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For Teachers of Transcendental Meditation
INTRODUCTION
Picture someone who teaches meditation, and I am probably not that person. I am often dressed in a suit, for one, and my offices are in Midtown Manhattan. I am not at all New Agey. I am a natural skeptic, and I am even more obsessed with science than I am with baseball, which is to say, very. I am not into woo-woo stuff. My friends have a running joke about me: “How can a vegetarian be such a meat-and-potatoes guy?” I like things to be simple, practical, and thoroughly, unassailably logical.
And for more than forty-five years, teaching the Transcendental Meditation technique has been my full-time job. The technique comes from the oldest continuous meditation tradition in the world. There is no philosophy, change in lifestyle, or religion involved in its practice. For well over five thousand years, the TM technique was passed down from teacher to student, one to one: never in groups, never from a book. It has roots in the ancient noble warrior classes, where acting out of fear or anger brought disaster and defeat. Today it is for all of us who seek greater balance in life as well as more creativity, better health, less stress—and happiness.
Over those thousands of years, the TM technique has been honed to twenty minutes, twice a day: once in the morning, ideally before breakfast; and again in the late afternoon or early evening, ideally before dinner. You learn this meditation from a professionally trained teacher who will instruct you in a one-to-one session. He or she will give you your own mantra—a word or sound that has no meaning associated with it—and teach you how to think it properly, which means easily, effortlessly, and silently. You’ll learn that you don’t need to push out thoughts, or watch your breath, or monitor sensations in your body, or visualize anything. You’ll also learn that there is no need to sit in any particular position. You can sit up comfortably in a chair at home, at work, on a train or plane; on a park bench—basically, wherever it’s comfortable. The morning session wakes up your brain and gives you energy and resilience so that the demands and challenges of the day don’t stress you out. Then you meditate once again, ideally in the late afternoon or early evening before dinner, to start the next part of your day fresh. Twice a day, TM gives you a reset.
I have taught many thousands of people to meditate. My students are the leaders of Fortune 100 companies and are cashiers in small family shops. They go to private colleges and urban schools. They are Christians, Jews, Buddhists, Muslims, and Hindus, or they practice no religion whatsoever. They run the gamut from professional athletes to people living in homeless shelters. Whomever I am sitting across from—whether it’s a CEO of one of the world’s largest financial institutions or a single working mom with two young children at home or a veteran who hasn’t slept more than two hours a night for months—they have the same look in their eyes when they come to me to talk about meditation. They are ready for something better, they are ready for a change.
I was in their shoes once, and I was perhaps more skeptical than any of them. In 1969 I was a university student with a nagging sense that there had to be something more I could be doing to be happier, healthier, more productive. I saw far too many people who had acquired the things that are supposed to make you that way, and yet they were often too stressed with too much worry, and, too often, unhappy. A friend whom I trusted, who had observed my own spiking stress levels from too much school pressure, suggested I might like Transcendental Meditation. I balked. I wasn’t interested. Meditation wasn’t even a word in my vocabulary. I was (and am) a very practical, down-to-earth, active kind of a guy. My trajectory was to go to law school so that I could run for public office and ultimately become a US senator. I wanted to help change the world. (Yes, we thought those things then.) Sitting around “meditating” didn’t fit into my life view.
But I wasn’t sleeping well, and my memory was flagging, and I did respect my friend’s opinion, so I decided to at least give TM a try. Despite my initial reticence and skepticism, I found the experience to be marked, significant, real. It was astonishingly easy to do, deeply relaxing, and yet incredibly energizing, like nothing I had experienced before. From the very start, I knew that, somehow, I wanted to teach this to people; and, in particular, I wanted to teach it to inner-city school kids. A few years later, in January 1972, I took a semester off from my studies and enrolled in a graduate-level five-month TM teacher training course led by Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, himself a university-trained physicist and the foremost meditation teacher of this generation. During the course, Maharishi and a team of brain scientists, physicians, and psychologists explored ancient and modern insights into the science of consciousness, as well as the impact of stress and trauma on the brain and nervous system. We learned the unique mechanics of the TM practice and the role of this meditation for unfolding the seemingly limitless creativity and intelligence within the human mind, as well as its ability to address effectively many of society’s intractable ills. Most importantly, Maharishi taught us the simple yet precise technique of how to personally teach any individual to transcend—to effortlessly access the deep stillness that lies within every human being—in a way that was tailored specifically for that person.
From his earliest days of teaching TM in the world in 1958, Maharishi focused on researching and understanding the science of Transcendental Meditation. He challenged doctors at Harvard, UCLA, and other medical schools to study the neurophysiological changes both during and after the technique. The results are abundantly clear today. Since then, more than four hundred scientific studies have shown the wide-ranging benefits of the TM technique for improving brain and cognitive functioning, cardiovascular health, and emotional well-being. These studies have been published in top peer-reviewed science journals, including the American Medical Association’s JAMA Internal Medicine, and the American Heart Association’s journals Stroke and Hypertension. (To be clear, it matters greatly that this research is peer-reviewed. Medical peer review means that experts are evaluating the credibility of the study, and also ensuring that the clinicians involved meet established standards of care.) The US National Institutes of Health has provided tens of millions of dollars to study TM’s effects on stress and heart health, while the US Department of Defense has awarded several million dollars to study its impact on post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) in veterans returning from combat in Iraq and Afghanistan.
The change has taken time, but the Transcendental Meditation technique is now recognized as a powerful treatment and preventative modality for so many of the stress-based disorders of our time—as well as an immensely practical tool to markedly improve health and performance. In the same way that we now recognize the importance of exercise and eating healthy, the world has come a long way with regards to understanding the critical importance of meditation in general and Transcendental Meditation in particular.
That certainly was not always the case. When I first began my work, sometimes the fastest way to end a conversation was to say I was a meditation teacher. Now, if someone asks me what I do, they lean in as I say that I run a nonprofit that teaches Transcendental Meditation. The person’s eyes usually widen, and he or she says, “Oh, I could really use that.”
So what happened? Why is there so much interest in meditation? I attribute it to a perfect storm of three factors:
One, we are living in an epidemic of stress. We face more toxic stress now than at any other time in history. It compromises the immune system, stunts cognitive and emotional development, and raises blood pressure, the latter of which puts tens of millions of people at risk for cardiovascular disease—the number one killer of our age. Toxic stress also helps fuel a challenging range of disorders: eating, sleeping, learning, obsessive-compulsive, bipolar, and more. It speeds the aging process and shortens life spans. Day to day, stress fills us with so much tension and anxiety that it is often difficult to even enjoy the little things that used to make us happy.
I travel a lot for my work, and I can see this stress in the faces of people I meet. No matter who they are, what they do, or where they come from, they tell me that too often they overreact to small irritants, much less life’s bigger challenges. They admit recoiling from a cell phone’s incessant ring, and they awaken to a jammed email inbox with dread. It’s not their imagination: stress, in fact, heightens our sensitivity to new stress triggers. In other words, stress begets more stress. Without any exaggeration—and to be brutally blunt about it—stress kills.
And now we are in constant contact, living in a 24/7 plugged-in world that never, ever stops. We are glutted by information, demands, and sensory input. We are on an endless loop of requests to read, review, make a decision, keep, delete, reply, and move to the next request. The more success we achieve, the more high-stakes decisions we are forced to make.
Yes, a lot of people are seriously overworked, and yes, a lot of people don’t like their jobs. But I also meet people all the time who love their work and relish pressure. They wish there were more hours in the day to get things done. People at the top of their game love to be challenged. But whether you love or hate your job, you can still pay the physical and emotional tolls of stress. You can enjoy your work but still struggle to do it effectively if it’s hard to get out of bed because you wake up feeling worn out or dragged down by a relentless undercurrent of anxiety. Or maybe you wake up superenergized, but that energy wanes in the early afternoon, and even those cups of coffee don’t give you the buzz you need to get through the day. Things that hadn’t bothered you before are starting to bother you now. You don’t remember things like you used to. It’s harder to concentrate for extended periods of time. For the first time, you find yourself getting tension headaches or relying on sleeping pills to make it through the night.
It’s a downward spiral. You’ve read the diagnosis and the prognosis, and neither is pretty. Stress costs US businesses upward of $300 billion a year thanks to overworked employees becoming disengaged, drained, unfocused, and burned out.1 In the United Kingdom, stress is the most common reason employees take long-term sick leave—more than repetitive stress injuries, heart disease, and cancer.2 And in Japan, the government has officially classified toxic stress as a fatal phenomenon, with the Ministry of Health, Labour, and Welfare collecting statistics on karoshi (death from overwork) since 1987.3
And we are starting our children on this path at younger and younger ages. I recently visited a classroom of second graders. I looked at all these little faces as I explained the work I do. In gentle terms, I talked about adults feeling stressed, and I asked casually, “How many of you feel stressed?”
Every single hand went up. Second graders! I was stunned. Stress doesn’t affect just those kids who deal with scarcity and violence and unstable home lives. Pediatricians are seeing more and more children from more affluent homes with adult levels of anxiety linked to performance pressure.
So we know we have a problem, and we know we need a solution. The second reason for the surge of interest in meditation is that there is no magic pill to save us from the epidemic. That’s usually where we go for the answer: to the medicine cabinet. Sure, there is a zillion-dollar treasure chest of drugs to manage all those crippling stress-related ailments. We take Ambien to sleep, Xanax to calm nerves, and Adderall to enhance performance at work. Or we go “over the counter,” so to speak, to mask the symptoms by drinking multiple cups of coffee to make it through the day. Then maybe several glasses of wine to slow down for the evening. And kids, at earlier and earlier ages, are already reliant on antidepressant and antianxiety medications and drugs to control attention disorders.
But, in truth, we get little from the pharmaceutical companies to actually prevent or cure toxic stress. The American Psychological Association concluded that its 2014 national study “portrays a picture of high stress and ineffective coping mechanisms that appear to be ingrained in our culture, perpetuating unhealthy lifestyles and behaviors for future generations.”4 The drugs from Big Pharma often prove ineffective—and those that do work can come with hazardous side effects. As the stakes get higher and higher, more and more people are naturally drawn to look elsewhere for a solution.
Which brings us to the third reason for the explosion of interest in meditation: science, science, and more science. There is so much evidence validating the benefits of meditation that even the most skeptical among us has to (perhaps begrudgingly) acknowledge that something significant, something important, is going on when we meditate.
But what does it mean to “meditate”? There is so much buzz about meditation and “mindfulness” in the popular culture, but there is also so much confusion. What is it, exactly?
When I talk about meditation, I use an analogy. I tell my students, You are in a little boat in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean, and for as far as you can see, there is an expanse of blue.
But all of a sudden, the water begins to get choppy, and you find yourself surrounded by huge, thirty-foot waves. You could easily think, “The whole ocean is in upheaval!”
The whole ocean? Not really. Because if you could look at a cross section downward, you would see that only the surface is in turmoil. The Atlantic is several miles deep, and at its depth, the ocean is very, very calm. Down there is an unbounded expanse of peace and tranquility, entirely undisturbed by the turbulence above.
Like the waves on the surface of the ocean, the surface of the mind can be active—even noisy and turbulent. Some characterize the surface of the mind as the “monkey mind.” I like to call it the “gotta-gotta-gotta” mind. The hyperactive type A mind is always thinking, “I gotta do this. I gotta do that. I gotta call him. I gotta call her. I gotta make a list. Then I gotta find the list. Then I gotta make a new list. I gotta slow down. I gotta get going. I gotta get to sleep, I gotta get up.”
Sound familiar?
Pretty much everyone knows the experience. And pretty much everyone has had the thought, at one time or another, “I’d like a break from the mental noise; from the constant mental chatter. I’d like some inner stillness, some inner clarity, some inner creativity, some inner focus, some inner peace.”
The operative word there is inner. And the question is, is there such a thing as an inner? And if so, how do we get there?
“How we get there” has been the domain of meditation since times immemorial. Meditation has long been associated with ideas of inner equanimity, clarity, focus, creativity, strength. But, again, there are so many different types of meditation. Are they all the same? Do they all work?
I have been practicing and teaching meditation for a very long time. In the early days of my practice, the words “I meditate”—if they were taken seriously—would often be translated to mean “I jog,” “I listen to soothing music,” “I follow my thoughts come and go,” “I breathe deeply,” or “I repeat a sound in my head.” Everything was grouped under the big-top tent of “meditating.”
But now that assumption no longer holds up. From brain science we know that there are basically three different approaches to meditation. This is because every discrete experience changes the brain in a discrete way: your brain responds differently if you listen to classical music or electronic music, if you watch a romantic comedy or a horror movie. In the same way, scientists have found marked, and important, differences in the way the brain functions during these different practices. Likewise, the cardiovascular, respiratory, and nervous systems each respond differently to each meditation technique.
Understanding the three approaches is important because each requires different degrees of effort and difficulty to practice; each impacts the brain differently; and each produces different outcomes for the health of mind and body.
These three techniques are Focused Attention, Open Monitoring, and Automatic Self-Transcending.5
Focused Attention includes the classic depiction of meditation in popular culture: someone sitting upright, cross-legged on a floor or pillow, eyes closed, and absorbed in a state of unwavering, deep inner peace. If you’ve ever gone to a yoga class, you’ve likely encountered this approach. Thoughts are seen as the disrupter of mental calm, so you are asked to minimize—or better yet, stop—your wandering “monkey” mind, to clear your mind of thoughts.
To return to the ocean analogy, trying to clear your mind of thoughts is like trying to stop every wave on the surface of the ocean. It takes moment-to-moment hypervigilance, and for many people, it is a lot of work. Some even give up, insisting, “I can’t do it. Meditation isn’t for me.”
How do Focused Attention techniques impact the brain? One way to tell is through electroencephalography (EEG), which measures the electrical activity of the brain. EEG readouts measured while test subjects practice Focused Attention show that these techniques enliven gamma brain waves in the left prefrontal cortex, the brain’s decision maker. This means that the electrical activity in the brain reaches a frequency per second of about 20 to 50 hertz (Hz), or cycles per second. You see a similar result when a student concentrates on a math problem—which makes sense, because gamma waves are found when one is engaged in a challenging task.
In contrast to attempting to clear the mind of thoughts, the second category of meditation, Open Monitoring, is about learning to observe thoughts dispassionately, without judgment, as they come and go. This is because thoughts themselves are not seen as the potential disrupter of calm, but rather it is the content or meaning of thoughts that can disrupt. So you learn to have thoughts about annoyances at work or a reoccurring grievance with a partner while remaining calm, unaffected, and present.
Back to the ocean analogy. Now you’re in that little boat, and instead of trying to stop the waves, you are observing them rise and fall without emotion. In the process, you’re generating theta brain waves, with the electrical patterns slowing to about 6 to 8 Hz, close to the onset of dreams. Theta waves are associated with creativity, daydreaming, and memory tasks. Several studies on mindfulness practices, many of which are included in the Opening Monitoring classification, also show alpha-2 brain waves (10 to 12 Hz) in the back of the brain. These waves are associated with turning off brain areas—in this case, the visual system—and beta waves (16 to 20 Hz), which means that you are actively engaged in directing your attention. In addition, neural imaging shows that such mindfulness practices activate the anterior cingulate cortices, which are involved in emotions, learning, and memory.
Open Monitoring can help you become more present and centered during stressful experiences. It can help calm your amygdala—the area of the brain that governs emotions and emotional behavior—so that you don’t overreact to a situation. You can take a few minutes, breathe deeply, conduct a scan of how you are reacting, calm yourself, and reenter the fray. For many, it is a useful and practical coping tool.
Open Monitoring is a cognitive process like Focused Attention. By definition, it keeps your attention in the present moment—on the level of attending to the surface thinking level of the mind.
I have been fortunate to learn Focused Attention and Open Monitoring from some of the best instructors, so I know firsthand that there is value to both practices. But the one that I have practiced regularly for nearly fifty years—the one that I find the easiest to do and that delivers the most immediate and long-term benefits to mind and body—is the third type: Automatic Self-Transcending.
Transcendental Meditation is in this category. Let’s return to the ocean analogy yet again: there are active, often turbulent waves on the surface, but there is calm at its depth. In the same way, we hypothesize that while the mind is active on the surface, deep within is a level that is calm yet alert; silent yet wide awake. The ancient meditation texts refer to it as the “source of thought” or “pure consciousness”—a field of limitless creativity, intelligence, and energy within. Scientists give it a more clinical description: a state of “restful alertness.” It is there. Deep within. Right now and at all times. Believe it or not. The problem is, we have lost access to it.
The purpose of TM is to open the door to this unbounded field. There is no concentration or control of the mind; nothing guided; no suggestion or passive observation. Instead, TM simply allows the active-thinking mind to settle down to its own state of inner stillness at the deepest level of awareness, one that actually transcends, or goes beyond, all thoughts and feelings. It is your own quiet inner self, before you start thinking and creating and planning and making lists and deciding and worrying and celebrating. It’s always been there, within you. It just gets lost or overshadowed easily by the constant noise and distractions of the day.
In the context of the ocean analogy, we don’t try to control those turbulent waves on the surface, and we don’t watch them dispassionately, either. We simply access the calm at the ocean’s depth.
It’s like a sprinter who decelerates from a fast run, to a slow jog, to a leisurely walk, to standing still, to sitting down. Same guy, just different degrees of activity. Easy.
EEG readouts and brain imaging reveal that Transcendental Meditation strengthens the neural connections between the different areas of the brain, including within the prefrontal cortex, to promote better learning and decision making. It calms the amygdala, the sensitive stress alarm center in your brain, which is important because a hyperaroused amygdala makes you overreact to both small glitches and big challenges in your day. Or it can immobilize you, making you shy away from new but doable challenges.
During TM practice, your brain wave signature shifts to alpha-1 (8 to 10 Hz), which is seen mostly in the front of the brain, the prefrontal cortex. Alpha-1 indicates that the mind is deeply rested, reflective, and wide awake. TM activates the default mode network, a large-scale network in the brain that is tied to improved creativity and decision making. It also acts on the nucleus accumbens, the brain’s reward center, which is associated with happiness and even euphoria. At the same time, there is increased blood flow to the brain, which means your brain is getting more nourishment. Finally, and uniquely, the body gains a profound state of rest and relaxation that goes along with heightened mental alertness. This means that TM provides more than just rest. It produces deep rest and inner alertness, together—or, as I said, a unique state of restful alertness.
The experience of restful alertness triggers a constellation of neurophysiological and biochemical changes in your body, including a reduction in high blood pressure; a decrease in galvanic skin response, which is an indicator of deep physiological calm; a 30 percent reduction in the stress hormone cortisol; and an increase of serotonin, which is the neurotransmitter, or brain chemical, associated with mood balance and happiness. Your body does this automatically as your brain functions in a more integrated, coherent style. And here’s the important thing: these effects are cumulative. The benefits of meditation last throughout the day, many hours after you’ve finished your twenty minutes.
My friend and student Dr. Peter Attia sometimes prescribes TM to those who come to his offices in New York City and San Diego. Dr. Attia was a surgeon at Johns Hopkins Hospital, a surgical oncology fellow at the National Cancer Institute, and has been mentored by the foremost lipidologists, endocrinologists, gynecologists, sleep physiologists, and longevity scientists in North America. This ultrafit doctor is so consumed by his interest in human physiology that he wears a continuous glucose monitor 24/7 and a device to accurately measure his sleep quality through heart rate variability every night. He is his own case study in the pursuit of physiological excellence. His passion is his practice, Attia Medical, where his focus is the applied science of longevity and optimal performance. His clients are superstars in their fields; the kind of people working at peak performance. Now many are doing TM at his suggestion.
“I have this joke in my practice,” Dr. Attia says. “I don’t have anything against a Toyota, but I don’t enjoy tuning Toyotas—I want to tune up Ferraris.” The metaphor describes his patients perfectly. “When you are racing at the limit of the machine, like a Ferrari,” he says, “everything matters. It’s just sometimes more obvious when you make an improvement under high-stress conditions, and by stress, I don’t mean physiological stress. I mean aggregate stress, like the stress of the machine.”
Most of his patients, male and female, are total alphas who want to work longer and harder, start more companies, sit on more corporate boards—basically, change the world in one way or another. While the challenges that his patients thrive on get them on the front page of the Wall Street Journal, the accompanying stress of their work can kill them. “If the model is that the only way we’re going to fix someone is to prevent all the stressors, I think we’re playing a lot of whack-a-mole,” he told me. “A smarter strategy is, ‘Can we fix how you respond to stress?’ Meditation, broadly speaking, is a tool. And in my opinion, TM is a great application of that tool.”
Just about everyone I teach—the money manager navigating an unstable market, the parent holding two jobs to make ends meet, or the graduate school student feeling the pressure of an impending doctoral dissertation—says they want to continue to perform at higher and higher levels. At the same time, they don’t want to be stressed out, staying awake all night. Meditation, properly understood and practiced, addresses both of these concerns in one stroke by accessing the field of silence, creativity, and energy within. That is the strength in stillness.
You will see that this book is composed of three pillars. In the first, I explain exactly what the TM technique is, how it works, what it does, and where it comes from. The second pillar will take you through what you can expect as you learn the practice, and there we will go deeper into medical and brain research showing exactly how TM heals your body, improves your reactions to stress, and optimizes brain function.
The third pillar serves as an inspiration and guide as you start on this path to develop your full creative innermost self. In this final pillar you’ll meet people from all walks of life—CEOs, artists, veterans, and students—who have seen TM change their lives for the better. I will also share more of my own journey, and talk about what the TM technique has done for me. Throughout, I present Meditative Moments where you will hear directly from people about what it feels like to meditate, and more importantly, how it makes them feel throughout the rest of the day.
MEDITATIVE MOMENT
The Secret Weapon
Orin Snyder is not afraid of the word win. Considered one of the top trial lawyers in the world, Orin has represented Facebook and Bob Dylan, handled billion-dollar lawsuits, and earned his rep as an “attack dog” and the “deadliest lawyer in tech.” We met recently in his corner office at the law firm Gibson Dunn, high up in Manhattan’s MetLife Building, to talk about how TM has helped him become an even fiercer advocate for his clients.
I’ve always been active and athletic, but two years ago, I started weight training around the same time I started meditating. I see them as close relatives. If you regularly lift weights for forty minutes a day, you will develop physical musculature. That investment of forty minutes completely transforms your body. The same is true for TM: if you meditate for twenty minutes twice a day, you will develop what I like to call the “chill muscle” that right now is inert in so many of us.
I learned to meditate first and foremost so I could have more calm in my inner life. I wanted to worry less. Meditation delivered—and has been a game-changer in terms of my own personal happiness. But my regular meditation practice also produced unanticipated benefits in my professional life. TM makes me more effective as an advocate for my clients because it makes me less reactive and gives me enhanced clarity.
