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To you, the reader






In addition to the information given in this book, the website www.beyondthemind.com offers further practical help, online resources, information, and advice about places where Sahaja yoga classes are held should you feel like receiving some face to face instruction. All of these resources are effective and free of charge.









How to Meditate


A guide to the practical sections





You can use these instructions at your own pace to help you to meditate, whether or not you have read the chapters around them.


How to begin


What am I aiming to experience?


You can’t do meditation, you can only be in meditation


General advice about posture


Guided meditation with standard affirmations


Thought-stopping sequence


The affirmations


Enhancing your experience


Short affirmation sequence


Tying up your attention


Protecting your experience


Conscious breathing


Mindful breathing


Bringing back your focus


Attention-based strategies


Other centring strategies


Footsoaking


Earthing


Some ways to assess your progress


Meditation for children


The magic bubble


The golden string


Tying up your attention


Rainbow protection


Frequently asked questions








You are not your problems.


You are not the things you own.


You are not your body any more than you are the clothes that hang on it.


You are not your career, your achievements, nor your failures.


You are not even your thoughts, memories or emotions.


You are something beyond all of these things, beyond the mind.


You are the infinite silence that is hidden in the space between each thought.


When you silence your mind, you will find yourself,


In the eternal present moment, the pure awareness, reality and joy,


The self itself.


This is true meditation.


Ramesh Manocha












Before we begin





Ask yourself these questions:




	How often have I been unable to sleep because I can’t switch off my thoughts?


	How many times have I walked into a room looking for something, only to realise that I have forgotten what I was looking for?


	When I want to think about or do something, do unnecessary thoughts distract me?


	How many times have I noticed that when I am upset, stressed or angry, my thinking activity increases? At these times are my thoughts helpful or distracting? Do they make the situation better or worse?


	There is a constant stream of background mental chatter going through my head. How much of it is useful? Most of it? Half? A quarter? Less?


	What proportion of my thoughts is generally positive and what proportion negative? What proportion contributes to my wellbeing and what proportion doesn’t?


	Can I stop that background mental noise, that constant thinking, whenever I want to?





Everything that you will read in this book, especially the practical exercises, is aimed at changing the way you will answer those crucial questions.


Silence Your Mind is different from any other book you may have read about meditation. It sets out to liberate you from the common myths, the misinformation and the many clichés that have arisen around this ancient practice. Meditation is not just about reducing stress but also about realising our potential for optimal wellbeing and our capacity for high performance. Silence Your Mind will show how meditation can be used by anyone, at any age; by people with religious or spiritual beliefs, or no beliefs at all. It can be practised anywhere – you don’t need to go to a special room or a retreat to do it – and you can feel the benefits of meditation with just 10 to 20 minutes of practice each day.


The meditation technique described here can take you from the limitations of the thinking mind into the experience of non-thought known as ‘thoughtless awareness’ or ‘mental silence’, the state beyond the mind. It challenges you to realise your full potential and gives you a set of simple, practical tools to do so.


Meditation is not about modifying, editing or slowing your thoughts; it is about stopping them altogether. It is not about mindfulness but mind-emptiness. Not quieting the mind so much as silencing it in its tracks if, and whenever, we want to. In true meditation we remain alert, in control and yet free of all thought. It is the experience of complete inner silence that enables us to master the mind and the mental content that it creates, rather than be the mind’s servant. Our awareness, no longer cluttered by unnecessary thoughts, becomes capable of experiencing our self and our world more richly and with more joy.


Martial artists call this state mushin, the state without mind, elite athletes call it ‘the zone’ and musicians or artists might call it ‘flow’. It is a state of optimal being, something that occurs not just when we sit in meditation but a living experience that should be carried with us throughout the day, enhancing our moment-to-moment experience of life and our ability to engage constructively with it.


The ancient Eastern traditions that come from the Bhagavad Gita and the teachings of Lao Tse, Confucius and the Buddha, say that the state beyond the mind is not only achievable but essential. For if we cannot master our own mental content, how can we truly be masters of ourselves and our destinies?


But how is it possible to switch off our mental activity – the background noise that most of us accept as a normal part of our inner environment? For most people the mind is never quiet. We have anywhere from dozens to hundreds of thoughts per minute, few of them useful, many of them unconstructive. How many of us can switch off this ‘self-talk’ at will to give our minds a rest?


In the East this constant mental chatter is known as the ‘monkey mind’ – the mind jumps from thought to thought and object to object, while we daydream, ruminate over relationships, dwell on the past and worry about the future.


When your mental noise distracts you from the task at hand, makes you forget what it was that you walked into the room for or keeps you awake at night when you really need your sleep, you are a victim of your own monkey mind. When that monkey mind is allowed to do whatever it wants, you lose touch with the simple joys of life, lose your natural balance and start to get stressed.


