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Forming new habits sounds like a very mundane issue, hardly one we expect to see in the pages of
A Course in Miracles, yet the Course mentions “habit” or “habits” seventeen times. Out of these
references, a fascinating pattern emerges of why we need new habits, what new habits we should
form, and how we form them. One of the most striking things is that three habits in particular are
mentioned again and again. Join us for a discussion of a topic we may not have associated with the
Course, but one that has surprising relevance for our lives and our journey to God.

What is our relationship with habits?

We probably realize that we are ruled by the habits we have formed, and we probably know quite
well that many of them are detrimental. Wouldn’t it be wonderful to possess a truly healthy and
joyful set of habits?

Our current state

Our abilities are currently in a state of “involuntary lack of control” (T-1.21.2:1). Another way of
saying this is that we are controlled not by our most conscious and deliberate decisions but by the
wrong habits. As an example, the Course mentions “a habit of disengagement” (T-4.V1.9:1).

We need new habits. Why?
The simple reason we need better habits is that the majority of our choosing is going on in between
the choices we make deliberately, with our best intentions.

Decisions are continuous. You do not always know when you are making them. But with a
little practice in the ones you recognize, a set begins to form which sees you through the
rest. (T-30.1.2:1-3)



This says that we are deciding continuously, most of them time without even realizing it. How can
we make the right decisions during those times? We need to form a “set” (“a mental inclination,
bias, or habit; a psychological state that predisposes one to react a certain way to an anticipated
stimulus”), a mental habit, that will automatically be making those right decisions for us.

In other words, our mind is mostly on autopilot. The question is this: While it’s on autopilot—which
is the vast majority of the time—who is flying the plane?

We want to make right choices automatically and continuously
This is why we need new habits. If we form the right habits, those habits can ensure that we are
always automatically deciding for God. With them in place, the right choice becomes:

e “involuntary” (T-1.4.1:1)

e “automatic” (W-95.5:3)

e a “quick reaction” (W-194.6:2)

e  “Your first response...to every situation that occurs” (T-31.111.1:3)
e “ready and for any need” (T-30.1.1:8)

e “consistent” (T-3.VII.6:3)

e made “even in very little things” (T-3.VIII.6:3)

e “the rules by which you live” (T-30.1.1:7)

e “athought that rules your mind” (W-194.6:2)

“Habit,” then, is how we get from specific choices for God to a mind that is always automatically for
God. This is how we go from isolated moments of light to a state that is a continuous blanket of
light. It’s how we make the journey from a mind that is “ruled by the ego” (W-66.7:3) to one that is
ruled by love.

The three habits
In the Course’s references to habits, three habits are repeatedly mentioned.

1. Response to temptation

Response to temptation is the key practice, discussed in all three volumes, in which we respond to a
disturbance of our peace by repeating an idea from the Course. It is quite striking just how often
Jesus mentions that this practice should become a habit:

It must become a habit of response so typical of everything you do that it becomes your first
response to all temptation. (T-31.111.1:3)

Learn, then, the happy habit of response to all temptation. (T-31.I1X.5:1)

You have not yet formed the habit of using the idea as an automatic response to
temptation. (W-95.5:3)

As [today’s idea] becomes a thought that rules your mind, a habit in your problem-solving
repertoire, a way of quick reaction to temptation... (W-194.6:2)



2. Asking for guidance

The Course repeatedly mentions that it wants you to form “the habit of asking for help when and
where you can” (M-29.5:8). We see this especially in “Rules for Decision” (T-30.1), in which Jesus
gives you specific methods and asks you “to make them habits now” (T-30.1.1:8), and these
methods involve asking for guidance all day long. We also see this in a comment that Jesus made to
Helen and Bill, about the state we are aiming for, in which “the habit of asking becomes
involuntary.”

3. Giving miracles

Giving miracles means giving “expressions of love” (which miracles are defined as six times in the
Text). An early miracle principle tells us that “Miracles are habits and should be involuntary” (T-
1.4.1:1). After this, the idea that miracles should be so habitual as to be involuntary is then referred
to a number of times, to the point where Jesus says he has mentioned it “many times” (T-2.1X.1:2)
and “repeatedly” (T-2.X1.4:5). What this habit looks like can be seen in this quote: “There are ways
of treating others in which only consistent courtesy, even in very little things, is offered. It is a very
healing habit to acquire” (T-3.VIII.6:3-4).

