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What a Practice Hour Is For

An hour set aside is not an hour taken out of your life. It is the part of

your life you have decided to look at directly. Most of what any of us

does happens at the edge of attention, carried out while something else is

being thought about, said, or worried over. The practice hour is a small

correction to that habit. It asks for one place, one time, and one thing

chosen in advance.

The Institute keeps no doctrine of results. We do not promise that a

season of practice will bring calm, health, insight, or good fortune, and a

member who tells you otherwise is speaking for themselves. What we

hold is a method and a tradition: that attention is a skill, that skills are

built by repetition, and that repetition is easier to keep when it has a

shape and a witness.

The hour has two modest purposes. The first is to give your attention

somewhere to stand, so that for a while it is not being pulled in nine

directions at once. The second is to give the work a record, so that you

can see what you actually did rather than what you intended to do.

Neither purpose requires belief. Both require showing up.

Treat the hour as a room. You furnish it once, with a chair, a table, a

lamp, a book, and a pen, and then you return to it. Rooms become

habitable by being returned to, and so does a practice.

Choosing the Hour

Choose an hour you can actually keep, not the hour you would keep if

your life were arranged more kindly. A practice hour at six in the

morning is worth more than one at nine at night only if six in the

morning is a time at which you are reliably awake.
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Morning suits members whose households are quiet before the day

begins. Evening suits those who need the day finished before they can

think. A midday hour suits those who work alone or keep their own

hours. There is no sacred time of day in this library, only the time you

will still be keeping in March.

When you have chosen, write the hour down where you will see it, and

say it aloud to the people you live with. An hour that has been named is

an hour that has been half kept. An hour that remains a private intention

is an hour that will be quietly traded away the first time something else

asks for it.

Begin with less than you think you can manage. Four days a week kept

for a year is a stronger practice than seven days a week kept for a month.

The object is not the perfect week. The object is a year in which the hour

still exists.

Keeping the Hour

A kept hour is defended gently and in advance. The two enemies of a

kept hour are the interruption and the invitation: the thing that arrives

without warning, and the thing that arrives with pleasure attached. Both

are best met at the door, before the hour begins.

Say the hour aloud to the household. Not as a claim on anyone else's

time, but as a plain fact about your day. This hour is spoken for. Most

interruptions are not hostile; they are the result of nobody knowing that

you were occupied.

When the hour must move, move it and keep it. A practice that can only

happen at seven o'clock is a practice with a single point of failure.

Members who keep the hour for years are usually the ones who have

allowed themselves two or three possible times, and a rule about which

one to take when the first is lost.
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Some weeks will take the hour from you entirely. Note that in the ledger,

without commentary, and resume. The ledger is not a court. It is a map of

where you have actually been.

The Shape of the Hour

The hour has five parts: settle, read, work, record, close. They need not

be equal. In a short hour they may be five minutes each; in a long one the

work may take the greater part. What matters is that the same five parts

come in the same order, so that the hour does not have to be reinvented

each time you sit down.

Settle. Sit, breathe, and put the day down. Three to five minutes is

enough. This part is not decoration; it is the difference between an hour

of practice and an hour spent sitting near your practice while your mind

continues its previous conversation.

Read. Read a page slowly, then read it again. A page you have read twice

is worth more than ten pages read once. If you keep a common book, a

notebook of passages, copy out the one sentence that mattered, with the

date.

Work. The work is whatever you have chosen for the season: a plant, a

stone, a text, a habit of the hands. Work is done with the hands or with

the whole attention, and it is better done small. One jar, one cutting, one

page of notes. The hour is long enough to do something well and too

short to do everything.

Record. Four or five lines are enough: what you did, what you noticed,

what you would change. Write them while the hour is still warm. The

record taken an hour later is a summary; the record taken now is

evidence.

Close. Put the tools away, close the book, and leave the hour where it is.
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Do not carry the practice into the rest of the day as a task. The hour is a

room you visit, not a weight you carry.

The Ledger

The ledger is a plain notebook, kept for one purpose. A page per session,

or four sessions to a page, but always dated. It should be cheap enough

that you are not afraid to write in it badly.

Four lines will do: the date; whether the hour was kept; what was done;

what was noticed. A fifth line, on the days when it is true, may record

what was avoided. Members who keep this fifth line honestly find it the

most useful of the five.

The ledger is not a diary and it is not a performance. Write it for the

person who will read it in five years, who will be you, and who will not

be impressed by anything except the truth. If the hour was dull, write that

it was dull. Dull hours, kept, are the ordinary substance of a practice.

Keep one ledger at a time, and keep it with the practice rather than with

the household papers. A ledger that lives on the shelf beside the work

gets written in; a ledger that lives in a drawer becomes a document.

The Missed Hour

You will miss hours. Everyone misses hours. The missed hour is the first

of the three failures, and it is the least serious, because it is information

rather than corruption. A missed hour tells you something about your

week, your energy, or your arrangement of the day.

The danger is not the missing but the story you tell about it. A missed

hour becomes dangerous when it is recruited as evidence that you are not
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the sort of person who keeps an hour. That sentence is not a fact. It is a

habit of speech, and habits of speech can be changed.

