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Healthy Mind, Healthy Body
By Kara M. Sinnard

By now, you have likely heard the term 
“mindfulness.”  It is trending in the media, 
online, scientific studies, corporate Amer-
ica, and amongst celebrities.  There are 
self-help books and articles on mindful 
eating, mindful shopping, mindful learn-
ing, mindful teaching, mindful parenting 
and mindful living.

Mindfulness is the ability to recognize 
what is happening in your mind without 
allowing yourself to get carried away in the 
thoughts.  It is the non-judgmental obser-
vation and awareness of your thoughts in 
the present moment.  Consider a scenario 
where you have been increasingly stressed 
about a situation that may or may not 
happen.  You have replayed the situation 
in your head five, 10, or maybe 100 times, 
trying to figure out how to address a ques-
tion that a judge may ask you or a situation 
that opposing counsel may throw your way.  
We all have to plan and prepare for future 
events – after all, the court would not react 
kindly to you missing a deadline with the 
excuse that you were busy living in the 
present moment.  The way to reconcile 
being present and still being prepared is 
to think about the future in the present 
moment without being imprisoned by the 
thoughts.  Once you recognize that the 
thoughts no longer benefit you, you can 
learn to pause the repetitive thought pat-
terns.  This new awareness can propel your 
productivity by releasing you from getting 
stuck in the same thoughts. 

There are numerous studies on the 
health benefits of mindfulness.  Some of 
the observed benefits include reduced 
levels of perceived anxiety and depres-
sion, addiction recovery and improved 

attention, awareness, concentration and 
sleep.  A recent study even showed that 
mindfulness meditation can rebuild the 
brain’s grey matter.  For lawyers, the most 
significant health benefit may be reduced 
levels of cortisol.  Cortisol is the hormone 
that is released in response to stress.  In 
modern society, the need for the flight or 
fight response is reduced because we are 
not faced with life and death situations 
as frequently, however, the body reacts 
to minor stressful situations by releasing 
cortisol.  The innate adversarial nature of 
the practice of law puts lawyers in a unique 
situation when it comes to chronic stress.  
Further, lawyers often have stress placed 
on them from clients, the court, colleagues 
and home that can trigger the release of 
stress hormones.  Over time, increased 
levels of cortisol puts you at risk for heart 
disease, high blood pressure, increased 
weight gain and depression.  Not only does 

the reduction in the release of this hor-
mone have health benefits like decreased 
risk of heart disease and lowering of blood 
pressure, when it is reduced, it also allows 
you to stay calm in the face of adversity. 

Meditation is the most direct path to 
becoming mindful and there are many 
different methods and types of meditation.  
Meditation is exercise for the brain, so 
remember that just like lifting weights, it 
may not be easy at first and you may not 
see immediate results, but if you commit 
to taking the time to meditate, you will 
get results.  With practice, you can sculpt 
and train the brain through meditation 
like you sculpt your muscles.  Through 
this training, you can create new brain 
pathways to prevent the mind from getting 
stuck in those counterproductive repeti-
tive thought processes that you may now 
experience. You have likely heard that it 
takes 21 days to form a healthy habit, so 
give meditation time to be incorporated 
into your life. 

When you begin a meditation practice, 
it is important to start slow and take it easy 
on yourself.  To get started, sit comfortably 
and take note of the sensation of your 
breath moving in and out.  In the begin-
ning, it may be easiest to count as you 
focus on your breath; inhale to a count of 
five and exhale to a count of five.  Try for 
just five minutes and work your way up to 
longer sessions over time.  Remember that 
like law, meditation is a practice.  You will 
inevitably get caught up in your wander-
ing thoughts or feel itches or discomfort 

Whitfield & Eddy Law member attorney Kara Sinnard (center) leads colleagues in a guided meditation in the firm’s 
conference room. The relaxation technique allowed participants to clear their minds, focus on relaxed, intentional 
breathing and ultimately relax in a mid-day exercise. Participants include (from left to right) member attorney Mac 
Stanfield, associate attorney Molly Brown, member attorney Nick Cooper and paralegal Tara Smith.
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in your body, but each time you notice your 
thoughts, draw your attention back to the 
breath.  It is also important to realize that the 
mind chatter is not intended to stop, and it 
is not going to stop.  The idea is to recognize 
that your attention is following your thoughts 
and without judgment, bring your attention 
back to your breath.

While, meditating in a quiet space will 
invoke the most change in your mindfulness 
practice, you do not necessarily have to be 
sitting in a quiet space to meditate.  You can 
meditate while practicing yoga (which is a 
moving meditation), taking a walk or embrac-
ing a short break in your day just sitting at 
your desk.  The key is to stay anchored on the 
breath and not on your thoughts.  

Is mindfulness incompatible with the prac-
tice of law?  Will you be giving up your edge?  
Not to worry, mindfulness in and of itself is 
not going to make you ineffective, soft or pas-
sive.  In fact, your focus and attention on the 
present moment can make you a better leader, 
provide more focus to your law practice, and 
increase your creativity.  Because mindfulness 
allows you to consciously interact and react 
to others instead of being compulsive in your 
encounters with others, you will have the 
upper hand.  You can still be aggressive and 
zealous, but you can do so with intention and 
the added bonus of better health. 

While the billable hour may be one of those 
thoughts that constantly pulls at your atten-
tion, that is all the more reason to take some 
time to incorporate mindfulness into your 
day.  Besides, you are likely spending non-bill-
able hours on less productive, less healthy 
endeavors, so make mindfulness a priority.

Recommended reading on mindfulness: Recommended apps for guided meditation:
10% Happier:  How I Tamed the Voice in My Head, Reduced 
Stress Without Losing My Edge, and Found Self-Help That 
Actually Works – A True Story, Dan Harris, 2014 (professional 
national news anchor and meditation skeptic who found a way 
to embrace mindfulness and meditation)

Mindfulness in Plain English, Bhante Henepola Gunaratana, 
2011 (easy to read manual for the beginning meditator)

A New Earth:  Awakening to Your Life’s Purpose, Eckhart Tolle, 
2005 (as a counselor and spiritual teacher, Tolle, describes the 
unconscious identification with one’s thoughts and accumulation 
of old emotional pain)

Headspace headspace.com; free on iTunes and Google Play

Buddhify buddhify.com; $4.99 on iTunes and $2.99 on Google Play

Take a Break! meditationoasis.com/apps/; free on iTunes and Google Play

Stop, Breathe & Think stopbreathethink.org; free on iTunes and Google Play

Isha Krya Meditation ishafoundation.org; free on iTunes and Google Play
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