Across all industries and professional endeavors, meditation can serve as a potent secret weapon. I call it the X factor in achieving transcendence in your professional life. Transcendence in the workplace translates into winning. Whether you’re a hedge fund trader, lawyer, or ballerina, TM helps get you to the next level in your professional pursuits by strengthening your focus and resolve. I often hear people say that TM is only for people who are interested in a serene interior life or a world of communal living in some post-utopian society free of conflict or competition. That is a myth.
I’ll give you an example. I often have to fly to the West Coast for work. Last year alone I took fifteen or more trips. I usually have to execute a particular assignment on arrival, whether it’s a court hearing, board meeting, or client presentation. Oftentimes I’m exhausted, and I always have multiple demands on my time and on my mental focus.
Recently I flew to California for an important meeting. I woke up at four in the morning for a six o’clock flight, and for seven hours on the plane I worked intensely to prepare a presentation. I arrived, the presentation went smoothly, and I turned around and got right back on a red-eye flight back to New York that same day. I was utterly exhausted, but instead of sleeping, I worked to prepare for another meeting the next morning. I was cramming without much sleep, and while I landed at JFK at dawn prepared substantively, I was spent.
I went home to shower, shave, and put on a new suit. I got in a taxi uptown and headed to midtown for the meeting at my office. I could have fallen asleep right then and there, but it was obvious what I needed to do: meditate. I was drawn to it like a dog to a bone. Happily, traffic on Park Avenue cooperated, and we hit massive gridlock. Despite honking horns and cursing taxi drivers, I closed my eyes and meditated deeply for twenty minutes.
I remember the moment of getting out of the taxi vividly, even physically. I flung open the door on Park Avenue, and when I walked onto the street, I felt alive and rejuvenated in a way that startled me. I had been practicing TM for enough time that I had developed a stockpile of calm that I accessed when I went inward for those twenty minutes. And the dividends were immediate: my body rewarded me with energy and clarity. That reservoir of musculature that I developed through all of my meditations was there to be activated.
I nailed the meeting and was refreshed for that whole day. Critically, I did the second meditation that afternoon in an empty conference room. I needed more of a kick start, another dose of energy. I went home that night and went right to bed. But that taxi meditation was my source of energy, focus, and ultimately success. Now, I am not saying you have to keep my crazy schedule to benefit from TM. Transcendental Meditation is good for everyone.
PILLAR one
A WORKING DEFINITION
What exactly is Transcendental Meditation? To define TM, I always start with three adjectives: simple, natural, and effortless.
TM is simple not because it is simplistic or a beginner’s meditation but rather because there is an elegant simplicity to the practice.
It’s natural because there is no suggestion or manipulation involved.
It’s effortless because there is no concentration or control required.
Here is what TM is not:
It’s not a religion. Nearly eight million people of all religions, as well as people who have no religion, have learned TM over the past sixty years.
It’s not a philosophy. TM is a technique you learn and then practice on your own; nothing else.
It’s not a change in lifestyle. Once you learn to meditate, you don’t have to change your diet and suddenly start eating tofu (unless you like it!).
And finally, there is nothing to believe in. You can be 100 percent skeptical, and it doesn’t matter. The technique works equally well whether you believe in it or not.
TM is not an acquired skill that you will get “better” at after weeks or months of practice. You master it in a few hours over a few days, and then it’s yours for the rest of your life.
As I mentioned earlier, TM is practiced for twenty minutes, twice a day, sitting up comfortably in a chair (or on your bed or wherever you can sit up comfortably), with your eyes closed. It can be practiced in the privacy of your home but can be done just as easily on a train or airplane or in a car (as long as someone else is driving!). It is a silent technique, so you are not going to disturb anyone while you meditate. If you feel an itch, by all means scratch it. I once taught a record company executive, and when I said he could move during his meditation, his eyes actually welled up with tears of relief. For decades, he had worked hard trying to master meditation techniques that required concentration and control of the mind and body. He always felt like a failure if he had too many thoughts or needed to scratch an itch or move his leg to get more comfortable.
Not only that, but should you feel sleepy at any time during the meditation, you don’t need to fight it. It’s fine. If you do fall asleep because you’re tired, it will be usually for a minute or two, and then you’ll awaken rested and refreshed and continue with your practice. It just means your body needed the extra deep rest. Such moments are part of the meditation.
Perhaps the idea of meditating appeals to you, but the reality of trying to sit still for twenty minutes sounds too daunting, if not altogether impossible. Well, you can. I teach ten-year-old kids with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), who previously could not sit with their eyes closed for more than thirty seconds, and they love it. If they can do it, you can, too.
Why do so many people think that meditation is difficult? The answer is an unfortunate misunderstanding about the nature of the mind. For a long time, the prevailing attitude has been that thoughts are the enemy of meditation—distracting, disturbing, and diminishing the effects—and therefore must be minimized, or altogether eliminated. I taught Oprah Winfrey to meditate. She told me she thought the same thing. She said that she kept failing in meditation because she had so many thoughts she could not stop. After her first experience with Transcendental Meditation, she was visibly relieved. “That is so human-friendly,” she said of the very forgiving nature of the practice. Oprah was so pleased with her experience that she asked us to teach all four hundred of her team members at both Harpo, her production company, and Oprah Winfrey Network.
Let’s go through the basic principles of how TM works.
Unlike other meditation practices, thoughts are part of the process in TM. There is no need to control your monkey mind because, in fact, your mind is not a monkey that needs controlling. It is not wandering aimlessly because your mind is not wandering at all.
It was Maharishi’s insight that the natural tendency of the mind is not to wander without direction but rather to seek something more satisfying, more charming; greater knowledge, more happiness. And this insight is at the core of understanding not only how TM works but also how it differs from other forms of meditation.
Imagine that you are sitting in a room, listening to some pretty bad music when all of a sudden some unbelievably great music comes on in another room. It’s the best music you’ve heard in a long time. So where does your attention automatically go? To the great music, obviously. You want to turn down the bad music and turn up the good.
Or you are at a reception before a dinner party, stuck in a corner, listening to someone you don’t really know drone on about something you really don’t care about. Your mind is going numb. Then suddenly you overhear, just a few feet away, a small group of people having a really interesting conversation. Now, you try to be polite to the person standing in front of you by maintaining eye contact, but your attention keeps being drawn away to the more engaging discussion.
Or, finally, you go on a vacation and bring two books with you. One book is so boring you can’t get beyond the first page. The other book is so absorbing that you read for hours without noticing the time.
These three familiar experiences all have one thing in common: your mind is drawn naturally to something more satisfying. There’s no deliberation or intellectualization, no pause to consider options or weigh the pros and cons, for example, of which music you prefer. If the music is absolutely great, your mind automatically goes there.
In the relentless search for satisfaction or happiness, the mind is drawn outward, through the senses, into the environment. You try a new movie or restaurant or vacation spot. You buy some new clothes or meet up with a new friend. In these cases, happiness comes from an external experience. It’s nice, it’s enjoyable—for as long as it lasts. But it’s temporal, fleeting. The vacation is over, the movie ends, and your friend goes home. And then you are inexorably drawn outward to find the next “happiness.”
However, there is a field of satisfaction and happiness that does not fluctuate, that is not fleeting, that surpasses anything “outer.” And that is to be found at the quietest, deepest level of the thinking mind. Transcendental Meditation bridges the surface with the depth. It makes use of the mind’s natural tendency to seek more satisfaction and then gives the attention an inward direction, so that instantly, automatically, and effortlessly the attention is drawn within. The active thinking mind settles down toward the most satisfying level of awareness. This is the experience of the “inner” that meditation texts have extolled throughout the ages.
How do you get there? With a mantra, which is a word or sound that serves as a vehicle to facilitate the process of silently settling down from surface to depth, from noise to stillness. The mantra has no meaning associated with it, and according to ancient meditation texts its effects are known to be positive and life supporting. Its sole purpose is to help the mind access that inner calm without effort.
How do you get a mantra in Transcendental Meditation? The same way you would have gotten one for over five thousand years. From a specially trained teacher. He or she will give you your mantra and then teach you how to use it properly—naturally and effortlessly—without any concentration or control of the mind. You will learn the subtle mechanics of how to give the attention of your “gotta-gotta” mind an inward direction so that automatically you begin to settle down and transcend into stillness. You will also learn how to deal with the steady influx of thoughts, outer noises, feeling sleepy, wanting to scratch an itch, and so on. Your teacher will be with you, and you alone, to answer every question as it arises.
“Why do I need a teacher?” is a question I used to hear a lot. Why can’t I do this on my own? Here’s a story. As a 12-year-old kid, I used to attend a Boy Scout camp in California’s High Sierra Mountains during the summer. One searing hot July morning, we took a twenty-mile hike that included spectacular wide-open mountain vistas as well as some rocky terrain and thick woods. We were led by an older Eagle Scout, a guy named Bruce Wagner (yes, I still remember his name), who had walked the trail many times for many years. Bruce knew every twist and turn, hitch and gully along the way. We flew through the twenty miles. It was challenging and fun and incredibly satisfying. Now, when I look back, could I have made my way on my own? Maybe. Although as I recall, the signposts were pretty confusing at points. What I do know is that Bruce was there as a guide every step of the way. He helped a ton. He was a great teacher.
We want a properly trained teacher to instruct our kids in math and teach them how to swim or play piano. We want a properly trained doctor to diagnose our ailments and prescribe remedies. So why not a properly trained teacher to guide us with our meditation practice, not just to be there when we learn but also to be there should any question need answering, or a refresher be helpful, throughout our entire life?
As I’ve said, I have been a teacher for more than forty- five years. I have taught thousands of people, including a whole lot of skeptics. Each person who comes to learn is unique. Each has his or her own life experiences, doubts, questions, pace of learning, etc. I constantly marvel at the precision and effectiveness of the steps of instruction to teach a person to meditate. And how easy it is for anyone to practice the technique, once learned properly. In fact, the remark I hear most often after I have taught someone to meditate is, “I know you said it would be effortless, but I had no idea how easy it would be!”
The ease of learning was confirmed by a 2017 study, which found that individuals practicing TM for just one month reported the same frequency of transcendent experiences as individuals practicing for five years.1 So whether you are new to the practice or seasoned in TM, transcending—going beyond the chatter of the mind to increasingly quieter, more refined levels of thought—is natural to the practice because the ability to transcend is not an acquired skill that requires a lot of effort. In fact, it requires no effort at all.
Understanding How Transcendental Meditation Works
1. The mind has different levels: the surface levels of the thinking mind are active, often excited, and sometimes heated, while the deeper levels are calmer and more expansive. The deepest level is, by nature, most satisfying.
2. It’s the nature of the mind to be drawn effortlessly to fields of greater satisfaction.
3. TM gives the attention an inward direction, and, through the proper use of a mantra, the mind naturally and effortlessly settles down to its own quiet, peaceful, transcendent state of awareness.
4. This experience produces a unique state of restful alertness, which is at the core of the constellation of neurophysiological changes to mind, body, and behavior.
“Who was Maharishi Mahesh Yogi?” is a question I am frequently asked by the press. How did a monk with a background in physics but who was living in seclusion in the high Himalayas, manage to bring meditation to millions of people starting in the 1950s and 1960s, when the whole idea of meditation was often dismissed as nonsense? Here is a very short history.
After graduating from India’s Allahabad University with a degree in physics in 1941, Maharishi had the rare opportunity to work and study closely with his teacher, Brahmananda Saraswati, also known as Guru Dev, for thirteen years. Guru Dev was considered the foremost scientist of consciousness from the Vedic tradition of his time. After Guru Dev’s passing in 1953, Maharishi retired to the small village of Uttarkashi in the foothills of India’s Himalayas. There he went into silence for two years, living in solitude by the Ganges River. In 1955 he set out to travel alone, teaching the meditation technique that he had learned from his teacher—and that had been handed down for thousands of years from one great meditation master to the next.
In those early days in India, Maharishi’s message—that meditation was simple, effortless, and nonreligious, and should be available to all—met with resistance in some quarters, particularly among certain people who felt meditation should be an elite practice, one that required exhaustive discipline, hard work, and austerity over decades in order to begin to master its arcane skills.
In contrast, Maharishi said that meditation is everyone’s birthright. You don’t have to be a recluse, wear colorful robes, sit in a rigid manner, or eat a particular diet to master the practice and benefit from the results. You can be of any class or caste and meditate. If the field of silence exists deep within the mind, it exists for everyone, no matter a person’s education, religion, belief system, age, profession, or lifestyle.
Freeing meditation of all those trappings, Maharishi brought his scientist’s perspective to the teaching of the technique. Soon after he arrived for the first time in the United States in January 1959, Maharishi began meeting with scientists, urging them to study the neurophysiological effects of Transcendental Meditation. He emphasized that TM, like any other recognized medicine or treatment modality, would stand on its scientifically verified benefits.
The first clinical trials, held at Harvard Medical School and UCLA Medical School in 1968, were published in the journal Science in 1970 and Scientific American magazine in 1972, respectively. In the Harvard study, researchers led by physiologist Dr. Robert Keith Wallace, investigated the unique changes in brain wave patterns during TM and correlated them with reductions in the metabolic rate. Dr. Wallace and others proposed this meditative state to be a “fourth major state of consciousness,” distinct from waking, sleeping, and dreaming. Those first two studies opened the floodgates on TM research and also helped to fuel extensive research on other meditation techniques.
In those beginning years, Maharishi was portrayed in the popular press differently from the man I had the opportunity to work with for more than forty years. During the 1960s, a monk with long hair wearing a white dhoti was an anomaly. The press first took notice in August 1967, when Maharishi was giving a talk at the Hilton Hotel in London. Three young guys walked in, followed by a lot of reporters. It was three-quarters of the Beatles: Paul McCartney, John Lennon, and George Harrison. (Ringo Starr was with his newborn son, Jason.) The next day, Maharishi taught all four Beatles to meditate during a course in Wales. They all continued the practice throughout their lives. In an interview with journalist David Frost, George Harrison brought his gift of words to describe the experience of TM: “The whole idea is to transcend to the subtlest level of thought. And the mantra becomes subtler and subtler until finally you transcend even the mantra. Then you find yourself at this level of pure consciousness.
“When you reach that point,” George continued, “it’s deep down there beyond normal experience, and that level is timeless, spaceless, without identity. So you even don’t know how long you have been there. You just have the contact, and then you go back up to the gross level, to this level.”
George Harrison had described what the ancient meditation texts of all cultures have extolled for millennia: transcendence.
* * *
Here are two questions I get a lot: How is Transcendental Meditation different from “regular” meditation? And what does the word transcendental in Transcendental Meditation mean? Let’s start with the first question. Meditation means thinking. So different meditations utilize different techniques of thinking. As I said, there is thinking that keeps the mind focused and controlled (Focused Attention), thinking that keeps the mind in the present (Open Monitoring), and thinking that allows the mind to access inner stillness, or transcend (Automatic Self-Transcending).
So what does transcendental mean? What is transcendence?
For some people, transcendence has a strange sound to it—almost mystical or otherworldly. Merriam-Webster’s Collegiate Dictionary defines transcendence as “extending or lying beyond the limits of ordinary experience.”
In truth, it’s not strange at all. In fact, we seek transcendence all the time—whenever we seek to break boundaries, whenever we test our limits. We want to run faster, jump higher, learn more, earn more, see more, feel more. We love routine but, over time, it can stifle, suffocate. We seek change. We step out of our comfort zone in large and small ways. We take a new job that is more challenging and creative. We do something we’ve never done before such as join a theater group or take a spin class. We go to an exotic location for a vacation. We experiment with new restaurants, new cuisines. We do something that injects the extraordinary into the ordinary. We feel excited, alive, energized. But only for a while, because eventually extraordinary can become ordinary, too. We’re seeking transcendence, but it doesn’t come simply by making changes in our daily routine on a horizontal level, like replacing one wave with another on the surface of the ocean. Real transcendence is more profound than that. It’s vertical. It’s going beyond the waves and accessing the unbounded stillness that lies deep within. And when you experience that pure stillness within yourself, at the source of thought, even for a moment, you remember it for a lifetime.
Great athletes call it the zone. The crowd noise and the big-game pressure dissipate for the pitcher in mid-windup with the bases loaded in the bottom of the ninth inning, the guard on the free throw line with no time left, the quarterback reading the onrushing defense as the clock winds down. What these gifted performers are left with is the game itself, as if in silent slow motion—a seamless sequence of flawless events in time.
Tennis great Billie Jean King captured her experiences of the zone eloquently in her autobiography Billie Jean. “I can almost feel it coming,” she writes. “It usually happens on one of those days when everything is just right, when the crowd is large and enthusiastic and my concentration is so perfect it almost seems as though I’m able to transport myself beyond the turmoil on the court to some place of total peace and calm. I know where the ball is on every shot, and it always looks as big and well defined as a basketball. Just a huge thing I couldn’t miss if I wanted to. I’ve got perfect control of the match, my rhythm and movements are excellent, and everything’s just in total balance. It’s a perfect combination of a violent action taking place in an atmosphere of total tranquility . . . And when it happens, I want to stop the match and grab the microphone and shout, ‘That’s what it’s all about.’ ”
But it’s not just for athletes. Brain surgeons, trial lawyers, schoolteachers, musicians, and stay-at-home moms can experience transcendence as well. In fact, it can happen, to one degree or another, to anyone. Like when you hug your newborn child, and time slips away. Or when you connect deeply with a beloved partner, and you are enveloped in a moment that seems to last forever. It’s the kid in the backyard shooting hoops when magically, when no one is looking, he or she hits ten impossible jump shots in a row: swish, swish, swish. Or the author who has been battling writer’s block suddenly finds all the right words flowing, page after page.
These are glimpses of the zone, or transcendence. Different experiences at different times but all sharing the commonality of action infused with silence—effortless, timeless, and satisfying way beyond the norm. The important thing is it starts from inside. You take note of these moments because they are meaningful and indescribably fulfilling.
Some of the greatest poets have done justice to the experience. The closest description I have seen in writing is William Wordsworth’s “Lines Composed a Few Miles Above Tintern Abbey”:
[T]hat serene and blessed mood,
In which the affections gently lead us on,
Until the breath of this corporeal frame,
And even the motion of our human blood
Almost suspended, we are laid asleep
In body, and become a living soul:
While with an eye made quiet by the power
Of harmony, and the deep power of joy,
We see into the life of things.
But for the rest of us nonpoets, transcendence can be a challenge to put into words. What does it feel like? It’s like trying to describe happiness in words. Or telling someone who has never eaten a kiwi what it tastes like. “No, it doesn’t exactly taste like an orange, a peach, or a strawberry . . .” You can try to say what it is: “The bright-green flesh has a juicy texture and sweetness, and the tiny seeds within can add just the slightest grit . . .” But you will never fully convey the experience precisely through words. It must be experienced firsthand.
The Transcendental Meditation technique has many purposes: reduce stress, clear the mind, raise performance. But foremost among them is to experience transcendence. And not on rare, once-or-twice-in-a-lifetime occasions but whenever you want, to one degree or another, every day. Does it always feel like the ways that Billie Jean King or William Wordsworth describe it? Of course not. Sometimes the experience in meditation is profound; oftentimes it can seem mundane. But each time you meditate, even if your mind is filled with a million thoughts, you do settle down toward levels of the mind that are deeper, quieter, more satisfying. And when you do that, the equanimity you experience during meditation naturally comes out to be lived more and more in every moment of your life. And that is a very good description of the zone.
MEDITATIVE MOMENT
I Love Energy
Jerry Seinfeld started TM in 1972, when he was eighteen. In 2009 we met backstage for the first time at Radio City Music Hall during a benefit concert for the David Lynch Foundation to raise the funds to teach one million at-risk youth around the world to meditate. We connected, remained friends, and the next thing I knew, several years had passed, and I was at his home on Long Island teaching his family to meditate.
We were all hanging out in the kitchen one day, and Jerry mentioned that he meditates every afternoon. I asked about his morning meditation. He gave me a quizzical look and said he’d been meditating only once a day. But, smart guy that he is, he suddenly realized that maybe he was getting only half the benefits—maybe even less. In his unique, Seinfeldian way, he recently shared what doubling his daily TM sessions did for him.
I stopped doing my morning TM pretty early because I didn’t understand the value of getting out of bed and then . . . resting! I had trouble with that concept: get out of bed, now meditate, and rest some more. But I was very regular with my afternoon meditation.
Then I started doing the television series in which I was the star of the show, the executive producer, and head writer. I did casting and editing for twenty-two to twenty-four episodes per season on network television for nine years. That’s a lot of work, and I’m pretty much a regular guy. I’m not one of those crazy people who have endless, boundless energy.
So I’m a normal guy, but that was not a normal situation. Every day, when everybody would have lunch, I would meditate. Then we’d go back to work, and I would eat afterward. That was how I survived the nine years. Those twenty minutes of TM in the middle of the day saved me.
Now, I know everybody’s life is hard and every job is hard, but when it’s your name on the show, the pressure is intense. The show got successful, and everybody expected each week to be better than the last. I loved every second, but it was a lot of pressure and a lot of work, and I never could’ve accomplished it without TM. But remember, I was meditating only once a day.
When you reminded me about the morning meditation, it changed everything. I’m a sixty-three-year-old guy with little kids—and now, because of TM, I’m functioning at a level that I really did not think was possible for someone my age. I get up at six in the morning and meditate before my kids get up to have breakfast. I like watching them eat cereal, and I like the little milk dribbling down their chins.
When I tell people I meditate, they ask me how it feels. It doesn’t feel like much of anything. I don’t understand it either, but here’s the difference: at one o’clock later that day, I’m no longer shot. My head does not hit the desk like it used to. Being a writer is a big part of being a comedian, and writing is a very exhaustive activity. I used to literally collapse in the middle of writing and have to lie on the couch and take a nap. Now, at one o’clock, I’m feeling good from my morning meditation seven hours earlier. I just sail through the day, and I have my second TM at three or four in the afternoon.
The unfortunate thing about being a lifelong meditator is there’s no control group to look at what would’ve happened if I didn’t do it. But I do know I am a lot better when I’m not exhausted. I love energy. I pursue it, and I want it. I think this is the reason that I am so enthusiastic about TM.
I also know that had I been meditating twice a day all these years, Seinfeld would still be on the air!
PILLAR two
DAY ONE
Starting the Process
Let’s get to it. The Transcendental Meditation technique is taught over four consecutive days, about ninety minutes each day. What happens in each of those sessions?
