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JOURNAL WORK 

How it works: 

Everybody journals differently.  Some people use the journal as a diary of innermost thoughts.  

Some use it as a place to record goals set and achieved.  Some vent.  Some make lists, others 

doodles and thought maps.  All are right, none wrong.  What matters is that some time be spent 

in journaling if one expects to write more than a single project in a lifetime.  Have a notebook or 

a Word file to which you return for a given amount of time every day or two for writings NOT 

intended for public consumption and keep that notebook or file open nearby when you write 

things that you do intend to publish or release.  Use it as a place to store fleeting thoughts and 

ideas that strive to pull your attention away from your work.  

 

Why it matters: 

The practice of journaling helps distill conscious thoughts in much the same way that dreaming 

helps to distill unconscious thoughts. The page becomes a crucible for vague ideas and an 

external drive for the creative memory.   

Regular Journaling provides a pressure-free opportunity to play with language and with ideas 

free of the imagined marketplace and the imagined audience. 

Side-journaling when at work allows for longer periods of focused creativity.  Relaxed focus on 

the moment-to-moment process of writing demands that we set aside secondary, tertiary and 

wholly tangential thoughts but sometimes those thoughts feel urgent.  They hint at deeper 

discovery and demand further exploration.  Indeed, sometimes that promise of profound 

revelation pans out.  Other times, it can serve as a procrastinator’s labyrinth of convoluted 

distraction.  Having a place at hand to put such thoughts frees the writer to continue the task 

already underway by giving a home to the stray thoughts that strive to pull focus from the 

work.  Jot down the idea and you know you will have the ability to come back to it when its 

time arrives. 

 

One of my literary heroes, David Sedaris reads bits from his journals on book tour.  He recently 

published an entire book of segments taken directly from his journals.  The book included 

observations, inner monologue transcriptions, thoughts, ideas and a good deal of wonderful 

literary material that never found its way into his stories and essays. 

Journaling serves a writer, really any creative person in myriad ways. For the writer, stray 

thoughts and turns of phrase have a place to live and wait for rediscovery or eventual use. 
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Story, dialogue and image ideas that don’t have a place in a current work can be recorded 

against future opportunities.  The process of putting words into sentences and sentences into 

order can be maintained even when the book or the script or the poem at hand resists 

completion.  Complex emotional states may be explored, examined and grappled with safely 

and privately. 

Creatives outside the literary world, from the painter to the inventor, from the actor to the 

entrepreneur also find benefit in a maintained journaling practice. The vast mindscape of 

memories, questions, imaginings, re-imaginings, experiences, regrets, unspoken thoughts, 

unnamed fears and all the many other workings of the full-functioning mind feed and serve the 

process, stirring the muck of the psyche to allow new juxtapositions, new alignments to 

develop, new solutions to appear, new directions to reveal themselves for exploration. 

For some a journal takes the shape on an ongoing, ever-lengthening Word file, for others a 

battered composition book and a chewed ballpoint pen.  For some the pages are filled with 

rambling, free association paragraphs on tightly filled pages.  For others, bullet lists and 

doodles half-fill pages with occasional full-spread graphs and giant question marks. 

Nikola Tesla, the electrical engineer of the early 20th century who made the leap from Edison’s 

direct current generators to the alternating current systems that made mass electrification 

possible, the man who ultimately harnessed the power of Niagara Falls kept a journal.  I 

strongly suspect it looked vastly different from mine.   

There is no right way to keep a journal.  

There is no wrong way to keep a journal. 

The experience of keeping a journal will startle you. The differences between keeping a journal 

and thinking about keeping a journal are as profound and life altering as the difference between 

doing something kind every day and thinking about doing something kind every day. 

In my experience, the real power of journaling comes with consistency.  It comes with the 

development of a small daily practice, a decent thing you do for yourself and for your future 

self, like brushing your teeth, moisturizing, or wearing the right shoes for the intended activity. 

Many people have great difficulty building a habit of journaling. 

Partly, this grows from the dissatisfaction of journaling. Journaling can feel non-productive, like 

distraction or procrastination, like indulgence or pretense.  Sometimes, journaling can be any of 

those things, but that’s allowed. It’s private activity.  

On days that the creative process becomes unyielding, anxious or overwhelming, the simple act 

of opening a journal and putting ink to page or characters to the screen ensures that the flow 

remain active – if only at the barest trickle – so that when the unknown problem becomes 
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apparent and it goes from being a block to being a puzzle and therefore solvable, the impulse to 

creative response will activate with effortless fluidity. 

On days when the creative impulse is strong, when the project at hand falls together idea upon 

idea, thought upon thought, Journaling may seem a waste of valuable time that could be spent 

in that joyous flow. Your call, really, how your time gets best used.  But in those periods of 

creative exultation, a continued journaling practice can serve to track tangential and tertiary 

thoughts that can’t be used in the current circumstance and therefore cannot fully be indulged 

at this time.  Put them on the page and on some dry, open day when it seems your brilliant 

mind can find nothing of worth to investigate and express, look back to those pages and find 

the thoughts of a more inspired you, passed through time to spark new curiosity now when 

inspiration falters. 

For a time, journaling may feel self-conscious.  Questions arise.  To whom am I writing this?  

For whom am I sketching this idea for a shoulder strap? Why does one suppose I’ve suddenly 

adopted a stilted Victorian sort of voice in my writing? Do some anyway.  The prompts and 

ideas in this book may help with those questions but they will definitely assure that you never 

ask this one: Did I just sit here staring at my journal for twenty-minutes and find out that I have 

NOTHING to write in it? 

To become a habit, an act must be performed Twenty-one times.  For a habit designed to 

become a daily practice, that means you’re looking at journaling twenty-one consecutive days.   

You don’t need to commit to a lifetime of journaling.  Commit to three weeks.  At the end of the 

three weeks, you may naturally continue the process, the momentum you create draws you 

onward into your thoughts, onto the next page, toward another day of fearless self-expression 

and self-exploration. 

