


1. Shaarei Kedush
R’ Chaim Vital
1543-1620

Character traits are not included in the 613
mitzvos, but they are essential prerequisites for the

66’ b}
613 mitzvos, since they can lead either to their 171 DINNI IMNN X200 5530 MTNN PR

proper fulfillment, or their desecration ... Thus we IN DNPPI ANYNN XN DK MMpY Mon
find that a person must be even more careful in MTNN NN PIY AN I RN ... DL
staying away from bad character traits than in D NWYN RO WY NMIXNN D1P 1N 1M My)
fulfilling the positive and negative 22 DM HPI1 ML MTN HYyaIma
commandments, because when he achieves NN,

refinement of character, he will be able to easily
fulfill all of the mitzvos.

2. Even Shleimah
Vilna Gaon
1720-1797

All service of God is dependent upon the
improvement of one’s character since character
traits are like clothing to the mitzvos and are the
general principles of the Torah. Conversely, all
transgression stems from unimproved character
traits.

3. Orchos Tzadikim
15th C. Germany
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4. Pachad Yitzchak
(Yom CKi}o}aur)
R’ Yitzchak Hutner
1906-1980

“The truth of the matter is that the
power of change is the greatest
innovation, after the wonder of the
creation of Heaven and Earth,”

5. Mishlei 4:13

Vilna Gaon SN0 N X 91ROX 1IN PINN
Hold fast to discipline; do not let go;
e Keep it; it is your life.

6. Ohr Yechezkel
It is extremely difﬁcult to uproot Rabbi Yechezkel Levenstein
the force of negative character
traits; as Rabbi Yisroel of Salant
famously stated — it is easier to
know the entire Talmud by heart
than it is to uproot a single
negative trait from its root. This is
particularly so because we do not
possess only one trait, but many,
and each of them is deep and
profound. Certainly then, the
labor is great, without any
measure.
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There’s No Such Thing as Free Will

Stephen Cave

But we’re better off believing in it anyway. For centuries, philosophers and theologians have almost
unanimously held that civilization as we know it depends on a widespread belief in free will—and that losing
this belief could be calamitous. Our codes of ethics, for example, assume that we can freely choose between
right and wrong. In the Christian tradition, this is known as “moral liberty”—the capacity to discern and pursue the
good, instead of merely being compelled by appetites and desires. The great Enlightenment philosopher Immanuel
Kant reaffirmed this link between freedom and goodness. If we are not free to choose, he argued, then it would make
no sense to say we ought to choose the path of righteousness.

Today, the assumption of free will runs through every aspect of American politics, from welfare provision to criminal law.
It permeates the popular culture and underpins the American dream—the belief that anyone can make something of
themselves no matter what their start in life. As Barack Obama wrote in The Audacity of Hope, American “values are
rooted in a basic optimism about life and a faith in free will.”

So what happens if this faith erodes? The sciences have grown steadily bolder in their claim that all human
behavior can be explained through the clockwork laws of cause and effect. This shift in perception is the
continuation of an intellectual revolution that began about 150 years ago, when Charles Darwin first published On the
Origin of Species. Shortly after Darwin put forth his theory of evolution, his cousin Sir Francis Galton began to draw out
the implications: If we have evolved, then mental faculties like intelligence must be hereditary. But we use those
faculties—which some people have to a greater degree than others—to make decisions. So our ability to choose our
fate is not free, but depends on our biological inheritance.

Galton launched a debate that raged throughout the 20th century over nature versus nurture. Are our actions
the unfolding effect of our genetics? Or the outcome of what has been imprinted on us by the environment?
Impressive evidence accumulated for the importance of each factor. Whether scientists supported one, the

other, or a mix of both, they increasingly assumed that our deeds must be determined by something.

In recent decades, research on the inner workings of the brain has helped to resolve the nature-nurture debate—and

has dealt a further blow to the idea of free will. Brain scanners have enabled us to peer inside a living person’s
skull, revealing intricate networks of neurons and allowing scientists to reach broad agreement that these

networks are shaped by both genes and environment. But there is also agreement in the scientific community
that the firing of neurons determines not just some or most but all of our thoughts, hopes, memories, and

dreams.

We know that changes to brain chemistry can alter behavior—otherwise neither alcohol nor antipsychotics would have
their desired effects. The same holds true for brain structure: Cases of ordinary adults becoming murderers or
pedophiles after developing a brain tumor demonstrate how dependent we are on the physical properties of our gray
stuff.
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Many scientists say that the American physiologist Benjamin Libet demonstrated in the 1980s that we have no free
will. It was already known that electrical activity builds up in a person’s brain before she, for example, moves her
hand; Libet showed that this buildup occurs before the person consciously makes a decision to move. The conscious
experience of deciding to act, which we usually associate with free will, appears to be an add-on, a post hoc
reconstruction of events that occurs after the brain has already set the act in motion.

The 20th-century nature-nurture debate prepared us to think of ourselves as shaped by influences beyond our control.
But it left some room, at least in the popular imagination, for the possibility that we could overcome our circumstances
or our genes to become the author of our own destiny. The challenge posed by neuroscience is more radical: It
describes the brain as a physical system like any other, and suggests that we no more will it to operate in a
particular way than we will our heart to beat. The contemporary scientific image of human behavior is one of
neurons firing, causing other neurons to fire, causing our thoughts and deeds, in an unbroken chain that
stretches back to our birth and beyond. In principle, we are therefore completely predictable. If we could
understand any individual’s brain architecture and chemistry well enough, we could, in theory, predict that
individual’s response to any given stimulus with 100 percent accuracy.

This research and its implications are not new. What is new, though, is the spread of free-will skepticism beyond the
laboratories and into the mainstream. The number of court cases, for example, that use evidence from neuroscience
has more than doubled in the past decade—mostly in the context of defendants arguing that their brain made them do
it. And many people are absorbing this message in other contexts, too, at least judging by the number of books and
articles purporting to explain “your brain on” everything from music to magic. Determinism, to one degree or another,
is gaining popular currency. The skeptics are in ascendance.

This development raises uncomfortable—and increasingly non-theoretical —questions: If moral responsibility depends
on faith in our own agency, then as belief in determinism spreads, will we become morally irresponsible? And if we
increasingly see belief in free will as a delusion, what will happen to all those institutions that are based on it?

In 2002, two psychologists had a simple but brilliant idea: Instead of speculating about what might happen if people
lost belief in their capacity to choose, they could run an experiment to find out. Kathleen Vohs, then at the University
of Utah, and Jonathan Schooler, of the University of Pittsburgh, asked one group of participants to read a passage
arguing that free will was an illusion, and another group to read a passage that was neutral on the topic. Then they
subjected the members of each group to a variety of temptations and observed their behavior. Would differences in
abstract philosophical beliefs influence people’s decisions?

Yes, indeed. When asked to take a math test, with cheating made easy, the group primed to see free will as illusory
proved more likely to take an illicit peek at the answers. When given an opportunity to steal—to take more money than
they were due from an envelope of $1 coins—those whose belief in free will had been undermined pilfered more. On
a range of measures, Vohs told me, she and Schooler found that “people who are induced to believe less in free
will are more likely to behave immorally.”