First, after you decide you want to learn (because you read this book and/or attended an introductory talk online or at your local TM center) but before you take the first step to be taught in personal instruction, you will meet with a TM teacher for a few minutes to ask any questions you might have about the practice. To better prepare the teacher to instruct you, you will also be asked to fill out a simple one-page “interview” form. The questions are pretty basic: your reasons for wanting to learn TM, your overall mood and state of health, whether you sleep well at night, what previous experience have you had, if any, with other forms of meditation. Your answers to these straightforward questions are helpful for your teacher in providing you with personalized instruction.
Also during this initial meeting, your teacher will talk about the tradition of great meditation teachers who have safeguarded the knowledge of transcendence for millennia, and about the traditional way a TM teacher acknowledges this lineage of teachers today. Prior to the instruction, your teacher will perform a simple thank-you ceremony—an ancient way of expressing gratitude to the teacher. It’s a lovely cultural tradition, and not religious in any way. It also reminds your teacher to maintain the integrity and accuracy of the steps of instruction to ensure maximum benefit for those who learn in the future. You won’t, of course, be asked to participate in it. The thank-you includes a few flowers, some fresh fruit, a candle, a stick of incense, and, to represent the tradition of meditation teachers, a picture of Maharishi’s teacher, Guru Dev.
I have instructed many hundreds of devoutly religious people of all faiths, and when I describe the ceremony, some initially think it could be religious. But when I explain its purpose, they appreciate it. To honor one’s teacher like this is rare in our modern world—but not altogether unfamiliar. One cardiologist I taught said it was similar to the Hippocratic oath he took in preparation to becoming a doctor. I instructed a tough-as-nails military officer, and he told me that he found it extremely touching. It reminded him of the honor ceremonies he took part in as a young cadet at his academy. Sometimes students try to read something into the thank-you ceremony. One asked me recently to comment on the significance of why white tulips were used that day. “They looked fresh at the store,” I said with a smile. It’s that straightforward.
Once you are satisfied that all of your questions have been answered, you will be escorted to a private room much like a small conference room in a doctor’s office. You sit comfortably in a chair across from your teacher. It’s a place of calm quiet, with no music or unnecessary trappings.
After your teacher says “Thank you” to the tradition, he or she will give you your mantra. Its sole purpose is to serve as a vehicle for transcending—one that allows your busy, active mind to settle to its own deepest level, the source of thought.
It’s important that the mantra has no meaning associated with it. Why? Because if it meant something, you’d be stuck in the superficial “gotta-gotta-gotta” level of the mind—trying to explore different avenues of meaning. Then you won’t settle down, you won’t transcend, you won’t meditate. It’s also important that the effects of the mantra are known to exert a positive influence. Why? Because any sound, positive or negative, has a powerful influence on the brain and the rest of the nervous system. Remember the sound of fingernails scraping across a chalkboard? Awful. As a TM teacher, I want to be sure that the mantra you are using to meditate will have only positive, life-supporting effects on your mind and body—both on the surface level of thinking but also on the deeper, more powerful levels of the mind. The mantras have been time-tested over thousands of years, and the effects have been documented by hundreds of studies. Both confirm that TM is beneficial and safe. In fact, there has never been any study published in a peer-reviewed journal that has shown any negative impact, only positive.
People I teach naturally ask how I choose the mantra. I liken the selection to that of a medical doctor who has specialized training in how to identify a person’s blood type, whether it is, for example, type A, B, or O. With TM, the selection of the mantra is based on three things: (1) the information you filled out on your interview form, (2) the personal meeting with a TM teacher, and (3) your TM teacher’s own comprehensive certification training. All this ensures that you will be given the mantra that is best suited for you—and then, importantly, taught how to use it properly.
Receiving your mantra is only part of the instruction—and takes only a few minutes. The rest of the instruction on day one and the following three days involves learning how to meditate—how to use the mantra properly, without effort, concentration, or control. Some people who hear about TM in a casual way think, “Just give me the mantra, and I’ll figure out how to use it.” That misses the point. The mantra is not like taking a pill. The mantra alone does nothing. You could have the best car in the world, but if you don’t know how to drive it, you won’t go anywhere. You need both: the car and the training to drive.
A big misconception about the mantra is that you have to repeat it over and over to drive out thoughts. That’s not Transcendental Meditation. Here the mantra serves as a vehicle to lead the mind to the source of thought. Learning how to use the mantra properly is a simple but a very individual experience. You are learning how to access the deepest core of your own being. A teacher works with you, and only you, in the initial session. There is a lot of back-and-forth, a lot of questions and answers, and then you “get” it. And you will get it, even if you think you will be the only person in the world who won’t.
What does it feel like to meditate? Physically, it’s very relaxing. Mentally, it’s calming yet awakening—and deeply satisfying. Many people tell me they feel that time passes quickly. The adage “Time flies when you’re having a good time” is true. There’s usually a double take when they ask how long they’d been meditating. “It felt like five minutes!” they’ll say.
A frequent question is: How do I sit? The answer is: comfortably. As I said earlier, there is no particular way to sit and no specific way to position your hands. Do you need to stretch your legs? Or shift positions in the middle of the meditation? Do it. Nor do you need any special type of chair. In my office, students sit on folding chairs, easy chairs, or a sofa. Just use a chair you like. Whatever is available. Trust me: at one time or another, you’ll find yourself meditating in a taxicab or on a train or plane. It works fine. I’ve even meditated at Yankee Stadium. It was an amazing confluence of two loves—meditation and baseball. Noise is no obstacle to transcending.
You will also learn simple best practices that seem obvious but aren’t, such as “It’s best to turn off your cell phone when you meditate,” and “Don’t meditate right after drinking a double espresso or eating a burrito.” (Note: there’s good logic here. Caffeine and digesting a burrito both raise your metabolic rate, and when you meditate, your body wants to rest. Deeply. I know. I tried both. That didn’t work out so well.)
This one-to-one session with your teacher clarifies the mechanics so that you feel completely comfortable with the practice—and get the absolute maximum out of your twenty-minute meditation. You will leave ready to learn and experience more.
MEDITATIVE MOMENT
Like Taking Your Mind to a Spa
Donna Rockwell is a Renaissance woman: a clinical psychologist and mindfulness teacher who started her career as a producer and a reporter covering Capitol Hill for the fledgling CNN. She started TM recently as a complement to her twenty-year dogged commitment to practicing mindfulness. I was interested in what she thought of both practices, and we talked a few months into her new experience.
When I first got into mindfulness, I went to a teacher who was very involved with Shambhala Meditation. He gave me mindful awareness meditation instructions, and I was supposed to sit there with him for five minutes. Within thirty seconds, I thought my head was going to pop off. I could not do it for the life of me. I saw how type A I was, and I was so disturbed that I had no stillness whatsoever, that I then completely dedicated myself to the practice of meditation.
For me, mindfulness has been a boot camp training of reining in the tendency of the mind to wander. You notice that tendency to wander and, albeit very tenderly, bring the mind back. There’s this notion that the mind is a wild horse that is constantly bucking in a very small corral. The goal of mindfulness is to make that corral larger and create a wide-open pasture in which to train the mind to come back to the present moment. After twenty years of practicing mindfulness, I am better trained to be in the here and now because of all my hours and hours and weekends and days of just sitting in one spot and looking at a dot on the floor. I am better able to activate my brain’s prefrontal cortex and have an awareness that I am having amygdala stimulation.
Now that I’ve added TM to my practice, it’s a completely different thing. While I think mindfulness is “mind training,” TM is more like taking the mind to an amazing spa. From the very first time, it felt like my brain was settling into a nice warm bath. My brain calms down and gets back to a state of homeostasis. And then after twenty minutes, I return to my life with greater peace and well-being.
I think the practices beautifully complement each other. Granted, mindfulness is not twenty minutes. When you go on a mindfulness retreat, you sit for forty minutes, then you walk for ten, more or less, you sit for another forty minutes, you walk for ten, you sit for forty minutes, you get up again—all the while becoming aware of wandering thoughts and coming back to the present moment. Like I said: boot camp.
TM says, “You’ve worked so hard all these years to be a more enlightened person. Now here’s a meditation practice where you can simply sit for twenty minutes and become naturally refreshed by allowing the mind to settle down.” Yes, you think the mantra but you don’t have to strain about it. Your mind goes where it wants to go, towards something more satisfying. Then, after TM’s twenty-minute mental spa treatment, I return to my day revitalized and ready for what awaits.
DAY TWO
Points of Correct Practice
This second day of instruction, and the next two classes as well, usually take place in small groups with others who learned to meditate the day before. It’s a time to discuss what you experienced while meditating on your own, either at home or work. It is also valuable for your own practice to talk with others who are learning how to meditate. These sessions are held at your local TM center or, if you are learning as part of a wellness program at your school or business, on-site there.
This is an opportunity for your teacher to refresh the correct mechanics of TM practice: how not to concentrate or control your mind—something you may have learned from other techniques. The class is also about reassurance. The process is so natural, so effortless, for many people it almost seems too good to be true. It can even raise doubts. One of the first things people say is “That’s great. It’s so easy. Could I possibly be doing this right?” Yes, you are. It is that easy.
I remind everyone that every meditation will be different because your body is different each time you sit to meditate. But you will know you are meditating properly in these beginning days if (1) it’s easy to do, (2) you feel some deep relaxation during the practice, and (3) you feel a sense of well-being afterward. Nothing flashy, but nonetheless, its cumulative impact on your life will be significant.
During this session, your teacher will also talk about the finer points of the practice. You will be encouraged to meditate twice a day. The first meditation is in the morning, before breakfast. This allows the slower brain waves of sleep to shift naturally to the faster, more wakeful, and coherent alpha-1 brain waves of deep meditation. Your morning meditation gives you greater energy and resilience so that you don’t take on as much stress during the day.
The second meditation is best done in the late afternoon or early evening, before dinner if possible. You rid your body of much of the stresses that accumulate during the day so that you are better able to be present and available for the people you love in the evening. Plus, you will sleep better at night and wake up feeling fresher in the morning. That said, it’s not ideal to meditate right before bed. TM does produce a deep state of rest, but it is also quite energizing. So you may not be able to fall asleep following a late-night meditation.
People ask how they will know when the twenty minutes of the meditation are up. I smile and say, “Look at your watch!” This is not hypnosis, and you’re not in a zone. You are just settling down, physically and mentally, while remaining wide awake inside. Many people find that within a few days of learning TM, the body’s internal clock somehow knows exactly when twenty minutes is up, within a minute or so. But whatever you do, please don’t set an alarm. It can be incredibly jarring. Plus, you will have to turn it off.
People also ask, “What if I fall asleep?” I say, “Good, sleep.” If you fall asleep during meditation, it’s healthy, it’s revitalizing. It will just be for a minute or two. It’s not some superficial catnap—it’s a deep rest that helps to heal and rejuvenate the body.
* * *
I know a lot of highly competitive men and women who love to proclaim, almost defiantly, “I love stress. I couldn’t live without it.” They have relied on their “edge” for so long that they don’t think they can continue to do their work effectively without it. Yes, they may love negotiating a deal that leaves their client doing a victory lap, but they won’t love the tension headache that goes with it. Or the hours of lost sleep because they can’t switch off their brain at night. Or the lack of mental space they have to devote to their loved ones.
These problems—some just a nuisance, others signs of something possibly serious developing—can markedly impact your health and performance over time. Meditating does not mean that life’s unexpected challenges and obstacles suddenly disappear. It does mean, however, that you will be better equipped to take on those challenges with greater energy, focus, and resilience. You can lessen the effects of stress and still have those same victories for yourself and your clients.
Take my friend Rick Goings, who has been the CEO of Tupperware Brands Corporation since 1992. He’s a veteran who was a Navy petty officer in the Vietnam era and remains incredibly youthful in his early seventies. Rick is, frankly, the last guy you’d peg as passive. And he meditates each and every day. “I always talk with our people about how you can decide how you’re going to approach life,” he said. “You can either be a warrior or a victim—and, you know, too many people are victims. ‘Poor me, poor this, poor that.’ ”
Transcendental Meditation, Rick told me, prepares him to conquer those setbacks. “Bad stuff happens in life,” he said. “The key word is: responsibility. It isn’t a heavy word. It just means owning your ability to respond to situations outside your control. You know how every sport has a ready position? TM keeps me in a ready position for life.”
Another student of mine is Bill Koenigsberg, founder and CEO of Horizon Media, the largest and fastest-growing privately held media services agency in the world. The agency, which he founded in 1989, is consistently recognized as one of the best places to work in the industry, and Bill is the only person to ever win the prestigious Advertising Age Media Maven Award twice. He’s been making deals since he was fourteen, when he managed tennis courts. (That’s where he brainstormed his first ad job, letting a nearby restaurant advertise at the tennis center in return for free lunches.) He’s a great, generous guy, and he is tremendously busy. And he was one of those people who thought he didn’t have time to meditate.
“I was a total skeptic,” he told me. “Twenty minutes, twice a day, seven days a week, fifty-two weeks a year? Could I actually do that? How on earth do you have the time?”
But he accepted the challenge, carving out time by waking twenty-five minutes earlier than normal. Three years into his practice, “It’s just part of my routine now,” he said. “I can do it in a car, I can do it on a plane. I close the door for twenty minutes in my office and go do it. And if I don’t do it, I feel that I’ve missed out on something very special.”
That’s Bill as an individual, but remember that in business, relationships are everything. Early on in his meditation practice, Horizon’s head of human resources told the CEO what an impact TM was making on him. He recalled her saying, “You’re so much calmer, more patient, more present, you’re less reactive, and your perspective seems so much more balanced and assertive in a thoughtful way. Your meditation is good for everyone.”
It was a marker of change, he said. “I didn’t even think of myself as an overly aggressive person, but I guess that says in a nutshell what it did for me in a short period of time.” Bill is so impressed by the results for himself that he plans to offer it to his employees.
For Marilyn Frobuccino, finding the time to meditate is not an option, it is a necessity. As an executive chef, she has run award-winning restaurants in New York and was head chef at the Soho Grand Hotel and at JPMorgan Chase & Co. in Manhattan. Marilyn, who has practiced TM for two years, now works as a private chef—an incredibly demanding, time-consuming job. “When you’re a private chef, you make twenty-one different meals each week,” she explained. “You have to be extremely flexible and deal with other people’s changing schedules and dietary needs.”
It’s not only demanding but also stressful. “I always had a low-level anxiety that was job related,” she said. “Beyond creating menus and competition with other chefs, every day I had to prove myself as a woman in my industry. Whether it was to a general manager, or a new food and beverage rep, or a restaurant manager, there was always that level of stress, anxiety, and competition. Since I’ve been meditating, I feel I manage all of it better. I have to, because I know stress just builds on itself—and if I don’t have an outlet, it just accumulates.”
* * *
I know the realities of work life. Your day is so packed you eat lunch at your desk or during a meeting. But some of the busiest people I know find ways to get in their twenty minutes in the morning and afternoon. Maybe not always, of course, but most always. For the morning one, they get up twenty minutes earlier. It’s more rejuvenating than sleep, so it’s not that difficult. (Plus, since they are sleeping better, twenty minutes less sleep is not the end of the world.) For the afternoon, I know a lot of people who schedule it as a regular appointment in their daily calendar, as they would an important meeting. If your office or home is not an ideal place for meditation, you can slip out to a public space, like a park bench or even a church. Remember, you don’t have to be in a completely quiet space to meditate. You can do it pretty much anywhere.
It isn’t just the demands of work that make people think they won’t be able to stick to the twice-a-day regimen. It’s the demands of home life as well. Many parents of young children wonder if it’s realistic to make time to meditate on a daily basis. Tell moms or dads “Just get up twenty minutes earlier,” and they roll their eyes and say that their kids will probably just do the same. For some, evenings can be a challenge because parents have been conditioned to make the most of every moment with their kids. I deeply appreciate the difficulties, but meditation is vitally important, and they should do the best they can. When parents take time out to meditate, they are sending a message to their kids that a few minutes of rest and rejuvenation in the midst of an impossibly busy day is not an indulgence but rather an essential component of a healthy, productive lifestyle. You are making meditation a priority in your life—and your kids will carry that lesson with them for the rest of their lives.
Whenever I hear from a parent, “I just won’t have time; my kids won’t let me,” I think of Katherine, a single mom I met a few years back.
“I knew I could do my twenty-minute meditation in the morning before the kids wake up,” she told me when she first started. “But I can’t meditate at work, and my bus ride home is too short, so my big concern is what I’ll do in the evening once I get home. How am I going to check their homework, fix dinner, talk about their day, be present, and meditate? I multitask while brushing my teeth.”
“Call me in two weeks,” I said.
Two weeks went by, and sure enough, Katherine was on the line.
“I’m doing it twice a day,” she said proudly.
“What happened?”
She laughed. “My kids happened. Now when I get home, and I start snapping at them about homework or dinner, they say, ‘Mommy, have you meditated?’ Because they know that if they give me the time, they will get ‘Mom’ back—and not the stressed-out Mom, but the more patient, present, loving Mom.”
That’s exactly right. It is not narcissistic to meditate, and it is definitely not just “Leave Mommy alone for twenty minutes.” The children get back a mother who is not carrying frustrations and fatigue from the day. They get an even better parent who is not just going through the motions of being present because it is a checkbox on that laundry list of responsibilities. And they see someone modeling self-care and resilience.
Because, really, the world is as you are. If you are stressed, wound tight, exhausted, consumed by worry, then all of your relationships at work and home are going to be affected—meaning more contentiousness and less satisfaction. But if you are strong and connected within yourself, and you naturally have a lot to give, you won’t be expecting a partner or child to make you happy all the time. You won’t come home or go to work with a chip on your shoulder. You won’t enter a negotiation with your amygdala doing the thinking, itching for a fight. You will make decisions with a healthy brain.
Maharishi put it this way:
If the individual has fully developed potential, he’ll enjoy friendships, relationships, and marriage to the fullest extent . . . Therefore the key to relationships is to take care of our own Self. We meditate, and then our potentiality is being used more and more through practice, and then a time will come when we are using our full potential, and we have a fully developed heart and mind. And with a fully developed heart and mind, all relationships will be enjoyed just because we are able to give maximum of ourselves to others.
MEDITATIVE MOMENT
Time with Your True Self
I first met the incredibly talented Hugh Jackman, and his equally extraordinary wife, Deborra-lee Furness, when I taught TM to their son, Oscar, who showed an interest in meditation at a young age. I actually started calling him Oscar Yogi because he is just preternaturally wise. As a twelve-year-old, he and I would have long conversations about anthropology, history, religion, philosophy—it was hard for me to keep up.
Hugh had learned to meditate while in drama school in Australia, but he and Deborra-lee “relearned” with me. “I’m of the school that you should always be ready to learn something,” Hugh told me. “TM has really helped.”
I’m someone who is diligent and disciplined. A lot of people get stuck on the idea of meditating twice a day. I didn’t get stuck on that, but there was this little bit of a shadow of a thought of “This is good for me. I should do this. I’ve got to meditate”—which is exactly the thing you’re trying to get away from in meditation. That “gotta” mind. “I’ve got to meditate. I’ve got to wake up so I can meditate.” So when I learned with Bob, that completely went away. That idea of giving myself a hard time about it, stressing if I fell asleep or if my mind was going nonstop—all those judgments about it really went away.
There is a level of stress to my job that is easy to buy into. You don’t necessarily know what is coming up next month or next year. It doesn’t matter how long you’re doing it, each new role or new job you do, whether it’s hosting or an acting role or film or theater, there’s some element about it that is risky, that is frightening, and that can bring stress. It’s also a good thing because, creatively, it’s healthy to have a sense of the unknown as I try something I haven’t done before. It kind of brings things out of yourself that surprise you. But I used to find that stress difficult to cope with. I would internalize it. My wife used to say, after I completed something I was nervous about, “Oh good, I got my husband back.” I was not fully there because a part of my brain—a big part or a small part, depending on the job—was concentrating on what was going to happen. For me, the best way to handle that has been meditation.
So, of course, I meditated before I hosted the Oscars. I meditate before I go onstage. I meditate in the morning and lunchtime when I’m on a film set. It’s like a reset. I’m not saying I’m never frightened anymore or that I don’t have stress, but I like the analogy of a glass of water. When you first pour it, it’s cloudy. When you’re stressed, that’s what your mind is like: it’s kind of cloudy. And after I meditate, all that sinks to the bottom, and the water is clear, and the energy is finer, and the decisions you make are more authentic. I think you’re more economical with your energy, with your time, in every way. You’re more able to listen to other people, and, as an actor, that’s what you’ve got. The only tools I really have are being present, being clear, and listening.
When I meditate, I’m joining my true self, which is this calm, peaceful, blissful, limitless self. I can then parlay that into any situation. When I walk out of a car on a red carpet and there’s three thousand people cheering, deep down, actually I’m connecting with their calm inner self. It’s not that I don’t get excited or that I don’t enjoy life or I don’t go crazy sometimes. I have fun, but there’s always one thought a little outside going, “This is fun, but really it’s all calm,” and that’s how meditation has helped. It doesn’t matter what situation I’m in. People say, “Oh, you’re down-to-earth.” No, it’s just that meditation makes me see what’s true and real.
DAY THREE
Success Without Stress
On this third day of instruction, I talk about the impact of stress on life and the mechanics of how the TM technique helps to neutralize its buildup.
Believe it or not, stress has not always been the enemy. I know that statement might sound ridiculous given what I have said about the dangers of stress. But for much of our two-hundred-thousand-year human history, our stress response system was one of the body’s most important survival tools.
Let’s jump back to when your ancestors were hunters having a normal day in the savannas of Africa. They’d be walking along and suddenly find themselves eye-to-eye with a lion. Without conscious thought, they either dug in their heels and gripped their spears, or they turned and ran for their sweet lives.
That is why we still have what’s called the fight-or-flight response. Back then, if you saw a lion or heard the roar, that information went to your amygdala, the little almond-shaped set of nerve cells (neurons) deep in your brain. The amygdala is the fire alarm that tells your body it’s under attack. When any human is under stress, two hormones—the chemical messengers cortisol and epinephrine (also known as adrenaline)—flood the bloodstream in a lightning-quick process.
Today, if we are already in a high state of stress and anxiety, “the lion on the savanna” can be a child throwing a temper tantrum right before school, a major traffic jam blocking your way to a critical meeting, a high-stakes exam for a calculus class tomorrow morning, or an elderly parent suffering from late-stage Alzheimer’s disease. When you have experiences like that, often repeatedly, you might shorthand it as “I’m really stressed.”
It’s hard to know what will set us off. I know a woman who is a principal soloist with one of the world’s most celebrated opera companies. I mentioned to her that performing before thousands of people in a grand concert hall night after night must be incredibly stressful. She said, “Oh, that’s easy. It’s the train ride getting to the concert hall that stresses me out!”