“The chain of miscreation”

Interestingly, these same three habits are precisely mirrored in Jesus’ discourse about “the chain of
miscreation,” which is the subject of Cameo 14 (pp. 1765-1777), in which Jesus goes over the
mistakes made in a typical day for Helen and Bill and then says what they could have done instead.
Here are key passages from the end of that cameo about the “day that Jesus is teaching Helen and
Bill to have”:

We can see this day as having three components. The first component is policing the mind,
in the form of mind watching and thought correction.... [This is another way of describing
response to temptation.]

The second component is asking for guidance....
The third component is giving miracles....

In Jesus’ vision of the day, then, Helen and Bill are meant to police the mind even in very
little things, ask for guidance even in very little things, and behave lovingly even in very little
things. As a result, the typical day in which unloving thoughts and unguided decisions lead
to hurtful actions would be replaced by a new day, in which loving thoughts and guided
decisions would lead to healing actions. And since the people blessed by those actions
would presumably pass that blessing on to others, the end result would be to replace “the
chain of miscreation” with “an interlocking chain” of miracles (T-1.24.1:1).

How can you police the mind, ask for guidance, and give miracles even in very little things? You have
to have made those three activities into habits.



How to form the new habits: consistent effort

Forming new habits takes effort. It takes practice. Most of us regret the effort involved, but the
good thing is that once a habit is firmly established, it expresses itself effortlessly. It becomes
perfectly natural and even automatic to act according to the habit. So we exert effort at the
beginning, and then the habit operates more or less effortlessly.

Forming a habit, though, takes more than just effort. It takes consistent effort. The Course repeats
the phrase “consistent effort” (or “efforts”) four times, three of them in relation to forming the new
habits Jesus wants us to form.

Another important term the Course uses in relation to habit formation is “overlearn.” To overlearn
means to continue to study and memorize well past the point of initial mastery, so that one attains
automatic recall. Again, a great deal of effort goes in at the beginning, but then what we’ve learned
becomes automatic.

There’s no other way. We need to apply consistent effort to get to a place where it’s effortless.

Do not underestimate your power to form new habits

To dispel the doubts we have about our power to form new habits, Jesus points out that the habits
we have learned now—which have produced our mind, body, and world as we experience them—
are “a giant learning feat” (T-31.1.2:7). “But,” he says, “you accomplished it because you wanted to,
and did not pause in diligence to judge it hard to learn or too complex to grasp” (T-31.1.2:8). He
continues:

No one who understands what you have learned, how carefully you learned it, and the pains
to which you went to practice and repeat the lessons endlessly, in every form you could
conceive of them, could ever doubt the power of your learning skill. There is no greater
power in the world. (T-31.1.3:1-2)

Let us not, then, doubt our power to learn new habits. Quite literally, “There is no greater power in
the world.”



Passages on habits

Miracles should be so natural, so habitual, that they become involuntary
T-1.4.1:1 Miracles are habits and should be involuntary.

Our abilities need to be under involuntary control rather than involuntary lack of control
T-1.21.2:1-2 Your abilities will be very useful when they come under involuntary control rather than
involuntary lack of control. Following the right involuntary Guide will enable you to recognize both
physical and spiritual dangers, and will provide the means for avoiding each of them in the most
efficient way.

The habit of Christ-controlled miracles, which replenishes, must replace our former habits, which
deprived

T-1.35.5-6: The answer is to never perform a miracle without asking me if you should... °You have a
role in the Atonement, which | will dictate to you.

Remember, you already have a principle about the involuntary nature of miracles. °We have
also established the fact that everything involuntary belongs under Christ-control, not yours. 3Under
Christ-control, miracles replenish the doer as well as the receiver. “Miracle workers must learn
Christ-control to replace their former habits, which did produce scarcity in place of abundance.
>From errors of this kind the sense of deprivation is inevitable, but very easily corrected.

The doing of miracles is meant to be involuntary, being controlled by Christ
T-1.46.11:3-5 3You must be:

4Ready to listen,
willing to learn, and
able to do.

>Only the last is involuntary, because it is the application of miracles which must be Christ-
controlled.

Miracles should be involuntary
T-2.1X.1:2 2l have told you many times that only constructive acts should be involuntary.

We need to develop a habit pattern of our will being under Jesus’ guidance

T-2.1X.8:4 It is possible to reach a state in which you bring your will under my guidance without
much conscious effort, but this implies the kind of habit pattern which you have not developed
dependably as yet.

The miracle should be automatic or involuntary

T-2.X1.4:5 °The content of the miracle level is not recorded in the individual’s unconscious because if
it were, the miracle would not be automatic or involuntary, which we have said repeatedly that it
should be.

We need to develop the very healing habit of offering consistent courtesy, even in little things



T-3.VII.6:3-4 3There are ways of treating others in which only consistent courtesy, even in very little
things, is offered. “It is a very healing habit to acquire.

