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Stress is an adaptive response that is essential for an organism’s survival.  In the presence of environmental threats we have evolved response mechanisms that react and prepare the organism for ‘fight or flight’.  Since threats are usually spontaneous events that occur without much warning, our bodies have developed an autonomic response that functions generally at an unconscious level.  As the stressor ‘attacks’ or threatens the organism, the body shifts into a mode that affects the entire organism’s state of being.  Muscles tense up, as the brain sends messages to the adrenal gland telling it to start secreting adrenaline, which up levels the organisms strength, energy and stamina.  The heart rate goes up, pumping more blood to energize the muscles, and sending increased amounts of oxygen to all body parts as the breath quickens.  In short, life has evolved an intricate and complex series of interconnected processes that has allowed for its delicate survival in the most hostile environments.  These responses are finely tuned to environmental stimuli and usually function at an unconscious/instinctive level.


As Kenneth Pelletier so eloquently describes in his article, these stress reactions do take a toll on the body; particularly in the presence of prolonged stress.  In today’s world we face a whole new range of stressors that constantly influence our body-mind systems at the more basic levels of our being that still function the same way as in our animal ancestors.  Our bodies still carry the more primitive programs of survival that work from a more instinctual/ unconscious basis, thus reacting spontaneously to every situation that the body senses as a potential threat.  This is fine, even crucial under certain situations, but the problem we face today is that our daily lives are full of what the body registers as potential threats.  Our bodies do not differentiate between the loud honks of  passing trucks and an attacking lion, for instance.  They are both environmental stimuli that shift the body into a tense alertness prepared for fight or flight, since the mechanism that deals with this information is archaic and primitive and does not differentiate between the two.  Furthermore, we humans deal with a whole new spectrum of stressors that our primitive ancestors never had to deal with.  These are mental and emotional pessures that instigate similar organismic responses as do the environmental and physical stressors.  Deadlines at work, emotional obligations, fulfilling schedules, dealing with traffic, the constant stimulation of city noise, the depressing daily news, the pollution on the streets and in the air, etc.. All these factors the body deals with in the same manner as it does when responding to the possibility of becoming someone’s dinner.  In other words the same basic mechanism is at work, and thus the highly aroused physical system operates in this manner all the time in the human world.  The design is specific to emergency responses, not for everyday activity.  


In light of these understandings we can begin to see how the intricate web of the mind-body system works, particularly in regards to illness and health.  As Pelletier mentions, under constant stress our body begins to break down and become susceptible to illness.  Since most people’s everyday reality is constantly bombarded with stressors, the body has no method for recuperating and regenerating itself.  Even during sleep the residues of a stressful day inhibit total rest, thus tension and eventual breakdown.  It thus becomes obvious that a method for managing stress, not suppressing for that only amplifies the stress, is needed if we are to stay healthy.  The method now in the spotlight is meditation.


Meditation has been used for quieting the body-mind system for millennia, and only recently has it been “scientifically” researched and studied; particularly in its physiological effects.  Since today's stress mainly stems from psychological factors, meditation is an ideal practice that enables the management of such activity.  The psycho-physiological connection is important here, for in that understanding we can come to terms with our stress and realize that much of our physical ailments and illnesses have their origin in the stressed out mind.  Psychological stress, from work or school for example, triggers physiological stress reactions that tense up the body.  The body is thus in a state of prolonged stress and tension, inhibiting the natural tendency for rest and recuperation.  This then manifests in a series of physiological symptoms such as headaches, muscular tensions, prolonged nervousness, high blood pressure, and a lowering of the body’s immune system (which makes the body susceptible to an entire range of diseases and pathologies).


In the practice of meditation an individual makes time and space for hirself.  S/he sits and consciously relaxes the body as s/he takes deep breaths allowing for an increase of oxygen intake.  The mind is turned inward and the person gently allows the mind’s contents to unfold and unwind from the ‘normal’ state of psychological tension.  There is no effort or struggle, just a mindful witnessing of the impermanent flow of thoughts, emotions, and sensations.  Some physiological responses to this conscious attempt to relax have been documented in extensive research programs.  Some reported physiological effects are a lowering of blood pressure, a slowing down of the heart rate, decreased sympathetic arousal, a decreased need for oxygen, a less tense body state, and an increased alpha wave brain activity.  All these factors demonstrate that through meditation an individual can reach high levels of relaxation.  In fact, Pelletier explains that the meditative state is the exact psycho-physiological opposite of the stress state.  If such is the case, then meditation might just be what the doctor ordered for our stressed out world.  In a profound state of relaxation the body’s energy focuses on self-regeneration, thus with the practice of meditation we can begin to tackle our ailments that inhibit optimal wellness at their very roots.  Once our body is allowed to relax, it can take up its natural tendency for re-generation and healing.  Healing is innate in nature, in fact it is the very force that drives evolution, and if we block those nourishing energies with the constant distractions of the highly specialized stress response, the regenerative and healing mechanisms will not be able to do their magic.  It thus becomes apparent that in order to function optimally and to live in a sate of health, we must re-balance our system by allowing moments of peace and silence and rest.  Only then will we be able to successfully juggle the many stresses that life brings moment to moment.           