Life is filled with inevitable external demands, challenges, illnesses, and so on. Science calls these stressors: financial stressors, family stressors, job stressors, social stressors. You can try to manage or minimize stressors, but the truth is that they will always be there. And these days, it seems we have little or no control over most of them.
The real issue is how we react to those stressors. This is what scientists call our stress response. If we are well rested, thinking clearly, and on top of our game, we meet these stressors head-on. Afterward, we feel good, invigorated, satisfied, ready for the next challenge. But if we are not sleeping well, not thinking particularly clearly, and feeling off, we get overwhelmed. We get stressed.
According to research, stress hits us in at least three distinct, often debilitating ways. On the muscular or structural level, we become tense. Tension affects different people in different ways. Some develop tension headaches and a stiff neck and shoulders; or their jaw tightens up, and they grind their teeth at night; or their stomach knots up; or they get back pain; or their blood vessels constrict, which means less oxygen reaches the brain or heart, increasing the likelihood of a stroke or heart attack. The list goes on.
Second, on the level of cognitive functioning, reduced circulation to the brain skews its electrical activity, taking key parts of the brain offline. In particular, stress can shut down the prefrontal cortex, which functions as the brain’s CEO. The prefrontal cortex is about the size of your fist and sits right behind your forehead. It takes in all the information (motor, sensory, and so forth) from the outside world transmitted to it from the other areas of the brain and helps you decide your next moves. The prefrontal cortex governs executive functioning: judgment, problem solving, ethical reasoning, and your sense of self. (Side note: The prefrontal cortex is not integrated with the rest of the brain of a teenager. In fact the connections between the prefrontal cortex and the rest of the brain are not completed until the middle or late twenties, often even later in life. That’s why teenagers frequently don’t consider the consequences of risky behaviors, and maybe why you can’t rent a car until you’re twenty-six!)
With the CEO offline, the amygdala takes over the command of the brain. That’s a good thing if a lion is about to attack you, because the amygdala is the fight-or-flight, or “emergency,” center of the brain. But it’s not good if your amygdala goes ballistic while you are stuck in traffic.
If the prefrontal cortex is the calm, rational, creative, insightful CEO, your amygdala is the hyperreactive, paid-by-the-hour security guard, itching for a fight. It deals only with crises, with an impending attack, with the most urgent matters at hand. It’s a “yes” to instantaneous reactions; to punch and counterpunch. It’s a “no” to long-term planning, seeing the big picture, and pausing to reflect. Foresight and compassion are not in the amygdala’s job description.
With chronic stress, you’re chronically acting from that fear center. Do you make good decisions when you’re stressed? Display sound judgment? Solve problems? Plan well? Of course not. With a hyperaroused amygdala, you overreact to just about everything. You don’t think as clearly, your memory is less reliable, you can get sick more often, and you just don’t feel “yourself.”
The third component is that our stress response stimulates the adrenal gland atop each kidney to secrete too much cortisol, now popularly known as the stress hormone. This feeds anxiety, and then the adrenals pump out more cortisol, which makes us even more anxious. Stress has turned our bodies into walking cortisol factories. Elevated cortisol destroys healthy muscle and bone; slows healing and normal cell regeneration; co-opts biochemicals needed to make other vital hormones; impairs digestion, metabolism and mental function; and weakens the immune system. It also affects your most basic functions, such as memory. It’s why you can’t remember people’s names at a job interview. Or why you check the address for a date three times. Cortisol also stimulates your appetite, which, of course, increases your weight. Finally, it has an adverse effect on your sleep. Cortisol suppresses your body’s production of the hormone melatonin, which is integral to your sleep cycle. Troubled sleep can be the real killer.
Organizational psychologist Cary Cooper, a leading authority on workplace stress, opined in an interview that stress is the black plague of the twenty-first century. For many people, modern medicine offers little to prevent stress and often has nothing to cure it.
Norman Rosenthal is a Georgetown University School of Medicine clinical professor of psychiatry, a medical researcher, and the author of the books Winter Blues: Everything You Need to Know to Beat Seasonal Affective Disorder, and Super Mind: How to Boost Performance and Live a Richer and Happier Life Through Transcendental Meditation. As a senior researcher for twenty years at the National Institute of Mental Health, Dr. Rosenthal was the first to describe seasonal affective disorder (SAD) and prescribe light therapy as a treatment. Dr. Rosenthal has been practicing TM for eight years, and in his private practice he sees people from all walks of life who come to him with many different concerns. But one theme that runs through all of their worries is stress—its impact on their lives and their struggle to find ways to deal with it more effectively.
“After discovering the value of TM to me personally,” Dr. Rosenthal explained, “I began to recommend it to my patients and clients, many of whom now practice it regularly. In almost forty years as a psychiatrist, Transcendental Meditation stands out as one of the most powerful and effective techniques I have encountered for reducing stress.”
* * *
I want to shift gears here and take a moment to talk in some detail about some of the truly breakthrough research documenting the unique and profound benefits TM has on stress and health.
It’s common knowledge that two of the biggest killers in developed countries are heart attack (myocardial infarction) and stroke—two conditions that are often the direct result of damaged arteries from stress. Arteries are the pipes that carry oxygenated blood pumped by the heart to all the tissues in our bodies. When their linings are damaged or blocked—as occurs in a condition called atherosclerosis—blood cannot get through in adequate amounts. And then you’re talking about a heart attack or stroke, which will either disable you or end your life.
In addition, when stress occurs continuously, blood pressure levels become elevated even at rest. And because there are often no warning symptoms associated with raised blood pressure, the condition has aptly been called “the silent killer.” In the United States, according to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), seventy-five million adults suffer from hypertension. That’s almost one in three Americans. Cardiovascular disease is the leading cause of death in the United States.1
There are millions of lives at stake here. Could there be potential cardiovascular benefits to TM? One of the first to connect the dots among TM, blood pressure, and cardiovascular disease was Dr. Robert Schneider, a clinical specialist in hypertension, a fellow of the American College of Cardiology, and director of the Institute of Natural Medicine and Prevention at Maharishi University of Management, in Fairfield, Iowa. With $26 million in research grants from the National Institutes of Health (NIH) and elsewhere, Dr. Schneider and his team conducted randomized, controlled studies to investigate the effect of TM versus health education. The results were clear: Transcendental Meditation reduced blood pressure in as little as three months.2
Other investigators went on to replicate Dr. Schneider’s findings, leading to an impressive body of research. Dr. Jim Anderson and colleagues from the University of Kentucky analyzed data from more than one hundred TM blood pressure studies involving hundreds of people. Blood pressure changes for those in the TM groups included average reductions of five points on systolic blood pressure and 2.8 on diastolic blood pressure. Their overall conclusion was that blood pressure dropped in all groups practicing TM compared with the control groups using relaxation, stress management, and biofeedback.3
However, for Dr. Schneider and others, a question remained: Would the short-term benefits on blood pressure also produce long-term gains? To discover the answer, he received a research grant from the NIH to analyze the death records of 202 of the participants in his initial TM and blood pressure randomized trials, to see if they were healthy and still alive. In 2005 Dr. Schneider’s team struck gold, finding a 23 percent reduction in the death rate among those who had been assigned to the TM group ten years before as compared with those who’d received only health education. On top of that, there was a 30 percent reduction in the death rate from cardiovascular causes.4
Dr. Schneider then received funding for a clinical trial to compare TM with health education. Once again, TM proved superior. Keep in mind that these people were already ill at the start of the study and were already undergoing standard care, such as medications for hypertension and high cholesterol, and advice about diet and exercise. These standard-of-care treatments continued throughout the study. After five years, the group doing TM fared much better than the group doing health education. In fact, the TM group had a 48 percent reduction in the risk of dying from myocardial infarction and stroke, as well as from all causes.5
In 2013 the American Heart Association looked at the years of research on TM and concluded in its journal Hypertension that TM is the only meditation technique shown to lower blood pressure.6
Besides helping people live longer, there is compelling evidence that TM can help young people who are highly stressed to live better by alleviating high blood pressure. Vernon A. Barnes, a physiologist at the Medical College of Georgia, set out to examine the impact of TM on cardiac and blood pressure reactivity (response to stress) in thirty-five volunteers ages fifteen to eighteen with high-normal blood pressure. Dr. Barnes divided his subjects into two groups: the experimental group practiced TM twice a day for two months, while the control group received weekly one-hour health education lectures over the same period of time.
To make the study as true to life as possible, Dr. Barnes also monitored changes in blood pressure, heart rate, and cardiac output in the teens as they underwent interviews about emotionally charged subjects. He also recorded the teens’ same cardiovascular reactivity as he or she “drove” in a virtual-reality driving program with built-in stressors. Whether the young people were handling tough topics or troubleshooting obstacles on “the road,” Dr. Barnes’s research revealed that those who practiced TM maintained lower blood pressure than the control group members did. Not only that, but the TM group’s blood pressure readings remained lower during periods of rest.7
Finally, two studies have tested whether TM meditators and nonmeditators respond differently to stress by placing two electrodes on their skin to measure their galvanic skin response (GSR). When you feel anxious, you sweat more, which increases the electrical current transmitted between the electrodes. This is indicated by an upward blip on a graph. Conversely, when you relax, the current decreases, resulting in a corresponding downward blip. (GSR is a major component of a lie detector test, or polygraph.)
In one of these TM studies evaluating galvanic skin response, psychologist David Orme-Johnson exposed fourteen meditators and sixteen nonmeditators to unpleasantly loud noises and compared their GSR responses. In all subjects, the GSR showed an upward blip, but the meditators demonstrated a quicker return to baseline levels. The nonmeditators not only returned to baseline more slowly but also had more “false alarms”: further upward blips even when the irritating noise was no longer present. In the other study, this one by researchers Daniel Goleman and Gary Schwartz at Harvard University, the stressful stimuli were scenes of horrible injuries from an occupational safety movie, which meditators and nonmeditators were asked to watch. Once again, the meditators’ GSRs returned more rapidly to baseline levels.
Finally, to return to the pressing issue of high cortisol levels and health, a number of studies have found reduced blood cortisol levels both during TM and post-TM. In one clinical trial, for example, people who had meditated for an average of three to five years showed a statistically significant 30 percent drop in their circulating cortisol levels during meditation, as compared with controls. Those who had been meditating for three to four months showed a trend in the same direction, though it did not reach significance. In another study, subjects who had been practicing TM for a relatively short four-month duration had lower cortisol levels than controls when they were not meditating— both at rest and when subjected to stresses such as mental arithmetic or squeezing on an isometric hand grip.
According to Dr. Norman Rosenthal, “The bottom line is that no matter how you measure it, the practice of TM has powerful and sustained beneficial effects on how we deal with stress, which are significant not only in the laboratory but in the real world, leading to substantial reductions in serious diseases and increased longevity.”
Jerry Seinfeld told me he’s felt the effects of deep rest so profoundly that he likens TM to a phone charger for the mind. “The phone charger is pretty tough to beat as an analogy because your phone charger never doesn’t work, unless sometimes you haven’t got it all the way in the outlet, you know?” he said. “You look at it and say, ‘How come it didn’t charge?’ It’s always a little ways out of the outlet, and you go, ‘Oh, I didn’t push it all the way in.’ And it always works.”
That’s the great thing about TM, he continued. “You never have to wonder. Let’s say you’ve got a big day, and the night before you say, ‘I’m going to get to sleep early. I’m not going to mess around and watch junk TV. I want to get a good night’s sleep.’ But you’re still just kind of hoping. You’re hoping that you’re going to get to sleep and wake up feeling refreshed. And that’s the big difference between sleep and TM: TM never doesn’t work perfectly.”
I agree with Jerry, but I have to add that perfectly is a tricky word. After you have been practicing TM for even a few days, you will notice that every meditation is different. It’s not rigid like the perfect tennis swing or the perfect chord played on a piano. The experience of transcending is fluid, and every session is influenced by the condition of the body at the time you meditate. I like to say that there is no single perfect experience in meditation—there are countless perfect experiences. People sometimes worry that they didn’t have the “best” meditation session. When asked about this, Maharishi used to say, “Even in a shallow dive, you still get wet.”
MEDITATIVE MOMENT
Better Parents and Better Neighbors
G. Sequane Lawrence is president of Fathers, Families and Healthy Communities (FFHC) in Chicago. His life’s mission is to improve the outcomes of children of noncustodial African American dads, by giving those dads tools to heal broken relationships and live healthier lives. He learned to meditate through the David Lynch Foundation, and now he is working to make TM a pillar in FFHC’s service delivery.
I work with young men who live in some really distressed communities. I don’t want to speak with a broad brush, but some of them have seen real trauma. In the community we serve, there can be as many as fifty percent of the young men with a record. This is a real problem, and it’s a consequence of the war on drugs, mass incarceration, racism, and all these things I fight against. A lot of them are minors who were then incarcerated with adults. These are guys who want to be better fathers, but one of the issues is the social construct that to be a “real man” you’ve got to be a provider, and if you don’t do that, your masculinity and manhood are called into question. This causes all kinds of psychological and emotional problems. I tell these young men that you may not have money right now, but you can be a man by the things you learn and then communicate to your kids. I feel they transmit a sense of calm and emotional maturity to their children as a result of their TM practice. I tell them it’s a way you can assert yourself as a man in the family, and bring real value and be an asset. TM also helps to remove the rancor that is often there between these young men and the mothers of their children. They become better parents and better neighbors.
My goal is to make TM a fundamental part of our wellness platform in the same way that nutrition, exercise, and education are. I also want TM in all of the schools across the district as well as in after-school programs, community centers, and churches. I think Chicago is ready for it. It might sound strange to some people, but so did jogging and eating organic. They’re not fads now.
My wife, Theresa, says she can tell when I am meditating consistently. She likes that man when I’m doing it. We’ve been married thirty-six years—so this is a person who knows.
DAY FOUR
Growing the Benefits
Here’s the key point I make on the fourth day: you don’t meditate for the sake of meditation. It’s not an escape. You meditate for the sake of your life. As restful and rejuvenating, as centering and expansive as the experience may be, I always emphasize that what’s really important is how you feel afterward. During this final class of the first four days, we look at the cumulative effects that follow your morning and afternoon practices. And while it’s true that you cannot predict what any one particular meditation session may be like because your body is different each time you meditate (for example, Did you sleep well the night before? Eat a big meal right before meditation? Pull an all-nighter studying for an exam?), it’s also true that you have every right to assume that if you meditate regularly over time, there will be real, discernible improvements in your life.
How long does it take for such improvements to show up?
It differs for different people. I have taught veterans with post-traumatic stress who have not slept more than one or two hours a night for several months because of terrible nightmares and sweats, but after their first or second day of meditating, they went home and slept through the night. Weeks later, they reported that sleeping through the night has become a new normal. My own experiences when I first learned to meditate were far less dramatic. I mean, I was a stressed-out college kid, not a traumatized war veteran. But within a few weeks, my mind was much clearer, my memory much sharper (a boon for studying), and I was sleeping much better at night. And my experiences have continued to deepen, and the benefits have continued to grow immeasurably over the nearly fifty years that I have continued to meditate.
Studies investigating the effects of TM on cognitive functioning, heart disease, or depression typically last a minimum of eight to twelve weeks. For example, the researchers want to see if a significant drop in high blood pressure or improved mood after one week of meditating is not a coincidence of that particular day but rather a sign of a sustained trend over time. I always suggest this to my students: resolve to meditate for two or three months as prescribed before evaluating if it is valuable. But give it that time.
To explain the cumulative effects of twice-daily meditation, Maharishi often used the analogy of how people in centuries past used to dye a white cloth yellow. First you dip the cloth into a vat of bright yellow dye for a few minutes. Once the color is fully absorbed, you set the wet cloth out in the sun for many hours to dry. In the process, however, much of the bright yellow color naturally fades. Nonetheless, a hint of the bright yellow remains colorfast. Again you dip the cloth in the yellow dye for a few minutes and then let it dry in the sun for several hours. A bit more of the yellow is colorfast in the cloth. You repeat over and over again, every day, and there comes a time when the dried cloth in the sun is the same yellow color as the dye in the vat.
The analogy to the impact of meditation on the mind is simple. Settle down into the field of stillness for a few minutes during your morning meditation and then plunge into dynamic activity. Get the kids off to school, head to work, study for an exam—whatever you ordinarily do. In those beginning days, you may notice that the equanimity and clarity of thinking you feel immediately after your meditation lasts for an hour before it dissipates. Now do that twice a day every day for a week or two—a few minutes of meditation followed by many hours of life—and see for yourself how the inner stillness grows and begins to extend longer and longer throughout your day. Then watch that happen as weeks turn into months and years of regular meditating twice a day.
I want to emphasize that TM is not like blood pressure medication, where your level goes down after you take a pill and then climbs back up over time until you take another one. That’s obviously helpful, and very necessary, for people with hypertension, but it doesn’t address the underlying issue of how people’s bodies react to stress. It’s masking or merely managing the problem. In contrast, the research shows that the benefits of TM are cumulative. Not only will your high blood pressure decrease, but a lot of other good, healthy effects will follow. You will be more resilient, more efficient, and feel healthier and more energized over time. It’s not positive thinking; it’s not too good to be true. It’s simply what happens when you are not tied up in huge knots of stress.
Ray Dalio is the founder, co–chief investment officer, and cochairman of Bridgewater Associates, a global leader in institutional portfolio management and the largest hedge fund in the world. Fortune magazine called Bridgewater the fifth most important private company in the United States. Ray is also the best-selling author of Principles: Life and Work.
Ray has been practicing Transcendental Meditation for nearly fifty years and calls it “the single most important reason for any success I have had in my life, because it has given me equanimity and creativity.”
Ray is in his midsixties, but he still has the same energy he had as a kid growing up in Queens, New York, with a jazz musician father and a homemaker mom. “Meditation leads to open-mindedness and creativity,” he said. “Meditation is a process of opening up. It’s like taking a hot shower but better; even though you’re not thinking of anything in particular, a great idea can come through, and then you just grab it.
“It also doesn’t lessen your emotions. The emotions are the same, but you can step back and say, ‘I’m not going to be controlled by that emotion.’ And I think it does help to see things at a higher level,” he said.
I reflected on the practical significance to everyday life of Ray’s words about not being controlled by emotions a few weeks later when I was teaching a writer friend who has two boys, ages two and five. He had his very first meditation session with me on a Sunday morning at my Midtown Manhattan office. That night, at bath time, he had trouble convincing his five-year-old to get in the tub. But he stayed calm, and the child didn’t get the hoped-for reaction from his dad. “I was feeling very present,” he said, “and then my son emptied a bucket of water on me.”
That would usually be just the thing, he admitted, to make him lose his temper. “But I had a real moment, completely soaked, where I saw the options. I could lose it, yell at him, and make him cry, so he doesn’t hear anything I say anyway. Or I could acknowledge the absurdity of it and still be firm about the rules. How many times have I wasted opportunities to help him learn because I reacted purely out of frustration?”
This is the prefrontal cortex of the brain coming back online from daily meditation. It brings broader perspective and gives you a pause, a moment, between the burning feeling of irritation and then lashing out, perhaps irrationally and regretfully. In the modern world, many people are like a car with an untuned engine; the idle is set way too high, and the car is burning way too much gas. In that analogy, TM retunes the nervous system, resetting the idle lower with a more balanced RPM and more energy to burn.
Dr. Fred Travis, director of the Center for Brain, Consciousness, and Cognition at Maharishi University of Management, is one of the world’s foremost research scientists on meditation and the brain. Even before he became a neuroscientist, Dr. Travis wrote his senior thesis at Cornell University on the effect of Transcendental Meditation on creativity. He took a matched group of Cornell undergraduates, some of whom were learning TM and some who were not.
“I would grade all the creativity tests, not knowing who were the meditators and who were not,” he told me. “I would see huge transitions in some students, and I wondered, ‘Are these the meditators? They’re really seeing things differently and being more creative in their responses.’ And when we broke the code, they did, in fact, turn out to be in the TM group.”
Later, Dr. Travis set out to study how TM could optimize performance and self-development. He used a composite index he developed called the Brain Integration Scale (BIS). The BIS is a combination of three EEG-derived brain measures recorded during challenging tasks: broadband frontal coherence, alpha waves, and brain preparatory response. He combined these “scores” into the BIS, with higher scores relating to creativity, decision making, and brain processing speed. When he measured the brain waves of thirty-eight college students, Dr. Travis saw the BIS scores rose during three months of TM practice.8
Dr. Travis hypothesized that elite athletes and top business managers would have similar brain coherence with the various parts of the brain connecting to work together. He tested the brain wave patterns of thirty-three world-class athletes, comparing them to patterns in thirty-three average performing athletes (all matched by age and gender). He measured galvanic skin response, and also gave them paper-and-pencil tests to measure self-development, moral development, and frequency of peak experiences—the feeling of being in the zone—during optimum performance. Sure enough, he found that higher psychophysiological growth—a greater sense of well-being during action—underlies higher performance.9 He also compared the brain waves of twenty top-level managers and twenty low-level managers, matched for age, gender, education, and type of organization. Top-level managers were characterized by higher BIS scores, higher levels of moral reasoning, and more frequent optimum-performance peak experiences.10
The evidence is clear: when the different areas of your brain are connected and functioning coherently, you get more done.
But a prefrontal cortex is only as strong as the brain’s circuits. The brain is a living organ that adapts to our every experience. The old theory was that the brain grew until the end of adolescence and then remained static—“as is”—for the rest of your life. Now we know that the brain has neuroplasticity—the ongoing strengthening and weakening of brain circuits—throughout life. Each experience creates electrical activity that travels through the brain’s circuits. Trauma and stress generate dysfunctional circuits, while positive experiences produce functional circuits. With each new positive experience, we change brain connections in ways that will allow us to be better at what we do the next time.
Research shows that the experience of inner stillness over time is a healthy, positive one, and it reshapes and strengthens brain connections.
What exactly happens to the brain when you meditate? As I said before, researchers can track its effects by giving the TM practitioner an electroencephalogram (EEG), which measures electrical activity in your brain. When you run an EEG on someone practicing TM, you see an increase in alpha-1 brain waves in the prefrontal cortex, and these waves then spread throughout the brain. Alpha-1 waves are the bridge between conscious thinking and our subconscious mind. Another unique characteristic is that these alpha-1 brain waves are coherent: that is, the frequency of brain waves from one point of the brain are similar to those from another point. This coherence is found between the prefrontal cortex and the back of the brain, and between the left and right hemispheres of the brain. Alpha-1 EEG coherence means that different parts of the brain are working together in full communication. What’s important here is that this coherence extends far beyond the twenty-minute meditation to enhance your brain function while you are focused on your work during the hours after meditation. (According to a review of the effects of different methods, including Open Monitoring and Focused Attention, more than a dozen studies reported that TM is the only meditation technique to increase alpha-1 EEG coherence.11)
These coherent circuits are strengthened as you continue to meditate over days and weeks and months, allowing your brain to work more efficiently and effectively. TM does this in the same way that the neural connections formed during any repeated experience, such as musical training—for example, learning to play the guitar—also prime the brain for other aspects of human communication, like language, speech, and memory. But during TM, those connections are unique and have a more holistic impact on brain functioning compared with when you learn to play an instrument or listen to music.
