THE "PULL"OF OUR HABITS
by Susan Jeffers, Ph.D.
I've noticed how certain habits can control our lives...even if we don't realize we are being controlled. For example, over-working can be a habit that controls our life. I know. I am a workaholic. Now there's nothing wrong with my "habit"of working hard. I get a lot done. And I enjoy my work. In fact, it is incredibly fulfilling. And I know from the feedback I receive from around the world that my work has helped a lot of people. I feel blessed. And to add to my blessings is the fact that I work right alongside my husband Mark...who is also a workaholic. We certainly love working side-by-side. So what is wrong with this picture?
What's wrong with this picture is the unhealthy "pull"of the habit of over-working. For example, if a friend wants to have breakfast or lunch with me, I can feel the discomfort in my body as I realize my routine will be interrupted. Too often, I say no. I "lie"to myself as I convince myself that I have too much work to do; but in reality it is the pull of the habit of work that is dictating my decision.
The pull of my habit of over-working becomes evident when a trip is being planned. For example, we are going off on a big family holiday in another country. Near-panic overtakes me as I think my computer or cell phone won't work there or people will need me and they won't be able to reach me and on and on and on. I ask you, "How can a workaholic in today's world relax when one is on vacation?" It's very difficult, indeed. I'd almost prefer to stay home! The pull of my work is stronger than the pull of a glorious holiday...something is very wrong with this picture! Where is the balance? In my books, I talk about the "Grid of Life"and how important it is to have a balanced life. This is a perfect case of "Doctor, heal thyself!" Or as my daughter would tell me..."Mom, go read your books."
Mark and I took some time to sit down and talk about the pull of our habit of working too much of the time. We agreed that it was now time to slowly start to break the habit. We remembered that earlier in the year we had promised ourselves that we would not work so hard in 2007 and we would focus on having more fun. Of course, because of the strong pull of our habit of working long hours, we had done nothing about it other than carving out a wonderful birthday trip to New York.
It was Mark who came up with the first step in our actually taking steps to pull away from our habit of over-working. "Let's plan to take Friday afternoons off from now on." "Impossible", I said. "We are much too busy." There's that old pull again! He said, (ironically having learned it from me!), "We'll handle it!" I asked him what we should do on our Friday afternoons. "Simple,"he said, "we have missed so many movies, so let's start going to the Friday afternoon showing of a movie we want to see and then we'll go for a wonderful dinner." And this is what we have been doing for the last eight Fridays.
As you might expect, it took a few Fridays to resist the pull of our work. But the good news is that we can now feel ourselves being slowly pulled toward play...and a more balanced life. And it truly does feel good. Are we getting behind with our work? No, because - guess what - we have creatively found ways to handle the pile on our desks without jeopardizing our Friday afternoons of fun. And was everything we were doing THAT important? Not at all. In fact, a lot of work we were doing in the past, we were doing out of habit! We still have a way to go before feeling a sense of freedom from the unhealthy pull of work. But, I suspect the next step, which is already in the planning stages, will be easier...then easier...then easier. And I suspect that with a more balanced life, our work will become even more enjoyable than it was in the past.
What about you? Do you also have a "pull" to work too many hours? I know that you may not be self-employed as we are...so your taking off Friday afternoons is a no-no. In this case, you will need to find a way to create shorter hours and more free time...in order to create more balance in your life...in order to create a life rich with experiences.
Perhaps there are "pulls"other than work that are keeping you from living a balanced life. Maybe your pull has to do with your children, or shopping, or sports, or whatever. One woman reported on a recent television show that her "pull" had to do with sex...or rather the lack of it! After working all day, after putting her children to bed, her habit was to put on her flannel pajamas, climb into bed, turn her back on her husband and go to sleep. One day, it occurred to her that her sex life was really suffering and it was up to her to change her habit of pulling away from her husband to pulling toward him! What did she do? A lot. She got some extra help for the house and kids to give her more free time, she focused on becoming more sensual, even taking belly dancing classes, bought some sexy nightgowns changing her image of herself, and she reports that her sex life is now fantastic! Her husband who also appeared on the television show agreed! It's been that way for over a year. The good news is that not only did her sexual life improve, but as she had hoped, so did the quality of her marriage. She came to feel, not only physically, but also emotionally closer to her husband.
Whatever your situation...whatever your age...take time to notice the "pulls"of the habits that run your own life and what effect it has on you and the people around you. And step by step, pull yourself toward the richness of a wonderfully balanced life. Remember: the richer your "Grid of Life", the greater your ability to be engaged in this world in a more meaningful, loving and fulfilling way.
