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Praise for Why Meditate? Because it Works.


‘Meditation has been life changing for me – I’m so glad I invested the time in learning how to meditate properly. I love working with Jillian because she understands how to fit meditation into our busy lives in a way that’s enjoyable and easy. Without a doubt, meditation is the best way to change my mood and help me cope with stress.’


Amelia Freer, nutritional therapist and international 
best-selling author


‘I learnt to meditate with Jillian at a very stressful point in my life (they say that meditation finds you when you need it most). Her meditation practice is backed up by years of research and knowledge: from the way she explains how our brains work; about what exactly happens when we meditate; about its effect not just on our minds, but our bodies and every aspect of our lives from work, to creativity, to energy, and relationships. It’s the only type of meditation I could stick to, where everything falls away. It’s like sprinkling magic dust over your life.’


Susannah Taylor, wellbeing journalist and columnist at YOU magazine


‘The best book about meditation I’ve come across. Jillian cuts through the noise around what meditation is with clarity and authenticity. We know the devastating toll stress is having on our health. Understanding the power of meditation as a tool for combatting this is invaluable.’ 


Dr Frank Lipman, functional medicine expert and New York Times best-­selling author


‘I can’t imagine life without meditation. My husband and I have been meditating since 1991 and it has supported the best of who I am and how I am. Meditation is spiritual and enlightening, as well as practical and grounding. My three kids meditate, too. I say the family that meditates together stays together.’ 


Renee Elliot, founder of Planet Organic and co-founder of Beluga Bean


‘Meditation allows me to live a fuller and more present life. It helps me sleep better – I fall asleep easier and stay asleep through the night. Jillian makes meditation manageable in a practical, judgment-free way. She’s so calm and serene you want to know what her secret is – luckily for us, she teaches it for a living!’ 


Madeleine Shaw, nutritional therapist and author


‘The physical and mental benefits of meditation are well founded but I think the brilliance of Jillian is how she makes this powerful, transformative practice so much more accessible and enjoyable for those who use her methods. I loved having her on my podcast where she spoke with a deep knowledge about the fascinating science behind meditation and shared her own journey to discovering the ancient practice.’ 


Dr Linda Papadopoulos, psychologist and author


‘It’s no exaggeration to say learning to meditate changed my life. I’ve lived with anxiety for as long as I can remember, but I’m better equipped to cope with it since I completed my Vedic Meditation course four years ago. It helps me tune into my body and be more compassionate with myself, my loved ones and my community. This book will demystify the misconceptions you might have about meditation and make you actually want to meditate! When we live in a world that tells us to be anywhere but the present, that is pretty amazing.’ 


Venetia La Manna, podcaster and fair fashion campaigner


‘I’m so pleased Jillian is sharing her life-changing wisdom with the world. What we all need right now is meditation.’ 


Robert Hammond, co-founder of High Line, New York City


‘Meditation has improved my life exponentially, in far too many ways than there is room to list here. The most noticeable life changers have come from simply sitting down, twice a day and letting go of trying, controlling and doing and just allowing things to happen as they are around me. I’m a much more chilled-out, less tense person now, at home, at work and around a dinner table. Plus, I’m not constantly tired. That is a life-changer in itself!’


Suzanne Duckett, journalist, broadcaster and founder of Onolla


‘In this straight forward book Jillian lays out what meditation is in mumbo-jumbo free language. There’s nothing arcane or esoteric here: Vedic Meditation is presented in a clear, modern context and covers the work-a-day stuff frequently not addressed in other books. An essential text showing why incorporating meditation into contemporary life is something we need more than ever.’ 


Nathan Larson, film composer, author and musician








What this book is about


My name is Jillian Lavender and I’m a teacher of Vedic Meditation. Along with my partner Michael, I teach from my base in London and also regularly in New York. We have a daughter together and we’re full-time teachers.


In my work, I meet people from all walks of life. The specific reasons why each person comes to learn to meditate are varied, yet there are some consistent themes. The underlying driver seems to be that people are searching for more in their lives – more happiness, clarity, energy, peace, health and ­ success.


Sometimes they express this as wanting less – less stress,  anxiety, pain, confusion, agitation. Ultimately they want to get rid of all that negativity so they can experience more  positivity.


My message is simple. Meditation, when done properly, works. It isn’t weird. Scientific evidence backs it up. Anyone can do it. It will positively change the way you feel and perform.


We hear a lot about meditation, yet there’s still a lot of confusion about what it actually is. More than ever we’re dealing with stress and overload. Everywhere you look you can see the effect of this build-up of tension. So many of the approaches to deal with these issues just aren’t working. 