The rule we recommend is simple: never miss twice. One missed hour is

an accident; two missed hours begin to be a pattern; three begin to be a

decision. If you miss Monday, the most important hour of the week is

Tuesday.

If you notice that you are avoiding the hour rather than simply missing it,

write down why, plainly, in the ledger. Avoidance usually has a name: a

task that has become tedious, a material you did not choose carefully, a

standard that has quietly become too high. Named, it can be dealt with.

Unnamed, it will simply keep happening.

The Hurried Hour

The hurried hour is more damaging than the missed one, because it

teaches the wrong lesson: that the practice is a box to be ticked. An hour

spent watching the clock and doing everything quickly will still appear in

the ledger as an hour kept, and that appearance is the harm.

You will know the hurried hour by its signs. You are watching the time.

You are reading to reach the end of the page rather than to read the page.

You begin the moment you sit down and stand the moment the hour is

over. You finish with a feeling of relief rather than of completion.

The remedy is to shorten rather than to hurry. Fifteen honest minutes,

kept slowly, will do more for the practice than a breathless hour.

Members who keep a short hour on working days and a full hour on one

day of the week are not keeping a lesser practice; they are keeping one

that survives.

If you find that you are hurrying through most hours, the fault is usually

in the choice of work rather than in the person. Take on less. One
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material, one text, one question for the season.

The Hour Spent Performing for Yourself

The third failure is the subtlest, because it looks like success. You begin

to practise for the audience of your own ledger. You notice, as you work,

how the session will read later; you write the hour you wish you had had;

you choose the work that makes a better page rather than the work that

needs doing.

The symptom is a certain fluency. The practice becomes smooth and

impressive, and quietly empty. The notes grow longer and the work

grows smaller. This is the point at which a member is most likely to

mistake the record of a practice for the practice itself.

The remedy is plainness. Keep the ledger to its four lines. Do the dull

repetition. Sit with the material that has not yet given you anything

interesting, and let it be uninteresting for a while. Return, now and then,

to the first exercise of the season, done slowly, with no intention of doing

it well.

A teacher of ours put it this way: if your practice is impressing you, you

are watching the wrong person. The hour is not a performance and the

ledger is not an audience. Both are tools, and tools are not admired. They

are used.

When a Practice Lapses

A lapse of weeks is ordinary, and it is not the end of a practice unless it is

treated as one. Members lapse after an illness, a move, a difficult season

at work, a new child, a long stretch of travel. The question is never
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whether the lapse happened. The question is what you do on the far side

of it.

Do not begin where you left off. Begin smaller than where you left off. If

you kept a full hour before, keep twenty minutes now. If you worked a

material every day, work it twice a week. The point of the first week

back is to prove to yourself that the hour still exists, not to recover lost

ground.

Expect the first week to feel strange. Attention is a skill and skills go

slack. The material will seem unfamiliar, the room slightly wrong, the

reading will not take. This is normal, and it passes in about a week of

honest, unimpressive sessions.

If the lapse was caused by a change in your circumstances, change the

hour rather than abandon it. A practice tied to a life you no longer live

will fail, and its failure will look like a failure of will, when it is only a

failure of arrangement.

When you return, write one line about the return itself, and date it.

Members who keep the record of their returns, and not only of their good

months, find that the returns outnumber the lapses by a comfortable

margin.

Working Alongside Another Member

Practice is kept alone, but it is not kept entirely alone, and it is not meant

to be. The Institute exists because a shelf, a room, and a company of

members make a practice easier to keep than a resolution kept in private.

Find one other member and agree to meet once a month, for an hour, in a

room with a table. One hour a month is enough. What matters is that the

meeting is regular, and that it is small enough for both of you to speak

honestly.
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When you meet, do three things. Read a page aloud. Say what you did

during the month, in plain sentences, without qualifying it. Say what you

did not do, and why. Then exchange one question each, not advice, a

question, and write down the answers you were given.

Do not compare ledgers. Do not measure your season against another

member's season. The purpose of the meeting is not to be assessed; it is

to be witnessed. A practice that is witnessed once a month is a practice

that is much harder to let quietly disappear.

A Closing Note on Patience

Nothing in this book will work quickly, and that is not a defect of the

book. A practice is a thing built out of ordinary hours, and ordinary hours

do not produce visible results on demand. If you are looking for a

method that will change something by Friday, this is not it, and we

would rather say so plainly than sell you the hope.

Patience here does not mean waiting. Waiting is passive and it ends in

disappointment. Patience, in the sense this library uses the word, means

continuing: keeping the hour when it is dull, keeping the ledger when

there is nothing to record, coming back after the lapse, and doing the

small work again in the same way you did it last week.

The hour will not always be good. Some hours will be tedious, some will

be full of resistance, and a few will be so ordinary that you will not

remember them a month later. Those are the hours that build the practice.

The memorable ones are the fruit, not the tree.

So keep the hour. Keep the ledger. Shut the door for one hour and let the

world wait outside it. Do this for a season, and then for a year, and then

read back through the record, not to grade it, but to see what a kept hour

actually looks like over time. That record, more than anything in this

book, is the practice.
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