
The Practice – Do Freely 
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Why? 

 

Most people spend most minutes of most days doing one thing after another. I sure do. 

Typing these words is a kind of doing, as is driving to work, making dinner, brushing 

one's teeth, or putting the kids to bed. For all the "labor-saving" devices of the past 50 

years - dishwashers, phone machines, word processors, etc. - most of us are laboring 

more, not less. For example, in terms of employment, the average work week in America 

has gotten longer over the past 50 years. Meet someone and ask how he or she is, the 

answer is likely: "busy." Doing is a huge part of life, yet we don't usually bring much 

awareness or wisdom to it.     

 

Sometimes doing feels good. There could be a sense of flow in everyday activities, 

pleasure in your own skillfulness or competence, or fulfillment in helping others.    But 

often doing feels numb, or worse: on your feet for hours, grinding through repetitive 

tasks, zipping from one email to another, worried about performance, pressured and 

driven. In America and elsewhere, the relentless pace of stressful doing gradually wears 

down mental and physical health, and fuels conflicts with others. It's a big problem, with 

many costs.   

 

  How does your own doing generally feel for you? 

    Personally, I'm a big-time do-er. Like most of us, I could and should do at least a 

little less, and spend more time just being rather than doing. But meanwhile, we still 

have a lot to do, much if not all of it toward wholesome ends, from putting bread on the 

table and helping with homework to expressing our abilities and helping the world be a 

better place.   

 

So the crux is not so much the doing itself but our relationship to it. How can we do 

what we do without getting pressed and stressed, contracted and driven, about it? 

 

 

How?  
 

For me, the essence of the answer is to do freely - to feel at ease in the experience of doing, not trapped 

or bound up in it. Here are some things that have been helping me with this.     

 

Keep returning to the high priority things - like taking care of your health, making room in your heart 

for others, or protecting time for the important-but-not-urgent tasks at work - and let the little ones go. 

In the old saying: If you're filling a bucket, put the big rocks in first.   

 

Feeling responsible for what you don't have the power to accomplish is doomed plus bad for you and 

others. 

 

Be mindful of the sense of pressure. It's a clear sign that you're getting caught up in doing. When you 

notice this, exhale slowly. See if you can keep on doing - even quickly - while also feeling more 

relaxed and at ease.   

 



Do one thing at a time. Bring mindfulness - sustained moment-to-moment awareness - into the doing. 

Develop this steadiness of mind, this continuity of presence, through activities like meditation, making 

art or music, yoga, or committing to stay focused in everyday activities such as brushing a child's 

hair.    Feel the completion as you finish each thing you do. For instance, take a second to notice that 

you have placed a plate in the dishwasher before moving onto the next dish; after arriving at work, let it 

land that this part of your day is now behind you; after talking with a friend, let the experience 

reverberate in your mind for a breath.     

 

Try to experience doing as living. For me this feels like using a computer or driving a car or talking 

with someone as simply being an animal - a friend once called me "a large male mammal" - moving 

through its day. The sense of living then moves to the foreground, with doing as a matter-of-fact, no-

big-deal, expression of embodied life. It's a subtle shift, but a powerful one.   

 

See if you can regard experiences of doing as "empty": made up of many parts based on many causes 

that come and go transiently, so that any single experience - lifting a spoon to your mouth, making a 

bed, reading a book - is "empty" of absolute self-existence. Like the suggestion above, this one is also 

subtle, yet as this felt recognition of the emptiness of experiences of doing grows in you, you'll find 

that you feel freer in them, and take them less personally.   

 

  Last, make the offering (you might like the JOT that focused on this particular practice). All you can 

do is the best you can do: you can tend to the causes, but the results are out of your hands. For example, 

all you can do is say what is in your heart as sincerely and skillfully as you can, but what others do with 

that in their own minds is up to them, not you.   

 

  In sum, simple activities such as brushing one's teeth, or more complex ones such as running a 

meeting or writing a report, are an opportunity right under our noses, many times a day, to come into 

mindful presence, feel freer, and be at peace. 