Possibly, even within those first twenty-one days benefits of the practice will begin to become 

apparent to you.  Most certainly by the end of those twenty-one days some of the resistance and 

inhibition that makes journaling uncomfortable will fall away and you will begin to feel a 

freedom that goes beyond the pages of your journal, opening the floodgates of your very 

thoughts. 

Memories lost, re-emerge.  Events that shaped a worldview may come into clearer focus, 

rewriting unconscious, limiting, self-imposed ground rules. 

The prompts and writer’s thought experiments collected here may be taken in order, one per 

day to support your efforts through those twenty-one days.  You may go back to those you find 

you useful.  You may pick one at random each day.  In short, no rules apply to you.  As a writer, 

you live in the world of unfettered imagination.  You can decide how to use the suggestions in 

this book, and you can think of ways that might never occur to me.  Allow your journal to be 

the safest place you know.  Nothing you do here can be wrong. 
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Decide how long you intend to journal each day.  I recommend setting a minimum somewhere 

between 9 and 27 minutes and setting no maximums except as dictated by scheduling conflicts.  

As much as possible, set the journaling period to occur at the same time every day, a time when 

you can be alone, undisturbed, unobserved. 

One of my clients confessed to pulling over every morning on a residential street and journaling 

in the car between dropping off kids at school and getting to work as though it was a shameful 

secret I might use as blackmail material.  Another told me of lunch breaks in an underutilized 

stairwell. If you can do morning coffee on a humming-bird patio with sunlight slanting the way 

it would be in a stock photo tagged “journaling” that’s great!  But surroundings needn’t be 

perfect.  They must only be private. 

At times in these first twenty-one days you will want to stop.  You will think that missing a day 

won’t kill you.  (That’s true) You will think that you’re not getting any better at it. (That is not 

true) Nonetheless, continue just to sit with your thoughts and put them down to the best of 

your ability. 

The reasons and excuses and avoidances that feel entirely rational are all lies told to you by 

anxiety.  The creative process, even – perhaps especially-- the private creative process of 

journaling generates anxiety as a natural byproduct.  Journaling can stir up deeply 

uncomfortable ideas, thoughts, images.  Journaling may reveal thoughts and belief systems and 

contradictory ethical structures that you have worked hard never to look at too closely. Your 

unconscious mind, the one that believes it can protect you by hiding vast swaths of your 

experience from you, by silencing the most urgent voices in your psyche, by reassuring you that 

the way things are right now is the way things should be. Journaling can help you expand 

exponentially as you raise your creativity to its highest power. 

Stasis is not safety.   

Growth is not dangerous.  

Grand thoughts do not imply grandiosity.  

You are not your limitations.  

When you find a perfectly good reason not to journal for a day, or a week, or anymore, 

recognize that as a disguised anxiety response. Know that it means you are close to changing in 

a way just profound enough that it has set off your pre-lingual fears of the unknown and that 

all you have to do to shine light into troublingly oppressive darkness is the next page’s work in 

this simple 21-day guidebook. 

Your anxiety does not own you. 

Its lies no longer confuse you. 



Three Weeks to a Journalling Practice  5 

  

 

DAY ONE 

Before you set pen to paper or begin typing, listen to three full breaths, counting them in 

your mind. 

 

Think back to ideas you may have had while driving or running or doing the dishes 

or whatever.  Remember the urgency they held at the moment they occurred to you.  

Write down just enough so that those ideas can be reclaimed for further examination 

at a future date just by looking at a few jotted words.  If you find that you know more 

of these ideas than those few words, add more detail so that it will be preserved. 

In the course of a day, if we allow our minds time to wander, they will do a great deal of work 

on their own.  The human brain has evolved to seek pattern even in chaos and to find pattern 

wherever it may be found. The human brain naturally abhors an unexplained curiosity as a cat 

abhors a vacuum. 

When we do things in silence, our minds dance across ideascapes as they did in childhood on 

the walks to and from school, or the hours spent staring at ants or clouds or the attractive kid 

two rows up in third grade.  Fantasy dissolves into hypothesis. Replayed conversations morph 

into carefully scripted ‘shoulda saids.’ 

In those moments of reverie, important ideas may grow and be explored.  Some of them will be 

discarded as impractical or even just uninteresting.  Others may be secretly filed away for 

future review and, often, never seen again.  Find what’s in there, tucked away, awaiting your 

attention from the last few days, or years or . . . 

PRO TIP:  When driving alone or running or doing the dishes or cooking, try putting your focus 

on that activity alone without radio or podcast distraction.  Turn off the Twitter and the 

Facebook notifications.  Turn off the phone entirely or mute the ringer.  At first you will find 

yourself an alien in a new and deeply boring world.  Breathe through that as you do the thing, 

though, and your mind will begin to function as it did in childhood, freely, joyously. 
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DAY TWO 

 

Before you set pen to paper or begin typing, listen to three full breaths, counting them in 

your mind.  While you do this, place your feet flat on the ground and feel the breath 

filling not just your lungs, but the tiny gaps in the bones of your spine.  Allow that little 

bit of air to help you sit up a little straighter, to help you feel a little bit lighter, a little 

less ruled by gravity. 

 

Jot down a few early childhood memories.  Be careful to write your own memories as 

opposed to family stories that have you in them but of which you have no specific 

recollection. 

In modern society nobody teaches us to remember.  We learn to memorize, but true, 

experiential memory we take wholly for granted.  These barely understood, sensorial, 

holographic internal representations of events witnessed and experienced profoundly influence 

our actions. Day-to-day experiences, circumstances, interactions, inconveniences, and victories 

all trigger responses based largely on memories. 

Simultaneously, we are constantly told of our most difficult and wounding memories to get 

over it.  Stop dwelling.  Let it go. 

Your memories, those moments that have made you who you are must not be gotten over.  

They must not be let go.  Rather, they must be examined, explored, mined for the rich ore there, 

those hidden truths that make you unique in a population striving for conformity and 

worshiping the exceptional. 

