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Practicing with Habits

The dictionary defines habit as “a settled or regular tendency or
practice, especially one that is hard to give up.”

Simple, ordinary habits are the mind’s way of laying down
grooves along which it can thereafter travel to make life easier,
simpler, and, often, more efficient. However, there may be a
corollary loss of awareness when in the automatic mode of
habitual action. So it might be worth considering habits from a
practice perspective, i.e., how they might be used to return to
the present and be more aware. 

Here’s a simple three-step process for practicing with habits:

Step one: Make a list of your ordinary, everyday habits, the
things you do over and over in the same or similar ways. It
might help to generate your list under a variety of categories,
such as the following:

Postures: how do you stand, sit, and recline in various
situations. For example, standing in line at the grocery check-
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out counter; sitting at your desk at work or in class or at the
dinner table. You can get even more specific within postures:
where are your shoulders as you stand and sit? Where are your
arms and hands typically? How are you holding your head?
(forward, tilted, upright, chin up?) Where is most of your
weight? 

Gestures: do you gesture with your hands when you are talking
to someone? Your head? Do you modify your gestures based on
whom you’re talking to? Again, you can be very specific by
noticing how much each of your hands is involved in gesturing—
when and where and how. How would someone describe your
style of gesturing? Restrained or non-existent? Broad and
sweeping? Nervous and jerky? Emphatic, forceful, etc.? 

Facial expressions: what is your habitual “neutral” expression, in
other words, when not much is going on emotionally, how is
your face “composed”? How do the various muscles in your face
feel when they are “at rest,” especially the muscles around your
mouth and around and between your eyes? Is there any jaw
clenching? When conversing, what kinds of expressions appear
on your face? If you saw a video of yourself talking with your
mother or father, your brother or sister, your best friend, your
boss, a stranger you’d just met, what would you notice about
your facial expressions?

Ways of walking: what do you notice about your habitual ways
of walking? Do you typically walk at a fast, slow, or medium
pace? Do you swing your arms evenly (or are you like many
people who tend to swing their “off” arm more freely, i.e., if
you’re right-handed, your left arm might swing more than your
right). Is your father walking in you, your mother, your
childhood hero? Have you ever tried to consciously modify your
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walk in any way, say by putting more spring (or less) into your
steps, or by turning your toes more outwardly or inwardly? Have
you ever imitated someone else’s walk? What did that feel like? 

Ways of talking: are you a loud or soft talker? How would your
friends answer that question, your spouse or partner? What are
some of your often-repeated verbal expressions? For example,
do you hear yourself saying “you know,” “you got it,” “I hear
you,” “awesome,” etc. What are your habitual greetings, leave-
takings, slang terms, fillers (“ums” and “ahs,” etc.)? When do
they most show up? 

Mood habits: what are the habitual moods you find yourself in?
Are you typically disgruntled, cheerful, depressed, peeved, etc.?
When you are in a mood, do you find it possible to maintain
awareness? 

Thoughts, fantasies, and imaginings: What thoughts recur again
and again for you? What are your favorite fantasies,
imaginings? 

How you do things: how do you brush your teeth, eat your
meals, drive, read, watch tv, exercise, make love, play any
games, etc.?

If you have trouble generating any part of the list, you might
consider asking loved ones and friends what they see you doing
and saying habitually. Very likely, they may have noticed things
about you that you haven’t yourself.

Step 2: Pick a particular habit from one of the categories above
and choose to observe that habit in action for a specific time—
could be for a couple of hours, a day, or a week. It’s important
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to make the time commitment as it will function as a reminder
when you forget to notice your habit. Setting an alarm to go off
on your smart phone or wristwatch can also be very helpful
during this habit observation period. When you catch yourself in
the habit, notice as best you can how it feels. Don’t try to
change it or get rid of it yet. Once you have a good sense of
how the habit functions, you can begin the last step. But before
moving to it and as a way of working closely with a habit, you
might consider intensifying or exaggerating the habit first. For
example, if you noticed that one of your arms swings more than
the other while you walk, you could exaggerate the swing and
exaggerate the stillness of the other arm by tensing it and
holding it tightly to your side.

Step 3: Now, you can make a soft effort to modify, change, or
stop a particular habit. For example, if you’re a loud talker, try
talking softly, or vice versa. What does it feel like to
consciously change your speaking volume? Whether you
succeed or not at changing a habit is not really the point.
Rather, notice what comes up as you are more aware of the
habit and as you try to modify or change it. Particularly, notice
any bodily sensations of discomfort and emotional feelings of
anxiety or anger or sadness. And notice the thoughts that come
up. “This is too hard.” “I like my habit.” “I’ll never change”—
whatever. Finally, even as you work with the habit, from time to
time, remember to include an awareness of the “surround”—
sounds, sights, smells, etc. Also, feel free to include any other
practice techniques as you work with the habits, such as
breathing in and out of the heart-space.

It’s important to get that this exercise is not about ridding
yourself of bad habits, or fixing or improving yourself. It’s merely
meant to bring more awareness into your ordinary moment-to-
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moment living through a closer look at what’s often humming
along just beneath your awareness. The exercise may also raise
various questions as you proceed, such as “How might this habit
be a strategy of avoidance, or 
meant to induce the warm and safe feelings of 
comfort and sleep?” And as always in practice, the answers will
be embodied and in the moment, rather than in intellectualizing
about the habits. 

Al Zolynas

Zen Center San Diego
zencentersandiego.org
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