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Meditation: Wellness Practice for Body, Mind, and Spirit in Later years





    Eugene Alliende

Introduction


Meditation is an ancient practice that has been developed over the course of millennia. Defined as a set of simple techniques that brings the mind to a state of inner peace, concentration, equanimity, spaciousness, and clarity, meditation has been used by various traditions world wide for the aim of personal growth and general wellness. “These techniques are part of an art or technology that has been refined over thousands of years in hundreds of cultures, and constitute the contemplative core of the world’s great religious traditions” (Vaughan & Walsh, 1993, p. 47). The subjective claims of the effects of meditation have been unanimously positive. Reports from both Eastern and Western practitioners have revealed that if consistently practiced, the individual can potentially reach levels of inner wellness that range from extreme relaxation to enlightenment (Goleman, 1988; Mahesh Yogi, 1963; Sivananda, 1959; Suzuki, 1970). As an autonomous science, practitioners of all traditions have described the technology of meditation as a systematic and scientific approach to self-knowledge. Through a series of defined systematic steps, the meditator can validate for him/herself what the ancients have been claiming for thousands of years. Meditation is not a religious faith, but rather a scientific technique that evolves consciousness, spirituality, and insight (Yogananda, 1993).

Even though the subjective claim of millions of practitioners throughout the ages have pointed toward the wondrous effects of meditation, only in the past twenty or thirty years has Western science began to study empirically the effects of this simple practice. In this essay we will review these empirically based studies and their findings. In particular, we will review the studies on a particular meditative technique called “Transcendental Meditation” (TM) as developed and taught to thousands of Westerners by Maharishi Mahesh Yogi. Over 600 studies have been completed on the physiological, psychological, and sociological effects of Transcendental Meditation (TM), making it perhaps the most intensively studied technology in the field of human development. These studies have been conducted at 210 different universities and research institutions in 27 countries, and articles have now appeared in more than 100 scientific journals. 

Following is a selection and review of the research results of only a few of these studies; particularly those demonstrating physiological and psychological effects that increase the overall wellness of the individual.  One particular study describes how meditation may in fact slow down the aging process. As will become apparent however, all studies point towards the miraculous effects of this simple practice, thus making it clear that a consistent practice can keep the body and mind in optimal functioning conditions throughout life. As one moves towards the latter years of life, the various effects of meditation as determined by the empirical findings can increase the potential of a healthier and longer life.  

Review of Research Results


         A series of studies determining the validity of the effects of meditation have been done through observing various physiological responses in individuals during meditation, as compared to non-meditating control groups. There is such a plethora of studies on this subject, that for the purpose of this paper I will condense the findings of various research results into one meta-analysis of the research literature on specific studies. 


One such meta-analysis (a scientific procedure for drawing definitive conclusions from large bodies of research) found that Maharishi’s TM technique produced a significant increase in basal skin resistance compared to eyes-closed rest, indicating profound relaxation. Deep meditation was also indicated by greater decrease in respiration rates and plasma lactate levels compared to ordinary rest (see Figure 1: electronic source- http:/www.tm.org.nz/research.com). These findings concluded that through the techniques of TM there was an empirical difference in the physiological response of an individual when compared to ordinary eyes-closed rest. 


Several studies on the effects of meditation on brain wave activity as observed through electroencephalograph (EEG) brain maps demonstrated that experienced practitioners could enter and sustain alpha brain states. In other words, there was a marked increase in alpha frequency in the frontal cortex- an index correlated to restful alertness (see Figure 2 : electronic source- http:/www.tm.org.nz/research.com). One of the earliest studies demonstrating this effect was done by Anand and associates (1961). They brought a portable EEG unit to India and measured an obliging yogi (practitioner of yoga-meditation) who claimed he could enter a state of samadhi (highest level of meditative consciousness). During meditation, his EEG showed strong, continuous alpha rhythm. When the researchers made loud noises and even touched the yogi’s arm with a hot test tube, there purportedly was no break in the alpha rhythm. The yogi’s failure to show alpha blocking to strong stimulus suggests that, indeed, he was in a state of samadhi-- complete relaxed-restful alertness.


A five year study of medical care utilization statistics on 2,000 people throughout the U.S. who regularly practiced TM found that their overall rate of hospitalization was 56% lower than the norm. The group practicing TM had fewer hospitalization admissions in all disease categories compared to the norm—including 87% less hospitalization for cardiovascular disease, 55% less for cancer, 87% less for diseases of the nervous system, and 73% less for nose, throat, and lung problems (see Figure 3: electronic source-http:/www.tm.org.nz/research.com).