Fuelled by our 24/7 culture, an all-pervasive media and the relentless pursuit of consumption, for many people the monkey has morphed into a 400 kilogram gorilla with an attitude problem. It is this rampaging primate between our ears that is responsible for the epidemic of stress, mental dysfunction and loss of wellness that is now more prevalent than ever before. This book spells out a solution to this problem and the scientific evidence to support it.


For most people, mental silence seems unachievable. However, the results of more than a dozen years of scientific research tell us that this fundamental reality is not the exclusive realm of secluded monks, Zen masters or ‘gurus’. With a small amount of regular practice, using the techniques that appear in this book, anyone can experience it. We have found that in their first meditation session, on average about 10% of people will experience ‘complete mental silence’, and a further 20–30% experience being ‘mostly silent’. With further practice, progressively greater numbers of people attain the mental silence experience and are able to deepen it. So while I can’t promise that it will be instantaneous for everyone, I can say with reasonable confidence that the majority will get there with regular practice. Moreover, the experience costs nothing to learn and is as natural and effortless as riding a bicycle.


Here is an interview between myself and an eight-year-old girl about the benefits of meditation.






GIRL: … it’s hard to think about not thinking.


RM: Yes?


GIRL: Yeah.


RM: Did you manage to do it?


GIRL: Yes.


RM: Really?


GIRL: Yeah.


RM: And when you got into that sort of state where you weren’t thinking, how did it feel? Was it nice or was it yucky?


GIRL: It was nice, it felt good. I felt happy and calm, yeah. And being calm. Happy and calm. For the rest of the day I felt pretty happy.


—


For him who has conquered the mind, the mind is the best of friends; but for one who has failed to do so, his mind will remain the greatest enemy.


Bhagavad Gita








Silence Your Mind presents a combination of explanation and evidence regarding the benefits of a specific and unique understanding of meditation, the central feature of which is an experience known as ‘thoughtless awareness’ or ‘mental silence’. I did not develop the meditation techniques that are the subject of my research. As they are currently taught around the world free of charge I do not have any financial stake in their popularisation either. Nevertheless, I do sincerely believe that there is so much that every person can gain by using them on a daily basis that it is my ethical obligation as a doctor and researcher to communicate this information to the public. Author royalties from this book will be directed to further research and educational activities in this field. It is my fervent hope to contribute to the democratisation of this experience by sharing with you the techniques that have proved so liberating for me and many others.


Important: If you are receiving medical treatment


If you have a specific health condition we strongly suggest that you continue with your conventional treatments for that condition. If you have a serious illness we urge you to notify your supervising health professional that you have commenced a practice of evidence-based meditation.


It is my opinion that people who are currently suffering from, or have a history of, serious mental illnesses should not do any kind of meditation without specific permission and supervision by a suitably qualified mental health professional.


How to use this book


This book starts with my own experience of meditation then expands into a broader journey of scientific discovery, providing not only the evidence but the practical methods by which you can verify it for yourself. The information in this book is based on more than fifteen years of unique research into a phenomenon that I call ‘mental silence’, or ‘thoughtless awareness’.


There are two kinds of evidence given in this book. First, scientific evidence derived from clinical trials and laboratory experiments with varying levels of scientific rigour. Second, remarkable stories and experiences which, although less scientific, provide an important insight into the personal dimension of the ‘mental silence’ experience. Many of these were provided by regular meditators from around the world in response to my requests for their personal experiences of how the mental silence experience has impacted on their lives. These stories are included here precisely because they are remarkable. They will not necessarily apply to every person who chooses to practise the techniques laid out in the following chapters.


I encourage you to be open-minded but sceptical with regard to this book’s claims and assertions. The intention of this book is not to fill your head with facts and figures but to encourage you to engage in a profound personal experiment – the attainment of mental silence, the authentic basis of meditation. Ideally it will inspire you to meditate daily, for it’s not the words on these pages so much as your own experience of mental silence that will persuade you of the benefits of regular meditation practice. As such, I have included extensive practical guidance in the ‘How to meditate’ sections of this book.


Every moment spent in the state of mental silence will enhance your experience of the present and is an investment in your future wellbeing and fulfilment. Isn’t it worth committing to some regular practice to master that monkey mind and thereby awaken your potential for greater wellbeing, dynamism and happiness? It’s a no-brainer.






Men are not prisoners of fate, but only prisoners of their own minds.


Franklin D. Roosevelt












PART I


MY STORY
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The ants









This silence, this moment, every moment, if it’s genuinely inside you, brings what you need.