We don’t need more rules telling us how to behave. We don’t need more talk. We need more action – tools that actually make a difference. We need knowledge that is relevant to our hectic lives and that enlivens our full potential. This is meditation – ancient knowledge for a modern world.




My story


Before we get started I’d like to share a bit about my journey up to this point. It’s always helpful to know a little bit about the person who’s doing the talking and there may be aspects of my experience that resonate for you.


I learned how to meditate in 1993 when I was living in Sydney, Australia. 


Those who knew me then probably wouldn’t have said I was an obvious candidate for meditation.


I didn’t grow up with any spiritual education and I knew nothing about meditation. I didn’t practise yoga, nor had I tried any alternative therapies. In fact, I was at the other end of the spectrum. Working long hours, going out a lot and, as an executive for a global publishing company, I spent my life on a plane. Really, I was a bit of a mess. Tired, stressed, overwhelmed, not very happy or healthy.


I heard about meditation through a friend’s father. After years of battling insomnia he learned to meditate and within a few days he was sleeping. It was transforming his life. And everyone around him, including me, was noticing the changes.


So I went along to a talk at a nearby centre in Sydney. What I heard all made sense. I liked the straightforward, practical, scientifically validated nature of what I heard. There were no flowing robes or turbans and I could see the teachers were normal people. They were alert and yet calm at the same time. And I wanted some of that. So I jumped in and took the course.


I began to notice changes straight away. I’d always been a worrier, yet within a few weeks I could feel my anxiety levels dropping. I’d been feeling overwhelmed by my job and that began to shift. I was getting through my to-do list faster, tackling the jobs that were important, and letting go of stuff that didn’t matter. Most of all I had more energy. I had been operating in a fog of jet lag and late nights and very little sleep. I hadn’t realised how tired I was until I learned how to meditate. And I’d been stressed. But this was starting to change.


I continued meditating every day, and it became a part of my life. Just like brushing my teeth, I couldn’t imagine not doing it. It was enjoyable and I looked forward to it. It continued to be an important tool as I was transferred to Paris, and then London.


After nearly a decade as a meditator in the corporate world, I decided to become a teacher. I had confirmed the benefits for myself and wanted to bring the knowledge and benefits to others. So I moved to a small cabin in Arizona, and spent fourteen months training closely with my teacher Thom Knoles, Maharishi Vyasanand Saraswati. In 2003 I moved back to London and began teaching. In 2008 the London Meditation Centre and the New York Meditation Center were opened, and these provide the base for my work worldwide.




This book will not teach you how to meditate


There’s a lot of confusion and misunderstanding about what constitutes correct meditation. This book is about clearing up that confusion and inspiring you to take action to learn to meditate. 


This book does NOT claim to teach you to meditate.


Unlike other books on meditation, this is a WHY DO not a how-to book. 


There are plenty of books, apps and videos that claim to teach you to meditate. Some of my students started their meditation journey this way and got some initial value. But they were left searching for more. It’s like the first rung on the ladder – it gets you going, but doesn’t take you very far.


There is great value in getting things right from the beginning. Learning to meditate is one of the most fundamental and powerful tools we have to stay balanced and well. This is ancient knowledge, supported by modern science – wisdom of the ages that is more relevant than ever. You want to get it right. This is why I recommend learning from someone who is well trained and highly skilled. It’s a subtle, delicate process and an important life skill. For this reason, how we go about learning deserves some care.


But why can’t I learn to meditate from a book?


For the same reason you don’t see people becoming expert piano players by reading books (or watching videos). You might be able to glean some pointers to get you going. You may pick up some of the language. But you’re not going to become skilled and confident in your practice without the guidance of someone who knows how to teach correctly.




	Learning to meditate requires personal instruction. Although it’s an effortless process, it’s a delicate one, and it’s not possible to communicate this adequately by written descriptions alone. The teacher needs to meet with the student in order to give guidance suited to the individual. 


	Learning to meditate is experience-based. Everyone’s experiences are unique, they learn at their own pace and the teacher needs to support this so the student learns properly.


	It takes a while for the new meditator to be able to recognise and understand the experience of more subtle states of consciousness they’re having. An experienced teacher is very important to guide and reassure so the meditator doesn’t inadvertently undermine their progress.


	From the moment of initial instruction, experiences change and develop. It’s crucial for the beginner student to be able to check in with a teacher who knows what they’re doing.





This book is divided into three main parts. 


Section 1: Meditation Myths


Before we dig into what meditation is, we need to clear up some common misconceptions. I call these Meditation Myths. A big part of understanding meditation is to understand what it is NOT. 


Section 2: What is Meditation?


Here we get to the heart of what meditation is, and how it works. We’ll look at this from three perspectives: mind, body and consciousness.


