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“Transcendental Meditation is the single most important reason for any success I have had in my life. Bob Roth’s Strength in Stillness masterfully distills the essence of this technique so that anyone can understand how it works—and why they should learn it.”

—Ray Dalio

“Strength in Stillness is a master class that makes Transcendental Meditation accessible for everyone. I love Bob Roth, I love meditation, and I love this book.”

—Arianna Huffington
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—Michael J. Fox

“Bob Roth’s Strength in Stillness is the simplest, most engaging, and easiest-to-understand guide to Transcendental Meditation—a technique I have come to rely on to help me navigate my wonderfully challenging, at times stress-inducing life.”

—Gwyneth Paltrow

“People sleep better. People have better relationships. People interact with other people better. I am one-thousand-percent better when I do it. Meditation Bob: He’s got it!”

—Oprah Winfrey

“I’m so lucky Bob is in our lives. Anxiety is like my family plague. I come from a line of neurotic Jewish women who need Transcendental Meditation more than anyone!”

—Lena Dunham

“My wife and I love Bob. He’s really helped us and our son, Oscar, who was a stressed, anxious kid. Now I see him blossoming and owning the things that make him unique. In many ways, Bob saved him during a difficult time.”

—Hugh Jackman

“TM is so simple to learn; it’s so simple to practice. Yet the amount of restoration that comes to you—the benefit across your life—well, it changes everything.”

—Cameron Diaz

“It is the only time that I have that stillness. It gives me this peaceful feeling. I just love it so much.”

—Ellen DeGeneres

“The beauty of TM is that it’s so forgiving. You can’t do it wrong.”

—Robin Roberts

“Bob Roth’s Strength in Stillness is so needed right now in history, to lend assistance to the way forward for all of us. Every single word written is a lesson that will enhance our lives.”

—Stella McCartney

“Bob Roth taught me to meditate. He is a secular swami, a gentle evangelist of the transcendent. This book will guide you to peace. He is for real.”

—Russell Brand

“In this well-argued book, Roth, a transcendental meditation instructor, explains that the mantra-based technique can reduce stress, raise productivity, and increase happiness…. Those looking for more information on this popular technique will find Roth to be an effective, lucid guide.”

—Publishers Weekly
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For Teachers of Transcendental Meditation






FOREWORD


As a neuroscientist and medical doctor, I am often asked how we can become better equipped to face difficulties in our personal lives and strengthen our approach to today’s turbulent times.

For some, the ability to overcome trials comes naturally. They maintain a clear head, rise to the challenge, find a solution, and move forward while remaining steadfast. This response not only helps them in the short term; it also propels them forward in their social, emotional, and mental development. But for others, challenges can present major roadblocks—the feeling of being overwhelmed and emotionally paralyzed when faced with even a minor issue, unable to find their way out. The inability to prevail affects their immune system and mental health. This impacts them on a personal level and creates a cascading effect on our general human condition.

What separates the two is the quality or level of consciousness. We live our lives through our consciousness. What we know, what we feel, what we possess, our successes and achievements, our physical comforts, our feelings of love and sense of belonging—all are experienced within our consciousness. Our ability to find meaning in life is based on the quality of our consciousness.

If our consciousness is shadowed—if we are exhausted or stressed, if our mind is cloudy or restricted—then we see only narrow slivers of reality, slivers of what life has to offer. Instead, we see problems everywhere and are at a loss to find solutions. When we perceive a difficult situation through limited consciousness, we see individual life events from a short, narrow perspective. But things change dramatically for us when we approach life with a broader consciousness. We see beyond what is right in front of us, beyond a limited occurrence or incident. We comprehend the challenge in both the short term and the long term, and we are aware of the tools that we have at our disposal for navigating turbulent periods in our lives.

On a biological level, a frightening event or perceived threat activates the fight-or-flight response in our nervous system, causing an extreme stress reaction. Such a traumatic moment activates the lower parts of our brain, preparing us to fight or to flee, and shuts off the upper parts of our brain—the cortical areas—thus impacting our ability to think in a holistic and complete way to assess the reality of the threat’s effect on us and our future. In other words, our brain function becomes physically limited, and we no longer have access to its full capacity. The effect of the stress compounds and begins to impact our immune system, heart rate, and blood pressure. This leads to a further shutdown of our physical capabilities, potentially producing severe consequences.

On the other hand, resilient individuals with broader consciousness, when faced with challenges, automatically prevent this physiological reaction. This means they maintain blood flow to their entire brain, including the upper parts that recognize a future beyond what is immediately present. And this means that these individuals avoid serious potential health consequences; they do not face the level of stress that leads to the breakdown of their bodily systems.

Such people remain capable of operating at their full capacity. They do not lose their holistic perspective on the issue at hand. This ability to be resilient through adversity has an impact on all areas of their lives. It is the key physical difference between those who crumble when faced with a challenge and those who rise to the occasion.