It seems that when people stop believing they are free agents, they stop seeing themselves as blameworthy for their
actions. Consequently, they act less responsibly and give in to their baser instincts. Vohs emphasized that this result
is not limited to the contrived conditions of a lab experiment. “You see the same effects with people who naturally
believe more or less in free will,” she said.
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In another study, for instance, Vohs and colleagues measured the extent to which a group of day laborers believed in
free will, then examined their performance on the job by looking at their supervisor’s ratings. Those who believed more
strongly that they were in control of their own actions showed up on time for work more frequently and were rated by
supervisors as more capable. In fact, belief in free will turned out to be a better predictor of job performance than
established measures such as self-professed work ethic.

Another pioneer of research into the psychology of free will, Roy Baumeister of Florida State University, has extended
these findings. For example, he and colleagues found that students with a weaker belief in free will were less likely to
volunteer their time to help a classmate than were those whose belief in free will was stronger. Likewise, those primed
to hold a deterministic view by reading statements like “Science has demonstrated that free will is an illusion” were less
likely to give money to a homeless person or lend someone a cellphone.

Further studies by Baumeister and colleagues have linked a diminished belief in free will to stress,
unhappiness, and a lesser commitment to relationships. They found that when subjects were induced to

believe that “all human actions follow from prior events and ultimately can be understood in terms of the
movement of molecules,” those subjects came away with a lower sense of life’s meaningfulness. Early this

year, other researchers published a study showing that a weaker belief in free will correlates with poor
academic performance.

The list goes on: Believing that free will is an illusion has been shown to make people less creative, more likely
to conform, less willing to learn from their mistakes, and less grateful toward one another. In every regard, it
seems, when we embrace determinism, we indulge our dark side.

Few scholars are comfortable suggesting that people ought to believe an outright lie. Advocating the perpetuation of
untruths would breach their integrity and violate a principle that philosophers have long held dear: the Platonic hope that
the true and the good go hand in hand. Saul Smilansky, a philosophy professor at the University of Haifa, in
Israel, has wrestled with this dilemma throughout his career and come to a painful conclusion: “We cannot
afford for people to internalize the truth” about free will.

Smilansky is convinced that free will does not exist in the traditional sense—and that it would be very bad if most people
realized this. “Imagine,” he told me, “that I'm deliberating whether to do my duty, such as to parachute into enemy
territory, or something more mundane like to risk my job by reporting on some wrongdoing. If everyone accepts that
there is no free will, then I'll know that people will say, ‘Whatever he did, he had no choice—we can’t blame him.” So |
know I'm not going to be condemned for taking the selfish option.” This, he believes, is very dangerous for society, and
“the more people accept the determinist picture, the worse things will get.”

Determinism not only undermines blame, Smilansky argues; it also undermines praise. Imagine | do risk my life by
jumping into enemy territory to perform a daring mission. Afterward, people will say that | had no choice, that my feats
were merely, in Smilansky’s phrase, “an unfolding of the given,” and therefore hardly praiseworthy. And just as
undermining blame would remove an obstacle to acting wickedly, so undermining praise would remove an incentive to
do good. Our heroes would seem less inspiring, he argues, our achievements less noteworthy, and soon we would sink
into decadence and despondency.

Smilansky advocates a view he calls illusionism—the belief that free will is indeed an illusion, but one that society must
defend. The idea of determinism, and the facts supporting it, must be kept confined within the ivory tower. Only the
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initiated, behind those walls, should dare to, as he put it to me, “look the dark truth in the face.” Smilansky says he
realizes that there is something drastic, even terrible, about this idea—but if the choice is between the true and the
good, then for the sake of society, the true must go.

Smilansky’s arguments may sound odd at first, given his contention that the world is devoid of free will: If we are not
really deciding anything, who cares what information is let loose? But new information, of course, is a sensory input
like any other; it can change our behavior, even if we are not the conscious agents of that change. In the language of
cause and effect, a belief in free will may not inspire us to make the best of ourselves, but it does stimulate us to do
SO.

lllusionism is a minority position among academic philosophers, most of whom still hope that the good and the true
can be reconciled. But it represents an ancient strand of thought among intellectual elites. Nietzsche called free will “a
theologians’ artifice” that permits us to “judge and punish.” And many thinkers have believed, as Smilansky does, that
institutions of judgment and punishment are necessary if we are to avoid a fall into barbarism.

Smilansky is not advocating policies of Orwellian thought control. Luckily, he argues, we don’t need them. Belief in free
will comes naturally to us. Scientists and commentators merely need to exercise some self-restraint, instead of
gleefully disabusing people of the illusions that undergird all they hold dear. Most scientists “don’t realize what effect
these ideas can have,” Smilansky told me. “Promoting determinism is complacent and dangerous.”

Yet not all scholars who argue publicly against free will are blind to the social and psychological consequences. Some
simply don’t agree that these consequences might include the collapse of civilization. One of the most prominent is the
neuroscientist and writer Sam Harris, who, in his 2012 book, Free Will, set out to bring down the fantasy of conscious
choice. Like Smilansky, he believes that there is no such thing as free will. But Harris thinks we are better off without
the whole notion of it.

“We need our beliefs to track what is true,” Harris told me. lllusions, no matter how well intentioned, will always hold us
back. For example, we currently use the threat of imprisonment as a crude tool to persuade people not to do bad
things. But if we instead accept that “human behavior arises from neurophysiology,” he argued, then we can better
understand what is really causing people to do bad things despite this threat of punishment—and how to stop them.
“We need,” Harris told me, “to know what are the levers we can pull as a society to encourage people to be the best
version of themselves they can be.”

According to Harris, we should acknowledge that even the worst criminals—murderous psychopaths, for
example—are in a sense unlucky. “They didn’t pick their genes. They didn’t pick their parents. They didn’t
make their brains, yet their brains are the source of their intentions and actions.” In a deep sense, their
crimes are not their fault. Recognizing this, we can dispassionately consider how to manage offenders in

order to rehabilitate them, protect society, and reduce future offending. Harris thinks that, in time, “it might be
possible to cure something like psychopathy,” but only if we accept that the brain, and not some airy-fairy

free will, is the source of the deviancy.
Accepting this would also free us from hatred. Holding people responsible for their actions might sound like a
keystone of civilized life, but we pay a high price for it: Blaming people makes us angry and vengeful, and that

clouds our judgment.

“Compare the response to Hurricane Katrina,” Harris suggested, with “the response to the 9/11 act of terrorism.” For
many Americans, the men who hijacked those planes are the embodiment of criminals who freely choose to do evil.
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But if we give up our notion of free will, then their behavior must be viewed like any other natural phenomenon—and
this, Harris believes, would make us much more rational in our response.

Although the scale of the two catastrophes was similar, the reactions were wildly different. Nobody was striving to exact
revenge on tropical storms or declare a War on Weather, so responses to Katrina could simply focus on rebuilding and
preventing future disasters. The response to 9/11, Harris argues, was clouded by outrage and the desire for
vengeance, and has led to the unnecessary loss of countless more lives. Harris is not saying that we shouldn’t have
reacted at all to 9/11, only that a coolheaded response would have looked very different and likely been much less
wasteful. “Hatred is toxic,” he told me, “and can destabilize individual lives and whole societies. Losing belief in free will
undercuts the rationale for ever hating anyone.”