Be open to the idea that your childhood memories were interpreted by a child. When you really 

allow yourself to remember that important day, that day that you knew you had just learned 

something meaningful about what it is to be human, alive, loved or hurt, is the thing you 

learned the only thing you might have learned?  Might there have been nuance and context you 

could not see as a child but can now superimpose upon that moment to forgive yourself or 

those around you just a little for something? Is there a kindness you would feel toward another 

child having that experience that you have never extended to yourself? 

Write it all down.  Also, anything that you realize connects to your most recent circumstances 

and experiences. 

PRO-TIP:  When mining memories of long ago and you find the details of the events confusing 

or impossible to recollect, steer your focus to the sensations of the moment.  What was the air 

temperature?  Were your fingertips touching anything?  Did a smell hang in the air?  As you 

recall these environmental and sensory details, new fragments of the larger memory may rush 

back in.  
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DAY THREE 

 

Before you set pen to paper or begin typing, listen to three full breaths, counting them in 

your mind.  As thoughts and feelings arise, acknowledge them, allow them and steer 

your focus back to the sound of your breath. 

 

Write three beautiful sentences about what you feel right now.  They need not be 

intended for use in any story or literary work, but be aware that a good turn of phrase, 

a delightful juxtaposition of words can serve you well in circumstances beyond the 

initial intent. 

Any exploration of beauty leads swiftly to an ocean of philosophical exploration. What do you 

find beautiful in a sentence? How do you define beauty?  

The facile symmetry of Keats’ poetic declaration “Truth is beauty and beauty is truth” might fall 

short for you when you give it your attention. Or it might lead you to revelations of the most 

ecstatic sort. 

Examine and explore the sentences you have written for their own beauty.  Do you find beauty 

in the blunt and brief or the extravagant and evocative? 

Having written them from a perspective of subjective quality, i.e. with intent to create 

something of beauty, do you now see them to be connected in some way or ways you had not 

intended?  Do the sentences fit together to present a larger idea without you even intending 

them to do so?  Is that idea as beautiful as the sentences that reflect it? 

 

PRO-TIP:  When you find you love a sentence, figure out what the larger thought is that you 

feel is obviously implied by the sentence.  Expound on that idea and you may find that your 

quest for beauty brings you directly onto the path of meaningful self-expression. 
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DAY FOUR 

 

Before you set pen to paper or begin typing, listen to three full breaths, counting them in 

your mind.  Listen to the sound of your breath.  Be aware of the slow steady rhythm that 

has been with you your entire life, sometimes speeding, sometimes slowing, but always 

there. 

 

Take an idea that you have had for a long time and express the underlying theme, 

premise, concept or imagery in rhymed poetry. 

Innumerable studies and writings have explored the connection between language and 

perception.  The language we use shapes our most basic understanding of the world around us.  

Try looking at a common object and not attaching its name to it.  The lamp remains a lamp, the 

book a book and so on, regardless of how hard you try to separate the object from its sound 

symbol. 

Try looking at the words on this very page and not reading them.  Try to look at the words and 

not ascribe meaning to the letters and the words they form. 

Writers tend to think entirely in linguistic forms.  Visual artists may think in shapes and 

shadings, colors and composition.  Electrical engineers may think in mathematical symbols to 

represent the fields, flows and amperage/voltage dynamics. 

Regardless, when they think of an object or an action, a color or a sensation, it comes to them 

with a word or a phrase or a sentence. Most of us tend to think in the same sort of language we 

use conversationally. 

Make the effort to refine your thinking into formal structures, rhymed couplets, verses and 

choruses, tightly scanned sonnets from time to time. Anything that demands more than the easy 

stringing together of passing thoughts in whatever form they happen to take slows the process 

of expression and creates a decompression of the instantaneous perception-to-shorthand-

reference that obviates the opportunity for curiosity. 

In short, practicing expression of refined ideas through unfamiliar linguistic structures sparks 

new insight, and slightly altered consciousness of the subject of the writing. 

(FOR VISUAL ARTISTS, try doodling your work in the style of a graphic novel, in the style of 

your favorite painter or as abstract shapes) 

PRO-TIP:  Read Patrick Rothfuss’ THE SLOW REGARD OF SILENT THINGS.  (You should 

really read his King Killer Books, to which SLOW REGARD is connected, but in the context of 

this journaling prompt, check out that one) 
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DAY FIVE 

 

Before you set pen to paper or begin typing, listen to three full breaths, counting them in 

your mind.  Martial artists learn (though not always explicitly depending on the 

instructor) that when we control our breath, we take charge of our emotional state.  If we 

can master our emotions, we control our circumstances. 

 

Remember an argument during which you were furious.  Write about that event with 

your focus on the other person’s point of view. 

 

Every interaction we have in a day resonates with layers of subtext.  The discussion with an 

employer about revising a Power Point may also be about subtly perceived threats of imminent 

firing, a piercing glare that might be a lengthy assessment of competence or might be a fear of 

loss masked behind habitual shows of strength.  Arguments with family almost always include 

unspoken shared memories and accusations of wrongs committed long ago under the surface of 

the current subject of dissatisfaction.  A homeless person says, “Hey, buddy,” and means, 

“Please don’t be afraid of me as I approach so that I can ask for money,” and half the time the 

subtext of the money is just, “compassion, passing contact, a moment of connection to society as 

a whole.” 

We read the subtext subconsciously, missing the true interactions that occur beneath the chatter 

of spoken language. 

(My wife often responds directly to the subtext of a conversation, not to be confrontational but 

because she so readily reads the subtext that she literally does not realize it has been unspoken.  

She once accused me of saying a thing during an argument – neither of us remembers now 

specifically what it was and in as controlled a voice as I could manage, I said, “No. That is 

exactly the thing I have been working hard not to say.”) 

Exploring conflicts from the other person’s point of view creates an uncomfortable dissonance 

and often reveals aspects of the underlying tension, the thing that neither of you said but really 

lay at the heart of it all. 

PRO-TIP:  When conflict arises in your life, listen to three complete breaths. Count them 

silently. See the argument from the other person’s point of view. Figure out what you truly want 

and pursue only that, forsaking all distractions to the wind and bluster of meaningless theatrics.  