As a result, as you continue to meditate, you increasingly make better decisions with better judgment and planning. You’re more yourself. Of course, none of this is magic. It’s the way your brain works when all the areas of the brain are connected, integrated, and healthy. Dr. Travis likens this TM benefit to an orchestra finally playing together in concert. And this is an ongoing process that starts from your first meditation and continues throughout your life.
* * *
David Lynch is a close friend, a brilliant filmmaker (The Elephant Man, Blue Velvet, Mulholland Drive, Inland Empire, and many others), and the writer and director of the iconic television show Twin Peaks. He is also the founder of the nonprofit in his name, the David Lynch Foundation, which has brought TM to more than six hundred thousand inner-city school kids. David has been meditating since 1973, and he has not missed a single meditation in all that time. For him, the effects of meditating are like “expanding the container” of his mind. “The conduit for that flow of ideas is more open,” he told me, “and you can just start desiring ideas, and they seem to float in.”
As you meditate, you are able to access deeper levels of thought, down to the level of your intuition. “It’s the thing that every artist is looking for,” David explained to me, “to get the thing that feels correct to us. I say intuition is our number one tool. Intuition is emotion and intellect swimming together. It’s something that grows the more you transcend.”
And regular meditation allows you to draw upon your creative resources on a regular basis.
At first, though, David wasn’t so sure. “You hear about meditation and think you’re going to get calm, super boring, and you’re going to lose your edge,” he said. “I had that same fear. I thought maybe meditation would make everybody the same, and then they’ll ring a bell, and we’ll all be out marching somewhere. I was worried about those things.”
Instead, David found that TM gave him more of an edge to do his art and freed him from what he calls “the suffocating rubber clown suit of negativity.” In his view, anger—real selfish, bitter anger—is nothing less than mind control. “That anger’s controlling you,” he explained. “It doesn’t serve anything. If you’re super angry, that just occupies the mind, and there is very little room for ideas to flow in.”
Simply put, chronic stress and fatigue can make everyone look and act pretty much the same—and that means reactive, unhappy, irritable, sick. On the other hand, meditation helps people actualize their own unique potential without being limited or shrouded by stress and fatigue. And that means being more creative, more productive, more fulfilled.
I liken it to an orchard. If you have ten different types of fruit trees, and they haven’t been watered for a long time, you will see a landscape of leafless, brittle, brown branches and sticks and stems. But if you water and nourish the trees at their roots, you will see a rich vista of differences. The apple, orange, and cherry trees will each be healthy, robust, and distinctively themselves, with each one yielding different fragrant flowers and sweet fruits. TM is like watering the roots of your life—it allows you to simultaneously nourish all the different parts of your life and to be more of who you naturally are.
As this growth continues naturally over time, you will develop the expanded mental faculties that Maharishi and the ancient meditation texts call “cosmic consciousness” and that Dr. Norman Rosenthal calls the “super mind” in his best-selling book by that title. As Dr. Rosenthal puts it: “The super mind is a mental state that consists of the development of expanded states of consciousness that occur in tandem with reduced stress, better physical health, and the emergence of life-enhancing personal qualities.”
Dr. Rosenthal emphasizes that as you meditate over time, you don’t just become more relaxed and smarter, but also you gain a scarce commodity these days: you actually feel happier. He surveyed more than six hundred TM practitioners, a large majority of whom reported that, since starting to meditate, “they felt as though they had become more mindful, recovered more quickly from unpleasant events, were more fully present and engaged, and were generally happier,” Dr. Rosenthal told me. “They also reported that they felt more in the zone, which was associated with greater ease at getting things done, and improved creativity and productivity. Unsurprisingly, these traits were associated with improved performance at work.”
Those who responded to Dr. Rosenthal’s questionnaire also reported feeling “luckier,” as though they were receiving more support from those around them. They were making healthier choices in their lives, others noticed their positive changes, and their relationships in general improved. The data also showed that favorable life changes that started after learning to meditate correlated significantly with both how long and how regularly people had been meditating.
* * *
Finding the time to meditate was the foremost concern of Scott Miller when he walked into my Midtown Manhattan office a little more than four years ago. He had been thinking about learning to meditate for a long time, but the biggest challenge had been making time in his schedule for instruction. It’s true—he was indeed very busy. Scott heads up G100 Network, an invitation-only membership organization that brings together current and rising CEOs from around the world to share ideas on leadership and strategy.
Scott, who was CEO of both Hyatt Hotels Corporation and United Infrastructure Company, has trained and advised hundreds of CEOs and thousands of potential CEOs through G100. He told me he has learned that everyone is a leader in one way or another. But the demands placed on any leader—whether a corporate CEO, teacher, parent, or student—are escalating far beyond the available hours in a day. So having the clarity and scope to prioritize is becoming more and more essential.
A big part of Scott’s work nowadays is arming these leaders with tools to help them manage not just their professional lives but also their personal lives. We need to be taught to achieve balance. Once he learned TM, he knew the technique would be a major tool in that arsenal.
Successful people, he said, want more from life than just high marks in their career. They want to be present and available to their loved ones and fulfilled outside of work. He urges his clients to meditate because he knows it will make them perform better at whatever it is they care about. If their focus is on business, they’ll see advancement there. If it’s about being a more active father or mother, they will have breakthroughs there. And he finds that when he encounters these leaders after they have been practicing even for a few weeks, the difference is remarkable. “Every single one of them is more resilient,” Scott told me. “They can balance stresses at work and home so much better.”
One last point here to those who are concerned that they won’t be able to meditate twice a day every day. Life intrudes, and, realistically, you’re probably going to miss a session. But for your own sake, make that the exception, not the rule. Make it a priority. Of course, I think you should try to do it twice a day, because that is how you will get the most benefit.
Let’s review the steps of instruction:
Day 1. Learn to meditate with a certified TM teacher—just you and your teacher (ninety minutes).
Day 2. Establish correct practice of the TM technique so that when you meditate, it is simple, natural, and effortless—with no concentration or control of the mind. This is a class with the people who learned to meditate in personal instruction the day before (ninety minutes).
Day 3. Understand the mechanics of how the unique state of restful alertness gained during TM practice allows the body to dissolve deeply rooted stress. This is a class with the same people from the day before (ninety minutes).
Day 4. Gain a vision of possibilities of how the benefits of regular TM practice to mind and body accumulate over time. This is a class with the same people from the previous two days (ninety minutes).
After You Learn. Once you complete the four days of instruction, you have the option to schedule periodic “refreshers” with your TM teacher (or any TM teacher anywhere in the world) for the rest of your life. These sessions usually take about thirty minutes and are a simple and valuable way to ensure that you are meditating 100 percent correctly and gaining maximum benefit.
And one last note. Life happens. There will be events in your life that you might need a little support to get through. As TM teachers, we are here for you. And even if you are on a sustained roll, it’s nice to have check-in sessions to refresh your practice, to make sure you are on the right track. I just meditated with someone I’d taught in 1972!
He was doing fine. He just wanted to say hello.
MEDITATIVE MOMENT
From Gang Member to a Private College
When Maria entered New Village Girls Academy in Los Angeles as a tenth grader, she had very few high school credits and was perceived as having very little chance at succeeding in life. But she learned to meditate through a David Lynch Foundation program that offered TM to faculty and students at the all-girls charter school. In a pretty dramatic fashion, Maria turned around her life. Right away, she said, she was able to focus better, retain more information, and stay away from drugs and gangs and other bad influences. She began taking college classes in her junior year, along with her required high school subjects. By the middle of her senior year, the young woman was ready to graduate with a 3.7 grade point average. Maria was admitted to several colleges with her pick of full-paying scholarships.
Maria’s story is so compelling that she was asked recently to testify before the City of Los Angeles Mayor’s Office of Gang Reduction & Youth Development on the role that TM has played in overcoming the traumas of her life. Here is what she said:
I grew up in a neighborhood that was known for gang violence. I was influenced by what I thought was cool and started fighting, drinking, using meth, and hanging out with a gang. I was thirteen when I was first incarcerated in juvenile hall. Two years later, I was incarcerated again, and then again. I kept getting out, going back home, and making the same wrong decisions.
But the fourth time I went home, after I had been locked up for six months, I decided to make a change. I enrolled in New Village Girls Academy. The principal and teachers wanted to know about me—about my past and my journey. It was probably the first time someone actually cared about me.
New Village is also where I learned Transcendental Meditation. Looking back, I see how it changed my life and how it has been essential to my recovery. I am able to take fifteen minutes to focus on myself and not worry about the problems at home, the homework that’s due in two days, or that I have to see my parole officer tomorrow. Those fifteen minutes make the rest of my day much better. I feel calmer and less worried. I focus better. I am happier. Life still has not been particularly easy for me. The problems still occur; the stressors are still there. But now I have a technique that helps me to refocus and not lose sight of the big changes I want to make in myself and in my world.
PILLAR three
CHANGE BEGINS WITHIN
What do you hope to get from learning to meditate?
I often ask that question before I give an introductory talk about the technique.
I hear responses like:
“I love my work, but it is incredibly stressful, and I don’t want to burn out.”
“I eat too much, probably because of stress, and I can’t stop myself.”
“I have become an anxious, fearful person, and I don’t recognize or like myself.”
“I want to relate to people better.”
“My life is going well and I have no particular complaints but I am always interested in learning more, growing more, seeing if there is more to life.”
Maybe one or more of those answers resonate with you.
I remember meeting with Ellen DeGeneres in the living room of her home in Los Angeles. I was there to teach her TM, and I asked her the same question I just asked you: What do you hope to get from learning to meditate? Why now?
“Bob,” she said, and then paused for a moment to think, “I want to maintain a permanent connection with the intelligence that runs the universe . . .”
“Whoa,” I thought to myself.
She waited for one comic beat.
“. . . and I can’t sleep at night.”
I chuckled along with her, but I often think about the truth in both things she said. Ellen encapsulated what so many of us want in our lives. Maybe you don’t ask outright for “the intelligence that runs the universe.” But you want to grow. You want to learn more, do more, and achieve more. It’s only natural. You don’t want to feel stagnant or stale in your work and relationships. And perhaps most importantly, you don’t want to feel stifled within yourself. But the reality is that we are pulled so often in so many directions, taking care of our kids, our partner, our work, it is easy to feel stuck—that we are, at best, spinning our wheels. We are working hard just to keep our head above water, to maintain the status quo. But we are not growing.
What holds us back? Any number of things: Exhaustion. Foggy brain. A shortage of good ideas. Or maybe we don’t know what to do, where to start. You can fill in the blanks there for yourself. The point is that meditating gives direct access to your own innermost, unbounded self. In so doing, it gives your body the deep rest it needs to eliminate the buildup of stress and tension that drains energy and undermines health. It makes available the clarity of thinking, the free flow of creative ideas, and the conviction of purpose to create changes in your life and in your world.
I have been teaching people to meditate for a very long time, but I always appreciate seeing the unique way it affects different people. Case in point: when I had the opportunity to teach actor Michael J. Fox. It started when I got a call during halftime while I was attending a New York Knicks game at Madison Square Garden.
It was Tracy Pollan, Michael’s wife. She wanted to set up a time for Michael to learn to meditate. As we were hammering out dates, I discussed some of the benefits that the meditation could bring to Michael, who I knew had been battling Parkinson’s disease since the early nineties. At the end of the conversation, I asked Tracy offhandedly, “Is Michael looking forward to learning?”
“Oh, God, he doesn’t know,” she said with a laugh. “I haven’t told him yet—it’s a surprise!”
Michael must have liked the surprise because he came to our office several weeks later to learn. Before we began, he told me he had not taken any of his medications that day that help to control his tremors. He wanted to see objectively the degree to which meditating calmed him down. Michael on tremor-reducing meds is how you see him on television and in public spaces. Michael off meds is how almost no one sees him, save for his family and closest friends. In fact, after decades with PD, as many people with Parkinson’s call it, Michael’s tremors had become more pronounced.
I sat across from Michael in my office, both of us in comfortable chairs. I gave him his mantra and explained how to use it properly. He closed his eyes and began to meditate. Within seconds—literally seconds—all his tremors ceased. I am not talking gradually subsided, but just stopped. Stunned by what I saw, I closed my eyes and meditated with him. A few minutes later, when we both were done meditating, I looked over at him, and he was staring at his hands, which lay motionless on his lap. He sat like that for several more minutes, just looking at his hands.
“This moment,” he said, “is the calmest I have felt in years. Decades.”
I wondered if he would have the same experience the next time he meditated at home. We met the following day, and sure enough, he said the same thing happened. A week later, he told me it was still happening when he meditated at home. Whenever he did TM, the tremors ceased. He said he had begun sleeping more soundly through the night, whereas before he would wake up every one or two hours.
A month later, in another visit, Michael recalled how uncharacteristically relaxed he felt immediately prior to delivering an hourlong talk on Parkinson’s before a large audience in Toronto. In the past, he confided, he would have sat backstage, fretting anxiously over every word he planned to say. This time he meditated for twenty minutes in the greenroom, walked out onstage, and gave one of the best talks of his life.
Although Michael’s tremors do inevitably return after he finishes his twenty-minute meditation, for him the big thing has been the significant reduction in anxiety levels and the dramatic overall improvement in his quality of life.
Since teaching Michael, I have spoken to many other TM teachers who have taught people with PD to meditate, and they report similar experiences. Why is that happening? It will be interesting to find out. PD is thought to be caused because the brain slowly stops producing the neurotransmitter, or brain chemical, dopamine. With less and less dopamine, a person has progressively less ability to regulate his or her movements, body, and emotions. Perhaps the meditation somehow affects dopamine production, calming this chronic, debilitating neurological disorder. It is the subject of a study the David Lynch Foundation is determined to support.
* * *
You can also come at TM as a complete skeptic—like Dr. Richard Schneider, a retired rear admiral and president of Norwich University—but still be open to change. I liked President Schneider the moment he greeted me with a firm handshake in his office at Norwich in 2010. Fit, good-natured, and affable, he is the longest-serving president of Norwich, the oldest private military college in the United States. President Schneider told me he’d heard about our work through Joan Andrews, the daughter of a beloved NU grad and trustee, the late Paul Andrews.
“You’ve got to see what TM is doing for veterans,” Joan said. “It’s helping them!”
“Okay, back up, what’s TM?” asked President Schneider.
“Transcendental Meditation.”
President Schneider admitted he laughed. Skeptical does not begin to describe how he felt, but he’s a smart man, and Norwich has a rep for being on the cutting edge. It was one of the first military colleges to admit women and African Americans, and it is also the birthplace of the ROTC. And it’s not just about history. This small college in Northfield, Vermont, has worked to be ranked second in the study of cybersecurity, the next field of battle.
“I said, ‘Okay, let me find out about this,’ ” he recalled. “I have a very stressful campus because that’s what we do here: we stress them now so they get used to being stressed in the military.”
The more President Schneider learned about the tangible benefits of the meditation, the more interested he was. So he invited me and my colleague Colonel Brian Rees, a medical doctor who served five tours in Iraq and Afghanistan, to meet with him and his whole administrative team, and talk about starting a pilot program teaching TM.
“I support the idea of the program,” he told me at the time. “But I have to learn myself before I suggest it to any student. I have to lead from the front.”
He knew he could be taking a big risk in bringing meditation to a military college, “professionally and reputationally,” he told me. “I needed to learn so I could look people in the eye and say, ‘I’m doing this. It works for me.’ ”
On a cool, sunny afternoon in a private study room off the university’s main library hall, I taught him how to meditate. Within days of learning, President Schneider found that his life was less stressful even though none of the usual external stressors had disappeared. “I was more centered, and I was more relaxed,” he said. “I stopped sweating the small stuff, and I think it’s the small stuff that drives you crazy.” He enjoys meditating on planes, he added, because he has the experience of all the noise just fading away—“even when some kid behind me is kicking the chair. I’m aware of it, but I am perfectly relaxed.”
President Schneider saw the potential value for the “rooks”: the incoming cadets. “Cadets have been arriving at Norwich with more and more stress,” he said. “Any of our counseling staff would tell you the same thing. And once you hear these kids’ stories, it’s no wonder they can’t focus on their calculus. They have so much other baggage in the way.”
Just out of high school, many of these leaders-in-training are worried about their single parents, and what is happening to their younger brothers and sisters in their neighborhoods. “It’s usually not about themselves,” President Schneider explained. “They’re worried about others.”
He announced the TM pilot program in a letter to the inbound class and the youngsters’ parents. “We got overrun with parents who wanted their kids to try it,” he said. “We did a control group of a platoon of about thirty kids who got the training, and thirty of those who didn’t.
“Honestly, within three weeks, the kids who didn’t get the training were complaining like they were disadvantaged,” said President Schneider. “Because the meditating kids weren’t getting yelled at, they were staying awake in class, they were performing better. So they wanted it. And I told them, ‘You’ll get it but you’re going to have to wait.’ ”
In every measurable functional area, the TM team was outperforming the control team. Issues such as depression, anxiety, stress, bad moods—all went down significantly. Constructive thinking, emotional coping, and resilience all went up.
“I have an ethical responsibility to provide anything I can give these young people to be more successful and more victorious and take better care of their troops,” he told me. President Schneider feels an added responsibility knowing that he is training future officers who will be charged not just with managing their own stress in adversity but also that of the people they lead. “If the leader is stressed, everybody in the team knows it,” he said. “You want the team to be confident.”
* * *
Resilience in the midst of dire situations: that is certainly what’s needed during a typical night in the emergency room at Chicago’s Mount Sinai Hospital. One of four top-level trauma centers in Chicago, Sinai is also at the center of West Side gang turf.
And right there in the middle of it is Dr. John Vazquez, chief medical officer of Sinai Group, and chair of anesthesiology. “Summer is busier,” he told me. “We have a higher amount of trauma during the warmer months.”
Sinai is a level-1 trauma center, which is the highest severity, and a level-3 neonatal intensive care unit, which is also the highest severity. “We see the sickest of the sick, and we can see very severe trauma,” said Dr. Vazquez. “The violence is certainly devastating for the families. But it’s also traumatic for the first responders, the people in the ambulance, and the people who receive that person in the emergency and operating rooms.”
To help manage stress, Dr. Vazquez began practicing TM a couple of years back through a training grant offered to the hospital. I was particularly interested in Dr. Vazquez’s experience because he not only handles the pressures of an OR but also understands the boardroom. “I’ve got a dual role here. I am an anesthesiologist by training, so that’s clinical,” he explained. “I’m also chief medical officer of the medical group, which has over three hundred medical group physicians. That part of my job can be the business part. In addition to running a department, I oversee the business part of the medical group. I have a lot of demands on my time.”
Dr. Vazquez can see the effects of trauma from a personal standpoint and has a managerial sense of how it is affecting the staff. The week before we spoke, Dr. Vazquez spoke of a trauma case he took care of personally. “It is incredibly sad to see people lose their life at such an early age and the loss of such great potential.
“It can cause burnout,” he said, adding, “I’ve seen physicians decide to leave the acute care hospital setting and choose to practice in a more outpatient basis to reduce the stress level.”
Dr. Vazquez loves his work, loves serving his community. He says that meditating helps keep some of the stress of his job at bay. “But I think some of the trauma stays with you,” he admitted. “There’s no way you can experience what we see and have it not impact you. But meditating is a powerful tool that helps me manage the stress and prevent it from taking a toll.”
* * *
I can’t highlight these stories of personal transformation and healing without telling you about Joey Lowenstein. I had never taught a child who is on the autism spectrum until a few years ago. But I had heard from fellow TM teachers that kids and adults with autism benefit from meditating.
Then Joey came into my life. His mom, Roberta Lowenstein, reached out to me after she had been meditating for two years. She explained the severity of the condition of her son, then fifteen. He was nonverbal but communicated with a letter board. His IQ is off the charts genius level, but he can’t sit still. Worse, he has terrible anxiety.
That’s key to understanding his story. He has a disability, but the separate issue is his anxiety.
“Will you teach him?” his mom asked.
“Of course,” I said.
When we met to begin instruction, right away I saw that Joey had serious issues with attention. In fact, for the first week or so after he learned to meditate, he could keep his eyes closed only for a minute or two before he would jump up out of his chair. But Joey has a genuineness about him that people love—myself included. We stuck it out, Roberta either brought Joey by my office for follow-up visits or else I met with Joey at their apartment so that he was in a familiar environment.
He began to feel like family to me, and I wanted to see him succeed.
And we got there. Within a month or so, Joey was meditating for fifteen minutes twice a day and really enjoying the benefits. His mom said he was less anxious and displaying more self-confidence. She recalled the time Joey was stuck in an elevator in a New York City high-rise for almost an hour with only his caregiver and a bottle of water.
“TM is what got Joey through that frightening experience,” Roberta told me. “He started out calm and stayed that way.”
Yes, Joey has challenges, and he is keenly aware of them. But he is a normal teenage boy: he wants a girlfriend; he wants friends. And feeling socially awkward had left him with the impression that he didn’t measure up.
That sounds like a lot of us, right? I remember asking him during one visit how his meditation was going. He wrote back on his letter board that he was really loving his practice. So I asked why.
“Because it’s so easy,” he wrote back. “I can do it.”
“Of course you can,” I replied. “But what makes you love it?”
“It’s the only time during the day,” he wrote, “that I don’t feel bad about myself.”
It was tough to see those words spelled out so clearly. Since that conversation, Roberta and Joey moved to Georgia, where he is enjoying a more supportive environment for his continued growth. Roberta said that Joey is starting to talk more and more and is growing in self-assurance. She credits his regular TM practice as a contributing factor—and Joey agrees. He also says that meditating keeps his mom in better spirits.
“TM calms the mind and the mom,” he wrote to me one afternoon on his letter board after the three of us had meditated together.
* * *
Obviously, TM brought tangible benefits to Joey’s life. So can TM help teens who are not on the spectrum develop resilience and the ability to function well in stressful circumstances? Can it help the highly stressed-out high achiever and the unmotivated underachiever?