Another meta-analysis of research findings suggests that TM may help in slowing down of the aging process. Biological age measures how old a person is physiologically. As a group, long-term meditators who had been practicing TM for more than five years were physiologically 12 years younger than their chronological age, as measured by reduction of blood pressure, and better near-point vision and auditory discrimination. Short-term meditators were physiologically five years younger than their chronological age. The study statistically controlled for the effects of diet and exercise, where the control group and the meditating group had similar life-styles barring meditation (see Figure 4:  electronic source-http:/www.tm.org.nz/research.com). 


   Other studies demonstrating the possibility that meditation may slow down the aging process were done by Schneider (1999). His most recent study showed that TM lowers levels of serum lipid peroxide. High levels of serum lipid peroxide—a sign of oxidative stress due to the presence of free radicals—have been shown to be an important factor in the formation of atherosclerosis and is directly associated with aging. 

In this study, 41 elderly subjects with an average age of 67 were recruited from the same Mid-western town. Eighteen were long-term TM practitioners (average length of practice: 16.5 years). Twenty-three were controls who were not practicing a formal stress management technique. Subjects in both groups were of similar age, gender, level of education, and had normal health conditions.


The results showed that the group practicing the TM technique had 15% lower serum lipid peroxide levels compared to the controls. No significant differences were found between the two groups in regards to smoking, fat intake or vitamin supplementation. The TM group also had lower red meat consumption, but matched subgroup analysis and partial correlations did not show a relationship between red meat intake and lipid peroxide levels. Dr. Schneir remarked; “these findings suggest that we may be able to reduce atherosclerosis and slow the aging process through the TM technique, which appears to have a balancing effect on neurophysiological functioning. The data underscores the importance of the development of consciousness in positively affecting physiological states like serum lipid peroxide levels. The TM program appears to trigger an innate mechanism which enlivens the body’s inner intelligence to repair itself and prevent disease and aging” (1999, p. 8).


In the last two years, the American Heart Association’s journal Hypertension published two studies reporting, among other findings, that the TM technique reduced high blood pressure as effectively as antihypertensive medications, but without negative side effects. One such study conducted by Barnes (1999) revealed that meditation reduces blood vessel constriction and thus lowers blood pressure. This small study compared a group of 14 healthy non-meditating adults with 18 people who practiced regular TM. In one test, the meditators’ veins were 6.5% less constricted, while in the other group, who were told simply to relax, constriction of the veins increased by 1.6%. According to Barnes, transcendental meditation may help by either decreasing the body's production of endotehlin-1, a hormone that causes veins to tighten up, or increasing production of nitric oxide, which helps them to dilate.


Another study done by Becker (1999) at the Medical College of Georgia looked at the way in which TM decreases blood pressure, constriction of blood vessels, and how it affects the heart’s output. Researchers conducted 2 tests with 18 long-term daily TM practitioners and a control group of healthy middle-aged adults who did not meditate. In the first test, both groups were at rest with eyes open. In the second test, for the TM group only, participants were told to close their eyes and “begin meditating.” For the control group only, participants were told to close their eyes and “relax as completely as possible.”


Measurements were taken before, during, and after each session. The participants cardiac output, vasoconstriction, heart rate, heart stroke volume, and blood pressure were measured with blood pressure cuffs and 2 sets of tetrapolar electrodes, one emitting current and the other sensing for thoracic bioimpedance-derived measures of stroke volume. 


During the 20-minute resting session, the TM group showed significant decrease in systolic blood pressure and vasoconstriction while meditating, compared with increases in the control group while resting. “For years we’ve known that long-term practitioners of  TM generally have lower blood pressure than others of the same age,” says Becker, “we are now beginning to understand the underlying mechanisms responsible for the beneficial influence of TM on risk factors for heart disease. One of these mechanisms may be reduced blood pressure related to reduced vasoconstriction” (1999, p. 32).         


Most studies presented in this paper were not longitudinal. In other words, the samples were either experienced meditators or non-meditators. The hypothesis is that one must meditate for a while (average of five years) before major physiological and psychological differences can be measured and observed. These studies were made on samples of average people, with similar life-style backgrounds, age, and level of education. The only difference between the experimental group and the control group was the practice or non-practice of meditation. For the purpose of these studies, the comparative analysis of physical and mental processes in meditators and non-meditators was the data being sought.

Theory and Practice


How is it that through this simple practice one can increase dramatically the level of physical and mental wellbeing, and eventually lengthen the life span of an individual? To understand how this causal relationship between the practice of meditation and overall health can occur, the actual procedure and technique of meditation must be explored. The following description is an over simplified explanation of one of many meditative techniques. Since much of the data comes from the specific Transcendental Meditation, this is the practice that we will focus on. I encourage the reader to objectively explore on their own the effects of meditation through individual practice and introspection. 