Live at the heart of it all. 
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DAY SIX 

Before you set pen to paper or begin typing, listen to three full breaths, counting them in 

your mind.   

 

Imagine the release of your pet project to the world.  Is it a book release party?  A first 

screening? The CES presentation of the fully functioning widget? The concert at 

Carnegie Hall? The runway at fashion week? Curtain up on Broadway?  Describe the 

event in the same glorious detail with which you imagine it when you are alone in 

your shower and there is nobody telling you what is and is not possible. 

Pure, indulgent fantasy draws the mind forward in time. It skips difficulties and setbacks, 

experience and disappointment. Some of us fantasize financial excess, others mass approval and 

recognition. It creates a bridge between what we do now and what we hope to do in a future 

devoid of consequence, or regret, of sacrifice. 

By writing these things down, or drawing them for posterity, by moving them from an internal 

position, out through the fingertips and onto the page we give them a kind of pre-substance. 

Just as the business proposal puts an idea into a form that may be communicated to those who 

must be given the tools to imagine its benefits, the journal entries in which you allow yourself 

the full exploration of your fantasies begin the transition of those fantasies from the mind into 

the world. 

Be shameless in the exploration of these fantasies. Be fearless, too. When your thoughts lead you 

down unexpected paths, follow them. Is there a darkness in your dream that causes you to shy 

away from it? Do you already know steps you might take to reach your imagined outcome?  Let 

it flow to the page where it can pose no threat and can be wrangled, adjusted, rewritten and 

tweaked. 

 

PROTIP:  Come back to this exercise periodically and AFTER writing up the new entry look 

back at earlier fantasy-future journal entries.  Find out how your hopes and goals have changed.  

Find out how many things you wrote down and forgot about have already transpired. 
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DAY SEVEN 

 

Before you set pen to paper or begin typing, listen to three full breaths, counting them in 

your mind.   

 

List things (as many as you can) that you want but believe are impossible to achieve. 

After each one, see if you can find ways to overcome the assumed obstacles. 

While this prompt may seem like an exercise in planning (and it can certainly be used as one), 

as a journaling exercise it takes on more interesting aspects. 

When we take time alone with our thoughts and give those thoughts our attention, 

externalizing them from the mind to the page, that tiny bit of distance can open grand vistas of 

perspective. 

The mind, left to its own devices, free of entertainment or distraction, concocts ideas constantly.  

Schemes and plans and mechanical inventions slip unbidden across the calm surface of the 

creative pool.  Another part of the mind, just as free of conscious control, sorts through them, 

editing them down to make our lives feel manageable.  We cannot (we believe) all write every 

story, throw every pot, build, patent and distribute every electronic doodad that occurs to us.  

Indeed, some of those things, while momentarily intriguing, might be far more effort than the 

completion of them would be worth.  In many cases, though, we write off ideas simply because 

inertia holds us in a routine of getting by, repeating each day’s action from waking to work to 

couch and TV to bed. 

When an idea, however bold, however foolish or time-consuming or difficult excites you, solve 

for completion. Where can the time be found – even if that time must be broken into tiny 

segments over a long span?  What do you need to put in place to complete it?  How might all of 

that be attained? 

Journaling, when allowed to do so, re-ignites creativity and personal productivity.  Humans, 

when allowed, create by nature. Find out what acts of creation shock through you like the least 

static electricity ever.  Become energized by possibility. 

PROTIP:  Watching television while you think about things is not actually thinking about 

things.  Watching television while you do things is to not fully do things.  Doing simple things 

with full focus gives your mind time to do other, wholly unexpected, wonderful things. 
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DAY EIGHT 

Before you set pen to paper or begin typing, listen to three full breaths, counting them in 

your mind.  That sound has been with you from the moment of your birth.  That sound 

will be with you until the moment of your death.  Regardless of whatever occurs around 

you, if you can find that sound, everything is probably pretty much okay. 

 

Write about an event that had a profound effect on you.  Write about what happened, 

what you did, what this led you to believe.  Write about whether that belief serves or 

hinders you. Is that belief the only one that can be taken from the event? What if you 

write the story for a different outcome or even just from a slightly different 

perspective? 

A lifetime of experience comes to be remembered in flashbulb moments. Events have an effect 

on us, an emotional effect, a cognitive effect, a lasting effect. Often, though, the perception of an 

event turns out to be inaccurate.  Lessons burned into us with brand-seared certainty may serve 

us very poorly. If being shocked by a poorly wired switch in childhood teaches one never again 

to turn on a light, she lives in darkness. 

Let’s turn on some lights. 

Lessons learned, right or wrong, feel right until we examine them. 

I once came home from school and told my father that we had learned that lightning burns 

through the atmosphere and as the air snaps back in to fill the empties space we get thunder.  

My father said, “That’s not right.”  I saw troubled confusion move across his face.  He said, “My 

mother told me . . . .” his conviction faded with each word.  “My mother told me thunder was 

clouds bumping together.  But . . .  that can’t be right.”  Then, after moving to the window, 

peering outward, upward, he said in the most baffled tone I had ever heard, “Why would she 

lie to me about thunder?” 

Now, this was not a particularly profound lesson about thunder that he had learned as a child.  

It was a thing he had learned and believed. When he heard scientific information to the 

contrary, he resisted the shift from comfortable certainty, (“That’s not right.”). Then he more 

closely examined his belief against this new possibility and was able to choose whether to put his 

faith in his mother’s remembered words or his son’s newly presented information.  Then he 

found a more interesting question about his Mother and what could have been going on for her 

in that moment, what could have been going on in her head. 

That example revolves around where thunder comes from.  Far more important and complex 

belief systems grow up around money, around sex, around spirituality and around personal 

relationships and responsibilities. 

PROTIP:  Be ruthlessly honest in your journal. And in all that you do. 
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DAY NINE 

Before you set pen to paper or begin typing, listen to three full breaths, counting them in 

your mind.   

Write twelve different similes about things you can see right now from where you sit. 

State the comparison without evidence. THEN back it up. 

In short, comparing things to one another allows greater insight into both things. 