Mevlana Rumi








It is 1988. I’m studying medicine and handling the stress that comes with it by drinking and partying hard. I convince myself that it’s a legitimate way to let off steam but it’s becoming obvious that this approach – which is more or less the established way in which medical students and many medical professionals handle the pressures of a medical career – has its limitations.


I find it difficult to sleep; a constant stream of thoughts keeps me awake into the small hours of every morning. Those thoughts – what psychologists call ‘self-talk’ – seem to be controlled by a sadist who has taken up residence in the back of my head. A sadist flying high on anabolic steroids and a degree in psychology. At night, as my head sinks into the pillow in anticipation of drifting to sleep, the sadist springs into action. Just as the precious sleep comes tantalisingly close, the sadist switches on a tape recording of the whole day’s events. It’s a kind of fast forward that usually takes about 30 to 40 minutes for a full review of the day. Just when it seems as if it’s over, the sadist rewinds to the worst parts and plays them again. Usually in slow motion.


The sadist is a relentless taskmaster, controlling my mental content, surfing the YouTube of my mind as I lie helpless in bed, staring into the night. The ruminations are an endless circle: Why did I make that stupid comment in the anatomy tutorial? Did everybody hear it? Does everyone think I’m stupid now? I wish I was smarter. What’s it like to be really smart? Exam next week. Need to study, don’t want to fail. What would happen if I failed?


On and on and on it goes. My clock radio emits so much light from the electronic numbers that I cover it with a towel to stop it from reminding me of how long I haven’t been asleep. Alcohol becomes a useful option at this point and so there are many days when, having drunk myself to sleep, I oversleep and turn up late and hungover to lectures, or sleep through them altogether.


This mind of mine is finding it increasingly difficult to focus, and my performance in exams is slipping rapidly. I decide that it’s time to find a solution that’s sustainable, and doesn’t involve the consumption of alcohol, marijuana, sleeping tablets or all-night house parties. I start looking for something else, without knowing exactly what it is that I need.


Finding meditation


The traditions of meditation, contemplation, prayer and yoga are deeply intertwined in the culture of India. Even those Indians who have left their native land carry these ideas imprinted on their collective psyche. Many of these ideas are wrapped up in religious traditions, rituals and observances with their roots in ancient Hinduism. While some of these traditions provide profound insights into the nature of reality and human experience, others have become the basis of superstition, prejudice and fanaticism. This has caused many Indians to develop an unfairly sceptical attitude to much of their own culture, overlooking the many positives that it contains. So, despite the scepticism I felt towards my own cultural roots at that time in my life – my parents are both Indian – I realised that meditation could well help me to escape the negative cycle I seemed to have trapped myself in. There was only one problem: I didn’t know how to meditate. Hands-on instruction was going to be necessary.


In 1988 there was no internet or Google, and the closest equivalent was the Yellow Pages phone book. But as I searched the pages, I hit a problem: in the great Eastern tradition, meditation was never marketed as a commodity. It was a way of accessing a higher state of awareness that could not be commercialised. You can’t buy inner peace, I reasoned, and anyone who was trying to sell me a version of it – by advertising it – logically couldn’t be offering the kind of connection I was looking for. Running down the list of entries under ‘Meditation’, a small, nondescript ad caught my attention. ‘True meditation, absolutely free’, it read. The phrase ‘true meditation’ immediately signalled to me that whoever had written this ad understood that there were lots of people selling fake products to unsuspecting consumers. The technique being advertised was called Sahaja yoga and it seemed like it was worth a try.


In India if you wanted to learn meditation you might go to a local temple or to an ashram where monks would hold sessions for laypeople. Those who were especially keen would climb up a mountain in the Himalayas to reach a remote monastery, or trek through dense forest to find a hermit ensconced in his cave. Yogis in robes or in loincloths might give discourses under trees in parks. I, however, caught a bus to a brick-veneer house located in a middle-class suburb of Canberra.


I rang the doorbell and a very respectable looking Anglo-Saxon lady greeted me and led me into an average looking lounge room. Sitting on the sofa was an Anglo man wearing a flannelette shirt, tracksuit pants and woolly socks. Decidedly unspiritual, my mind said, constantly muttering. Nearby was another man with wavy reddish hair, a beard, another flannelette shirt and green corduroy pants. What could these people, so clearly Westerners in their appearance and manner, possibly know about the ancient Indian tradition of meditation? And what’s with the flannelette shirts?