Whereas the evidence from Kathleen Vohs and her colleagues suggests that social problems may arise from

seeing our own actions as determined by forces beyond our control—weakening our morals, our motivation, and our
sense of the meaningfulness of life—Harris thinks that social benefits will result from seeing other people’s behavior in
the very same light. From that vantage point, the moral implications of determinism look very different, and quite a lot
better.

What’s more, Harris argues, as ordinary people come to better understand how their brains work, many of the
problems documented by Vohs and others will dissipate. Determinism, he writes in his book, does not mean “that
conscious awareness and deliberative thinking serve no purpose.” Certain kinds of action require us to become
conscious of a choice—to weigh arguments and appraise evidence. True, if we were put in exactly the same
situation again, then 100 times out of 100 we would make the same decision, “just like rewinding a movie and
playing it again.” But the act of deliberation—the wrestling with facts and emotions that we feel is essential to
our nature—is nonetheless real.

The big problem, in Harris’s view, is that people often confuse determinism with fatalism. Determinism is the belief that
our decisions are part of an unbreakable chain of cause and effect. Fatalism, on the other hand, is the belief that our
decisions don’t really matter, because whatever is destined to happen will happen—like Oedipus’s marriage to his
mother, despite his efforts to avoid that fate.

When people hear there is no free will, they wrongly become fatalistic; they think their efforts will make no difference.
But this is a mistake. People are not moving toward an inevitable destiny; given a different stimulus (like a different idea
about free will), they will behave differently and so have different lives. If people better understood these fine
distinctions, Harris believes, the consequences of losing faith in free will would be much less negative than Vohs’s and
Baumeister’s experiments suggest.

Can one go further still? Is there a way forward that preserves both the inspiring power of belief in free will and the
compassionate understanding that comes with determinism? Philosophers and theologians are used to talking about
free will as if it is either on or off; as if our consciousness floats, like a ghost, entirely above the causal chain, or as if we
roll through life like a rock down a hill. But there might be another way of looking at human agency.

Some scholars argue that we should think about freedom of choice in terms of our very real and sophisticated abilities
to map out multiple potential responses to a particular situation. One of these is Bruce Walller, a philosophy professor at
Youngstown State University. In his new book, Restorative Free Will, he writes that we should focus on our ability, in
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any given setting, to generate a wide range of options for ourselves, and to decide among them without external
constraint.

For Waller, it simply doesn’t matter that these processes are underpinned by a causal chain of firing neurons. In his view,
free will and determinism are not the opposites they are often taken to be; they simply describe our behavior at different
levels.

Waller believes his account fits with a scientific understanding of how we evolved: Foraging animals—humans, but also
mice, or bears, or crows—need to be able to generate options for themselves and make decisions in a complex and
changing environment. Humans, with our massive brains, are much better at thinking up and weighing options than other
animals are. Our range of options is much wider, and we are, in a meaningful way, freer as a result.

Waller’s definition of free will is in keeping with how a lot of ordinary people see it. One 2010 study found that people
mostly thought of free will in terms of following their desires, free of coercion (such as someone holding a gun to your
head). As long as we continue to believe in this kind of practical free will, that should be enough to preserve the sorts of
ideals and ethical standards examined by Vohs and Baumeister.

Yet Waller’s account of free will still leads to a very different view of justice and responsibility than most people hold today.
No one has caused himself: No one chose his genes or the environment into which he was born. Therefore no one bears
ultimate responsibility for who he is and what he does. Waller told me he supported the sentiment of Barack Obama’s
2012 “You didn’t build that” speech, in which the president called attention to the external factors that help bring about
success. He was also not surprised that it drew such a sharp reaction from those who want to believe that they were the
sole architects of their achievements. But he argues that we must accept that life outcomes are determined by disparities
in nature and nurture, “so we can take practical measures to remedy misfortune and help everyone to fulfill their
potential.”

Understanding how will be the work of decades, as we slowly unravel the nature of our own minds. In many areas, that
work will likely yield more compassion: offering more (and more precise) help to those who find themselves in a bad
place. And when the threat of punishment is necessary as a deterrent, it will in many cases be balanced with efforts to
strengthen, rather than undermine, the capacities for autonomy that are essential for anyone to lead a decent life. The
kind of will that leads to success—seeing positive options for oneself, making good decisions and sticking to them—can
be cultivated, and those at the bottom of society are most in need of that cultivation.

To some people, this may sound like a gratuitous attempt to have one’s cake and eat it too. And in a way it is. It is an
attempt to retain the best parts of the free-will belief system while ditching the worst. President Obama—who has both
defended “a faith in free will” and argued that we are not the sole architects of our fortune—has had to learn what a fine
line this is to tread. Yet it might be what we need to rescue the American dream—and indeed, many of our ideas about
civilization, the world over—in the scientific age.
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8. Alei Shor 1:156
R’ Shlomo Wolbe
1914-2005

The great [Jewish] philosophers
established bechira as the
cornerstone for the whole Torah....
But from this resulted a common
misperception among the masses;
that all people actively choose their
every act and every decision. This is
a grievous error.
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10. ‘Michtav Qsas\.ﬁmwam:
R’ Hw@mm: Dessler

1892-1953
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11. Kiddushin g40a

Rav Huna says: When a person transgresses and repeats his transgression, it is permitted to him. The
Gemara questions this statement: Can it enter your mind that the transgression is permitted to him
because he has sinned twice? Rather, it becomes as if it were permitted to him, as he becomes
accustomed to this behavior and no longer senses that it is a sin.

12. Tehillim 119:59

FPOTYTOR YT AU 27T YN

I h;l\'(f C()IlSidCl'Cd my ways,

and have turned back to Your decrees.

If you will walk in my statutes: This is what is written
(Psalms 119:59), "I considered my ways and I turned my feet
to your testimonies." David said, "Master of the universe! On
each and every day I would consider and say, "To place x and
to the home of y am I walking,' but my feet would bring me
to the synagogues and to the Houses of Study. - this is what
is written, "I considered my ways and I turned my feet to
your testimonies." Rabbi Huna said in the name of Rabbi
Acha, "I considered' the giving of the reward for the
[fulfillment of] the commandments and the loss for the sins,
‘and I turned my feet to your testimonies." Rabbi Menachem
the son-in-law of Rabbi Elazar BeRebbe Avina said, "'I
considered, what You wrote us in the Torah, 'If you will walk
in my statutes' and what is written there? 'And I will give
peace in the land' (Leviticus 26:6). [Likewise (Leviticus
26:14)] 'And if you will not listen to me, what is written
there? 'And I will add to punish you'" (Leviticus 26:18).
Rabbi Abba the son of Rabbi Chiya said in the name of
Rabbi Yonatan, "'I considered' the blessings and 'I
considered' the curses - the blessing are from [the first letter,]
alef to the [last letter,] tav; the curses are from [the letter,]
vav to [the letter before it,] hay - and not only that, but they
are backwards (in reverse order). Rabbi Avin said, "[The
intention is that God is saying,] 'If you merit it, behold, I will
reverse for you the curses into blessings."" When is that?
When you observe my Torah. This is what is written, "If you
will walk in my statutes."