First find a quiet place where there will be no disturbances for the next twenty minutes. One can meditate for any length of time, but as a general rule, the longer one sits the deeper and more drastic the results are. Next, find a comfortable position where your body can relax. Preferably the head, neck, and spine should be aligned for the free flow of energy and air. After a couple of deep breaths and after the body has settled down, close your eyes and place your attention on the rise and fall of the breath. With every exhale release any physical tension, allowing the body to fully relax. After the body is in a more or less relaxed state, allow the exhale to release any mental or emotional tensions. One’s attention and focus should be on the rise and fall of the breath. Any time a though, emotion or sensation arises, simply notice it, let it go through the exhale, and bring the attention or awareness back to the breath. The breath should be your center; always allowing your awareness to return to the gentle rise and fall of the breath. Thoughts will keep surfacing; the practice is not to repress them but to acknowledge them, let them go, and return to the center of the inhaling/ exhaling breath. Keep your awareness in an open, relaxed, and receptive state; always returning to the breath and letting go of the surfacing contents of the mind.


Eventually the mind will begin to calm down, and the frequency of thoughts will decrease. According to Maharishi Mahesh Yogi (1963), “the way to experience the transcendental Being is to experience thoughts in their infant state of development, enabling the conscious mind to arrive systematically at the source of thought, the field of pure Awareness” (p. 46). As ones inner focus deepens, and as the frequency of thoughts diminish, one is able to directly observe the subtle aspects of the surfacing thoughts. Eventually arriving at the source or substrate of the thoughts themselves, called pure Awareness, one enters a deep state of serenity, peace, and calmness. The mind clears, and one enters directly a state of complete fulfillment (Goleman, 1988; Sivananda, 1959; Suzuki, 1970).


The physiological manifestations occur as a consequence to the psychological component of meditation. As one allows the mind’s contents to unfold and unwind through a mindful witnessing of the impermanent flow of thoughts, emotions, and sensations, the body-mind system begins to relax. Conscious breathing increases the oxygenation to all body parts, allowing increased nourishment to tissues, organs, and brain. The body begins to slowly unwind from its usual and habitual state of tension and stress. This results in a slowing down of the heart rate, lowering of blood pressure, decreased sympathetic arousal, loosening of tense muscles, increase in alpha wave brain activity, and eventually a decreased need for oxygen. One can verify these results from just one sitting, as a marked difference is observed in the body-mind’s state of arousal after meditation.


As one goes into deeper state of relaxation, the decrease in respiration rate and the decrease in plasma lactate levels directly affect the heart rate and blood pressure of the individual. The drastic and conscious decrease of physical-mental activity allows the body’s energy to focus on other processes, such as immune activity and the innate healing response of the body.


“Considering that an estimated 60 to 90 percent of all doctor office visits may be stress-related, the benefits of meditation become obvious” (Harris, 1998). Under stress, there is enhanced sympathetic nervous system activity, and elevated blood pressure, heart rate, and respiration. Circulation changes and blood moves away from the periphery into muscles and vital organs. This is why a person often looks pale when they’re stressed out. In this state, learning ability and other mental functioning tend to be inhibited. The stress response is also marked by low amplitude, high frequency beta wave patterns in the brain. 


As was seen from the example of a couple of empirical findings on the meditative state, it becomes apparent that the meditative state is the exact psycho-physiological opposite of the stress state (Harris, 1998). Furthermore, 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 root. Once our body is allowed to relax, it can take up its natural tendency for re-generation and healing. Healing is innate to the body, and if we block those nourishing energies with the constant distraction of the highly specialized stress response, the regenerative and healing mechanisms will not be able to function at their optimal level.       

Conclusion


Through this brief introduction to meditation, its psycho-physiological effects, and some of the empirical research findings, we begin to see how such a practice might slow down the aging process. Consistent practice enables a person to consciously de-stress their system. This allows for a calmer psychology, and the consequent physiological states. As the body-mind is allowed to relax, the re-generation process and healing mechanisms of the body work at a more efficient, consistent, and optimal rate. This is due to the various physiological responses (i.e. decreased heart rate, blood pressure, decreased levels of serum lipid peroxide, etc.) that have been directly correlated to the practice of meditation. It is not hard to see how such benefits could prolong a human life substantially, and optimize its overall wellness dramatically. Even though Western science has recently began to tackle, explore, and discover the wondrous effects of providing moments of peace and silence to ones life, the subjective data has been around for millennia. The aging process cannot be stopped, but through the right practices it can be slowed down drastically. The techniques are there, and through more scientific research we will prove that time out from the daily rounds of stress is invaluable to the general health of all people. 
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