If we have a habit of disengagement, we will probably apply this habit to the Course’s new ideas
T-4.VI1.9:1 Those with a habit of disengagement often do not make consistent efforts to change their
minds except through applying their old habit pattern to these new ideas.

We can develop the new habit of engagement if we actively refuse to let our minds slip away
T-4.VI.10:1-2 The new habit of engaging with God and His creations is easily made if you actively
refuse to let your mind slip away. ?Your problem is not concentration; it is a belief that nobody,
including yourself, is worth consistent effort.

When we break the old habit, a great reward will break through our conditioning

T-4.VII1.23:1-3 | am conditioning you to associate misery with the ego and joy with your spirit. 2You
have conditioned yourself the other way around. 3But a far greater reward will break through any
conditioning if that reward is repeatedly offered when the old habit is broken.

The concept of “set” is one of the better psychological percepts and is also used here
T-5.1X.1:1-2 The concept of “set” is among the better psychological percepts. ?Actually, it is used
quite frequently in the Bible, and also in here under many different terms.

We've taught ourselves the most unnatural habit of not communicating with God, yet we remain
in close communication with Him

T-14.1V.9:6-7 ®You taught yourself the most unnatural habit of not communicating with your
Creator. ’Yet you remain in close communication with Him and with everything that is within Him,
as it is within yourself.

The source of sin in us has been removed. Only the habit of looking for it remains.
T-19.111.12:4-5 “Its source has been removed, and so it can be cherished but a little while before it
vanishes. °Only the habit of looking for it still remains.

The steps are not new, but we need to make them into habits, rules of thought, rules by which
you live

T-30.1.1:6-2:5 They are not new to you, but they are more ideas than rules of thought to you as yet.
’So now we need to practice them awhile, until they are the rules by which you live. 8We seek to
make them habits now, so you will have them ready and for any need.

Decisions are continuous. ?2You do not always know when you are making them. 3But with a
little practice in the ones you recognize, a set begins to form which sees you through the rest. “It is
not wise to let yourself become preoccupied with every step you take. °The proper set, adopted
consciously each time you wake, will put you well ahead.

The idea that you hate your brother for your own sins must become overlearned, a habit of
response so typical that it’s your first response to every situation

T-31.111.1:2-4 2As we prepare to make a choice that will result in different outcomes, there is first
one thing that must be overlearned. 3It must become a habit of response so typical of everything
you do that it becomes your first response to all temptation and to every situation that occurs.



4Learn this, and learn it well, for it is here delay of happiness is shortened by a span of time you
cannot realize: You never hate your brother for his sins, but only for your own.

Learn the happy habit of response to all temptation
T-31.1X.5:1-4 Learn, then, the happy habit of response to all temptation to perceive yourself as
weak and vulnerable with these words:

2l am as God created me. 3His Son
can suffer nothing. *And | am His Son.

You haven’t yet formed the habit of using the idea as an automatic response to temptation
W-95.5:3 3You often fail to remember the shorter and more frequent applications of the idea for
the day, and you have not yet formed the habit of using the idea as an automatic response to
temptation.

The practice periods are planned to help you form the habit of apply the idea to everything you
do, including all disturbances of your peace

W-Re.3.11:1-3 If you are shaken, think of it again. These practice periods are planned to help you
form the habit of applying what you learn each day to everything you do. >Do not repeat the
thought and then lay it down.

If you see the deliverance in this lesson, you will give so much consistent effort to it that it will
become a habit, a thought that rules your mind, a way you automatically react to temptation
W-194.6:1-2 If you can see the lesson for today as the deliverance it really is, you will not hesitate
to give as much consistent effort as you can, to make it be a part of you. ?As it becomes a thought
that rules your mind, a habit in your problem-solving repertoire, a way of quick reaction to
temptation, you extend your learning to the world.

If you make it a habit to ask for help when you can, you can be confident that wisdom will be
given you when you need it. Use the structure of practicing morning, evening, and throughout the
day to support this habit.

M-29.5:8-10 éIf you have made the habit of asking for help when and where you can, you can be
confident that wisdom will be given you when you need it. Prepare for this in the morning,
remember God when you can throughout the day, ask the Holy Spirit’s help when it is feasible, and
thank Him for His guidance at night. 2°And your confidence will be well founded indeed.

The habit of asking needs to become so ingrained that it’s involuntary
Cameo 8: Note further—he needn’t feel concerned about it, either. So he forgot! Happens all the
time, until the habit of asking becomes involuntary.