13.Vayi£m Rabba 35:1

22T NN KT (.02 X1pM) 1290 NpNA DN

JN 2271 N2WK1 21T "NIAYN (L1 VP DONN)
NN DI D 522 DY OV INAT T INX ,1PNTY
N D53 NPT N2 0153 DIPNY NI AWNN
N1 N1PDII NI "MIN MINAN 2211 190N
NTY DX 221 N2WN :2NDT NN RTD MY
JY 112V 100 "NAYN 1K NNIX '21 DW3a XN 11
ANTY O NPWKL MY SYTRIT NYn
NN RAN 12 YN 27T NINN DNIR 17

1220 °DPNA DN ;NN 12 NINY NN Nawn
YN DIOY AN (1.2 X1pM) AR 2N N

120 2N NN 2 IWNYN KD DN (T2 X1pM)
712 NAX 27 .DINNX NP NADM (0212 XKIpM)
m2713 °"NIYN XN °271 0YA NN 27T

M M52 1N TY 9"ONR N2 .NMIY2Pp "Navn
127 1IN MDY KIX TV K91 ,K"N TV
12722 M5YP DI 191N 1IN NI DX "IN
DN :2'N2T NIN KT 2N7R DX 1INYRYI "NRN
129R NpnNa.
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It is taught in the Tosefta: They said about Hillel the
Elder that when he was rejoicing at the Celebration
of the Place of the Drawing of the Water he said this:
If I am here, everyone is here; and if I am not here,
who is here? In other words, one must consider
himself as the one upon whom it is incumbent to fulfill
obligations, and he must not rely on others to do so.
He would also say this: To the place that I love,
there my feet take me, and therefore, I come to the
Temple. And the Holy One, Blessed be He, says: If
you come to My house, I will come to your house; if
you do not come to My house, I will not come to
your house, as it is stated: “In every place that I
cause My name to be mentioned, I will come to you
and bless you” (Exodus 20:21).

15. ‘Eitz Yosef

14. Sukkah 53a

Rabbi Chanoch Zundel of ﬂia[ystoé

d. 1867
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R AWIAYRTDY 1M A1 DYINN RY awhTR M e
16. Shemos 32
The LORD further said to Moses, “I see that this is a stiffnecked people.

DAYy DIRnm oemin TaY 08W W PN AW Awp

17. Rashi Y awp STIFF-NECKED — They turn their stiffened necks towards
those who reprove them (i e. they turn their back upon them) and refuse
to listen.

18. Chochma U Mussar
R’ Simcha Zissel Ziv
Alter of Kelm
1824-1898
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From overweight and unhappy to awesome Internet
guru

2. | @he ashington Post

By Brigid Schulte

March 31, 2015

In 2005, Leo Babauta was 70 pounds overweight. He smoked cigarettes and ate junk food. He was disorganized and
deeply in debt. Now, the father of six is trim, and runs triathlons and even ran a 50-mile ultra-marathon. He eats a
vegan diet, cleared out clutter and his inbox, eliminated debt, saved up an emergency fund and wrote a bestselling
book, The Power of Less, and a novel. All the while blogging about it on Zen Habits, named by Time as one of the top
50 websites, with more than one million monthly readers. He shares his Zen approach to change.

Q: Humans are creatures of habit, and often keep doing things we don’t really even want to do, or
know aren’t good for us. How do you change that?

Babauta: Sometimes we stick with habits, even habits we don’t like, like smoking or eating junk food, because it’s

much more comfortable to stick with what you’re used to, than go through the discomfort of change.
A lot of what helps are small, micro changes.

Instead of trying to change your entire diet at once, which is very uncomfortable, try making a little change, push your
comfort zone just a little. Add a couple vegetables to your dishes. Get used to that, then that becomes your new comfort

zone.
I did that. And changed my life completely. But slowly and gradually
Q: What was the first micro change that you made?

Babauta: I was living in Guam at the time, with my wife and our six kids — though we only had five at the time, and
now we live in San Francisco. I was just unhappy with my habits. I was working way too much. I didn’t have time for
my kids. We were living paycheck to paycheck, really struggling to make ends meet. I was really unhappy with myself,
and unhappy with my ability to stick to anything.

I was motivated to make changes not only for myself, but also to show my kids what a better life would be. That’s
always been a big motivator for me. I knew if I continued to smoke and eat junk food, they would grow up and do the

same thing. I wanted to change for them.

I started by giving up smoking. Every time I hard the urge to smoke, I'd just sit there. What I didn’t realize, is that was
a form of meditation. And then, when I found myself stressed, instead of smoking, I'd go out for a run. That was my
stress release.

Running became another form of meditation. I would watch these thoughts arise, ‘You should stop running, because
it’s too hard.’ Then, I would turn to the present moment , and think instead, “It’s amazing that I'm outside. I'm usually
in front of my computer. I'm moving my body, and it feels great.” Though it was uncomfortable, I started appreciating

great things about it.
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Now, quitting smoking is a huge undertaking, because there are a lot of triggers for smoking and other bad habits like
that, like stress eating, and being around other smokers. So I don’t recommend taking that on as the first micro
change!

Q: So your first micro change was to quit smoking — which is not so micro a change! Then you started
to run. What came next?

Babauta: I found that every little success changed my self image. That was a big thing too. Really being unhappy with
yourself drives these downward spirals — you feel really bad, which drives you to a habit you don’t like, like smoking or
shopping or eating, that makes you feel even worse.

So when I made a small change and succeeded, I created this positive spiral. The more I succeeded at something, the
more I began to trust myself. And then the more I succeeded. I was motivated to succeed, that was huge for me, too. I
wanted to trust myself and feel better about myself.

I also found accountability was huge for me. When I was quitting smoking, I had some online forums. When I started
running, I wrote a column about my training for my first marathon in the largest newspaper in Guam. I didn’t want to
give up, because I didn’t want to let people down.

That’s why I started Zen Habits. To continue having accountability for my own changes.

I encourage people to start a blog, or use Twitter, or Facebook. It can really motivate you and stick to things if you tell
other people, and commit to being trustworthy to yourself.

Q: You write about failure a lot. Once you started, was it all smooth sailing?

Babauta: I fail all the time. I tried to quit smoking seven times and failed seven times before I finally made it stick.
When I first failed, it was a hit to my self image. But then I started to observe and learn from failure, rather than think I
failed because something is wrong with me.

I'm constantly making mistakes. And now, rather than think I failed, I think it’s part of the continual process of
learning how habits work, the way we work, the way our minds work.

Q: What’s your best advice for making micro changes?

Babauta: I tell people to start by picking and committing to a small daily practice. I like something you can do in the
morning before the day gets crazy. Something you can do in two to five minutes. Wake. Do a few push ups. Go for a
walk. Meditate. Five yoga poses. Drink a cup of tea. Or journal. A gratitude journal is amazing

Whatever you pick, be fully committed to doing it. Don’t miss a day. But if do, don’t miss two days in a row. And while
you’re doing it, the important thing is not to just try to get it over with, but be there, present with that task. So if you’re
drinking a cup of tea, don’t just down it and get to your email. Actually stop and be there with the tea and fully
experience it. Appreciate it. You'll notice your mind start to wander, but the practice is to come back repeatedly to what
you’re doing.