Through compare and contrast exercises, no matter how similar or dissimilar the objects of 

comparison, we exercise our critical thinking skills. 

Obviously, a handsaw and an aardvark are very different things.  But HOW are they different?  

More interesting, how are they the same?  The most important question is, can you really see 

both a handsaw and an aardvark from where you sit right now? 

A scented candle is like an ottoman.  In this case, both are round.  Thanks to the frequent use of 

the ottoman by my younger dog as a raised, cushioned sleeping area, both have distinctive 

odors. 

Two sentences into the exploration I began to find amusing, interesting, unexpected similarity. I 

began to realize that the ottoman, thanks to my dog, holds emotional resonance of which I had 

never been fully aware. I also realize that I much prefer the weird, dark smell of sleeping dog to 

the smell of any scented candle.  These tiny elements of my perception of the world and my 

projections onto it only stumbled to the surface when I committed to the exercise.  Instead of 

making things up that might be compared (aardvarks and handsaws) I allowed myself to look 

at two things near me and compare them, create the simile and find out where it led. 

Play every trick you can find on your every-day mind. Get it to re-examine the truth – the truths 

of what you see. In the dreamlike overlap between the world and your perception of the world 

lives the natural, unlimited, creative power of lucid waking. 

 

PRO-TIP: Disregard any prompt that does not resonate for you.  On days that the prompt grates 

or bores you, write something in the journal about anything else.  It is more important that you 

consider committing thoughts and ideas and memories to the page than that you do what some 

book tells you to do.  
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DAY TEN 

Before you set pen to paper or begin typing, listen to three full breaths, counting them in 

your mind.  The timbre and rhythm of your breath is yours alone. At the sonic and 

subsonic levels, it holds the same individuality as a fingerprint. Claim each lungful of 

air. Make it yours, this tiny, invisible piece of reality brought inside you. Impress your 

warmth upon it and release it back to the world carrying a tiny bit of you out into 

reality. 

 

Write about your parents, either of them or both, without being careful about what 

they would think if they read your journal. 

As children we strive to make sense of our world, always working with insufficient clues. 

Our parents feed us many of those clues in their own unconscious behaviors.  When we allow 

ourselves to really re-examine the most fundamental relationships in our lives rather than 

simply allowing them to continue in endlessly repeated loops of habit and reaction, we bring 

assumptions to light for proper evaluation and acceptance or rejection. 

When she makes that gesture as thought a fly has invaded her airspace, what is she telling you 

without words?  What are the topics that cause him to tap his finger three times on the nearest 

surface while adopting a thoughtful demeanor to mask the compulsion? 

How have you changed since childhood?  How have they changed since your childhood? 

What were they up to when they were the age you are now? 

You have lived inside the invisible bubble of their existence.  Like it or not, they will have left 

some impression on you. You have left some impression on them. What bits of those people do 

you wish to honor by carrying it out into the world with you?  What bits of those people have 

you been taking into the world with you reluctantly?  Is it your responsibility to keep doing so?  

Do you intend to keep doing so? 

The examination of parents may lead you to dark places or bright. It may be difficult work for 

you, or you may allow it to flow, a cool stream providing relief from the tension of travel.  

Regardless, they weigh heavy on your psyche.  Spend some time alone with them on the page. 

PROTIP:  Examine recurring themes, ideas, forms and patterns in your work(s) and find out 

how those connect to one or both of your parents. Realize that those connections reflect you and 

the relationship you have with an introjection formed long ago more than the actual people 

who are your parents.  
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DAY ELEVEN 

 

Before you set pen to paper or begin typing, listen to three full breaths, counting them in 

your mind.  Notice the complex process of chemical reactions you carry out, pulling in a 

mix of gasses, sending depleted blood cells to pull ONLY the oxygen atoms out of those 

gasses and deposit in return molecules of oxygen and carbon for expulsion. This is not 

something you know how to do. Yet, you do it.  Continue to do it. 

 

List verbs that you have never had a reason to write down.  Create sentences using 

those verbs. Explore each of those verbs and what meaning it takes on for you when 

used in the first person (I _________), the second person (You _________), or the third 

person (They ___________)  

 

We come to be known, we come to be remembered by our actions. 

 

Language expresses not only the content of our intended communication. The words we 

choose and the way we use them reveal deeper secrets when we take time to look at 

them.  The actions we describe speak to the most vital aspects of our personalities. 

 

What you do in the world matters more than who or what you are in the world. 

 

Examine the actions described with each of the verbs you have played with. Do they 

resonate as imaginings of your own actions or the actions of others?   

 

Anxiety, fear, depression, sadness, all these uncomfortable emotional states demand and 

are exacerbated by passivity. Yet we have been trained into passivity from the first time 

we were asked what we wanted to be when we grew up instead of what we wanted to 

do.” 

 

Find verbs that reflect action you wish to take and apply them.  Act.  Make things 

change, in whatever tiny ways you can, whether you know how to do so or not. 

 

PROTIP: When your world seems desolate or hopeless, make a list of actions you can take 

today to make some change, however small.  Act. 

  



Three Weeks to a Journalling Practice  16 

  

 

 

DAY TWELVE 

 

Before you set pen to paper or begin typing, listen to three full breaths, counting them in 

your mind. Be aware of the shared nature of breath. Know that the air you breathe has 

been breathed by people and animals and recycled time and again over millennia. 

 

Write down kind things that you can remember people saying to you over your 

lifetime along with as accurate a description as you can of what you said or how you 

responded at the time. 

How we hear and respond to kindness matters. Many of us habituate ourselves to minimize or 

dismiss compliments. While we tend to crave external affirmation, we also tend to disregard it 

when it comes our way. 

Nothing comes to us exactly the way we want it to, the way we imagine it will. 

Responses to kindness offered can provide insight into our own subtext, often so swift in its 

control of our reactions that we fail to recognize it.  By reviewing specific kindnesses we have 

been offered and by honestly recording our verbal and physical responses to them, we find new 

opportunities to reveal and examine the secret workings of our unconscious minds. 