To better understand how differences in consciousness affect us in our day-to-day lives, consider for a moment that you are lost in a deep, dark forest. Equipped with only a penlight, you would have a limited, narrow view of what lies ahead. You would have a hard time determining which path you need to take and which paths to avoid. But what if you had a super-bright flashlight? The area in front of you, as well as the areas surrounding you, would be well illuminated. You would be able to see all the possibilities, all the different routes to choose. The situation is not as stressful because you would more easily find your way. You would be more at ease and confident in your ability to face the challenge.

Higher, broader consciousness allows us not only to see beyond the perceived challenge but to experience the challenge in a more positive context. A problem that activates the fight-or-flight mechanism in one person may serve as a positive stimulus for someone else.

To live life in an expanded state of consciousness, the most effective tool I know of is the Transcendental Meditation, or TM, technique. TM is an effortless practice that allows us to transcend. To transcend in meditation means to let the mind settle beyond the active thinking level into its natural state of restful alertness—everyone’s inner source of strength and stillness that Bob Roth elucidates so cogently in this book. There are different forms of meditation, with varying degrees of effectiveness, but to establish a foundation of inner peace that stays with us throughout the day, throughout our life, we need to transcend. We need Transcendental Meditation.

When we dip into that inner wellspring of calm, clarity, and wholeness for a few minutes twice a day, we grow in the ability to take a step back, to move beyond the limited perception of our individual thoughts and feelings, especially those that arise under pressure.

Of course, everyone knows intellectually that it is wise to take a step back and not act on impulse or enflamed emotions. While we can resolve not to react impulsively when facing future challenges, this simple resolution doesn’t always work. When under pressure, we can try to take a step back, but without being established in that broad awareness, all the fear, prejudice, and stress beneath the surface tend to rise and find expression in our behavior.

The human brain is capable of processing events from a broad perspective, but it’s easy to lose that ability in moments of stress unless the brain is properly developed. Unless we are established in that inner expanded awareness, the brain will atrophy. If we do not develop our nervous system, if we do not access our brain’s natural ability to transcend, we will not have the full functioning of our nervous system when faced with difficulties.

Regular TM practice develops our full potential. It allows us to see situations in a clearer light and through a wider lens. TM takes us back to our core self. The technique broadens our awareness by integrating cortical activity. It develops field independence, which is a higher cognitive function that allows us to maintain perspective and broad comprehension rather than being stuck within narrow boundaries. With time, we can remain in a natural state of restful alertness while going through our day, able to live and act from that higher state.

In neuroscience studies, brain researchers can visually see, and measure, the functional blood flow to the brain and gauge how different areas respond to specific stimuli. If we stimulate someone’s finger, a small part of their brain is awakened. When we do the same test on someone who practices TM regularly, many different areas of the brain light up and function coherently with each other. This response to touch (or any sensory input) in a broader area of the brain means that those who practice TM have much more processing power than those who do not. Thus, the transformation of the nervous system, so that the fight-or-flight response is not so readily triggered, allows us to address challenges more quickly and effectively. Hundreds of scientific studies on TM provide evidence for this heightened resilience and efficiency in action.

We all know the concept of survival of the fittest, the notion that those who are stronger and more resilient are the ones who prevail in this world. This suggests that people who are physically and mentally tougher and are not so concerned with the well-being of others are the ones better equipped to survive. But we live in a complex time and other qualities are now equally important to ensure the future of humanity. We need people who are not only strong but who also are creative and able to think comprehensively about the future of our planet. We need people who are living naturally in a state of higher consciousness. Without such qualities, we will lose the opportunity to evolve to a higher level of what it means to be human.

When we consider the big and important questions in life from both science and philosophy—Why are we here? What is the purpose of life? What is reality?—the knowledge of consciousness provides answers here as well. In fact, what scientists today call a unified field underlying all outer expressions of energy and matter in the universe is ultimately the field of consciousness. It is clear that consciousness is primary.

We humans have that sophisticated brain and nervous system capable of accessing this field. The indispensable truth that Bob Roth’s book brings home is that in the stillness of transcendence we find our greatest strength. This is the truth we need to embrace if we are to survive and thrive, not only as individuals but as a species. If we are equipped with the proper tools to transcend and evolve, we can build true resilience, we can adapt and overcome the challenges we now face and create a world of higher intelligence, one that is powerful in unity and tolerant of diversity—a more forward-looking, enlightened civilization.

—Tony Nader, M.D., Ph.D., Harvard- and MIT-trained medical doctor and neuroscientist; International Director of Transcendental Meditation organizations in 100 countries; author of

One Unbounded Ocean of Consciousness: Simple Answers to the Big Questions in Life






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 fifty 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-three 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.
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