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Imagine 30 lawyers from around the world 
sitting together in their suits quietly 
meditating. That’s what happened this 

last September fall at the IBA Annual 
Conference in Seoul (see photo). During a 
panel discussion entitled ‘Ways to cope in 
practice management’, I lead the attendees 
in an eight-minute guided mediation. I talked 
the participants through a simple meditation 
that focused on the physical sensations of the 
breath. When interrupted by thoughts, or 
emotions or sounds, or itches, or aches, or 
pains, or boredom, the instructions were to 
simply notice those things, let them go, and 
start again: gently moving the focus back to 
the physical sensations of the breath.

Perhaps you’re wondering, ‘But what was 
the point?’

The answer is that by meditating we 
train our minds to be less reactive, as noted 
meditation teacher Sharon Salzberg explains:

‘The most important moment in the whole 
process is the moment you notice that 
you’ve been distracted, after you’ve been 
lost or fallen asleep or whatever. That’s 
when you have the chance to be truly 
different. Instead of judging and berating 
yourself, you can practice letting go and 
beginning again. That’s the core teaching.’1

But what if you’re confronted with 
particularly strong emotions such as anger, 
sadness, or fear? Without even noticing it 
most of us get swept away by strong emotions 
such as these, and only later realise that we’ve 
been hijacked by them. But the moment 
we notice that we’ve been carried off is the 
exact moment we have the opportunity to do 
something different, to begin again, and to go 
back to feeling the sensations of the breath. 
And each time we do this we train ourselves to 
be a bit less reactive. 

Sometimes when we realise that we’ve 
been swept away by our emotions we might 
be tempted to force our minds back to the 
sensations of the breath. The problem with 
this, however, is that it is a futile act. It’s like 
trying to make a beach ball stay under water. 
Through great exertion we might be able 
to force the ball underneath, but only for 
a moment. Despite our best efforts it will 
eventually pop to the surface. So too with our 
thoughts and emotions. And by trying to do 
the impossible – trying to force our thoughts to 
go away – all we really do is add to our anxiety.

Perhaps counterintuitively, when strong 
emotions surface during meditation a good 
technique is to actually open up to them, and 
to notice where we feel them in the body. For 
example, if it’s worry, is there a tightness in the 
chest or the arms or stomach? If it’s anger, is 
the heart beating faster? Does the face feel hot 
or flushed? Whatever the physical sensations 
are, open up to them and watch what happens. 
What often happens is that the emotion 
lessens, and when the emotion lessens we can 
gently bring our attention back to the physical 
sensations of the breath. Again, by doing this 
we train the mind to be less reactive.

My favourite meditation teacher, Joseph 
Goldstein, speaks eloquently about the great 
power our thoughts have over us:

‘Normally, our thoughts have tremendous 
power in our lives. They are the dictators 
of our mind – “Go here, go there, do this, 
do that”. We’re the slaves of our thoughts. 
And yet when we are aware of them, when 
we are mindful that we’re thinking, we 
see that a thought as a phenomenon is 
completely empty and fleeting. It’s little 
more than nothing.’2 

In other words, through meditation we 
learn to notice our thoughts, and when we 
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notice our thoughts we learn to notice that 
they come and go, and when we realise that 
thoughts come and go, the power of our 
thoughts is diminished. This helps us to avoid 
being hijacked and jerked around by them. 

One might be forgiven for wondering what 
any of this has to do with the practice of law. 
One way to answer the question is to call to 
mind that lawyer. By that lawyer I mean the lawyer 
who never fails to make you angry. When your 
phone vibrates and you see that you’ve received 
an email from him, perhaps you feel your chest 
tighten and your hands ball into fists. Maybe he 
has a habit of attacking you personally. Perhaps 
he lies. Worse, maybe he’s good at attacking and 
lying: so good that you’re afraid that the judge 
might believe him. The question is, how do you 
relate to his emails, and to the emotions his 
emails engender? Do you react to them? Does 
your reaction serve the interests of your client, 
or does it get you into an unnecessary fight 
that incurs more fees? Alternatively, instead of 
showing your emotions, do you silently stuff 
your emotions down only to take things out 
on your family and colleagues later that day? 
Through meditation we slowly learn to avoid 
reacting, and to avoid stuffing our emotions 
inside, and to instead notice our emotions, 
open up to them, and allow ourselves to 
respond skilfully.

Meditation teacher Jon Kabat Zinn has 
developed a technique designed to help bring 
the benefits of mediation into our daily lives. 
The technique is known as ‘STOP’. STOP is 
an acronym that stands for the following:

(S)top and interrupt your thoughts. 
(T)ake a breath (or two or three!) 
(O)bserve what is happening around 
you and inside you. What can I see, hear, 
sense, smell, feel? What am I thinking? 
(P)roceed and reconnect with your 
surroundings and activity.3 

In other words, when you get the email from 
that lawyer who drives you nuts, stop, take a 
breath, notice the sensations in your body, and 
then respond. This will decrease the likelihood 
that you will immediately react and find yourself 
in a dispute, and will increase the chances that 
you’ll skilfully respond in a manner that best 
serves the interests of your client.

In addition to possibly helping you become 
a better lawyer, preliminary studies suggest 
that regular meditation may help to lower 
stress levels, reduce anxiety, improve attention, 
increase brain grey matter, improve sleep, 
help prevent depression relapse, and matter 
manage chronic pain.4 Interestingly, these 
things probably help us be better lawyers too.

If you’re interested in trying mediation, 
there are a large number of apps that can 
teach you how to do it. I’ve used a number 
of them, including Calm, Headspace, Waking 
Up, and Insight Timer. My current favourite 
is 10% Happier. It has guided meditations 
from some of the best meditation teachers in 
the world, including Joseph Goldstein and 
Sharon Salzberg.

I also recommend starting slowly. The 
first time I tried meditation I was shocked to 
discover how active my mind was. My mind was 
whipping from one thought to another without 
a break. This was the first time I’d noticed 
this. ‘No wonder I’m so stressed!’ I thought. I 
couldn’t focus on my breathing for longer than 
a second or two, let alone 30 minutes. There 
was no way I could meditate for 30 minutes, 
so I decided to try for ten minutes a day. I 
couldn’t manage ten minutes either, so I tried 
for five minutes. But that was too much as well, 
so I finally decided to meditate for just one 
minute a day. Because it was only one minute, I 
was able to do it every day without fail. And by 
doing it every day I made it a habit. Over time I 
was able to extend my meditation out to longer 
periods of time (once I got to 60 minutes!), 
but even one minute helped. My wife started to 
notice that I was less reactive and more patient. 
So did my law partners. I noticed that I was 
better able to focus, and much more skilful 
in how I responded to the daily stress of the 
practice of law.
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