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Appropriately, I start the new year with something new—and I’m not talking about resolutions. The reason New Year’s Resolutions are so rarely achieved, I’ve come to believe, is because they describe actions or non-actions that take resolve—that is the resolve to do something you don’t want to do, or the resolve to not do something you do want to do. What this means is changing what you are to something you are not. No wonder they’re so hard to keep.
For those readers who have not taken the trouble to memorize past columns, I illustrate my point by listing below a smattering of totally failed resolutions published in past Januaries.
· Take off jeans, shoes, and coat before retiring for the night.

· Accept Hubby’s preference for storing peanut butter in the refrigerator.

· Do not grimace or yawn when older son launches into 15-minute recitation (from memory) of monolog he saw on Comedy Central.

· Lose 30 pounds in a month. Go on a 400 calorie, one-meal a day diet, and spend 19 hours a day in bed wearing eye-shades and with a white-noise machine whirring nearby.
I am proposing that New Year’s Resolutions be dropped as an annual activity because they lead only to lowered self-esteem, feelings of powerlessness, anomie, and inexplicable weight gain. Rather, I am urging the adoption of the “Bucket List.”
The term “bucket list” was introduced in a 2007 movie comedy and has since been accepted into the American vocabulary and psyche by movie-goers and non-movie-goers alike. “The Bucket List,” directed by Rob Reiner, starred Academy Award-winners Jack Nicholson and Morgan Freeman. The plot follows two terminally ill men (portrayed by Nicholson and Freeman) on their road trip in pursuit of a wish list of things they want to do before they “kick the bucket.” 
The key here is, THINGS THEY WANT TO DO! Among these were skydiving, driving a Shelbey Mustang car, speeding along the Great Wall of China in motorcycles, etc., etc. In common parlance, preparing a bucket list has been taken from the film very literally, the idea being that one must be on life support before coming up with, let alone effecting, such a list. Nonsense! The age requirement is one of many misinterpretations I will correct before exploring the real and positive uses of the concept.
What a Bucket List Is Not
No Age Requirement. The first entries of a bucklet list should be made beginning at puberty and be added to throughout one’s lifetime. There is no chronological order in accomplishing these items, since one never knows when opportunity will knock. By maximizing the time allotted for each feat or activity, you are likely to complete a more challenging and adventurous list and create a more memorable life.
No “shoulds” in the List. Given our shared Puritan and Calvinist background, it will be tempting for bucketeers to add things they should do to this list. This includes the kinds of things you don’t want to do, the things you used to plug into your New Year’s resolutions. Remember the purpose of a bucket list is to do things you want to do. It is not to make you kinder, more considerate, better groomed, thinner, neater, a more regular churchgoer, a more active member of the community, a better housekeeper, a non-smoker, or someone who avoids ethnic jokes. Save these hopeless goals are for your New Year’s resolutions, if you’re determined to make them; but keep them entirely separate from your bucket list.

Not a Group List. While friends and fellow travelers can be pleasant in any undertaking, do not depend on companionship when making up your bucket list. This is your list. For instance, if no one wants to travel with you  to Birmingham, England, in March to attend Crufts, the world’s largest purebred dog show, forget about them. If this is something you want to do, it belongs on your list—even if the weather is lousy and you don’t look forward to eating and sleeping on your own for 8 days. No one ever said fulfilling a bucket goal is easy.
Conversely, if someone you know wants you to add your efforts to one of his or her bucket undertakings, like creating a ball of twine that dwarfs all existing balls of twine, including the still-growing wonder in Cawker City, KS, you don’t have to do it if you don’t feel like it. Bucket lists are personal, customized and structured by the bucketeers who create them.
Do not include the impossible. If you’re 67, have never run for public office, haven’t left your house in 6 years, and hold no political views, you should not put “becoming president of the United States” on your bucket list. I’m not suggesting that one’s reach should not extend his grasp, but that a realistic appraisal of what is doable is a good idea. 

Poor health and disability also limit the expansiveness of realistic bucket ideas, but modifications can always be found by the creative bucketeer. For instance, you may not be able to join the running of the bulls in Pamplona, but you might be able to ride a mechanical bull at the Shenandoah County Fair, or rent one for your family room. You may not be able to land the role of “Swan Queen” at the Met’s production of Swan Lake, but no one can keep you from wearing a tu-tu and ballet shoes around town, or at least in your own living room. 
Money and cost may present some problems for those whose goals necessitate foreign travel. In this case, it is necessary to establish priorities. Would I rather go to the Carnival in Rio de Janeiro or eat for the next six months? Would I rather climb the Eiffel Tower or keep my house? How important is car insurance really? How important is owning a car, for that matter?
What a Bucket List Is and Should Be
In the past month I discovered two Valley friends who, unknowingly and independently, shared and achieved the same item on their Bucket lists—to ice skate at Rockefeller Center in New York at Christmas time. This is particularly amazing because I know only seven people!
As usual in preparing a column, I went to the Internet in the hope of uncovering an entire piece I could simply plagiarize and plunk into this space. I was heartened to come across a number of books with titles like “Creating a Bucket List: 100 Things to do Before You Die” and “How To Live Your Best Life – The Essential Guide for Creating and Achieving Your Life List”.

But a quick glance at their contents showed me the authors had completely missed the point of bucket lists. They are not to make you become a better person or be anything. They’re to help you to do and experience—to have a good time and add zest to your life! 
What bothers me about this and other books seeking to pursue the bucket-list market is that they’ve overlooked the heart of the Bucket List idea—that is having fun! And only you know what you think is fun!

Even more than action and adventure, fun is the heart of a bucketeer’s list. For me, fun is winning a place in a juried art competition restricted solely to dog paintings, visiting Cuba, traveling to all the cities and villages in India I’ve read about in novels by Indian authors, and acquiring my late mother’s skill in flower arranging. 

At the top of my husband’s list is taking a balloon ride over the Egyptian Pyramids and participating in an archeological dig in Siberia. Being a loyal type, he still would like to be at Atlanta Athletic Club’s Highlands Golf Course in August watching Tiger Woods win the PGA championship again. Afterwards he wants to play the course himself.
My own bucket list has changed over the years as I’ve achieved several goals and crossed them off my list. Among these are living and working in Russia for an extended period of time, running my own business, writing a newspaper column, taking the Tran-Siberian Railroad across Asia, knitting my son a sweater that actually fit, and making the perfect pie-crust.

Had I started my list at age 13, it would have included other goals achieved so long ago I now take them for granted—like getting my education, marrying a man who would put up with me; and having three great kids.

While I’ve emphasized starting a bucket list when you’re young, I think it’s equally important to keep pursuing and adding to your bucket list when you grow older. “Times winged chariot,” to borrow Andrew Marvell’s famous line, should be an impetus, rather than a hindrance to actually doing what you’ve always talked about.
Recently my daughter Liesl was one of several writers asked to submit a favorite quote for a high-brow New York magazine. When she read the quote to me over the phone, I was profoundly moved and, in part, its insights were the inspiration for this piece.

It is taken from liberal Spanish philosopher José Ortega y Gasset’s 1929 work “Revolt of the Masses” (English tr., 1931).
There is no doubt that the most radical division that it is possible to make of humanity is that which splits it into two classes of creatures: those who make great demands on themselves, piling up difficulties and duties; and those who demand nothing special of themselves, but for whom to live is to be every moment what they already are, without imposing on themselves any effort towards perfection; mere buoys that float on the waves.

Who among us wants to be a floater? Who can be content being what they already are? A thoughtfully constructed bucket list does put self-inflicted difficulties and duties upon its creators, but in my too-limited experience the rewards are so worth it!