They explained to me that Sahaja yoga is not ‘yoga’ as many people in the West understand it – that is, a practice of postures. The word ‘yoga’ actually means ‘to join’. It relates to the idea that the meditator attains ‘yoga’ when they establish a connection with their deeper self. A major feature of Sahaja yoga is the experience of mental silence or what is known in Sanskrit as nirvichara samadhi, meaning ‘thoughtless awareness’. Practitioners should experience an inner awakening or awareness that can be felt as a state of being that is not ego, mind, intellect or emotion – something that is beyond all thought and the mind that produces those thoughts.


After experiencing a brief guided meditation and a significantly longer conversation in which life, the universe and everything else was discussed – accompanied by a cup of tea – I left to catch the bus home. Walking down the street I felt nice, but I couldn’t say that I’d had any specific experience that I would call ‘meditation’. My mind decided that a debate was necessary.


‘Feeling good,’ said the scientific part of my mind, ‘is not proof that it is genuine. In fact, feeling good is a subjective experience that is difficult to measure and which can be triggered by any number of factors. For example, they gave you some chocolate biscuits at the end of the session. You know you like them. This could have clouded your judgement and biased your assessment.’


‘True,’ said the non-scientific part of my mind, ‘but you feel better now than you did before, and basically that’s what you were looking to achieve, wasn’t it?’


‘Feelings are not scientific,’ the scientific one insisted, digging in its heels.


‘Well,’ interjected a third part of my mind that had volunteered to umpire the debate, ‘you do feel good. It costs nothing, so it would be stupid to not continue at least for the time being.’


And so it was decided.


Once back in Sydney for lectures, I managed to find a group of meditators who practised the technique I had learnt in Canberra. Each week, with about fifteen regular meditators, I sat on a lounge or the floor, wherever I could find a space, trying to ‘do’ meditation. They were nice people and they seemed to be really motivated by their meditative experiences – none of which I was sharing. They told me not to ‘do’ it but, rather, to ‘let it happen’.


‘The present moment is an experience, not an action,’ they told me.


Words are cheap, I thought, especially fluffy, unscientific ones.


So there I was, feeling a little guilty because my mind was telling me that I should really be in the medical library studying, or anywhere that didn’t require me to face the mental content that floated through my head. Those continuous thoughts – the constant muttering narrative describing what I was doing, replaying things that I’d said, rehearsing things I was going to say – occupied my mind when I was bored, kept me company when I was alone, told me truths and halftruths in random order and clouded my perception when I most wanted clarity. Yes: clarity. That’s what I was looking for. Clarity and silence.


I leant against a wall and closed my eyes, breathing regularly and gently, trying to focus my attention on the space between the thoughts rather than the crazy thoughts themselves – in the way the more experienced meditators had told me.


This time it was different. Gradually I sensed a change in my inner perception. It felt as if I had grown about a metre taller, yet I knew that my physical dimensions hadn’t changed. It was as if I was staring down from a great height, like looking out of an aeroplane window, and I saw a string of objects, dozens or possibly hundreds of shapes moving slowly in a line, like cars on a highway. Somehow my distance above the ground increased and the rows of cars began to resemble a row of ants growing smaller and smaller.


A feeling of peace grew as I watched the ants; a subtle sense of joy was bubbling up from somewhere, and I wondered what those ants were that I could see dwindling away so far beneath me. It was not a thought so much as a desire to know. And then a most unexpected answer emerged in my awareness: that string of ants was my thoughts! Each ant was a single thought and the row of ants was the thought-stream that normally occupied my entire awareness, constantly ticking over in the back of my head. The row of ants became so small that they disappeared completely. The insect-like stream of thoughts on its narrow highway became a cavern of pure, crystalline silent awareness within me. Timeless, profound and innately refreshing.


It felt as if the various pieces of my being had each fallen into their natural place, perhaps for the first time. I felt in control, fully alert and uniquely well. My sense of time seemed to have merged with the stillness of the present moment. The experience was joyful, simple and somehow complete.


I opened my eyes and the experience began to slowly fade, although not entirely. Turning to look at the other meditators in the room, it seemed that this was what they must be experiencing as well. So this is why they are so motivated, I thought, and realised that was the first thought that had entered my mind in the past 20 minutes. Somehow I had touched a timeless aspect of my being that left me feeling refreshed, positive and free from stress. It was my first experience of a state of being that I thought must exist in all of us: that is, being beyond the mind.


The experience stayed with me, in a less intense way, during the walk home. My perception of the night air, the sounds in the trees, the way that I walked, the way that my breath moved in my chest and the energy that I drew upon were all somehow clearer, richer and more real than before. There was a subtle shift in the quality of my vision so that colours around me seemed a little richer, shapes and outlines a little sharper, like looking through a window that had just been cleaned. Much of this clarity seemed to be linked to a distinct and tangible quietness inside myself. The constant mental background chatter had subsided, leaving behind a sense of flowing silence within.