With that little added distance gained from putting them to the page we can see the moments 

when false humility or pride-aversion prevented us from internalizing the most encouraging 

and supportive offerings of those around us. Moreover, we now have the opportunity in 

retrospect to accept those kind words, to internalize them in private safety. 

Only when we can take in the kindness of others, are we able to risk the vulnerability of 

kindness to others and to ourselves. 

 

PROTIP: Imagine hearing those words of kindness as a child if they were words you heard 

as an adult.  Imagine hearing those words of kindness as an adult if they were offered during 

your childhood.  Imagine offering those very words of kindness to another person. Find out 

whether the words take on greater or lesser significance given a slightly different circumstance.   
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DAY THIRTEEN 

Before you set pen to paper or begin typing, listen to three full breaths, counting them in 

your mind.  Remember that as long as you can find this sound, everything is pretty 

much okay. As thoughts or feelings dance across your mindscape, greet them with a 

friendly wave and let them go on about their business. 

 

Find the moment at your life at which you felt most injured.  Write about it and find 

out whether the injury remains.  Write down some ideas as to how you might heal 

that injury without requiring anything of anyone else. 

Injuries, physical and emotional, heal over time if we allow them to.  We carry memory of them, 

knowledge of our own capacity to recover, but eventually they can leave little more than traces 

of scars. 

Until we recognize the lingering effects of injuries sustained, we may continue to be 

unnecessarily crippled by them.  A long-healed leg injury may leave a life-long limp unless 

effort, energy and attention go toward the reclamation of a symmetrical gait. 

The emotional injuries accrued over our lifetimes also leave residual traces. The cruel words of a 

parent, the emotional and physical and sexual abuses suffered in our early lives leave dark 

habits of thought, of behavior. We continue to protect ourselves from assaults that ceased to 

threaten us long ago.  Until we stop protecting old wounds and begin exposing them to air and 

light, we cannot fully recover our natural abilities. 

Whiplash caused by a fender bender will not heal faster thanks to an apology from the 

offending driver.  Getting a settlement and an apology from an incompetent doctor will not 

speed a physical recovery. 

Rehabilitation can be painful.  It always requires concentrated effort. 

Do the work, though, and we can regain the fearless resilience of youth. 

 

PROTIP: Write a little bit about the moment of injury from the perspective of the person 

you hold responsible for it.  Often, we find that the offending party, the one we have long cast 

as a villain, simply acted out of unthinking self-interest, benign self-involvement.  Often, we 

discover that those we blame for damaging us really did not intend to do anything to us, the 

simply intended to do a thing and we were somehow caught in the draft of their actions. Know 

that you have similarly injured people unknowingly at times.  Write those down as well. And 

forgive yourself for your own humanity.  
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DAY FOURTEEN 

 

Before you set pen to paper or begin typing, listen to three full breaths, counting them in 

your mind.  As you do so, be aware of any tendency to replay recent events and 

experiences.  First, steer your focus toward future actions for a moment and then, once 

you have done so, return to the sound of your breath. 

 

Write as accurately as you can an argument that you have had recently.  Rewrite it so 

that you have the last word and all the right answers that you couldn’t think of in the 

moment. 

Most of us rewrite conversations, arguments especially, almost as quickly as they transpire.  We 

make ourselves heroes when we were fallible fools.  We make ourselves righteous when we 

were merely enraged.  We find ourselves telling and retelling the stories of our recent conflict to 

friends and confidantes forever refining the memory to gain greater support than perhaps we 

even genuinely feel we deserve. 

This two-part journaling exercise gives you an opportunity to play with that self-protective 

instinct without the troubling undertow of the lie told to those we love and trust. 

By first being brutally honest about the actual exchange that took place, we acknowledge our 

own part in the conflict, our own shortcomings as in-the-moment debaters, our own knee-jerk, 

emotional reactions. 

Once we have done this, and only once we have done this, we can open  

the fantasy knowing that what we indulge now is a thought experiment.  Without the shame 

the rides the coattails of every deception, we can comfortably play through the disagreement, 

the back-and-forth that left us so uncomfortable and seething, and we can do it as the person we 

most want to be. 

On the page, in retrospect, with no need to keep the story straight, we free ourselves to tell and 

retell the tale as the wit who dumbfounds a disagreeable colleague with hilarious and incisive 

humor. We cycle through again, now at the supreme intellectual with all the facts at hand. We 

can reduce the object of our residual rage to a strawman, setting us up perfectly for the 

responses we wish to offer. 

By breaking this process out of our day-to-day conversations and containing it in the safety of 

our private writings we may teach ourselves valuable lessons about who we truly want to be, 

how we most want to be seen in the world and, from time to time, we might discover that we 

were wrong about a point we argued vehemently. 
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PROTIP: When journaling reveals you to be wrong about something you have argued 

vehemently, contact the person with whom you argued and acknowledge this realization.  

Perhaps apologize.  It freaks them out so badly that you wind up winning.  
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DAY FIFTEEN 

 

Before you set pen to paper or begin typing, listen to three full breaths, counting them in 

your mind.  As you count your breaths, remember what it was like to lie in bed as a 

child with that very sound and to try to quiet it enough to hear what was happening in 

another room, pretending to be asleep while striving to take in adult conversations and 

understand their meanings with too little information to go on. 

 

Write down one of the stories of your childhood that your parents or siblings tell that 

you do not fully remember yourself.  Parse the differences between being told a thing 

and experiencing it, between prompted memory and true memory.  Find the meaning 

you take from those stories and the meaning the tellers of these stories take and 

intend to impart. 

Family stories always carry a good deal of baggage. What some members of the family consider 

hilarious memories of childhood antics, others may remember as moments of humiliation and 

shame. What some may bring up as fond reminiscence, another may introduce to a 

conversation as a way of pushing buttons or distracting from a topic he or she wishes to avoid. 

The most difficult of these stories, are those that we are told about ourselves, about our very 

young selves, from a time that we do not fully remember.  Parents and older siblings formed 

opinions of us in those moments and use those moments to reinforce their opinions and to 

maintain familiar familial dynamics. 