There is no doubt that it can, says Dr. William Stixrud, one of the leading clinical neuropsychologists in the country. Dr. Stixrud is also a member of the adjunct faculty of the Children’s National Medical Center, in Washington, DC, and an assistant professor of psychiatry at the George Washington University School of Medicine and Health Sciences. Additionally, he is the coauthor of the upcoming The Self-Driven Child: The Science and Sense of Giving Kids More Control Over Their Lives. I spoke with Dr. Stixrud because he is an expert in how parents and other adults can help young people “sculpt” brains that work effectively—what he calls “stretching kids without breaking them.”
Although teens don’t often ask their parents to find them a TM teacher—usually because they’ve never heard of the technique before—when they do meditate regularly, it benefits kids in the same ways that it does adults. Like adults, young people have a center—a core that is peaceful and happy—which they learn to access through TM, says Dr. Stixrud. “And the more they do it, the more they find that they are calmer and less reactive to stress. And when they do get stressed, it goes away faster—often twice as fast as it does in kids who don’t meditate. Kids who meditate generally sleep better, are more able to keep things in perspective, and more generally find it easier to get through life with less wear and tear.”
This is true for kids handling the stress of growing up in extreme poverty, and it is also true for children from wealthy families who feel tremendous pressure at elite schools. Dr. Stixrud recently presented at a conference at which several professionals discussed data showing that TM is a powerful tool for preventing violence in disadvantaged youth. At one point in the conference, a woman who directs a high school program for high-performing students, many of whom are very stressed, told the audience that she had introduced TM into her school because “I couldn’t stand to send one more depressed or self-harming kid to the hospital.”
Research has also shown that TM can give virtually any teen the power to think twice—or even once—before acting. It helps impulsive kids be more thoughtful, and it helps emotionally reactive kids to tone down their responses. As Dr. Stixrud says, “TM allows their brain’s prefrontal cortex to better modulate their amygdala, which gives them a greater sense of control.”
Dr. Stixrud likes to tell the story of a particularly hyperactive and impulsive young teenager he met during a TM study. The boy was, along with his fellow students at a school for kids with learning disabilities, three months into his practice of meditation, and Dr. Stixrud was doing a routine check-in to record results.
“Are you feeling any effects from meditation in your day-to-day life?” he asked. The teenager paused for a minute, clearly giving the question some thought. “It used to be if I’d be walking through the halls and someone bumped into me, I’d just turn around and hit him.”
Dr. Stixrud nodded, ever the professional.
“But now that I’ve been meditating, if somebody bumps me while I’m walking in the halls, I stop and think, ‘Should I hit him or not?’ ” Dr. Stixrud told me that after he stopped laughing, he had the following thought: “Getting impulsive kids to be less impulsive is really hard; this may be the best thing anyone’s ever told me about Transcendental Meditation!”
That kid in the hall is like a lot of us, though for you and me, the question is less likely to be “Should I hit him or not?” but “Should I overreact and reply to this email and show everyone this guy’s a fool?” Meditating gives you the time and the space to react and make wise decisions, not just in the moment but also in figuring out big-picture concerns, such as what do you really want from life?
* * *
I find that many people are able to see the value of meditation in their own lives when they see what it does for veterans. “If the technique can work for these men and women who live with the most toxic levels of stress and anxiety,” the thinking goes, “then maybe it could work for me.”
So, meet Melanie Pote. She was eighteen months into her service in the US Army when everything went wrong. Around seven in the morning on March 20, 2002, she was finishing her night watch of ammunition at Fort Drum in upstate New York. It was training week, and Melanie and other members of the 110th Military Intelligence Battalion were getting ready for a day of rifle practice on a nearby range. But first they had to line up for breakfast at the mess tent.
“Because I guarded the ammo at night, I was usually first in line, right at seven o’clock,” Melanie told me. “But for some reason, I kept stalling. The guy who relieved me said, ‘Come on, it’s been fifteen minutes. Get going.’ So I did.”
At 7:20, Melanie was fifth in line when two artillery shells fell far short of their drill target and sent shrapnel ripping through the mess tent. The cannon shells, each with the power to rip apart a tank, were fired after members of another battalion “acted in a negligent manner,” according to Fort Drum’s then acting commander.
“We saw the shells coming,” Melanie recalled. “And then there was the explosion. The first person in line was killed instantly. That’s where I usually was. And another sergeant whom I knew very well was killed. He didn’t die right away. He died later. But I watched him struggle as we tried to take care of him.”
Melanie was thrown through the air. “I didn’t even realize I was hurt,” she said. “I was trying to help everyone else. Then I saw I had two pieces of shrapnel in my left leg.”
Her wounds healed, but the trauma remained. “You just don’t plan for that on your own base,” she said. “You plan for it over there, in Iraq.” Melanie went home, and things only got worse. “From my experience with military PTSD, there’s a lot of triggers. There are so many noises that happen—a car backfiring or fireworks—that will bring up a previous event.”
Worse, even the anticipation of being triggered caused Melanie to live in a clenched state of panic. “I had tightness in my chest and pain there all the time,” she said. After a decade of feeling untethered, Melanie, now a tattoo artist working out of Lawrenceville, Georgia, sought the expertise of a therapist who helped her work through her survivor’s guilt. Still, she lived with that inescapable fear. “For a long, long time,” she said, “I was very lost.”
Yet here she was now, a shy but funny young woman, talking to me. What started the change? “You’re gonna laugh, but I heard about meditation from an interview with the actor Matt Bomer,” she told me. “He said something like, ‘Everyone needs a reset button so you can start your day without anxiety.’ ”
Curious, Melanie looked into TM in 2016 and decided to learn. “Within two weeks of practice, I was driving my car down the road, and I realized, ‘Wait, I don’t have any tightness in my chest. I don’t have any chest pain. I don’t have that constant feeling of dread that I am going to die.’ ” She pulled over and called her meditation teacher. “I was laughing because it seemed so crazy. I’d lived with this anxiety for so long, and meditation was the missing piece to heal it.”
There are moments, of course, where Melanie’s trauma returns, but the effects are not as severe, and it dissipates more quickly, she said. “I can’t stand fireworks, but that constant dread isn’t there. It’s been replaced with more of a calm.”
You can put Melanie’s story in further context with this sobering fact: according to a recent study from the US Department of Veterans Affairs, twenty-one American military veterans commit suicide a day. That means that while veterans make up only 9 percent of the population, they account for double—18 percent—the number of US suicides. The study includes more than fifty million veterans’ records from 1979 to 2014 from every state. Most striking, roughly 65 percent of all veteran suicides in 2014 were for individuals fifty years or older, many of whom spent little or no time fighting in the most recent wars.1 A half million US troops deployed since 2001 have PTSD in return for their service. The Rand Center for Military Health Policy Research estimated that costs related to PTSD and depression could range from $4 billion to $6.2 billion over two years.2
The first study of TM as a treatment for post-traumatic stress involved combat veterans of the Vietnam War. The trial showed a 52 percent reduction in anxiety symptoms, a 46 percent drop in depression, and a 40 percent reduction in symptoms of post-traumatic stress after three months’ practice of the technique. Vets who couldn’t sleep finally found relief, and many who’d turned to alcohol abuse were able to ease off their drinking.3
More recently, a study of vets from the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan showed a 48 percent reduction in symptoms of post-traumatic stress, and an 87 percent improvement in depression. The results were evident after just two months of practicing TM.4
In 2010 the David Lynch Foundation began offering TM to veterans, active-duty military personnel, and cadets—and their families—through our Operation Warrior Wellness initiative. That’s how Paul Downs learned to meditate. In his eleven years serving as an infantryman in the US Marine Corps, Paul was deployed in hotspots and combat zones throughout the world. In the Middle East alone, he served in Iraq, Oman, Qatar, and Kuwait. When Paul left the marines, one of the things he looked forward to most was being close to his young children. But what he didn’t realize was just how much his identity as a marine meant to him. When Paul left the Corps, he said, he lost pretty much everything: his tribe, his sense of self, and all that he knew to be true. Because of that, he lost his sense of forward momentum, purpose, and connection.
Paul suffered from PTSD. To outside observers, he told me, he might have seemed like “just another angry, disgruntled veteran.” He sought help from the Veterans Administration, looking for guidance, direction, and connection. He says nothing helped. He quit trying.
“I was drowning in fear and sadness,” he reflected. “A few months after putting away the uniform, I developed a pretty detailed plan for suicide. But while sitting in my truck, ready to proceed, a thought hit me: to die by my own hand is not my birthright. It is not the way of the warrior. Warriors have a deep appreciation for life and are not victims of circumstance.”
Desperate, Paul reached out to the Boulder Crest Retreat in Virginia, a highly respected in-residence center for veterans, active-duty military, and first responders seeking to heal the hidden wounds of trauma. There he learned Transcendental Meditation.
“What I learned at Boulder Crest was excellent, but much of it didn’t apply to everyday life outside of the retreat center, like equine therapy or archery,” he told me. “TM is different. You can take it anywhere and do it anytime: at home, on an airplane, sitting in traffic, anywhere. Veterans need this meditation. We need to learn how to regulate so we can be calm, cool, and collected at home, just like we were trained to be on the battlefield. TM has worked for me, and it has worked for thousands of my brothers and sisters. It’s given me the opportunity not just to survive on earth but to thrive here—and to live a life that is truly full of purpose, meaning, connection, and service.”
* * *
Five years ago, the US Department of Defense funded a $2.4 million clinical trial to evaluate the effects of the Transcendental Meditation program on the severity of trauma symptoms as well as depression when compared with cognitive behavioral therapy (working to change patterns of behavior to alleviate symptoms) with prolonged exposure (allowing the person to be exposed to the feared object without danger), and health education control. The randomized, controlled study, conducted at the VA San Diego Healthcare System, enrolled 203 veterans with documented post-traumatic stress.
Results presented to the Military Health System Research Symposium in August 2017 showed that both the TM group and the group offered prolonged-exposure therapy, which has been considered the gold standard for PTSD treatment, significantly decreased trauma symptom severity and depression compared with health education after three months. What’s more, the benefits were generally higher in the TM group compared with those who underwent prolonged exposure.
Dr. Sandy Nidich, co-principal investigator of the study, told me, “Transcendental Meditation is a nontrauma-focused treatment and may actually be preferable to other treatments for PTSD, such as exposure therapy, that involve repeated, deliberate contact with anxiety-provoking stimuli.”
MY OWN STORY
I can’t really ask you to think about what you might get from learning to meditate without telling you what TM has done for me.
I grew up in the San Francisco Bay Area in the 1950s and 1960s, inheriting a passion for education from my schoolteacher mother and a deep respect for science and a healthy dose of skepticism from my radiologist father. Dad put himself through medical school in Detroit delivering newspapers during the Depression and then went off to World War II as a medic on the front lines of Europe. He came back with a smashed right hip and chronic pain in his hip, knee, and back for the rest of his life. The surgeon general operated on Dad’s hip three times and blew each one of the surgeries. During one stint, he was in a body cast for nine months at Walter Reed Hospital in Washington, DC. Nine months in severe pain in a body cast with no air conditioning in the stifling heat of Washington. I can’t imagine.
I knew this only from my mother, because my father never, ever talked about anything from the war. As a kid, I found a box of his medals and was excited to ask about them. He shifted uncomfortably in his chair, looked away, and changed the subject like I’d shown him an old box of musty smelling rocks. In fact, none of my friends’ dads—almost all of them veterans—ever discussed what they’d seen.
Dad was hired as assistant chief of radiology at the Veterans Administration Hospital at Fort Miley in San Francisco, which sat on a spectacular vista right at the intersection of the Pacific Ocean and the San Francisco Bay. So my parents, my older sister, Ellen, and I moved across the country—first to San Francisco for a few months and then across the Golden Gate Bridge to Greenbrae in Marin County. Within a few years, my brothers, Bill and Tom, were born. In many regards, it felt like we were a military family. Because my dad was a captain when he was injured, we could shop at the post exchange supermarket at Hamilton Air Force Base, a thirty-minute drive in traffic north in Novato. It was fairly inconvenient to get there, but it saved a lot of money.
As reserved as my dad could be, my mom was the most expansive and loving woman. She had this thing about keeping a constant open house. She knew people at the United Nations office in San Francisco who would call her if a foreign diplomat needed a place to stay. My siblings and I would wake up in the morning to find that a finance minister from Ghana would be living with us for three months. She was the emergency call for any foreign exchange student in need of a last-minute placement.
Because of Dad’s constant pain from his war injuries, my parents put a swimming pool in the backyard for his therapy. If you knew my mom, you could guess what happened. She was a special education volunteer at Marindale School for kids with physical and intellectual disadvantages. She invited her students over for frequent pool-day field trips. When she saw how happy that made them, she reached out to an inner-city school in Marin City, organizing visits for them. Sometimes I would come home from school, and there would be a busload of forty African American kids in the yard swimming and having fun.
Dad hoped I’d be a doctor, but it wasn’t for me. When I was ten, he tried to get me interested in medicine by bringing me along to Fort Miley. Saturday mornings, he’d find me throwing my baseball against the concrete wall in front of the garage, scooping up grounders with the worn Willie Mays glove I slept with every night. “Okay, Bobby,” he’d say, “we’re going to go to the hospital, and I’m going to read one X-ray. Then we’ll go to Candlestick Park.”
Candlestick was where my beloved San Francisco Giants played. The idea of going to a Giants game was it for me. So I would go to Fort Miley and sit in the hospital waiting room. Invariably, one X-ray would become two, and then ten, and then too many for me to count, because there were always emergencies. I used to sit there for hours. And I watched these war-torn, sad-faced vets rolling up and down the sterile corridors in wheelchairs and bandages. Broken men. Seeing their physical and emotional pain left a deep impression on my heart. Maybe that’s why I am drawn so much to work with veterans today.
My dad also started volunteering once a week to read X-rays at San Quentin State Prison, a few miles from our home. Believe it or not, there was a restaurant on the prison grounds staffed by inmates, who were called “trustees.” So once or twice a month, my parents would take my sister and brothers and me to dinner there because, surprise, it was less expensive to feed a family of six at a prison restaurant. Now, if you were incarcerated at San Quentin, you were there for something brutal and violent—often murder. But the trustee staff became human to me, and I particularly remember a waiter named Tommy, this big guy who was missing his middle two fingers on his left hand. Tommy always remembered my order: chicken-fried steak.
Of course, once my friends found out about my prison visits, they all wanted to go. The big thing was to go to my house after school on a Friday, go out to dinner at San Quentin with my family, and then return home to watch The Twilight Zone on TV and spend the night. After lights out, my friends would dream up the crazy scenarios that must have gotten the guys into prison. I’d play along, but I really began to wonder what horrible things they had been through in their lives that landed them behind bars.
Probably because of my upbringing, at an early age I had a fascination with politics and was drawn to public service as a career. Like most of the kids I grew up with, I loved President John F. Kennedy. I remember in the spring of 1963 joining my Boy Scout troop to take up President Kennedy’s fitness challenge to hike fifty miles. Even then I knew I was a very fortunate kid growing up amidst the coastal mountains of the northern Bay Area. As often as I could, I’d hike and camp outdoors on Mount Tamalpais. By October 1963, I had turned thirteen, become an Eagle Scout, and fallen in love with Denise Biancalana, my first girlfriend.
And then President Kennedy was assassinated. Looking back, I’m sure it traumatized much of the country on a deep level, most especially the kids. It certainly shocked to the core this thirteen-year-old boy who didn’t really know what death was. And I remember feeling so awful and wondering how it was possible that the sun could come up tomorrow. How can things just continue?
It did, though it was not the same. In the fall of 1967, my senior year in high school, I, along with so many other kids at that time, woke up to a world in turmoil. Like so many people, I had become enamored by President Kennedy’s brother Bobby, when he became a senator from New York. His vision became my vision: to create a more equitable and just world. It wasn’t that I identified closely as a Democrat or Republican. I didn’t. I just wanted things to be better. I was accepted into the University of California at Berkeley in October 1968, and my plan was to eventually attend UC Berkeley’s law school, become a lawyer, and then become a US senator, like Bobby Kennedy. I thought the way to improve people’s lives would be through politics and changing public policy.
During the summer before my university classes started, I used to tutor a twelve-year-old African American kid, Kenny. He was from a poor family that lived in public housing in Marin City. I would help Kenny, focusing mostly on the reading skills he hadn’t been getting at school. It was just Kenny and his mom, and I became close with them both. On one visit, I borrowed my dad’s Nikon camera and took their portrait. I developed the black-and-white photos myself and gave his mom this big nine-by-thirteen-inch horizontal shot. She loved it. But as I developed the picture and looked at this beautiful, smiling mother and son, I stood there wondering what would happen to Kenny. This wasn’t new. I would see Kenny once a week and think about him the rest of the time. He wasn’t learning much at school, and the world seemed hell-bent on telling him not to bother.
I was able to see Senator Kennedy speak in person at the San Francisco Civic Auditorium on June 1, 1968. I remember the crooner Bobby Darin sang “Mack the Knife” at the rally. And then Senator Kennedy spoke, and I felt I was part of something that could make a difference. It felt good.
Then, four days later, Bobby Kennedy was assassinated at the Ambassador Hotel in Los Angeles. Coming just two months after the slaying of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., the feelings of loss for this idealistic seventeen-year-old were almost too much to bear.
That first year at Berkeley was very tough. The university was in a state of constant upheaval, with war protests devolving into riots. There were helicopters spewing tear gas overhead and tactical police and National Guard tanks parked outside my dorm. I remember walking home from a physics class on College Avenue and hearing a thunder of feet behind me. I turned around, and there were thirty Oakland tactical police waving billy clubs, chasing me. I had done nothing wrong. Luckily, I ran much faster than they did.
I was eighteen, and the first year of college is supposed to be tumultuous anyway. But with all the unrest on campus, mine was tumult on steroids. For the first time in my privileged young life, I had an inkling of what it was like to feel unsettled, disconnected, and unsafe. Even small things started to worry me, and outsized reactions to small events just built on each other.
Everyone at school seemed to fall into a group: left, right, hippie, jock, or religious fanatic. I was none of them. I didn’t take drugs, and I couldn’t relate to the political polarization on either side. I was just a guy who thought he was going to transition smoothly from a suburban high school to university life and then help make a difference in the world.
The brutally divisive 1968 presidential race between Richard Nixon and Vice President Hubert Humphrey left me disillusioned with pursuing politics as a career path. Inspired by my mother’s love of teaching and memories of working with Kenny and his mom, I decided that I would pursue a doctorate in education instead. My plan was to specialize in developing educational curricula to help underserved kids not just learn the basics, such as algebra, but also to acquire social and emotional tools to survive and, hopefully, rise above their challenging (to say the least) circumstances. I fervently agreed with the Irish poet William Butler Yeats, who wrote, “Education is not about filling the pail, it is about lighting a fire.”
While I worked toward that goal, I had a stint to earn some extra cash at a Swensen’s ice cream parlor on Durant Avenue. It was just north of Telegraph Avenue, where street demonstrations against the Vietnam War were almost a daily occurrence. And it was at Swensen’s that I met a coworker named Peter Stevens.
Peter was twenty-six, with a master’s degree from Tufts University near Boston, and he was studying landscape design on his own. He worked part-time at Swensen’s for the spending money, and people of all sorts liked him because at Berkeley he was about the only person who seemed down-to-earth and normal—which in Berkeley in 1968 was high praise.
I’d worked with Peter about six months when, one evening around ten o’clock, I took a break from studying and went into Swensen’s to get some ice cream. I knew Peter was working the late shift, but he was nowhere in sight.
“Where’s Peter?” I asked another worker.
“Oh, he’s in the back meditating,” she said.
“What?”
Just the word meditating struck me like an electric shock. It had such a bizarre connotation and really wasn’t even in my vocabulary. But when he walked out to the front of the store, there he was, just Peter, but a little brighter than usual, smiling a little more, with a little more serenity on his kind face. I took notice.
I asked what he was doing, and he told me he practiced Transcendental Meditation. Of course, I had heard about it because the press had made such a big deal of the Beatles going off to India to study TM with Maharishi in early 1968.
Sitting in one place with my eyes closed meditating had never been very appealing to me. I saw myself as a doer; a get-it-done kind of a guy. I wanted to change the world, and that required action. I also thought maybe it was a philosophy or religion, and I just wasn’t into that.
On the other hand, I was pretty stressed out, and I did respect Peter a lot. I found myself curious. I asked him to tell me more. He pointed me in the direction of the TM center on Channing Way, one block south of College Avenue, and a few blocks east of campus. I knew the building. The sign on the outside of it read, in all caps, STUDENTS INTERNATIONAL MEDITATION SOCIETY. I had walked past it many times on my way from my Putnam Hall dorm, heading to my sister, Ellen’s, apartment on Hillside Court in the Berkeley Hills.
I decided to trust Peter, take a leap, and attend what was billed as an introductory lecture. The three-story white-stucco building had a spacious lecture hall with about thirty chairs lined up theater-style in rows. I felt comfortable. It was a normal place. There were no pillows to sit on and no holding hands in a group.
A woman in her late twenties gave the talk, and she ran through the basics of the practice and its benefits. At the end, she asked if there were questions. I raised my hand, and asked, “This all sounds good, but how much do I have to believe for it to work?”
The woman nodded amiably. Then she held up a piece of chalk in her right hand. She waited a moment and then dropped the chalk into her outstretched left hand below.
“You don’t have to believe in gravity for this chalk to fall,” she said. “Like that, you don’t have to believe in anything to practice TM.” In fact, she said, I could be 100 percent skeptical, and the technique would work just fine.
That clicked with me. I liked that I could be a skeptic and didn’t have to “believe” in Transcendental Meditation for it to work. The only firm conviction I had about it, in fact, was that I was going to be the one person who would be unable to meditate. She assured me that everyone has this nagging suspicion, and yes, anyone can learn.
Two days later, on the sunny Saturday morning of June 28, 1969, I returned to the TM center to start the course.
Sylvia Schmidt was my teacher. She was in her early thirties, a soft-spoken academic. I walked with her into the small instruction room on the second floor of the center.
“Okay, I’m here,” I thought to myself as I settled into a comfortable chair to her left.
As Sylvia led me through the beginning steps of instruction, I felt my mind and body sinking into a state of deep relaxation. Now, remember, I was a tightly wound, skeptical eighteen-year-old kid. And yet within seconds of my first experience meditating, I felt this wave of physiological peace come over me. The tension in my neck, shoulders, and stomach muscles were the first to go—and my racing mind settled down. Yet I was fully aware, fully awake. It was both unique and as familiar and natural as could be. Once the meditation was over, I remember thinking to myself, “This is something. It’s not just my imagination or visualizing, this is really something.”
One of my next thoughts was “I would like to teach this to kids.”