Once you've practiced one micro change for one month, you can apply bits of it to other parts of your life.

The thing about change, people will want to start out very ambitious. I say start small and leave yourself wanting more.
That’s more sustainable if you want a lasting change.
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A Brief Guide to Overcoming Instant Gratification

By Leo Babauta

22. zenhabits.net

It’s no secret that we live in the Age of Instant gratification.

That’s not news. But Paul Roberts has written an excellent essay at The American Scholar looking at
the breadth of this phenomena on our society — it’s a must read.

A sample quote from Roberts’ essay:
‘The notion of future consequences, so essential to our development as functional citizens, as
adults, is relegated to the background, inviting us to remain in a state of permanent
childhood.’

And while he concludes that we need to change as a society, not just individuals, I’d like to show a
path for individual change that might highlight a larger path for us as a whole.

This is a personal guide to overcoming the instant gratification to which we’ve all grown accustomed.
Why? What’s wrong with instant gratification — isn’t it true that You Only Live Once and that Life is
Meant to Be Enjoyed?

Yes, life is meant to be enjoyed, but perhaps not wasted. Let’s take a look at a couple different ways
of living to see what | mean.

The first way is Instant Gratification: pleasurable food, the riches of the Internet, video games, TV,
drink, online shopping ... anything we want, anytime we want it.

No limits, no restraints. This first way leads to debt, clutter, bad health, distractions, mindlessness.
I’'ve lived it, and it took me a long time to climb out of it.

The second way of living is the opposite: eat simple food in moderation, enjoy the Internet but with
limits so that we can focus on important work, get away from TV and computers once in awhile to
enjoy nature and being active and exercising, shopping less and having less possessions, finding
focus and being mindful. It’s not that we don’t indulge in the treats of the first way, but we do it with a
little restraint, and consciousness.

This second way leads to simplicity, health and fitness, focus, achievement, mindfulness, appreciation
for all the gifts of life.

The first way is the result of the childish mind that we all have. The second way is the way of
mindfulness and consciousness.

How to Overcome Instant Gratification
If the first way sound perfectly fine to you, there’s no need to read on. But if you’re interested in a bit
of conscious living, a more mindful life, simplicity and health ... how can we cope with the urge to be

instantly gratified?

Here are the simple steps:
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1. Watch the urges. We all have urges, to check on email or social media, to eat something sweet or
fried, to procrastinate or find distractions. They arise in all of us, but that doesn’t mean we need
to act on them. The first step is to see the urges arise. What I’ve done is carried a pencil and
piece of paper around, and put little tally marks on the paper each time I've had an urge. It’s a
great tool for mindfulness.

2. Delay. Instead of acting on the urge right when it arises, pause. Don’t act right away. Put some
space between the urge and your action. Let your heartbeat return to normal, your breathing
become a bit deeper. Calm down.

3. Make a conscious decision. If you decide to indulge in a sweet, that’s perfectly fine ... but do it
consciously, not just following every whim and urge. Decide that this is a healthy thing for you to
do, that you can afford it, that it’s a compassionate act for your body. Each decision is best made
consciously, instead of just trying to gratify our desires.

4. Learn over time. There will be many times when you give in to your urges — that’s OK. We all do
it. There’s nothing wrong with giving in sometimes, but the key is to see how that makes you feel
afterward, and learn whether the decision was a good one or not. The next time the decision
comes up, think back to the previous time, and make a conscious decision not to make yourself
feel greasy and bloated (for example), if that’s how you felt last time. Over time, your decisions
will get better if you pay attention to how they turn out.

5. Enjoy the moment without following the urge. Life is meant to be enjoyed, but there are different
ways to enjoy it. You can eat that donut, or you can breathe, pass on it, and mindfully enjoy a
handful of berries. Both are delicious! Both can be done mindfully. One is healthier. Either
decision can lead to equal happiness if done mindfully and consciously.

And that’s the simple guide. It’s not an easy method by any means, but | can attest that living in a
more conscious and mindful manner is a wonderful way of being. And the benefits I’'ve found have
been too numerous to name.

May your day be lovely and mindful.
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Mindfully Coping with Urges & Addictions
By Leo Babauta

Many of us have something that we’d like to change in our lives, but it can be pretty difficult to overcome
addictions or strong urges.

The things we want to quit, and the urges we want to overcome, can span a pretty wide gamut:
« Addictions like drugs, alcohol, smoking, or food
« Video games, porn, Internet activities, phone usage
« Shopping/online shopping
« Sugar/sweets, cheese, sodas, potato chips, etc.
« Chewing nails or other nervous habits
Of course, none of these activities is necessarily horrible, but lots of us would like to change behaviors around
one or more of these. Urges stand in our way. So how can we deal with these urges and addictions? It’s tough.
I’ve found that it takes a combination of mindfulness and behavior-change strategies.

Let’s dive in and see how we can create a multi-pronged approach to coping with these urges and addictions.

Urge Surfing

A mindfulness technique that has proven effective for dealing with addictions is called “urge surfing,” a widely-
used technique developed by psychologist and addictions-pioneer Alan Marlatt. It’s something | used
successfully when | quit smoking cigarettes more than a decade ago, and I've used it many times since then
for other types of urges.

Here’s how | practice it:
1. Notice when you have an urge. Pause instead of acting on it, and just sit with it mindfully.
2. Notice where the physical sensation of the urge is located in your body. Is it in your stomach? Chest?
Mouth? Focus on that area of your body and try to mindfully notice the sensations you feel.
3. Allow them to rise and peak, and then crest and subside, like a wave. Just watch them, as if you’re
watching a wave. It’s not anything to panic about, it’s just a sensation rising and falling.

You can do this for a minute or two, or even longer. After the urge subsides, it might come back, and you can
repeat this. You can also move on to other areas of your body where you notice urge-related sensations.

Why this works: We interrupt the part of our brain that just acts immediately on urges, and shift to a new part of
our brain. This pattern interruption is crucial to dealing with urges. We also learn that the urge isn’t anything
urgent, isn’t a command, but rather just an interesting sensation that we can distance ourselves from.

Changing Our Environment

Another strategy that works incredibly well is changing your environment:

1. Removing temptations from your environment. When | wanted to change my diet, | tossed out all junk
food.

2. Removing yourself from the tempting environment. Don’t go into your office kitchen area if you want to
avoid the snacks. At an office party, you can move away from the cake area.

3. Changing the environment to make you less likely to give in to temptation. For example, at a burger
restaurant, | might tell my kids that I’ll give them $20 if they see me eat a French fry. | never eat French
fries when | do this.

| find the first option to be the best, when I'm able to control my environment (living and working at home alone
is a great example of when you can do that). If | can’t control my environment, | try to do one of the other two
options.

Why this works: If there aren’t any temptations around, or they’re hard to get to, the urges are much less
strong. Seeing cake in front of you, or being around people smoking or doing drugs or alcohol, makes you
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much more likely to have an urge to do those activities. If we can engineer our environment to make it less likely
to be around temptations, we’ll have fewer or weaker urges to deal with.

Coping Abilities

Addictions are often our way of coping with stress or other difficulties. If we get into an argument with our
spouse, lose a loved one to cancer, get yelled at by our boss ... we need some way to cope with those
stresses.