I started a regular morning meditation routine and, like a surfer, would try to catch the wave of mental silence and see how long I could ride it. That state of inner quiet began to filter into the rest of my day. Often I would see a connection between the day’s productivity, achievements and experiences and how profound a silence I had experienced during the morning’s meditation. When I achieved a period of mental silence, my attention span after meditation was unusually long, my ability to retain information was greatly increased and the way in which I related to others was considerably more positive, unpretentious and enjoyable. But on some days the silence was less achievable, and sometimes I didn’t experience it at all.


I found that meditation in the early morning was best. Waking at about 6 a.m. to immediately sit down to meditate, I was surprised that I did not fall back to sleep. Instead, the silence would gently wake me up, refresh my mind and prepare me for the day. Even when I’d had less sleep than usual, I would emerge from the meditation alert and refreshed, rather than groggy and tired. At night, getting to sleep was no longer a process of uncertainty. I found that by meditating just before going to bed, my state of mental silence could be extended from when I was sitting in meditation to the time when I climbed into bed and my head hit the pillow. As a result, the sadist’s replay of the day’s events and the associated in-depth analysis just didn’t happen. Falling asleep became effortless, as it had been when I was a child and, in general, it continues to be so to this day. I also found that many of the random and sometimes bizarre dreams that I used to experience almost every night became rare events. The sadist in the back of my head was dead!


Before these experiences of mental silence, I had looked down on what I considered to be the superstitious and spiritual hocus-pocus of my Indian roots. I had considered myself to be a scientific, rational and objective thinker; my personality unswayed by the irrationalities of feeling and subjective emotion. I preferred the hard-edged realities of objective data and logical analysis. Yet, despite my scientific view of the world, I couldn’t deny the personal impact of my ‘unscientific’ meditation experience. It wasn’t long before I started to wonder what the textbooks and scientific journals had to say about meditation.


The Oxford English Dictionary defines meditation as ‘To think deeply and quietly’, and the Cambridge Dictionary of English states that meditation is ‘To think seriously about something for a long time’. This was very different from the complete inner silence that I had experienced. I went to the biomedical library and pored over medical research journals and physiology textbooks that mentioned scientific evaluations of meditation and yoga – but none of them spoke about this experience of inner silence. In fact, while the books defined meditation in many different ways, none contained any mention of the experience of the state of non-thought.


I continued to meditate for the rest of my medical training, always pondering why the Western scientific establishment had failed to identify an experience that seemed to be so easily accessible to an average person like me, in an average lounge room on a daily basis. In many of the lectures I attended in medical school, especially those on mental health, I felt that there was a great need for a technique that could elicit an experience like the one meditation gave me, and yet none of the textbooks or research journals had come even close to identifying it, let alone studying its potential benefits. I began to realise that this knowledge gap had important ramifications at many different levels: cultural, social and scientific as well as in physical and mental health. I had enrolled in medical school because I wanted to do something with my life that would help society. It seemed ironic that my fascination with medicine and my desire to help others was leading me back to the ancient origins of meditation and human experience, rather than taking me to the further reaches of modern science.


While still a student I spent six months in India, travelling around, trying to understand the culture of my forefathers and how it related to the meditative experience I was having. Staying in a yoga centre, I observed how meditation was used by people who wished to maintain their peace of mind, and also by those who were unwell and wanted to improve their mental and physical wellbeing. Many of my days were spent at a Jesuit seminary in New Delhi where a vast library of religious texts had been established. Every day I would read through translations of Eastern and Western spiritual commentaries, looking for references and explanations of meditation and mental silence. To my surprise, I found many. (The most significant of these have been included in Chapter 6 and there are many more at www.beyondthemind.com.)


A chance meeting led me to Professor Umesh Rai, who headed the Department of Physiology at the prestigious Lady Hardinge Medical College and the All India Institute of Medical Sciences in New Delhi. Professor Rai had done the first clinical trials on Sahaja yoga, looking at the impact of this meditative approach on sufferers of chronic disease such as asthma, hypertension and even epilepsy. The studies that he conducted were, by the standards of the day, small but well designed and well executed. They yielded some fascinating outcomes indicating that the meditation technique appeared to have some practical, unique and specific effects on the body and the mind.1


Despite the promising findings, Western scientific journals had not picked up on Professor Rai’s work. It became clear to me that it would be important to evaluate his approach in Western institutions using methodologies and terminology that were taken seriously by Western scientific journals, with direct application to Western populations. Professor Rai was very encouraging and he and I would go on to correspond for many years about research projects and ideas.






Three Silences there are: the first of speech,


The second of desire, the third of thought


Henry Wadsworth Longfellow
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The path to research









Silence is the element in which great things fashion themselves together.


