

 65. Dedicate yourself to your role. 136

 66. Make a small change every day. 138

 67. “Right here, right now, this you.” 140

 68. “Change is the law of life. And those who look only 

to the past or present are certain to miss the future.” 142

 69. Work is fluid and dynamic. 144

 70. Don’t push things off to tomorrow. 146

 71. Cultivate your strengths. 148

 72. Don’t force things— on yourself or anyone else. 150

 73. Let go of “because he’s a man” or “because she’s a 

woman.” 152

 74. Academic qualifications ≠ work qualifications. 154

 75. Avoid making decisions at night. 156

 76. Don’t give up on yourself or give yourself too much 

credit. 158

 77. Steer clear of calamity. 160

 78. Refrain from ingratiating yourself. 162

 79. Whittle down your options. 164

 80. Protect yourself against battle fatigue. 166

 81. Up your planning game. 168

PART FIVE

Don’t see everything as black or white.

Hints for living a comfortable life

82. There is no such thing in life as fortune or misfortune. 172

 83. Things are not inherently good or bad. 174

 84. All of your choices are the right ones. 176
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 85. Block out the voices of others. 178

 86. Regret is nothing more than a delusion. 180

 87. A failure is little more than a stumble. 182

 88. Slow and steady wins the race. 184

 89. Hoist up your dreams rather than holding them close. 186

 90. Take a break, especially when you’re busy. 188

 91. Nobody is “normal.” 190

 92. Do not look down on others, even when you’re 

victorious. 192

 93. Extinguish the spark of conflict. 194

 94. You won’t win anyone over just with logic. 196

 95. Be willing to cede some ground. 198

 96. “All things come from nothingness.” 200

 97. Seek your own personal mission from within. 202

 98. Live freely and easily. 204

 99. Do your best. 206

x i

F O R E W O R D

Those who have the power to let 
things go are not at the mercy of 

their personal relationships.

They don’t feel compelled to be constantly connected on 
social media, so they don’t monitor their friends by text 
24/7, nor do they get caught up in gossip.

They know that friendship is about quality over quan-
tity. They’re good at disregarding the opinions and actions 
of people they don’t even know.

Those who have the power to let 
things go are able to el iminate 

distractions at work.

They aren’t easily swayed by others, so they don’t obsess 
over the judgments of their coworkers. Nor do they allow 
useless or unnecessary information to motivate them.
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They consider how things relate to them, then make a 
decision and take action. They’re good at blocking out su-
perfluous information and external influences, such as 
what other people say or do.

Those who have the power to let 
things go are able to spend their 

days in relative ease.

They aren’t weighed down by regret, nor do they waste 
time worrying about things that have yet to happen. They 
don’t torment themselves. They’re good at letting go of 
things they can’t control, things that are inevitable, things 
that are in the past.

They know what they 
ought to let go of.

Doing so gives them clarity of mind and heart, enabling 
them to concentrate on what’s important. By minimizing 
complications, they are free to live their best lives, in good 
health and comfort. There are many things in this world that 
we cannot control. Other people, the past, the future . . . let 

x i i i

all those things go. Instead of allowing them to consume 
our mind and our energy, it’s better to devote our efforts to 
what we can achieve in the moment.

There is a Zen expression, hogejaku, which means “Let go 
of everything.” As that saying shows, a life in which you are 
able to let go is a Zen life.

Of course, at work or in relationships— as in everything 
in life— there will be things you can’t let go of. How do you 
distinguish between what you ought to let go of and what 
you ought not to? I will address all of that in these pages.

I deeply hope that this book will help you learn how to 
let things go— and how to live your best life, in good health 
and comfort.

Gassho

SHUNMYO MASUNO
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1

let things go and 
your l ife will improve.

An indi spensable  l i fe  ski l l

3

Now is the time 
to decide what to let go of.

You might think that to “let things go” has negative con-
notations.

To give something up halfway through, to leave some-
thing unfinished, to ignore an injustice, to neglect to fol-
low up . . . aren’t these the kind of things that are associated 
with letting go? They all seem to imply a sense of irrespon-
sibility.

There’s definitely some truth to this. In the examples 
above, I’d have to admit that to “let things go” seems unfa-
vorable.

But in this world there are many things you’d be better 
off letting go of. Especially nowadays, when we are con-
stantly inundated with information and when social media 
has made our personal relationships round- the- clock af-
fairs, it’s impossible to respond to everything.

This is precisely why it is all the more crucial to learn 
how to let things go. Really, we ought to refer to it as a sur-
vival skill.

Now more than ever, it’s imperative to be able to differ-
entiate between what we ought to hold on to and what we 
ought to let go of, in order to live our lives to the fullest.
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2

leave people alone.

T hi s  ab i l it y i s  e s sent ia l  for 
pe r sonal  re lat ionships .

5

There is a f ine l ine between being 
attentive and being meddlesome.

How do you react when someone is overcome with worry? 
People often do one of two things.

One option is to say something to try to cheer them up.
Another option is to say nothing, to do nothing, to leave 

them alone.
There is no right way to respond. I will merely say that 

often, the first option can be considered being meddle-
some while the second might be seen as being attentive.

When someone is worrying about something, they of-
ten need some time to worry— alone. They are simply not 
in the mood for someone to tell them to do this or that, to 
encourage them to cheer up, or even to invite them out for 
a drink “to take their mind off things.” Managing any re-
sponse can be hard on them. It’s often just more trouble.

Think about how you’d feel if you were in their situa-
tion, if you were the one worrying about something. 
Wouldn’t you prefer to be left alone for a little while, until 
you’ve had a chance to calm down?
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