Over the years, we’ve learned to use the addiction as a coping mechanism. So now when the stress comes up,
we get strong urges to do the addiction. We can’t just remove the addiction, then, because we’re still going to
have stress to cope with. We need to put something healthier in its place to deal with stress in our lives.

So when we try to quit an addiction, and stress comes up, we need a new healthier coping mechanism. And
when the urge comes up, we need to do the new coping mechanism instead of the old habit.

Some examples:
« Meditation (surfing the urge, above, is one kind of meditation)
Going for a walk or run
Some other kind of exercise or sport
Talking to someone
Taking a bath
Having tea
Doing yoga

Pick one, and try to do it whenever you have stress. Soon you’ll have a healthier way to cope.
Why this works: If you put another coping mechanism in place, you’ll need your addiction less, and the urges
will be less strong over time.

Raise Your Baseline: Sleep, Support, Emotional Health

When we are tired, depressed, or lonely ... we just don’t have the willpower or emotional baseline to deal with
stress, urges, addictions. We’ll give in, forget about urge surfing, forget about changing our environment or
creating a new coping mechanism. Nothing seems to matter.

So raise your baseline:

1. Get adequate sleep and rest. Make this a priority, or none of the rest will matter. Shut off devices at a
certain time each night, write out your to-do list for tomorrow, brush and floss, and then meditate while
going to sleep.

2. Get some support. Friends you can talk to, professional support, a support group online. Lean on them
and talk about your difficulties, and listen to them in return. Creating this kind of connection means you’re
less likely to feel isolated.

3. Deal with feelings of depression, loneliness, sadness. Solutions to these is a whole book in itself, so |
won’t cover them here, but if you’re not emotionally healthy, the addictions are much more likely to stick
around (or relapse). So make working on your emotional health a priority as well. The sleep and support,
and healthier coping mechanisms, are good starts here.

Why this works: Increasing your baseline means you’re going to be stronger at dealing with your urges.

Putting It All Together: A Plan
With all of that in mind, here’s a plan you might start implementing ...
Each week, pick one or two of these to focus on:
1. Get good sleep. See the tips in the section above.
2. Get support. Again, friends, online support groups, local support groups, professional help.
3. Practice surfing the urges. You don’t have to be perfect at this, just practice.
4. Start to change your environment. Toss out the stuff that makes you tempted, or block the sites that tempt
you.
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5. Start to work on your emotional health. A gratitude practice is a good start for many people, though
professional help might be recommended for some.

6. Pick another coping strategy: deep breathing, yoga, meditation, going for a walk, talking to someone
else, hot tea, self-massage are my favorites. Choose a couple to try out.

7. Find your weak points and change the environment or create a strategy around that environment. For
example, can you remove yourself from the environment or enlist the help of others to stop you from
giving in to temptation?

Again, don’t worry about doing this all at once ... pick a couple each week and work on them, then another
couple the next week, and so on. Revisit ones that need more practice or fine-tuning.

Look at this as a learning exercise, where you’re not going to just quit a habit overnight, but get better and
better at dealing with the urges and addiction over time.

I’ll tell you something, from my own experience: it's possible. If you know how much damage this causes you

(and your relationships, work, etc.), then you’ll put the effort in to stop hurting yourself in this way. And that is a
loving thing.

23, Vayiém 10:12

24. R’ Shamshon 'Ra]aﬁae(
Hirsch
1808-1888
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You must destroy all the sites at which the nations you are to dispossess
worshiped their gods, whether on lofty mountains and on hills or under

any luxuriant tree.
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n1arn 728 YE SHALL UTTERLY DESTROY — Destroy and again
destroy! (i.e. utterly destroy). From here we learn that he who eradicares

an object of idol-worship must thoroughly uproot it (i.e. remove every
trace of it) (Sifrei Devarim 60:1).
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28. Sq(as Emes
R’ Yehudah ﬂryeﬁ Leib
Alter

1847-1905
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PUBLISHED December 13, 2007 IN Campus, Medicine, Research

Key to Changing Habits Is In Environment, Not Willpower, Duke
Expert Says

By Duke Today Staff

People whose New Year resolutions include losing weight, starting an exercise regime or
otherwise changing their behavior should look outward -- - to their environment -- - instead of
relying simply on willpower, says a Duke University psychologist who studies habits. Although
people like to think they are in control of what they do, almost half of human behavior takes
place in the same location pretty much every day and comes to be cued by that environment,
according to studies conducted by Wendy Wood, James B. Duke professor of psychology and
neuroscience. "Many of our repeated behaviors are cued by everyday environments, even
though people think they're making choices all the time," she says. "Most people don't think that
the reason they eat fast food at lunch or snack from the vending machine in late afternoon is
because these actions are cued by their daily routines, the sight and smell of the food or the
location they're in. They think they're doing it because they intended to eat then or because they
like the food." Alcoholics and addicts have long been counseled to avoid things that trigger their
cravings, such as frequenting bars. But research by Wood and others indicates that
environmental cues control much of the behavior in healthy people as well. For example, Wood
conducted studies demonstrating that people repeat well-practiced actions regardless of whether
they intend to do so. She finds that people with a habit to purchase fast food at a particular place
tend to keep doing so, even if their intentions change and they no longer wish to do so.

"Once you form a habit, it takes willpower to inhibit the triggered response. If you don't have the
energy to override the response, you tend to repeat what you've done in the past,” Wood says. In
another study, Wood found that college students who transferred to a new university were able
to break their television-watching habit if the TV were in a different location at their new school.
Students who found the TV in the same location were less successful at breaking the TV habit,
she says. The implication for people trying to stop bad habits or develop new ones is that they
should pay attention to their environment in order to sustain a new behavior over time, Wood
says. She says she has found that physical locations are some of the most powerful cues to
behavior. Someone who needs to take a pill each day might place it by their toothbrush, for
example. Or a person who wants to stop eating fast food might change travel routes to avoid
passing the restaurant.

"You need to change the context. You need to change the cues. And that requires understanding
the triggers to your own behavior,” she says.
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33. Rambam
Hilchos Dei’os, Perek 6

It is natural for a man's character and actions to be influenced
by his friends and associates and for him to follow the local
norms of behavior. Therefore, he should associate with the
righteous and be constantly in the company of the wise, so as
to learn from their deeds. Conversely, he should keep away
from the wicked who walk in darkness, so as not to learn from
their deeds.

This is [implied by] Solomon's statement (Proverbs 13:20): "He
who walks with the wise will become wise, while one who

associates with fools will suffer." Similarly, [Psalms 1:1] states:
"Happy is the man who has not followed the advice of the
wicked."

A person who lives in a place where the norms of behavior are
evil and the inhabitants do not follow the straight path should
move to a place where the people are righteous and follow the
ways of the good.

If all the places with which he is familiar and of which he hears
reports follow improper paths, as in our times, or if he is unable
to move to a place where the patterns of behavior are proper,
because of [the presence of] bands of raiding troops, or for
health reasons, he should remain alone in seclusion as [Eichah
3:28] states: "Let him sit alone and be silent."