Thomas Carlyle1








It’s my first day as a real doctor. Standing in a room with about thirty other eager young interns, I’m going through orientation at the hospital I have been assigned to for my internship. Tomorrow we hit the wards for the first time. After years of study and exams we will finally be practising medicine, albeit under the supervision of a hierarchy of experienced doctors.


As part of the orientation process we meet the heads of the various departments, who are keen to inspect the new recruits, earmarking the ones who look promising. During an informal lunch, the head of the Department of Medicine is working the room, speaking to each intern, asking them what their interests are and whether or not they want to go into a specialty of some kind.


One of my colleagues explains his interest in immunology, another in emergency medicine, a third wants to do orthopaedics. The professor’s gaze turns to me.


‘Do you have a particular interest that you’d like to pursue?’ he asks.


‘Yes,’ I reply. ‘I’m actually interested in research.’


His eyes light up. He has a reputation as a prolific researcher, so perhaps I might be worthy of a little more of his precious attention.


‘Oh really?’ he replies. ‘What area did you have in mind?’


Sensing his interest, while at the same time completely misreading his mindset, I reply, ‘I’m very interested in meditation.’


The professor smiles at me. I smile back, waiting for an invitation to his office for a longer chat on the subject or, possibly, an offer of help to get a project going. Instead, he continues to smile. After a few moments the silence becomes uncomfortable. My intern colleagues seem to have quietly sidled away so as not to be classified as known associates. The professor’s smile, I realise, is actually a smirk and his body language has changed from that of someone with a genuine interest in me to that of a person looking at a strange insect under a magnifying glass. He seems to be musing on whether to squash the insect now or let it wander about and get squashed by somebody else in the hospital system. He chooses the latter option and, without saying anything more, turns to the next intern and asks her about her career intentions.


An invisible cloud of disapproval hangs around me for the rest of the orientation session. It slowly dawns on me that I have been earmarked as an intern with potentially lunatic tendencies.


A path less trodden


The reaction of the professor typified the response of most mainstream medical researchers in the nineties. Back then it was frustrating and, sometimes, downright hazardous to disclose my interest in the topic of meditation. To me, science was about having a completely open – although critical – mind, so I was perplexed to find that when it came to meditation, the minds of many researchers were completely closed. Their perceptions were negatively influenced by the many fake gurus and other people of dubious character who were clearly taking advantage of people they thought were naive and stupid. To them, meditation was mumbo jumbo that disguised only a placebo effect.


Meditation enthusiasts, I discovered, were at the other extreme. They perceived the practice of meditation to be a unique method for developing holistic harmony, higher consciousness, peace, love and good will to all. They often talked about it as a magical universal panacea that somehow harnessed the power of the mind over the body. They felt that scepticism blocked these scientists from seeing the obvious benefits of meditation and, conveniently, that the scientific evaluation of meditation’s benefits was irrelevant. ‘What do a bunch of stuffy old scientists know, anyway?’ was a common line tossed at me when I tried to convince the enthusiasts to engage with the scientific community.


The answer had to be somewhere in the middle. The meeting point between these two extremes had to be scientific evidence developed from open-minded but rigorous inquiry. Because both the stubborn sceptic and the indiscriminate enthusiast were suffering from the same thing: lack of reliable scientific knowledge about meditation.


Despite that fateful meeting with the head of department, I completed my internship and started some general practice work, all the while thinking about how to begin research into meditation.


As a first step, and without any specific experience in how to provide meditation within a health centre context, a small handful of my colleagues and I decided that the best way to start the research was by observing the response of patients in and around my own general practice.


This is how the Mind–Body Meditation Clinic was established. It was a not-for-profit service set up in a large group general practice in suburban Sydney. It gave us the opportunity to develop practical experience in how to teach meditation to ‘health consumers’, learn which kinds of medical conditions responded to meditation, and find out how the mainstream medical community might view this rather unusual concept.


Surprisingly, many patients were sent to us by referral from other doctors in the area. Others came by word of mouth and some just appeared. Most of the patients suffered from chronic conditions for which mainstream medicine had afforded little relief. We found that the majority reported improvements in their mood and general sense of wellbeing within a few meditation sessions. Quite a few reported improvements in their specific disease symptoms as well, although this seemed to take longer than the changes in their general sense of wellness and did not occur in every case.


Remarkably, some of the toughest cases went into complete remission with diligent practice of the technique. I recall the local butcher who had inflammatory bowel disease – a lifelong condition characterised by recurrent gastroenteritis-like attacks caused by inflammation of the lining of the large intestine. He found symptomatic relief with regular meditation.


‘I have medications that give me relief from the attacks,’ he explained, ‘but the meditation is just as effective.’