I learned quickly that TM was judgment free. There were no hidden strings. No organization to join, no ongoing dues to pay, no pressure to buy anything. Sylvia told me to meditate again later that afternoon. I was supposed to study at Ellen’s place. I didn’t want my sister to know just yet that I’d begun meditating, so I told her I was going out in her backyard to read. I had this bright idea to try the meditation on this little deck tucked away on the hillside. There was no chair, so I sat on the wooden planks. And I meditated. And I was eaten alive by mosquitoes. I mean eaten alive. I realized then and there you don’t have to sit outside to find nature. From then on, when people say, “Oh, let’s meditate outside,” I think, “Hmm, a room with a chair is nice, too.”
I told my family and they began to notice changes. Ellen started six months after I did. When two Roths were the better for it, a month later my parents and my brothers, Bill and Tom, started.
Now I had the satisfaction of seeing, in these people I’d known and loved all my life, just how TM made them feel better, happier, more themselves. My parents continued to meditate until their passing, and my sister and brothers are still at it decades later. In fact, Ellen, who raised two boys and who now spends a lot of time with her grandchildren, and Tom, who runs a market research firm and volunteers to bring TM to people living with HIV, also studied to become TM teachers back in the early 1970s and both continue to teach today. Bill, a builder of green homes and small office buildings, has been a regular meditator since 1970.
Seeing what TM could do for the people I loved, I realized I wanted to be able to teach others. In 1972 I heard there was a teacher-training course with Maharishi in Mallorca, Spain. It was off-season there, January to May, so nice hotel accommodations were readily available at a low cost. Maharishi instructed me and thousands of others about how to teach people to meditate. I loved hearing the discussions, which could evolve into hours and hours, about the deep connections between an ancient science of consciousness and the modern sciences of quantum physics, neuroscience, biochemistry, and psychology. The conversations felt timeless, and were both abstract and practical. After I was certified as a teacher, I headed back to the Bay Area, where I taught TM to the public as well as in local schools, businesses, and government agencies.
But one of my most searing memories of that time was teaching guards and inmates at San Quentin Prison. I was able to get back there because of a Hells Angel who was doing time in Folsom State Prison. His name was Pat Corum, and he was a self-confessed murderer. George Ellis, a close friend of mine and a TM instructor, had launched the TM-in-prison program in the mid-1970s. He went to Folsom to teach Pat, and it helped him so much that this Hells Angel went from being the drug connection in prison to the meditation connection. Pat asked George to teach more inmates, and with the results there, the case was made to bring it into San Quentin. Some amazing research was published showing a 50 percent reduction in recidivism rates. And when you consider that as much as 80 percent of all crime is from repeat offenders, I could see even back then the potential impact Transcendental Meditation could have in an overburdened criminal justice system.
Let me take you inside the walls at San Quentin back in the early 1980s: if you had to be there for an eight o’clock evening meeting, you needed to arrive at six because it took about two hours of pat downs and metal detectors and signed waivers. There was a lot of sitting on old, banged-up metal folding chairs in old, paint-peeled rooms. You’d have to go through four massive gates, and at each one, you had to sign something that basically said, “If you are taken hostage, the prison will not negotiate for your release.”
I remember one night in 1981. It was in a bare, windowless meeting room, and I was there for a refresher course with inmates who had already learned to meditate. There were about thirty men, most too young or too old to be there, sitting in the metal chairs. They were of every race but dressed identically in blue jeans and blue work shirts. The guard for the group was a Baptist minister who was also a meditator.
After the meditation, another guard, who had stood by watching the whole thing, came up to me. “That was a first,” he said.
I thought he was being sarcastic about meditation, but there was no smirk on his face.
“Nowhere else in prison have I ever seen those particular guys sit together in the same room and close their eyes,” he continued. “Not in the dining hall. Nowhere.”
Because if you closed your eyes in San Quentin, he explained, you could end up with a shiv in your back.
“Do you realize,” he asked, “that you just had the Aryan Brotherhood, Mexican Mafia, and the Black Panthers all in the same room?”
We called that prison program in San Quentin Freedom Behind Bars.
MEDITATIVE MOMENT
Developing the Intangible for Greatness
Tony Spinosa is director of Health and Fitness at National Defense University, a graduate-level institution in Washington, DC, for members of the US Armed Forces. NDU was established to prepare military and civilian leaders to anticipate and counter emerging security threats with a rigorous study of military strategy, global engagement, and tech research.
Before joining NDU, Tony served 20 years in the US Army and retired as a Lieutenant Colonel in 1999. He coached freshman football at West Springfield High School in Northern Virginia, earned a master’s degree at George Mason University, and was then hired as the strength coach for the Washington Redskins professional football team under Coach Joe Gibbs. A few years later, he accepted the fitness leadership role at NDU because it would allow him, he said, to expand the definition of fitness to include a mental and spiritual element as well as physical conditioning.
Tony’s focus at National Defense University is to provide the tools and techniques to promote lifelong health and fitness to his students, most of whom are in their early 40s and 50s, and many of whom will go on to become generals and admirals in the US military. He also mentors NDU faculty and staff.
We work on three aspects of fitness. First is diet and exercise. We work with individuals who have metabolic syndrome, high cholesterol, and other health issues. Second, we work in the areas of cognitive performance, enhancing memory and focus. And third, we promote spiritual wellness. That means we deal with the intangibles of who we are, what drives us to succeed, and what moves us to achieve greatness.
I always wanted to bring meditation into the NDU curriculum to promote all three areas of our concern. I did a lot of reading up on the science of meditation. I tried several different types of mindfulness techniques and guided meditations. Personally, I didn’t find them easy to do—I couldn’t get my brain to rest or my mind to settle down. Then last year my thoracic surgeon, Dr. Hassan Tetteh, suggested I try Transcendental Meditation. So I started and I found it to be incredibly easy to learn and practice. It has already done great things for me. I am able to focus a lot better, think more clearly, and I’m less anxious—I don’t get stressed out over situations and circumstances that used to bother me.
Before offering TM to my students I was sure there would be some skepticism, some resistance. It was the opposite. I was surprised at how many were already educated, already open. Of the 600 graduate-level students, more than one hundred learned TM within the first several weeks of the new school year—and there is now a sizeable waiting list for others to start as well.
What I appreciate about TM is that it rests and rejuvenates a part of my brain that ordinarily never gets rest. The morning meditation gets me ready for the day, and the afternoon meditation clears out the stress of the day from my brain and body. My wife learned, too, and we meditate together whenever we can.
I love teaching people to meditate, all sorts of people, but working with kids has always had a special place in my life. Because, going back to my roots, if you want to create a better world, it has to begin with young people. I found someone of like mind in 2004. He was the great filmmaker, painter, musician, woodworker, sculptor, and longtime TM practitioner David Lynch, who you just met a few pages back. We became fast friends, like brothers, first working together on a project to build a large meditation center in LA. Several months later, I spoke with David and Dr. John Hagelin, a Harvard-trained quantum physicist, who heads up the TM organization in the United States, of my long-standing desire to bring TM to young people.
“Let’s start a foundation,” I said.
“Good idea,” David and John agreed.
“We should put it in your name, David,” I replied.
“All right,” he said.
“Can I send out a press release to announce the David Lynch Foundation?”
“Sure,” he said, most likely thinking not much would come of it.
The press release was picked up by the major wire services, and within a few days, news stories of the formation of the David Lynch Foundation began appearing in thousands of newspapers all over the world.
It was really as simple as that. No great forethought. No five-year business plan. No money, even. Just a genuine shared desire to do something good for the world. And so much good has come of it—and so much of it due to David’s true genius: his extraordinary creativity, conviction, and energy.
David’s foundation was born on July 21, 2005, in partnership with Dr. Hagelin and the TM organization, a nonprofit that trains certified instructors to teach the programs and which administers more than 150 TM teaching centers nationwide. For the first few years, we offered the meditation to whatever school or organization wanted it. So if a school for American Indian teens living on an impoverished reservation outside of Lincoln, Nebraska, wanted a program, we would raise the money and pay for it. Or if there was a prison willing to let us come in, we would go and find a way to fund it. So it was with urban schools in crime-ridden neighborhoods, women’s shelters, veterans’ service organizations, and HIV clinics in the United States and abroad.
In April 2009 the David Lynch Foundation hosted our first benefit concert at New York’s Radio City Music Hall with headliners Paul McCartney and Ringo Starr, along with Donovan, Mike Love of the Beach Boys, Jerry Seinfeld, Howard Stern, and many others. Our goal: to raise the funds to teach one million at-risk youth around the world to meditate.
We were sure the announcement would be greeted with great positivity and fanfare among the New York City philanthropic community. Wrong. The complaints poured into our office: “Why are Paul and Ringo wasting their time performing for meditation?” The concert came right after the 2008 financial collapse, and the feeling among many in New York was that with philanthropic dollars scarce, why drain them off for something as frivolous as meditation for kids? What about raising money to build more schools, cure malaria, end poverty? All genuine questions that demanded answers. At the time, we were working with a wonderful woman, Debbie Fife, who had organized fund-raising events in New York City for twenty years. She said for us to be successful we would have to demonstrate that the David Lynch Foundation was a “survival charity”: that we were addressing a life-or-death concern that merited public support and private funding.
There are countless survival charities that do incredibly valuable work tackling the epidemics of cancer, heart disease, cystic fibrosis, HIV, and so on. What had been missing, I thought, was an organization that addresses with singular focus and expertise the crisis of toxic stress and trauma among vulnerable, at-risk populations.
We took Debbie Fife’s advice. For several years, we organized a series of national science conferences—led by top researchers, physicians, educators, and policy makers—to showcase the damaging effects of trauma on the brain and behavior as well as the decades of research and clinical experience using TM to address this terrible epidemic. Fast-forward to today, and with the growing recognition of the horrors of trauma and the unique benefits of TM, our programs are now in high demand in private and public schools, on military bases, and in prisons, women’s shelters, and HIV clinics. Yes, we are sometimes greeted with a bit of skepticism, but compared with even five years ago, there is very little hesitation or doubt. Thankfully.
Every day I read in the newspapers that mental health is increasingly at the forefront of the national debate—and for good reason. The elephant in the room is that no one really knows what to do about it. Do we medicate every child who may be a bully or is bullied? Do we continue to hand out cocktails of drugs to veterans with post-traumatic stress? While the medications are helpful for some, too many vets are noncompliant; many don’t like the numbness and disorientation they often feel medicated up, and so they refuse to take the drugs. Maybe they just want something better.
MEDITATIVE MOMENT
Charged at 100 Percent Battery
Katy Perry has sold a zillion albums (give or take) and won countless awards for her music, is the first person in the world to have one hundred million Twitter followers, and has been at the top of the pop star universe for more than ten years—a century in normal human years. I taught Katy to meditate in 2010 when she was in India with comic actor Russell Brand, getting married. (The marriage didn’t last, but the meditation did.) She is a kind, authentic, and generous woman. Katy recently invited me to be a guest on her YouTube live webcast, which reached more than forty-nine million people. Katy calls her TM practice a “game-changer,” one that allows her to bring her best to every situation, no matter how pressure packed and demanding.
Fundamentally, TM is the deepest rest I ever get. I dream a lot when I sleep, and this means I never fully get the rest that I need. Rest is so important for me and my vocals, because I operate best when I’m not tired. So I’ll meditate before a show, which really helps. You would think I would fall asleep, but it actually leaves me feeling very reenergized.
Paris Fashion Week, I was out all night with friends, and then I had to get up early for the runway shows. By the second show, I was a zombie. I meditated, and my friends thought the change in me was hysterical. Like I was Mary Poppins, “Here I am! I’m wide awake!” They were like, “Whoa, I wanna learn that.”
And I say, “Do it!” TM training is my absolute favorite gift to give because it would be a shame not to share it with people who are suffering. I see their lives change, and I see how much joy and peace it brings them. I have a friend with PTSD who finally is able to sleep through the night.
But it’s not just people who have such specific problems like that. We can all use it. We live in a world where personal time is obsolete. We are going to bed with our phones right here in front of our faces. We’re never allowing our brain to rest anymore, which is so important for creativity, no matter what your job is. You have to “install” a practice that helps your mind kind of reboot, just like your phone does sometimes. “You have eighteen apps open; I’m gonna shut down on you.” In the same way, you need to unplug just for twenty minutes twice a day, and then you’re good.
When I meditate, I physically feel a halo around my head, lighting up, sweeping the cobwebs, one by one, from around my brain. Thoughts will come and go, and it will be five minutes before I can get to that stillness. I go to this incredible place where I’m not even thinking anything. And yes I’m awake. It’s so insane because I do feel like I’m using the most of my brain at that moment. I swear I can feel neural pathways opening up. Creatively, I get thoughts and ideas that maybe were buried at the bottom. They were dying to come out, but they were just covered by the dust of stress and fatigue.
That effect stays beyond the twenty minutes, and I can see it in my level of performance. I need to be able to live at my fullest capacity, and TM keeps me charged at 100 percent battery.
The Quiet Time program, also known as Consciousness-Based education, has been the flagship of the David Lynch Foundation since its launch in 2005. For two fifteen-minute periods twice a day, during each school day, the whole school is quiet. Students have a choice during that period: they can meditate or do something called “silent, sustained reading,” or they can even nap. With their parents’ encouragement and permission, most kids choose to meditate. The purpose of Quiet Time is to give a short break, twice a day, dedicated not to jamming more facts and figures into their developing brains but to reducing stress and getting them ready to learn. And it works, as evidenced by the success of Quiet Time programs in hundreds of public, charter, and private schools all over the United States and around the world. Yes, Quiet Time reduces stress and helps keep young people off drugs and out of trouble. But more than that, it wakes up the young person’s brain, promotes learning readiness, and creates an optimal learning environment so students can develop their creative potential, assimilate knowledge, raise their academic achievement, and be their best selves.
Dr. George Rutherford was the first to see the value of Quiet Time. Doc, as everyone calls him, is now in his late seventies. He has been a public school principal and teacher for more than fifty-three years, running middle schools and high schools in some of the toughest, most crime-ridden areas in Washington, DC. He won’t retire—he says he can’t retire. He loves teaching and his kids so much. Doc is now the principal of the Ideal Academy Public Charter School, where he has instituted the Quiet Time program for all his students, teachers, and administrators.
When I first met Doc in 1994, he was the principal of the Fletcher-Johnson Learning Center, a public high school in the District’s Ward 8, where murder rates were at their highest and where Doc held in his arms students with gunshot wounds. Doc was the first public school principal in America to institute Quiet Time schoolwide. I asked Doc at the time why he did it. He explained that a few months earlier, he had made a site visit to an amazing small private school located in Fairfield, Iowa—“in the middle of nowhere,” he said. What he saw at Maharishi School was hundreds of kids in kindergarten through twelfth grade attend classes in Consciousness-Based education, with TM at the core of the otherwise traditional academic curriculum. And while the kids were learning a lot and excelling on academic test scores and in athletic competitions, what Doc noticed first and foremost was that they were happy. “That’s what I saw: happy kids,” Doc said. “And I wanted my kids at Fletcher-Johnson to be happy just like those kids.” Now the Quiet Time program that Doc helped to start at Fletcher-Johnson has been incorporated into hundreds of schools with hundreds of thousands of kids around the world.
* * *
I remember the first time I visited Visitacion Valley Middle School in San Francisco. For a long time, it had been one of the worst-performing schools in the city. But now it had something going for it: principal Jim Dierke, a mustachioed, burly guy in his midfifties. He did not fit the stereotype of an educator who sees the potential of meditation in school.
But he, too, loved his kids. And he wanted to raise the academic achievement and promote a sense of well-being for the students living in a highly stressed environment. He’d tried everything to combat low attendance, violence, and low performance.
Working with the Center for Wellness and Achievement in Education, a nonprofit sister organization to the David Lynch Foundation, Jim started a Quiet Time program utilizing TM. He began with a group of eighth graders. Compared with their peers who weren’t offered Consciousness-Based education, the Quiet Time students’ suspensions fell by 45 percent, and test scores jumped significantly relative to the others. Once Quiet Time was offered to the whole school, within four years the suspension rate was among the lowest in the city. In 2014, students at Visitacion Valley took the California Healthy Kids Survey of social and emotional health. They were asked to rank themselves with questions such as “How much do you feel energetic right now?” and “Since yesterday, how much have you felt grateful?” Even with all the issues outside its school walls, Visitacion Valley scored higher for happiness than any other school in San Francisco. Higher than even the most affluent schools where the kids have every advantage. Jim is retired now, but he got his wish for Visitacion Valley: happy kids given the opportunity to live up to their potential.
Joshua Aronson, a New York University psychologist and coauthor of The Social Animal, studies the social forces that shape academic success—everything from how poverty and prejudice undermine the confidence and learning of minority students and girls to the effects of student mindsets on their GPA. Joshua gained renown for developing interventions that boost achievement, but he told me that a visit to Visitacion Valley completely reoriented his focus to study the impact of meditation in schools. “I had to take this up—it was too big to ignore,” Joshua said.
“I saw children who were noticeably kinder and more peaceful toward one another as a result of the Quiet Time program. I heard eleven-year-old kids speaking thoughtfully and with clarity about their feelings. I felt a sense of calm, support, and humanity emanating from the kind of tough-looking ‘inner-city kids’ who might easily scare you if you saw them on the street. Schools often bring out the worst in children—but Quiet Time brings out the best,” Joshua told me. “It’s simply the most respectful, effective, and elevating intervention I have ever seen. After a very short amount of time, you can feel the kids getting smarter, nicer, and happier.”
Quiet Time works, and the data continue to bear it out. Research shows a highly significant 10 percent increase in test scores. That was in a study of 189 middle schoolers who were below the baseline proficiency level in math and English using the California Standards Tests. TM was taught and practiced in the school as it continued with the school’s standard curriculum and instruction. At three months, the meditating students improved at least one performance level in math and English compared with controls.5
In another study, forty-five African American students aged fifteen to eighteen were assigned randomly to either a Transcendental Meditation group or a health education control. The meditation group engaged in fifteen-minute sessions at home and at school each day for four months. The control group was given fifteen-minute sessions of health education at school each day for four months. The results were clear even before the next academic exam: there was an obvious, significant reduction in negative school behaviors, with decreases in absenteeism, school rule infractions, and suspension days, in the meditation group.6
Naturally, Quiet Time helps teachers too. Look at a recent study of forty secondary school teachers and support staffers at the Bennington School in Vermont, a therapeutic school for children with behavioral problems. After four months, the faculty and staff showed significant reductions in stress and burnout.7
Educators also remember why they wanted to become educators in the first place. Educators such as Michael Barakat. I met Michael a few years ago when I moderated a panel discussion on the Quiet Time program for two hundred school principals and other administrators in New York. Afterward, I stuck around for questions when this tall, youthful-looking man in his midthirties came up.
“We’re gonna do this,” he said.
Now, I confess I was in Q&A mode, so I was just anticipating questions or concerns. “Oh, great,” I said. “I’m glad you’re interested.”
“Oh no,” he said. “You misunderstand. We’re going to do this. What are the next steps?”
I never should have underestimated Michael Barakat, principal of the Bronx High School for Law and Community Service. I later found out that he started there as principal in 2010, taking on a failing school with a D rating and just points way from an F. Only 47 percent of the students were graduating in four years. “It was made very clear,” Principal Barakat told me, “that if we didn’t turn the school around, it would be closed.”
Principal Barakat is achievement focused and data driven. The first thing he did was the obvious: he focused on academics. “I said, ‘If I can change the name of the school to ‘Reading, Writing and Arithmetic,’ I would,’ ” he recalled. “It was a severe first year, but people were not graduating. That’s what people are supposed to do from a high school; they are supposed to graduate.”
The first year of focus reset the system, and by 2015, he had raised the graduation rate from 47 percent to 73 percent, even before implementing Quiet Time. “I have so many students working their tails off,” he said, “to do everything in their power to achieve the ever-increasing goals that are set for them.”
And they are doing this as they face struggles at home. “My school is above eighty-five percent Title I, meaning the students get free or reduced lunch because their household incomes are below the poverty level,” he said. “So they have a certain set of socioeconomic disadvantages.”
When Principal Barakat heard about Quiet Time, he says he knew it at least deserved a shot. Before bringing the program to his school, he put it to the teachers for a vote. “I wanted a majority,” he said. “To make it work, we had to reduce the students’ lunch period from fifty minutes to thirty-five minutes each day and take five minutes off each class period to get the goal of eighteen minutes of Quiet Time in the morning before second period and eighteen minutes after seventh period.” (There are nine periods in a day at Bronx High School for Law and Community Service.)
Some teachers expressed concern that a more compressed class schedule would lead to lower student achievement. “In an age of high-stakes testing and accountability,” he said, “I understand that.” He negotiated the schedule change with the teachers’ union. Principal Barakat was excited with the development but, he said, he was anticipating what he called “a PR nightmare” when he brought it to students and parents. What actually happened was a surprise.
“Out of the four hundred and twenty kids at the school, I had only two parents who had differences,” he said. “So we just set up an alternative where those two students would go help in the main office during those Quiet Time minutes.”
The program started on the first day of school in September 2015, and he watched the rollout closely. “My main question was: For the five minutes that we took off of each class period to make this happen, did we gain ten minutes of attention? Did we gain ten minutes of ability to actually be heard by a student?”
It seemed to be working soon after the start. “It’s funny, because we were sitting around racking our brains about what metrics we would use to measure this as a success or failure,” explained Principal Barakat. “Because TM is such a qualitative experience, how could we quantify it?”
A veteran teacher volunteered an observation. “Students don’t fall asleep in class anymore,” she said. “I always had to say to students, especially toward the end of the day, ‘Come on, stay awake, it’s just a little bit longer.’ ”
The teachers realized they’d all seen that marked difference. The kids were showing the “restful alertness” that is a hallmark of TM. More pointedly, the teachers soon saw better test scores and, by the end of one year with the Quiet Time program, a jump in the graduation rate. “Our rate went up five points, and it’s now above seventy-eight percent,” Principal Barakat told me with deserved pride. “The citywide and statewide averages fluctuate, but they’re always somewhere in the lower to midsixties. To me, that’s the ultimate metric because it’s the culmination of all of our other metrics. It all goes to graduation rates.”
There was also what he heard privately from students. The principal had always had a safe school with good kids, but he knew there were conflicts at home. “Someone told me she was about to have a fight with her mom and decided to meditate instead,” said Principal Barakat.
Just as in other Quiet Time schools across the country, the faculty of Bronx High School for Law and Community Service seemed to benefit along with the kids. When the superintendent came in, as Principal Barakat put it, for a routine “white-glove” inspection, people weren’t as nervous and freaked out as they had been in the past. They were confident and excited to talk about the school. “The urgency has not left,” he said, “but the panic about trying to do something that can seem mathematically impossible given budgets and expectations—that’s gone. That difference is palpable.”