Section 3: Why Meditate?


I’ve highlighted 10 Reasons to Meditate, illustrating why meditation is the number-one tool to thrive in this hectic world. 


Throughout the book I introduce you to meditators who share inspiring stories, demonstrating the potential of meditation. I’ve also included some powerful Starter Tips to get you going on your meditation journey. Finally, there’s a Resources section so you can continue your research and find what works for you.




MEDITATION MYTHS
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When someone tells me this, I reply with a simple question: ‘What’s taking up all your time?’


The specific answers vary, and obvious things like work, children and general responsibilities of life come up. When we dig a bit deeper, we always find some wriggle room. There’s time spent on stuff that’s not so memorable, necessary or life-
enhancing. (Read: social media!)


It comes down to the choices we’re making about what’s important, and the perceived payback on those investments. Time is your most precious resource. You have thirty minutes and then it’s gone. You don’t get that time back. How are you using it?


If you’re so busy you don’t have time to pause, rest and rebalance then something’s off. Your life has ‘unsustainable’ written all over it!


Meditation doesn’t have to involve many hours each day. Millions of people living very full lives are doing it. My meditation practice only takes about twenty minutes, twice a day. I typically do my first meditation early, before the day gets going. Then in the late afternoon/early evening it’s time for a second one. Meditating in the morning means I start the day clear, calm and energised. Then after a busy day, I wash away the stress and tiredness and enjoy my evening. 


You might be reading this, thinking forty minutes a day! Where’s that going to come from? 


Don’t panic. Meditators quickly notice that they gain time. The deep rest you get in a twenty-minute meditation leaves you more clear and alert. You get through your to-do list faster. You may even need to sleep less. Ultimately, you’ll get more done. Investing in a few minutes of meditation delivers a return on productivity that’s more than worth it. 
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When you look at pictures of people meditating you’ll often see a yoga pose. Someone sitting with legs crossed, back perfectly straight, eyes closed, arms stretched out in front, hands contorted in some unusual gesture. 


Actually none of this is necessary. You can practise meditation anywhere, sitting comfortably with the eyes closed. You might be in a chair at work, on the sofa at home or propped up in bed with pillows behind you. 


This is wonderful because it means anyone can do it. You don’t have to be some super-bendy yogi who has spent years perfecting how to sit in full lotus position.


It also means meditation is portable. You can take it on the move. You might be on a train on the way to work, on a plane, in a car (as long as you’re not driving!) or on a park bench. Anywhere where you feel safe to sit down and close your eyes. You don’t need to be in a soundproof room. You don’t need to be in a yoga studio with crystals. The experience of millions of meditators all over the world shows this is something they can take with them anywhere, and integrate into their busy days.
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Wrong!! This is the most common misunderstanding that I come across. 


The idea that meditation is difficult and requires lots of discipline to control the mind is very common. And there are many techniques that do involve a focused approach like staring at an object, concentrating on the breath or trying to block out thoughts. 


However, it doesn’t have to be this way. Most importantly, there are huge benefits in NOT attempting to control, concentrate or focus the mind in meditation.


Meditation is a process of working with the nature of the mind instead of fighting against it. When we let the mind follow its natural instinct, it’s possible for anyone to settle their mind spontaneously and effortlessly. All we need to take that inward dive is the proper technique. Then the process is easy and extremely pleasurable.


And here’s the great thing: when something is easy and enjoyable you want to do it. 


Many people come to us having tried meditation without success. In the vast majority of cases they’ve been doing something that involves effort. Their experiences are consistent: it wasn’t easy, they didn’t look forward to doing it, they were unsure if they were doing it correctly, and they didn’t feel long-lasting, positive effects. It doesn’t have to be this way.


This is such an important point. I’m going to come back to it in more detail later in the book. For now, let me say: if you can think, you can meditate.
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All sorts of people meditate, from all walks of life: mothers, teachers, CEOs, nurses, actors, teenagers, you name it. All regular people, working, raising families, and being fully engaged in modern life.


It’s understandable why many people think meditation is something just for hippies. Meditation exploded onto the scene in the 1960s. The Beatles learned to do it and there was a surge of young people who were drawn to it. It was the time of peace, love and happiness and meditation was accessible in a way that it had never been before. Millions were practising and starting to spread the word.


As time went on the importance of meditation became clear. A big reason this happened was the large body of scientific research that began to be published about the effects of meditation on health, brain functioning and emotional resilience. And of course, the world has become more hectic and demanding. There’s an obvious need for everyone to have more peace and quiet in their lives.


There are no lifestyle requirements in order to be a meditator. You don’t have to give up anything (or add anything) when you learn to meditate. It’s not like we give you a rulebook and say, ‘Okay, now you’re a meditator, you have to stop drinking coffee and eat more kale.’