An elderly lady who had suffered regular migraines for many years and took morphine for pain relief, reported that not only had the frequency of her headaches reduced dramatically but she no longer needed the morphine.


A man in his twenties who had been diagnosed with depression in his early teens, and medicated with antidepressants for many years in an ongoing struggle to manage his illness, continues to be one of the most memorable examples of the efficacy of meditation. He presented to the clinic with the characteristic facial expression of the chronically depressed: a frown deeply engraved on his face, and dark circles under his eyes, which made him look much older than he really was. Yet, after a few weeks of daily meditation the frown started to disappear and soon a younger, brighter face emerged. One day he came to the evening meditation session smiling, which was something he said he had not been able to do for many years. It was cases like this that inspired us to more thoroughly explore this phenomenon that was unfolding before us.


My first lucky break happened when one of the specialists I interned for, Professor Guy Marks, indicated that he had some interest in yoga and meditation in relation to asthma, his area of research. Professor Rai’s work on asthma intrigued him, so Professor Marks and I designed a thorough study using meditation to help treat asthma.


In the course of planning the study, Professor Marks, who knew that I practised meditation, raised a concern that my personal views should not be allowed to bias the outcomes. The vast majority of research into meditation continues to be undertaken by those who are themselves meditators, so I agreed that this was an important issue to address and we put into place a number of rules to ensure that the study would generate reliable evidence. First, we agreed that neither he nor I would know which participants were learning meditation and which were not. Second, we agreed that I would not deliver any meditation instruction to the participants – all instruction had to be delivered by instructors who were independent of the research project. Third, the meditation had to be compared to a legitimate and active treatment, so we chose a stress-management programme that was being used for asthma sufferers and was in fact supported by the state’s Department of Health. Fourth, I would not analyse the data nor be involved in its interpretation.


These strategies gave us the confidence that the outcomes of the study would be reliable. We also used these rules wherever possible in subsequent studies. Data from projects was always analysed by independent expert statisticians; we involved nonmeditators in the development and execution of our projects and as co-authors in report writing; and we conducted all of our projects in conjunction with respected, independent research institutions. The Royal Australian College of General Practitioners (RACGP) awarded us a $26,000 grant to kickstart the project. I enrolled as a masters student, and the study commenced. It was completed more than a year later.


The results of the asthma study were promising, indicating that there was an effect specific to meditation that had both physical and mental health implications, and further investigation was clearly warranted.2 However, we found that there were few people or organisations that wanted to support research into meditation. The crystals, incense and philosophies of the New Age industry that had wrapped itself around the practice inflamed the scepticism of those who came from more mainstream medical backgrounds; many respected researchers regarded our research as amusing, and few were prepared to take it as seriously as we did.


Despite this prevailing attitude, we did find a small segment of the medical and health community that was interested in meditation. For the most part these doctors and other practitioners were sympathetic to complementary and alternative medicine. Yet even these people didn’t seem to comprehend the potential significance of mental silence. This community of meditation enthusiasts seemed fixated on every idea about meditation other than mental silence. They perceived meditation in many different ways: as a form of profound relaxation, a way of focusing attention or a way of observing the activity of the mind without reacting to it (mindfulness). When we approached them to share our insights, rather than welcoming the idea of meditation as mental silence, many felt challenged by the proposition that mental silence might be an authentic definition of meditation worthy of scientific attention – because this was not the idea they had about meditation. Our discovery about the effects of mental silence challenged the status quo even among those who themselves had been marginalised by the larger status quo of mainstream medicine. We were the underdogs of the underdogs – the alternative to the alternative perspective.


We spoke with major stakeholders in the New Age industry hoping that they might fund some research only to learn that some of this industry actually profited from the lack of scientific clarity about what meditation is. A vague definition meant that any kind of practice could be labelled as ‘meditation’ and then marketed to the public. These stakeholders had a vested interest in not assisting us in solving the problem of definition since the development of a specific and scientifically verified definition would necessarily make it much harder to sell the many meditation courses, CDs, books and other products that relied on keeping ideas about meditation vague. A meditation technique that was potentially effective and yet not amenable to commercialisation was challenging to those who had spent many years cultivating our potential audience into a lucrative niche market.


One day, while watching the evening news, I saw a segment about a professor who had established a research unit focused on the evaluation of natural therapies at the Royal Hospital for Women in Sydney. Associate Professor John Eden was one of a few medical practitioners who was prepared to take a genuinely unbiased and scientific look at complementary and alternative medicine. When I contacted John he explained that his area of interest was in therapies used by women, especially menopausal women. He was interested in my meditation work but said that, unfortunately, there were no positions available for such research at his unit. So near yet so far, I thought.