Root out self-limiting beliefs that have been imposed by those we most trust, those upon whom 

we once depended for our very survival.  As unintentional and unconscious as the imposition 

of those beliefs may be, they harm us, prevent us from shedding our child-selves and stepping 

into the adult world as fully, as productively, as comfortably as we would choose to. 

By bringing those long-told, deeply believed stories to light for the distorted fictions they have 

always been, we make visible the choices we did not know we had been denied.  We make 

visible the choices we did not know we had denied ourselves.  We make visible the limiting 

choices we did not know we had been making. 

When we see as choices things we took to be inherent character traits or genetic certainties, we 

can decide who to be in the world.  We decide how to be in the world. 

 

PROTIP: Write about how your family would respond to you if you allowed yourself to be 

the person you want to be instead of the person they want you to be.  Figure out who you are 

protecting.  DECIDE whether that is the person for whom you should make your most 

important life choices.  
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DAY SIXTEEN 

Before you set pen to paper or begin typing, listen to three full breaths, counting 

them in your mind. 

Take an event from your life, a conversation, a fight, a lawsuit, a quiet walk 

alone with your thoughts, and write it in the third person.  How does your 

perspective change when you become a narrator divorced from the action? 

 

By putting a personal memory into the third person (He, she, or they as opposed to I or we) we 

gain even more literary distance from our attachment to events than we do merely by moving 

them from inside our heads to the pages of a journal.  This separation sometimes gives us the 

feeling of safety that allows for brutal honesty. 

The truth is brutal. 

Write the truth. 

 

 

 

PROTIP:  The truth is brutal. Write the truth. 
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DAY SEVENTEEN 

Before you set pen to paper or begin typing, listen to three full breaths, counting 

them in your mind.  Be aware of the change in your attitude toward these three 

starting breaths from the time you started this journaling process.  Have you 

slowed the breaths? Do you look forward to them, try to make them last, or lose 

yourself in them?  Do you sometimes forget to count? Take a meta view of the 

breath-taking experience. 

 

Play with tense.  Write a very short paragraph about something you have 

witnessed.  Now rewrite it in the present tense (past tense, if the first one was 

in the present).  Rewrite it in the future tense, from the perspective of the 

watcher who knows what will happen.  Discover the power of time 

manipulation and the sensation of having absolute power over the order of 

events. 

Prose most often hits the page in the past tense.  Screenplays, plays and other scripts 

traditionally progress in the present tense.  Speeches frequently shift into the future tense and 

the imperative. 

Time becomes malleable in the hands and the mind of the writer.  Explore memory and events 

long past can replay in the present with holographic detail.  Fantasize an idyllic future and find 

that time between now and what’s to come may be compressed.  What happens when you step 

into moments between the present and that imagined future?  What do you intuitively know 

must happen along that path you wish to walk? 

In the course of an hour, an exchange that took eight minutes in real time may be put to the 

page in detail.  (That exchange may then take three minutes for a reader to get through. I 

hesitate to mention it because nobody will ever read your journal, but it bears mentioning in 

this context because . . .)  Time takes vastly different shapes in the creative process from those 

shapes Einstein and those of his ilk play with.  Look back.  Look inward.  Look forward.  Play 

with time as a deity manifest, outside the page and inside the process. 

A painter may take hours, days, weeks, to capture a single, elegant moment.  A poem may 

cover a lifetime in three brief stanzas.  A two-hour movie may contain a multi-generational epic 

tale and may have taken six months or three years to make. 

 

PROTIP: Find out how much detail you can find in the exploration of a single moment.    
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DAY EIGHTEEN 

 

Before you set pen to paper or begin typing, listen to five full breaths, counting them in 

your mind.  Does the addition of two breaths to this process change the feeling?  Find 

out whether it changes your approach to the page. 

Imagine the day that you finish your book or your script or your collection of poems 

or your grand sculpture or the pieces you need for your gallery opening.  Write down 

the things you know about that day in the future.  How far off is it?  How do you feel 

on that day?  What will live in that moment between completion of the work and the 

next step in the process?  Do you even know what that next step will be?  If so, 

include the things you know about that as well. 

Goals are fantastic.  They get us from point A to point B.  They serve as guideposts on the life 

we create and free us of the passivity of victimhood.  Goals drive us and by choosing them, we 

remain at the helm of our experience. 

Goals serve as demarcations of accomplishment, but they must not represent ends.  We must 

never allow accomplishment to sap our ambition, our resolve, our determination to do better, to 

do more. 

We imagine ourselves finishing a project and then we imagine ourselves reveling in the love of 

fans, or receiving the big check, or being interviewed on television or being reviewed in the New 

Yorker. But as creatives, there is much work to be done that falls outside of the fantasy. The life 

of a painter also includes going to the arts supplies store for turpentine, and meeting with the 

gallery owner who smells of garlic and resentment to arrange for the showing.  The author has 

not just written a book; she has also written countless query letters, received (and been hurt by) 

rejection letters, made phone calls, created synopses for people who show interest but don’t 

want to read a full manuscript without knowing what they’re getting into. 

Allow your imagining of your creative life to include and embrace the needs of the real world in 

which that life will thrive. 

 

PROTIP:  Write about the mythology you grew up with about a creative life.  Write about the 

differences between your expectations about what a creative life would entail and what it truly 

demands of you.  Let go of those beliefs that do not serve your progress by writing them down 

and then writing down a new set of beliefs that will better move you forward in your 

endeavors.  
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DAY NINTEEN 

 

Before you set pen to paper or begin typing, listen to five full breaths, counting 

them in your mind.  With each breath take in the love of a friendly universe and 

release a little bit of self-judgment over something for which you have believed 

the universe might punish you.  Know that the universe does not work that way.  

It does not judge.  It just loves. 

 

Hold yourself accountable for something you have done terribly.  Write about 

a mistake you made and where you went off course.  Write about the effects 

that it has had and their relation to the effects you feared it would have at the 

time. 

Nobody gets it right every time.  The most successful people are those who make mistakes, take 

what lessons they can, and move on to the next action eagerly, energetically, unworried that 

more mistakes will be made.  They will.  It’s part of the process. 