If they are wicked and sinful and do not allow him to reside
there unless he mingle with them and follow their evil behavior,
he should go out to caves, thickets, and deserts [rather than]
follow the paths of sinners as [Jeremiah 9:1] states: "Who will
give me a lodging place for wayfarers, in the desert.”

34. Pirkei Avos 1:7

2R ,¥YN7? 7200A PR1 D7 1DWR pANa IR 27287 XA
M7 10 WD
Nittai the Arbelite used to say: keep a distance from an evil neighbor,
do not become attached to the wicked, and do not abandon faith in

[divine] retribution.
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35. Rambam

Hilchos Temura 4:13
All of these ordinances are to subjugate one's PN iy nK ‘15? 12 DTN HR o WP
evil inclination and improve one's character. pinIn nivy N‘?‘S PR IR T 2T T

Similarly, most of the Torah's laws are nothing ) ) , ,
other than "counsels given from distance" from 121 .0pnn 52 W NPT 1N NEpn SN

"He Who is of great counsel" to improve one's uq_p's'?;y T nand 851" (2 22 *Hwn) MIR RIN
character and make one's conduct upright. And . N L . m .

so it is written Proverbs 22:20-21: "Behold, | W7 NRR MIRR VWP TUTIRG "NuT) nivwha
have written for you in the Torah prominent n7wh NpR oMnR

matters, to inform you of the veracity of the
words of truth, so that you will respond
truthfully to those who send to you."

306. Chazon 1sh
Emunah UBitachon

mwWwavn M T TN P1TpTa Yann
NN DO 1MN 120 ,1NTO1N2 N Tan
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The practice of being particular in the performance of
halachic details, which goes against a person’s natural
leanings, creates a habit of placing the staff of rule in the

hand of wisdom, and the reins in the hand of the mind. It nTNNN 112NN 1251 D2 ,00wn
empowers the heart to be continuously subdued to the inner ,22°XNTI 11OXN21 MNAN WaIno Yidono
sense of a higher conscious, and conditions him to be a man MNP ,MIN PN MY anwom
of spirit, utterly distant from all vulgarity ... If the Torah NMNN DX ... PINMIN YO0 MDan
corrects character traits by virtue of its toil and by the NNONN 1P NO5NYa MMN Mphn
acquisition of its wisdom, as the laws of the spirit dictate, NMN2 w2 Ty ,wain pna ;ipn vbawnd

there is a further aspect of the Torah, a light beyond human AW N 9w AR KD WK IK NY1AD
cognition WhO.S.e reve}ation in the Torah cl@anses a'person’s 1YY wa) DK I RN N NYDN NN
soul, and sensitizes him to taste the subtleties of wisdom and AN ,NYVT YD 210 DN 1A MK MK
the pleasantness of light. He therefore loves humility by
nature, and, conversely, hates haughtiness; he loves kindness
and hates cruelty; loves patience and hates anger. For the
entire being and desire of a wise person is to correct his
character traits, and he is greatly distressed by his bad DINN W I¥aM We? 53 °3,DYIN NN
inclinations. A wise person feels no greater pain than when MyIn PAPLI DY WLXM M 1PN
he stumbles in a base character trait, and feels no greater joy Y 12X22 DIMY 2N 'R, W¥N NO0N
than the joy of correcting his character traits. DOND NNAY N1, N3 DY NN 1DWIN
PMTN PN SV Nnnwo.

MnNain NX X1 ,1yavd navin NN
NN XY1 ,vab] 7PN DX 2K 1Vava
NJ121 NY2DN NN 2NN ,1Y202 NPIroRN
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“If you’re having trouble determining how to rate a particular
habit, ask yourself: ‘Does this behavior help me become the
type of person I wish to be? Does this habit cast a vote for or
against my desired identity?’”

“With enough practice, your brain will pick up on the cues
that predict certain outcomes without consciously thinking
fJames Clear about it.”

37. Atomic Habits

“Once our habits become automatic, we stop paying attention
to what we are doing.”

“The process of behavior change always starts with
awareness. You need to be aware of your habits before you
can change them.”

“Pointing-and-Calling raises your level of awareness from a
nonconscious habit to a more conscious level by verbalizing
your actions.”

“The Habits Scorecard is a simple exercise you can use to
become more aware of your behavior.”

38. Rav Samson Raphael
Hirsch

Hitpallel, from which “tefillah” is derived, originally meant to deliver an
opinion about oneself, to judge oneself or an inner attempt at so doing such
as the hitpa’el (reflexive) form of the Hebrew verb frequently denotes ...
Thus it denotes to step out of active life in order to attempt to gain a true
judgment about oneself ... about one’s relationship to God and the world,
and the world to oneself ... In English we call tefillah “prayer,” but this word
only incompletely expresses the concept “to pray,” i.e. to ask for something
is only a minor section of tefillah.
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40. Alei Shor 1:156
R’ Shlomo Wolbe
1914-2005
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It is normal for a person who wishes to rectify the world to think of a grand method that
encompasses great breadth, or of a global organization for peace or justice. Someone who
wishes to mend himself also thinks of great and impressive actions of kindness or holiness.
What completion can arise from small deeds, which barely require effort to accomplish?

Yet, the truth is that a person is built specifically from small deeds. The practice of
medicine serves to illustrate the point: The quantity of the active ingredient in a given
medicine is tiny, perhaps one milligram. If the medicine would contain a larger amount of
this ingredient, it would cause someone damage rather than heal him. He might even die.
... This is the first principle of working on oneself: by no means should the method of
labor be burdensome.

41. Cﬁagiga 170
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The Gemara answers by implementing the
following principle: If you grasped many, you
did not grasp anything; if you grasped few, you
grasped something.
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42. Atomic Habits

James Clear

1% BETTER EVERY DAY
1% worse every day for one year. 0.99%5= 00.03

1% better every day for one year. 1.01%%5= 37.78

RESULTS

1% IMPROVEMENT

1% DECLINE

TIME

FIGURE 1: The effects of small habits compound over time, For
example, if you can get just 1 percent better each day, you'llend
up with results that are nearly 37 times better after one year,

Habits are the compound interest of self-improvement. The same
way that money multiplies through compound interest, the effects of
your habits multiply as you repeat them. They seem to make little dif-
ference on any given day and yet the impact they deliver over the
months and years can be enormous. It is only when looking back two,
five, or perhaps ten years later that the value of good habits and the cost
of bad ones becomes strikingly apparent. :

This can be a difficult concept to appreciate in daily life. We often

dismiss small changes because they don’t seem to matter very much in
the moment. If you save a little money now, you're still not a million-
aire. If you go to the gym three days in a row, you're still out of shape.
If you study Mandarin for an hour tonight, you still haven’t learned the
language. We make a few changes, but the results never seem to come
quickly and so we slide back into our previous routines.
Unfortunately, the slow pace of transformation also makes it easy to
let a bad habit slide. If you eat an unhealthy meal today, the scale

* doesn’t move much. If you work late tonight and ignore your family,

they will forgive you. If you procrastinate and put your project off until
tomorrow, there will usually be time to finish it later. A single decision
is easy to dismiss.

But when we repeat 1 percent errors, day after day, by replicating
poor decisions, duplicating tiny mistakes, and rationalizing little ex-
cuses, our small choices compound into toxic results. It’s the accumu-
lation of many missteps—a 1 percent decline here and there—that
eventually leads to a problem.