Despondent, I began to resign myself to the fact that I would be unable to continue my research. I was close to being broke, as I had not worked very much while running the asthma project. I had married only a year previously and my wife, who shared my passion for the topic, was nevertheless understandably keen to live off more than a credit card. She had also developed a habit of starting conversations about babies whenever I entered the room.


So I applied for regular medical jobs, not knowing how I would juggle these responsibilities while at the same time completing the asthma project. As I had an interest in paediatrics I applied for several positions in that field. Soon after a screening interview for one position I was advised that I had made the shortlist and that I should fax through the basic information they needed to progress my application.


It sounded like I would get the job, and although I wasn’t really sure that I wanted it, I put together the requested documents and took them to the fax machine.


Well, here we go! I thought as I arranged the papers in the machine. I moved my hand to the big green ‘Send Fax’ button. Once that button was pressed, I was signalling the end of any serious research. But there was no point doing research if I couldn’t even pay my bills.


My index finger hovered above the button and, as if on cue, the fax machine – which was also a telephone – rang. I picked up the receiver, expecting a wrong number or a telemarketer, as only a handful of people knew the number of this machine.


‘Ramesh, do you want a job?’ asked the voice on the other end of the line. It was John Eden.


I took a few seconds to register what he had said. He explained that one of his researchers had left suddenly and he desperately needed another medically qualified person to fill the role. In addition, he said, it would be possible for me to continue doing my own research. The offer was for an immediate start in a full-time capacity.


I hung up the phone, took my finger away from the green button and marvelled at the coincidence. To this day I still don’t know how John got that phone number.


Within three months of commencing the position, John offered me my next big break: a PhD scholarship that would allow me to continue my meditation research. The scholarship was very modest – less than half of what I would earn as a junior medical officer and about one-third of what I could earn in general practice – but it would enable me to get some serious research work done. I supplemented the scholarship income with locum work on the weekends. It was exhausting.


There was still the question of how we were to pay for the costs of the research itself. Again, John Eden came up with a potential solution. He ran an annual conference that should have been successful in theory, but was not attracting enough delegates even to cover its costs. The conference was directed at GPs but for some reason they weren’t registering. If I could use my experience as a GP and seminar organiser to revitalise the event, the profits could be used to fund the research programme, John proposed.


I took the conference materials home with me and contemplated how I might be able to turn the event around. The answer came while I was sitting in meditation one day – when my mind was still the solutions had more opportunity to emerge in my awareness. The original conference was a three-day event, which was a format GPs were traditionally supposed to prefer for their professional education, but it occurred to me that with the changing economic climate and shifts in the culture of the medical profession this was no longer a correct assumption. I wondered if the duration of each lecture, scheduled to be an hour long, might not be what GPs really wanted.


It occurred to me that the best way to answer these questions was to conduct a survey of GPs, which would also be a useful way to find out what topics the doctors wanted in the conference. How could this survey be done without spending a great deal of money? Once more, I followed my intuition and contacted Russell Norden, the editor of Australia’s biggest GP publication, Australian Doctor. To my surprise, Russell immediately agreed to carry the survey and also to sponsor the seminar that would happen as a result of it, thereby giving us free advertising for the event.


Literally hundreds of GPs responded to the survey. No one had ever thought to ask them what they wanted in their education and they were more than keen to tell us.


Instead of the forty or fifty GPs from the previous year, the event attracted more than seven hundred. It made a healthy profit and soon became established as the largest GP meeting in the country. The event continues to this day and for its first five years generated sufficient profits to support all our research needs.


This experience demonstrated to me that the mind-emptiness of meditation seemed to facilitate ‘lightbulb moments’ of intuitive insight and inspiration that were profoundly helpful. Meditation made it easier for me to think outside the square because it directly neutralised the entrenched and habitual thinking habits that otherwise stifled my creative problemsolving skills.


Later, taking another intuitive leap, we experimented with the same format in other cities, with equally impressive results. Within a few years we had established the biggest seminar series of its kind in Australia, attracting several thousand delegates each year.


The multinational medical education companies were as stunned as we were with the success of the approach and they couldn’t understand how an unknown local GP was able to do something that they hadn’t, despite their best efforts, vast experience and massive resources. In fact, more than once I was called to meet my competitors, who wanted to find out how we managed to get our formula so right. What they didn’t realise was that almost every one of the strategic decisions that guided the establishment of this event series had been developed intuitively through the clarity of perception and judgement that mental silence allowed. I was tapping into an intuitive way of working that was made easier by the inner silence. It was the first of many examples that taught me about the potential of meditation not only for health and wellbeing but also for performance, cognition and creative problem-solving.
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