The worst mistakes we make, in hindsight, pale by comparison to the concern we had at the 

time.  If others have been harmed, we carry guilt. If moral or ethical boundaries have been 

crossed, we carry shame.  In fact, though, mistakes cannot serve our trajectory unless we take 

the time to evaluate them without self-recrimination.  Errors carry no inherent moral value, 

positive or negative. 

Where we place moral value on events we did not intend to incite, we begin to self-sabotage 

either as a way of punishing ourselves for the unintended consequences of our actions or in 

simple risk-aversion. 

Look at errors in terms of their real effect.  How long term and how widespread was the 

damage?  Did any good come of the error that could not possibly have been predicted? 

 

PROTIP:  Explore times that you felt wronged or mistreated.  Find out through brutal honesty 

in self-reflection, how much of that wrong came from your own actions?  Where are you 

complicit in your own worst experiences? 
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DAY TWENTY 

Before you set pen to paper or begin typing, listen to five full breaths, counting them in 

your mind. 

Write a meta-exploration of journaling.  What have you found out about your process 

by doing this work?  What have you discovered about words or sentences or time or 

consciousness?   

You’ve been journaling for nineteen days now.  By now you’ve likely had days of effortless 

creativity, sentences flowing from you as casually as if you spoke with friends in unguarded 

companionship and you’ve just as likely had journaling exercises that felt like an irritating task, 

a struggle to compose even the simplest thought on the page. 

Looking back, do you have a sense of what creates the perfect conditions for maximum 

journaling success?  Does it require that you set aside a certain amount of time for it?  Did you 

do better with your phone turned off or when you knew that people could reach you?  Meghan 

Trainor dancing on YouTube or Springsteen like a street rod in your ear buds or silence?  With 

tea while you’re waking up in the kitchen or with a beer in a dark red vinyl booth in the back? 

How often did you doodle in the margins while you searched for the word that carried both the 

idea and the feeling you wanted to put to the page?  How often did you cross things out, feeling 

corrections necessary?  

Have you put things in the pages of your journal that you would have been unlikely to express 

to your closest friends or have you found yourself talking to people you trust about the things 

you discovered or created in this process? 

How has journaling for these days affected other aspects of your creative life, your professional 

life, your personal life? 

 

PROTIP: There are no wrong answers. Ever. 
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DAY TWENTY-ONE 

Before you set pen to paper or begin typing, listen to five full breaths, counting them in 

your mind.  Be aware that these five breaths are connected to all the other sets of 

counted breaths by countless uncounted breaths in between.  Just as your body handles 

breathing when you pay no attention to that task, your mind quietly runs in the 

background, making connections, creating ideas, plans, entire worlds perhaps without 

ever needing to commit focus to the process. 

Freeing yourself of the need to create full sentences or structured paragraphs, simply 

as a list for this entry, put to page every idea you can remember having had for a 

creative project.  Just a couple of words to hold on to that novel you imagined on your 

way to Jazz class, the cartoon you came up with while you listened to the news on the 

way to work.  Is there a half a lyric you started on the subway?  Was there a satirical 

version of a painting you saw that you wanted to put to the canvas?  Just jot it down. 

You are a bottomless well of creativity.  Each of us is. 

The world strives to distract us.  We have an entire industry dedicated to keeping us entertained.  

The profit-bearing structure of that industry demands that it not only entertain us but that it 

keep us seeking more entertainment.  Every moment that you watch television, your mind 

comfortably glazing through another easily solvable mystery, is a moment during which you 

create nothing.  Two hours watching brightly colored super-heroes battling a franchise-

endangering villain moves you no further toward making your greatest possible impact on the 

world than the time spent looking for a parking space before and after that cinematastic 

experience.  Still, the soothing, pro-status quo, repetitive stories of good defeating evil feel so 

much like a genuinely satisfying experience that they leave you always believing that the next 

episode, the next installment, the next living room sitcom will be worth your time and energy. 

Must Watch TV is a myth created to make you believe there is TV you must watch. 

Imagine for a moment that you could express every idea you have every had through your own 

creative impulse? You can. 

It may feel at times as though you haven’t enough free moments in a day to add one more 

thing.  It may feel at times as though your ideas are too large to realize, too complex to 

complete.  The more you create, though, the more of your time you use for the process of 

creation, the easier it becomes, and the more ideas will propagate. 

If you give yourself quick reminder cues of inspired ideas, you can come back to them on the 

days that inspiration falters. 

PROTIP: Practice and craft give you the tools you need to continue your work in the absence of 

inspiration. 



Three Weeks to a Journalling Practice  27 

  

DAY TWENTY-TWO 

Listen. 

Put pen to paper.  What’s on your mind?  What ideas stir in your naturally active 

brain? 

By now you’ve written more than most people write in their entire adult lives.  You’ve found 

that there were prompts you thought were stupid, and prompts that led you places you never 

expected.   

What you have written in the pages of your journal matter less than the fact that you have 

written.  The simple action of writing, of capturing the abstract meanderings of the naturally 

inventive human mind in the amber of syntax serves as exercise for the creative spirit. 

Modern psychology tells us that doing something twenty-one days in a row is enough to create 

a habit.  Not all habits are bad. 

By deliberately choosing and cultivating our habits we can take control of our lives without the 

bothersome need for discipline. Having completed these twenty-one days, you have perfectly 

positioned yourself to choose how you will proceed. 

If these days of journaling have proven gratifying, if they have brought greater self-awareness 

or increased creativity, if they have improved your life in any way at all, you may allow 

yourself to maintain this habit.  It holds no health risk. It comes with no dangerous side effects 

or contraindications. 

Go back through the prompts when you have trouble getting started.  When you think of good 

prompts for yourself jot them down for future use. 

You’ve got this, if you want it. 

Well done.  Write on, friend.  Write on. 

 

 

PROTIP:  If the word “habit” bothers you, call it a “practice” and people will believe you to be 

impressively committed to a difficult and noble endeavor. 

 

If this journaling primer has been useful to you, feel free to let me know!  Use my email at 

dylan@activevoiceproductions.com  
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