All you need to do is carve out a little time each day to sit and close the eyes. Then get on with your life with clarity and ease and make choices that feel right for you.
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You don’t need to believe in anything to meditate. It’s not faith-based. I’ve taught people who identify with many different faiths and religions: Orthodox Jews, Buddhists, Christians, Catholics, Muslims and atheists. 


The knowledge base from where we get meditation comes from India. But it’s not Hindu, and it’s not even an Indian philosophy. It doesn’t mean you need to shave your head, change your name or use prayer beads. 


In fact, you don’t even have to believe meditation works for it to have an effect. All that’s required is to do the practice. When you do, changes occur. 


Now, it could be said that meditation is a spiritual practice. However it’s important to have a clear definition of the word spiritual. I don’t mean dogma or a religious institution or a belief system. I mean your spirit, your essence. 


For many people life is mainly experienced at the level of the mind and body, with little awareness of something deeper and more subtle. Meditation is a technique that allows you to access a deeper aspect of yourself that underpins your mind and body – your least excited state of consciousness.


At your essence you are conscious. To be conscious means to be. It is the fundamental level of your existence and the source of everything. Meditation puts you in touch with this place, your essence. In this light, it is a profoundly spiritual practice.
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Often people believe that for something to be really worthwhile it must take a lot of time and effort. The idea is that if it’s good, it’s going to be difficult.


Here’s an email I got from a potential student, talking about this concern:


I’ve attended yoga trainings and meditation retreats in the hope that by doing so, I will find some peace in my head. I practised for a while and then stopped, started and then stopped again. Maybe it’s because anything that’s good takes a long time, lots of effort and discipline in order to see change.


A regular meditation practice does involve a willingness to make the time each day. However, meditation isn’t something you need to do for months and months before you start to get it and notice a shift. With the right training and technique, even in the early days you’ll notice the positive effects. The benefits of experiencing inner quiet and calm arrive swiftly.


In teaching thousands of people to meditate, I see this time and again. In the first few days of learning to meditate, students report changes. 


Meditators find it quickly becomes a regular part of their day. Just like having a shower each morning, you find yourself wanting to do it. It feels good when you do it, others are happy you’ve done it and you feel better for the rest of the day. 


Here’s a comment from a student after one week of meditation:


I felt a surge of energy this week that I honestly have not experienced for months… I also feel more focused, patient, and less irritable. Above all, I feel hopeful and happy with less anxiety.
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No, it’s not.


What’s happening in your body when you meditate is very different to what’s happening when you run (or lift weights, or swim, or cycle, or do any other exercise). Meditation is about de-excitation. Exercise is about excitation.


From an evolutionary perspective, human beings ran as part of the survival mechanism. The only time you needed to move fast was to chase food or get away from predators. Running as a sport or exercise is a relatively recent development. 


I understand why running feels good and why someone might think of it as a way of tuning out. When you’re in fight-or-flight mode you’re not speculating about the future or replaying the past. When your ancestor was running away from a bear they weren’t thinking about tomorrow or worrying about yesterday. Their body was having an automatic stress reaction that brought them to the present moment. When you go for a run, a part of you believes you’re running away from something. So you stop thinking about the mortgage or ruminating about what someone said in yesterday’s meeting.


When you run, your metabolic rate increases. Heart rate goes up. Blood pressure rises. The prefrontal cortex in your brain shuts down. You stop worrying about the mortgage. You stop rehashing the past. Endorphins course through the bloodstream to compensate for the stress the body is under. It feels good; however, the purpose is to mask an underlying experience of stress.


The opposite happens when you meditate. The science is very clear. The body rests deeply and the front part of the brain lights up in a powerful way. The biochemistry of the body is the opposite of stress. Rather than fight-or-flight it is one of rest-and-digest.




WHAT IS ­MEDITATION?


Now that we’ve unpicked the most common misunderstandings about meditation, we’re beginning to get a sense of what meditation is:




	Natural


	Easy


	Available to anyone 


	Deeply restful and nourishing


	Backed up by scientific research


	And not weird!





Now it’s time to dive deeper and find out what meditation is all about.


Not all meditations are the same


I’ve been teaching meditation since 2003. In that time I’ve seen an explosion in the number of techniques and practices labelled as meditation. It’s not hard to see why. There’s an urgent need to counterbalance the rollercoaster of life in a way that actually works and doesn’t have negative side-
effects. 


Much of the growth in meditation is in mindfulness-based approaches, now a multibillion-dollar industry. Originating in the Buddhist tradition, mindfulness has been packaged in a way that makes it more secular and accessible.
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