Principal Barakat sees the potential to help kids of all socioeconomic levels. “Having spoken to colleagues on the other side of the coin, there are tremendous pressures on students coming from what we would call an advantaged background,” he said. “So in no way am I saying that only poor, underrepresented students need to meditate. Quite the contrary. I think we are doing a disservice to all our students in K-12 by sticking to an arcane curriculum that does not teach life skills. And I consider Transcendental Meditation to be a basic life skill.”
The University of Chicago Crime and Urban Education Labs are tackling the epidemic of youth violence. Each year, roughly fifty thousand people are murdered worldwide, and while mortality rates from almost every other leading cause of death have declined dramatically in the last century, current homicide rates in America are about the same as they were in 1900. The Crime Lab uses science—harnessing the power of administrative data through randomized, controlled studies—to learn about innovative and effective ways to reduce violence. This research helps inform policy makers, academics, funders, and practitioners of what works, for whom, and why, so that every dollar spent to curb violence is spent wisely.
In its search for solutions, in 2015 the Crime Lab put out a request for proposals for innovative programs and ideas to reduce youth violence through the Chicago Design Competition.
“It’s where we crowdsource the best ideas,” says John Wolf, senior program manager at the Crime Lab. “We ask people on the front lines, who are doing the work, what are the best ideas for tackling this problem?”
More than 220 organizations competed for the funding, including the David Lynch Foundation. The Crime Lab, in partnership with the Pritzker Pucker Family Foundation and the MacArthur Foundation, selected the David Lynch Foundation as one of three winners, and awarded the DLF office in Chicago nearly $300,000 to study the effects of Quiet Time in two public schools in distressed neighborhoods in Chicago.
“I had some skepticism when we initially looked at the program,” John Wolf told me. “We’re gonna have high school students do what? Are they really going to want to do that every day? We knew there was promising data coming out of schools in San Francisco, but there was some thought of, ‘Okay that’s San Francisco . . .’ But could this actually be effective in Chicago? We decided to give the David Lynch Foundation a year to prove it could.”
The Chicago Public Schools system helped the Crime Lab choose the two schools for the pilot program. At the time of the first interim report in December 2015, the program had been implemented at Amundsen High and Gage Park High. And the results were already showing. At Gage Park, an overwhelming majority of students practicing TM said they were feeling less stressed and calmer. And at Amundsen, nearly all the meditating students reported feeling less stress as well as less anxiety with better sleep habits. They also said they were better able to handle the pressures of heavy academic workloads
“After a year of the program, we interviewed students, and talked to teachers and administrators,” John Wolf continued. “The enthusiasm of the administrative staff at both Gage Park and Amundsen, as well as their claims of improved conduct among students in the program, is promising.” The full-scale research project will be able to determine whether the positive changes that the administrators attributed to Quiet Time are caused by the program.
The program has received glowing reports. One school in particular chose a group of students who historically had a lot of mental health issues because of the track they are on academically and the pressures they face. The school reported that there were zero official mental health reports out of the group of sixty students in the program.
After gathering all the information from the pilot program, the Crime Lab increased its grant by nearly $1 million in 2016 so that the program could be offered in three more public schools, again in some of the toughest areas of the city. The three schools selected by the Chicago Public School system and the Crime Lab are in the south and west of the city, historically its most disadvantaged and violent areas.
The study has school classes randomized where every student in a class either meditates or doesn’t meditate but does another quiet activity. The Crime Lab is comparing outcomes between the two groups in regard to attendance, suspensions, grades, standardized test scores, and arrests.
John Wolf told me that through focus groups conducted at both pilot schools, students reported benefits in four main areas: (1) sleep, (2) self-awareness and self-control, (3) ability to focus, and (4) mood, sharing that they felt calmer and better able to cope with stress both in and outside of school. This study confirmed that the program could be implemented with fidelity, and suggested encouraging avenues along which meditation impacts student health.
John said that he finds the data so promising that the Crime Lab is working to secure the additional funds to bring Quiet Time to several thousand more students in Chicago as well as New York City public schools in the next few years.
* * *
I’ve thrown a lot of data about Quiet Time at you because I get enthusiastic about the outcomes. But there is one story that is more powerful than any statistic. A couple of years back, I got a call from Ben, an eighth-grade teacher at an urban high school in a tough neighborhood. The school had recently begun a Quiet Time program, offering TM on a voluntary basis to all its students, faculty, and staff. Ben wanted to tell me about one of his students, an eleven-year-old whom I will call Charlene.
At Ben’s school, each student has to be in his or her seat before the first period class bell rings to be able to meditate with the class. If students are late, they have to meditate out in the hall. Not bad, of course, but the kids like to meditate together.
“It was three minutes after the class bell rang, and Charlene burst through the door,” Ben said.
She sat down with a crash at her desk, and Ben waited a moment before walking softly over to her. “I told her the bell had rung, and she’d have to do her meditation in the hall,” he said. When Charlene stood to leave, Ben noticed that she had dark-red paint splattered over part of her dress.
“I told her we needed to call her mom and ask for a change of clothes,” Ben said. “And she just burst into tears. And through the sobs, she whispered, ‘It’s blood.’ ”
Charlene had been standing next to her uncle at a bus stop near the school when a bullet in a drive-by shooting struck him. It was her uncle’s blood on her dress. Panicked, she had nowhere safe to run—except to school, where she could meditate. School was her sole safe haven. Not home, not a friend’s house, but school. Schools, which have become breeding grounds for drugs, violence, and crime, are transformed through Quiet Time.
MEDITATIVE MOMENT
A Parallel Stream of Consciousness
Russell Brand had been a heroin addict for more than fourteen years, and he was five years clean from drugs and alcohol when I met him. He’d reached out because he was producing a documentary on his life’s journey and was interested in learning to meditate as part of the project. I mentioned this to a friend. “Be careful,” she said. “He’s a very funny guy, but see if he’ll take you seriously.”
Russell was staying at the Soho House in New York. We met in the restaurant. He’s easy to spot, so I waved to him, and he came over and put his face about three inches from mine, staring me right in the eye.
“Are you going to teach me Transcendental Meditation?”
“It depends on if you have the time,” I said.
His face completely softened, and he gave the look of someone truly open and ready.
“I’ve been searching for the experience of timeless my whole life,” he said. “I have as much time as you want.”
I taught Russell about two weeks later, and we have remained close friends since. That was almost seven years ago.
The idea of meditation was challenging because I had this initial response, which now I recognize is a quite clichéd one: “I don’t know if I’ll be able to meditate because my mind is so busy and I’m always thinking.” But it’s part of my life now. I’ve not been able to say, “I never missed a session,” but I’ve been good with it. It’s become part of my identity.
I would argue that even addiction such as I had was its own form of spiritual quest. It’s a sense of disease, unease, and dissatisfaction that led me to chemical dependency. Since meditating regularly, the way I see the world and what I want for myself has changed. I always have to be mindful and point out that it’s not, “Oh yeah, I used to be that crazy drug addict and womanizer, and now I’m just basically sitting around with a blanket wrapped around me looking at a cool, calm lake thinking George Harrison lyrics.” I’m not. I’ve still got desire in me. Fear. Lust. I’m full of human flesh-based stuff, but what’s happened is that a neglected aspect of me has been awoken and cultivated through this meditative practice.
Meditation for me is a continual parallel stream of consciousness, ever present, usually ignored, that I can step into at any time.
Often I like to engage in illusion and self-deception: “It’s fine to take drugs,” “I deserve to be famous,” or “Sex and money are great.” But beneath these temporal and sensory distractions, the limitless flow abides. Like space, like time, misunderstood due to its boundless nature.
Without meditation, we are worse than apes. Apes that can speak and are aware of their apeness. There ain’t enough bananas in the world for me to deal with that.
I must add a personal note here that Russell, as well as the other artists and performers whom I have included in these pages, have been incredibly generous with their time and resources. Russell, who is the author of the bestseller Recovery: Freedom from Our Addictions, is working with the David Lynch Foundation to bring meditation to adults and teens who are battling substance use disorder of all types. He is helping to save lives.
* * *
There are more than twenty-four million Americans addicted to alcohol and drugs, including opioids, according to the National Council on Alcoholism and Drug Dependence. That’s approximately one in every ten Americans over the age of twelve— roughly equal to the entire population of Texas. My friend Peter Dodge, like Russell Brand, learned to meditate to help take hold of his addictive behavior—in Peter’s case, toward alcohol. “The history of my addiction mirrors that of many alcoholics,” Dodge, the head of a global information services firm in Washington, DC, told me. “I was hooked from the very first drink I took, at thirteen. I excelled in high school and attended a top college, but drinking to excess was a constant and I knew that I was different. Although I tried to fight it, my drinking worsened in my twenties.”
To complicate matters further, Dodge’s alcoholism coincided with the progression of what he later learned was bipolar disorder. “The confluence of these illnesses would have been more than enough to cause great destruction,” Dodge told me. “But then add in an improperly prescribed antidepressant that made me manic in the extreme, and you have the perfect recipe for disaster. In effect, I was criminally insane, and I behaved in ways during my late twenties that were in no way reflections of my true character and that will haunt me forever.
“I would not have reached that point if traditional approaches to recovery had worked for me,” said Dodge. “But they didn’t.” Dodge then learned about TM from listening to The Howard Stern Show. “Laugh if you must, but his endorsement led me to discover the fact that he is not the only master of his craft who practices it.” A results-oriented business guy, Dodge looked into TM and was impressed with the number of CEOs, including hedge fund leader Ray Dalio, who credit the practice with giving them an edge.
“I pursued TM instruction because I thought it would make me a more effective operator of my business,” Dodge told me. “Very quickly, however, I saw how TM would also support my efforts to stay sober. I equate TM to music; we are not sure why it works for us, but it definitely does. Whereas music just makes us feel good, though, TM has the ability to reconfigure our minds in a healthy way completely.”
After so-called “mainstream” methods of treatment for alcohol addiction, including AA, had not worked for him, Dodge developed a multi-pronged approach to achieving and maintaining sobriety. Dodge is now the founder, board chairman, and president of the Peter G. Dodge Foundation, a philanthropic organization dedicated to helping people lead lives free from the effects of alcohol addiction. “Over the last three and a half years of meditating as regularly as I could, I have experienced the dissolution of a giant bolus of anger, anxiety, neurosis, and insecurity,” Dodge said. “It has healed my mind in a way that nothing else could have, and in doing so, has relieved me of the need to self-medicate.”
Amazing as that is, Dodge was quick to add that this is not the only reason that TM is the most important tool in his toolkit. “My daily meditations keep me mindful of the kind of man I want to be, which keeps me using my other tools, which creates a virtuous cycle. Every time I meditate, the distance between me and that first drink—the one that is the true problem—grows a little bit.”
In 2015, Peter’s foundation funded a feasibility study on “TM and Alcohol Use Disorder” conducted by the Friends Research Institute at the Avery Road Treatment Center in Rockville, Maryland. Early results show that regular TM practice may help to prevent relapse after alcohol treatment. Previous research has found that TM reduces anxiety, depression, tobacco use, and alcohol and drug use.8
* * *
I pride myself in thinking big with our work. I thought I had done that. And then I learned I needed to think even bigger.
A couple of years ago, I was meeting with some civic and community leaders in Newark, New Jersey, to develop a large research protocol for the public schools that would provide Quiet Time to all the students, teachers, administrators, and parents in the city who wanted to learn. The study would investigate the impact of Quiet Time on stress, health, behavior, and academic performance—as well as teacher burnout, absenteeism, and school district health costs.
We completed the plan, and I went to speak to Richard, who headed up a large hedge fund in Midtown Manhattan, to discuss possible financial support. I quite proudly plunked the thick proposal on his desk and announced that we had a plan to address the damaging influence of trauma and stress on education in Newark. He glanced at the title page with “Newark” emblazoned across the top, and pushed the papers aside.
“Do you believe,” Richard asked, “that trauma is a major health crisis among the young?”
“Yes,” I said.
“Do you believe that Quiet Time can help address that problem?”
“Uh, yes, I do,” I said as politely as I could, to hide my impatience. “That’s the reason for the proposal.”
“Then why are you thinking so small? Why a plan just for kids in Newark? Why aren’t you thinking for every child in America—in fact, the world? If you came to me seventy years ago with a proposal to cure childhood polio,” Richard said, “would you have shown me a plan that would help only the kids in Newark? Of course not. Come back with a bigger plan.”
He was, of course, right. When it comes to a new medicine that has been shown to effectively address a terrible epidemic, the delivery strategy is global, never just local.
* * *
For the first ten years of the David Lynch Foundation, we focused on implementing programs and evaluating the outcomes when TM was introduced in entire schools, veterans’ service organizations, women’s shelters, treatment programs for substance use disorders, juvenile justice centers, HIV clinics—as well as Fortune 100 companies, professional athletic teams, military bases, and other govern- mental organizations. And so on. The data that have come in, as you have seen, are quite heartening and quite compelling. Now, in our second decade, our focus has naturally shifted to scalability. How can we bring the benefits of meditation to as many people as possible? To this end, we are working with a bipartisan group of members of Congress and leaders of government agencies to secure support for these programs (and other innovative, evidence-based programs that work) so they can be offered on a large scale. At the same time, we are working with medical schools and research institutions to evaluate the impact of these initiatives, including for cost savings. And we continue to partner with a growing number of foundations and philanthropists to expand our initiatives right now.
Bridgewater Associates founder Ray Dalio and his wife, Barbara, have given me keen insight into the minds of true benefactors. It comes down to the lesson we hopefully all learn from our parents or mentors growing up. “When you have it to give, give.” Ray has personally helped to underwrite the cost of many hundreds of people in his company to learn to meditate, and he and Barbara have helped many thousands of others learn TM through their generous donations to the David Lynch Foundation.
“I started with nothing,” Ray said, “and I have been very lucky to live in a country that has provided me with lots of opportunity, and I happen to be in a career that led me to make a lot of money.
“I was faced with the question of ‘What should I do with that money before I die?’ ” he said. “I don’t want to give a lot of money to my kids, because the thing that I want them to have more than anything is strength, and that comes from struggling. At the same time, I get a tremendous kick out of having a big impact on people and causes where the marginal impact of the money I am providing is huge. Obviously, it seems the sensible and exciting thing to do.
“My family members have experienced the same benefits from TM as I have. So how could we not support giving TM to stressed at-risk students in underserved schools and veterans who suffer the nightmare of post-traumatic stress?”
MEDITATIVE MOMENT
Back to My Most Natural State
Lena Dunham, creator of the groundbreaking HBO series Girls and best-selling author, has been meditating since she was nine years old. Her parents meditated, and Lena says her mother, artist Laurie Simmons, brought her to a TM teacher to help her with what looked like the beginning of obsessive-compulsive disorder, or OCD. I was fortunate to give Lena a refresher course in TM as she was finishing up her work on Girls. She talked to me about TM’s impact on her creative process—and how it helps her get out of her own way.
At the most root level, what meditation does for me is bring me back to my most natural state and remind me what my value is in the world. There’s all the stuff that is set up in the world to distract us from our most basic self and our most basic instinct. It’s so easy to get caught up in challenges and ambition, and there’s so much fear and anxiety that accompany modern life. For me, meditation is the thing that shows me what we all are. It sounds so mystical, but it’s actually so basic.
A lot of people think—and I used to be one of these people—that they’re creative because they’re suffering. When really, that is actually so antithetical to making things that you’re proud of. There are so many people who are caught up in the idea that if they’re happy in their family life, or if they’re in love, or if they aren’t drinking themselves into oblivion every night, that somehow the magical thing that allows them to make art is going to disappear. I know I fell victim to that idea. Now I realize I’ve actually been creating in spite of all that, not because of it.
It’s funny, when I mention meditation, people’s eyes kind of light up because there’s all these people who are clearly looking for anything that will give them superhuman productivity and power. So initially what attracts them to meditation is their sort of baser instincts, but once they do it, they find these other things coming to light. They go in saying, “I want to be able to sleep less, make more money, and have it all.” Now they’re meditating, and suddenly they have an insight into their other behaviors that they didn’t have otherwise.
I was at the airport flipping through some trashy magazine waiting for my flight, and I saw this article saying, “Try the technique all the stars are doing,” and then there was a description of Transcendental Meditation. I guess whatever has to happen to get meditation out into the world, but it’s so funny when TM is on the same page as diet tips!
As I have learned to think bigger, people often ask me what I would like to see happen with TM in America and the world.
I would like everyone to know what the technique is and to have access to it if they would like to learn—either through a TM center in their community or through their company, school, or university. Or through a community health center, veterans’ service organization, and so forth. For many people with an interest, however, time is a confounding issue: time to find out about it, time to be instructed, time to meditate. Fortunately, the world is changing, and more businesses now have meditation rooms along with gyms, and schoolteachers are able to use their faculty lounges for afternoon meditations. Ten years ago, that might have sounded ludicrous, but no more, because we ignore the deadly ramifications of stress at our own peril. Making it easy for employees to take a few minutes out of a busy day to meditate makes good sense for health, productivity, and the bottom line.
As you now know, when you are instructed in TM, you learn from a professionally trained teacher who will work with you for as many hours as it takes to ensure that you are practicing it correctly and gaining benefits over the course of your entire lifetime. Sometimes people say, “If this is so good for the world, it should be free.” I agree: it should be free. I also agree that education is good for the world, but someone has to pay the schoolteachers. Food is good for the world, but someone has to pay the farmers. The nominal course fee (which varies according to the ability to pay) helps to cover TM teachers’ salaries as well as rent and administrative costs of running a TM center.
That said, there are people for whom money is tight. Fortunately, under the leadership of Dr. Hagelin, the nonprofit TM organization in the United States is quite generous, providing grants, scholarships, and loans to help people in financial need whenever available. Dr. Hagelin’s team is also working with employee assistance programs, insurance providers, and government agencies to provide coverage for the TM course fee—just as these agencies would with any other evidence-based treatment modality.
And for people who suffer from trauma and toxic stress and who have no access to funds, the David Lynch Foundation continues to raise support from corporations, foundations, and philanthropists so we can provide scholarships for the many millions of people who are desperate to learn.
This is our strategy, and the response has been excellent. Soon everyone who wants to learn how to meditate will be able to do so. That was Maharishi’s goal back in 1958 when he first started teaching TM—and that is the same goal today.
MEDITATIVE MOMENT
Opening the Door for Stillness and Strength
For Tony Nader, M.D., Ph.D., the ravages of war were not something he saw in movies or read about in books. He saw it firsthand. Born and raised in Lebanon, he attended medical school in Beirut during some of the bloodiest periods of the 15-year Lebanese Civil War. He earned his medical degree from American University there and then moved to the United States, where he attended MIT and earned a Ph.D. in brain and cognitive science. He also served as clinical and research fellow in neurology at the Massachusetts General Hospital—Harvard Medical School and the assistant director of the Clinical Research Center at MIT.
Dr. Nader first met Maharishi in 1979 at MIT. Over decades, a unique, trusted mentor-apprentice relationship developed. Before Maharishi passed in 2008, he asked Dr. Nader to oversee the entire global TM organization.
I was studying premed at American University in Beirut in 1975 at the start of the civil war. There were shootings and bombs; people getting kidnapped because of their religion. Sometimes, for months at a time, I couldn’t travel from the university across the city to visit my parents because there was so much violence.
During those days, I was searching for meaning amidst the destruction, looking for a way to meditate. I tried a concentration technique for a little while and I also did some breathing exercises. But I didn’t get anywhere. Then I heard about Transcendental Meditation from a friend and I decided to try it out. Right away, I experienced something I had been seeking for a long time: transcendence—a deep inner calm, a deep inner bliss, and a great expansion of awareness. It was tremendously satisfying. I had more energy and clarity to study better, to be more focused and accomplish more. Most important, TM helped me remain settled inside even though I was surrounded by fear and loss and violence. I opened a TM club at American University and I got my family and friends to learn to meditate as well.
Living in a war zone, I had a desire to understand exactly what happens in the minds of people that would make them want to fight. I specialized in psychiatry in medical school and that gave me some insight but not enough. I became a TM teacher after I completed medical school and then I entered a Ph.D. program in neuroscience at MIT. I wanted to better understand the science of TM and the brain so I could do more than just treat a disease but really improve a person’s health, really develop his or her creative potential. Not just in limited ways from the chemical-neurophysiological level, but from the unlimited level of the human mind as well. I conducted research on neurochemistry, neuroendocrinology, and the relationship between diet, age, and behavior and neurotransmitter and hormonal activity, and on the role of neurotransmitter precursors in medicine.
When I met Maharishi at MIT, it was the beginning of what I can best describe as an apprenticeship that lasted decades. I learned from Maharishi the deep connections between the ancient Vedic science of consciousness and the form and function of the human brain and physiology. I traveled all over the world and spoke with leaders in government, medicine, education, business, and defense about the science of consciousness. Over time, Maharishi gave me more and more responsibility for the knowledge and the administration of the global TM organization. It was nothing I ever imagined coming my way.
People often ask me about Maharishi. I think Maharishi’s achievements speak best for who he was. I believe history will recognize Maharishi as the foremost scientist of consciousness, the one who revived the simplicity and naturalness of Transcendental Meditation. He opened the door for everyone—no matter his or her education, nationality, or religion—to experience real inner stillnesss, transcendence, and to develop real inner strength, higher states of consciousness. This has been Maharishi’s great contribution to the field of science, to the study of human consciousness, and to life.
A reporter from the Associated Press was interviewing Maharishi for a feature story about the fiftieth anniversary of his TM organization back in June 2007. I had taught the reporter to meditate a few days before and had the opportunity to sit in on the conversation. After a series of almost perfunctory questions, the reporter asked Maharishi about his “overly optimistic view” of the impact of meditation on people suffering from a host of traumas and stress-related disorders. Such suffering had existed for centuries, the reporter said, and was not going away anytime soon. How, then, could Maharishi be so hopeful?
Maharishi thought for a minute, nodded, and said, “Darkness is just the absence of light. Turn on the light, and the darkness disappears. You can have a room that has been in darkness for one day, and you can have a room that has been in darkness for a thousand years. When you turn on a light in each room, the darkness disappears just as fast. Like that is the impact of Transcendental Meditation in the life of the individual and, by extension, the whole of society.”
I am incredibly positive about what TM can do for you and for our larger world. Mainly because I have experienced it firsthand for nearly fifty years and because I have seen its dramatic impact in the lives of thousands of people I have personally taught, some of whom live in the darkest, most violent, most dire conditions imaginable.
Should you choose to learn to meditate, I offer my full support and the full support of every other TM teacher in the world as you begin this journey to experience and express the boundless reservoir of creativity and intelligence that lies within you. It’s such a simple thing, but it’s also incredibly powerful. Enjoy.
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