The impact created by a change in your habits is similar to the effect of
shifting the route of an airplane by just a few degrees. Imagine you are
flying from Los Angeles to New York City. If a pilot leaving from LAX
adjusts the heading just 3.5 degrees south, you will land in Washington,
D.C.,, instead of New York. Such a small change is barely noticeable at
takeoff—the nose of the airplane moves just a few feet—but when magni-
fied across the entire United States, you end up hundreds of miles apart*

Similarly, a slight change in your daily habits can guide your life to
a very different destination. Making a choice that is 1 percent better or
1 percent worse seems insignificant in the moment, but over the span

* 1 geeked out and actually calculated this. Washington, D.C., is about 225 miles from New
York City. Assuming you are flying on a 747 or an Airbus A380, changing the heading by 3.5
degrees as you leave Los Angeles likely causes the nose of the airplane to shift between 7.2 to
7.6 feet, or about 86 to 92 inches. A very small shift in direction can lead to a very meaningful
change in des
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instance, walking into a restaurant is a decisive moment because it de-
termines what you’ll be eating for lunch. Technically, you are in con-
trol of what you order, but in a larger sense, you can only order an item
if it is on the menu. If you walk into a steakhouse, you can get a sirloin
or a rib eye, but not sushi. Your options are constrained by what’s
available. They are shaped by the first choice.

We are limited by where our habits lead us. This is why master-
ing the decisive moments throughout your day is so important. Each
day is made up of many moments, but it is really a few habitual
choices that determine the path you take. These little choices stack
up, each one setting the trajectory for how you spend the next
chunk of time.

Habits are the entry point, not the end point. They are the cab, not
the gym.

THE TWO-MINUTE RULE

Even when you know you should start small, it’s easy to start too big.
When you dream about making a change, excitement inevitably takes
over and you end up trying to do too much too soon, The most effec-
tive way I know to counteract this tendency is to use the Two-Minute
Rule, which states, “When you start a new habit, it should take less
than two minutes to do.”

You'll find that nearly any habit can be scaled down into a two-
minute version:

= “Read before bed each night” becomes “Read one page.”
= “Do thirty minutes of yoga” becomes “Take out my yoga mat.”
+ “Study for class” becomes “Open my notes.”

“Fold the laundry” becomes “Fold one pair of socks.”

© “Run three miles” becomes “Tie my running shoes.”

The idea is to make your habits as easy as possible to start. Anyone
can meditate for one minute, read one page, or put one item of clothing
m,mim% And, as we have just discussed, this is a powerful strategy be-
‘cause once you've started doing the right thing, it is much easier to
continue doing it. A new habit should not feel like a challenge. The
: ctions that follow can be challenging, but the first two minutes should
“be easy. What you want is a “gateway habit” that naturally leads you

" down a more productive path.

You can usually figure out the gateway habits that will lead to your
desired outcome by mapping out your goalsona scale from “very easy”
to “very hard.” For instance, running a marathon is very hard. Run-
E:m a 5K is hard. Walking ten thousand steps is moderately difficult.
Walking ten minutes is easy. And putting on your running shoes is
goal might be to run a marathon, but your gateway
’s how you follow the Two-

very easy. Your
habit is to put on your running shoes. That

‘Minute Rule.

, Put onyour | Walk ten Walk ten
i running minutes thousand marathon
shoes steps
Write one <<_,:m!w:m Write one Write a Write a book
sentence paragraph thousand five-
. words thousand-
word article
1 Open your Study for ten | Study for Get straight | Earn a PhD
notes minutes three hours A’s

People often think it’s weird to get hyped about reading one page or
meditating for one minute or making one sales call. But the point is
not to do one thing. The point is to master the habit of showing up. The
truth is, a habit must be established before it can be improved. If you
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can’t learn the basic skill of showing up, then you have little hope of
mastering the finer details. Instead of trying to engineer a perfect habit
from the start, do the easy thing on a more consistent basis. You have
to standardize before you can optimize.

As you master the art of showing up, the first two minutes simply
become a ritual at the beginning of a larger routine. This is not merely
a hack to make habits easier but actually the ideal way to master a dif-
ficult skill. The more you ritualize the beginning of a process, the more
likely it becomes that you can slip into the state of deep focus that is
required to do great things. By doing the same warm-up before every
workout, you make it easier to get into a state of peak performance. By
following the same creative ritual, you make it easier to get into the
hard work of creating. By developing a consistent power-down habit,
you make it easier to get to bed at a reasonable time each night. You
may not be able to automate the whole process, but you can make the
first action mindless. Male it easy to start and the rest will follow.

The Two-Minute Rule can seem like a trick to some people. You
know that the real goal is to do more than just two minutes, so it may
feel like you're trying to fool yourself. Nobody is actually aspiring to
read one page or do one push-up or open their notes. And if you know
it’s a mental trick, why would you fall for it?

If the Two-Minute Rule feels forced, try this: do it for two minutes
and then stop. Go for a run, but you must stop after two minutes. Start
meditating, but you must stop after two minutes. Study Arabic, but you
must stop after two minutes. It’s not a strategy for starting, it’s the
whole thing. Your habit can only last one hundred and twenty seconds.

One of my readers used this strategy to lose over one hundred
pounds. In the beginning, he went to the gym each day, but he told
himselfhe wasn’t allowed to stay for more than five minutes. He would
go to the gym, exercise for five minutes, and leave as soon as his time
was up, After a few weeks, he looked around and thought, “Well, I'm

lways coming here anyway. 1 might as well start staying a little lon-
er” A few years later, the weight was gone.

Journaling provides another example. Neatly everyone can benefit
om getting their thoughts out of their head and onto paper, but most
eople give up after a few days or avoid it entirely because journaling
(eels like a chore.* The secret is to always stay below the point where it
eels like work. Greg McKeown, a leadership consultant from the
United Kingdom, built a daily journaling habit by specifically writing
ess than he felt like. He always stopped journaling before it seemed
like a hassle. Ernest Hemingway believed in similar advice for any
nd of writing. “The best way is to always stop when you are going
good,” he said. , :
" Strategies like this work for another reason, too: they reinforce the
entity you want to build. If you show up at the gym five days in
row—even if it’s just for two minutes-—you are casting votes for
your new identity. You're not worried about getting in shape. You're
Focused on becoming the type of person who doesn’t miss workouts.
You're taking the smallest action that confirms the type of person you
vant to be.

.  We rarely think about change this way because everyone is con-
., sumed by the end goal. But one push-up is better than not exercising.
'One minute of guitar practice is better than none at all. One minute of
ading is better than never picking up a U,ooF. It's better to do less
“than you hoped than to do nothing at all.

At some point, once yow've established the habit and you're showing
up each day, you can combine the Two-Minute Rule with a technique
“we call habit shaping to scale your habit back up toward your ultimate
; goal. Start by mastering the first two minutes of the smallest version of

s

specifically to make journaling easier. Ttincludes a “One Line Pel
mply write one sentence about your day. You can learn more a
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43. Pirkei Avos

44. Kohelles 4:9 .
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“Two are better off than one, in that they have greater ®benefit from *

their earnings.

45. Torah Temima
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