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INTRODUCTION



    “Life is a series of spontaneous changes. Don’t resist them—that only creates sorrow. Let reality be reality. Let things flow naturally forward in whatever way they like.”


—Lao Tzu, sixth-century B.C.E. founder of Taoism


Living a balanced life in the modern era can be challenging. Not only must we keep our hectic—often stressful—daily schedules of work and family activities, but we must also take care of our bodies and emotional well-being. What about our spiritual welfare?


Yoga, meditation, positive thinking, and adhering to a spiritual practice such as one of the various paths of Buddhism can transform your life. Not only do these practices bestow healthful benefits and stress-busting strategies for re-establishing balance, but you can also discover your true nature and experience enlightenment. Even if you can spare only a few minutes each day to unyoke your mind from worldly cares to turn inward, you will begin to experience the meditation benefits that include:


[image: images] Developing and enhancing your intuition.


[image: images] Gaining insight into reality versus illusion.


[image: images] Staying calm in any situation.


[image: images] Having better health and enjoyment of life.


[image: images] Letting go of cravings and attachments to all things unstable and impermanent.


To live, grow older, and evolve is to encounter change. It’s a certainty. Life is dynamic, not static, and change—properly viewed—can be a wonderful thing, pushing us in new directions and challenging us in new ways. Buddhist monk Thich Nhat Hanh noted, “We have more possibilities available in each moment than we think.”


The allure of the dazzling and seductive cosmic dance of life exerts a strong pull on us through our senses. But we can also take our leave from witnessing and participating in this dance when we desire a centered, peaceful grounding. The ancient practice of meditation offers a harbor of serenity and the means to restore balance and equilibrium in mind, body, and spirit. The wisdom keepers of the world’s great spiritual traditions like Lao Tzu, Christ, and the Buddha understood this truth.


Guided meditations make it easier to shepherd the restless mind toward a single focal point like the breath, an energy center or chakra, a ritual position of the hands or another part of the body, or a sacred object or image. The point is to quiet the mind in order to be fully aware. For some, meditative practice is the means to explore the sacred mystical forces underpinning life. Others seek the benefits of better health, mental acuity, and emotional well-being. Regardless of why you practice meditation, the goal is to still the ever-chattering mind. Those who take the time to meditate will reap the rewards.


HEALTH BENEFITS OF MEDITATION


Inducing deep relaxation during meditation facilitates profound changes in your body, including reducing stress hormone levels. Meditation also decreases the respiratory and pulse rates as well as lowers blood pressure for a positive impact on cardiovascular health. Studies have shown that daily meditation can alter your mood nearly as effectively as antidepressant medication. It can also stimulate creativity, strengthen the immune system, and reduce anxiety associated with pain.


Stick with a meditation regimen to discover a lighter mood and a happier disposition. Studies of long-term meditators by the medical profession have shown that the deeply relaxed state of mind that happens in meditation triggers a release by the brain of dopamine, serotonin, oxytocin, and endorphins—the “feel good” neurotransmitters linked to diverse aspects of happiness.


If you are the type of individual who’d rather walk than sit, a moving meditation might be right for you. During a walking meditation, you’ll synchronize your breath with your steps for an experience of mindfulness in each moment. Prayerful, meditative walking is an ancient practice that has found expression in various spiritual traditions. There is no right or wrong way to do a walking meditation—simply be receptive, relaxed, and aware. The beauty of a walking meditation is twofold: You gain the benefits of both exercise and meditation.


SPIRITUAL ASPECTS OF MEDITATION


The twin gifts of physical and mental well-being may be enough to inspire some to take up meditation, but others are attracted to the deeper insights into the subtle realms of the spirit. Spiritual yearning dates back to the earliest days of humankind. The practice of meditation to discover the meaning and purpose of life is found in spiritual and philosophical movements and belief systems throughout the world. A one-pointed focus, steady awareness, and deep, slow breathing can balance the threefold construct of body, brain, and environment, returning your experience of the world to a more neutral, peaceful state.


EASTERN TRADITION YOGA MEDITATION


Though some in the West might associate yoga with a collection of physical exercises that include strengthening stretches and postures absent a spiritual, religious, or philosophical component, the same is not true for the East, where yoga originated. Traditional hatha yoga, as practiced in Eastern wisdom traditions, has meditation at its heart. In Tibet, India, Bhutan, Nepal, and elsewhere in the East, yoga and meditation along with pranayama (breath control) and mudras (ritual gestures) are often integral aspects of an individual’s sadhana (personal spiritual practice).


The oldest text on hatha yoga—Hatha Yoga Pradipika, composed in the fifteenth century by Swami Swatmarama—covers poses and yogic breathing techniques as well as symbolic ritual gestures of the hands (mudras) seen in Hindu and Buddhist spiritual imagery. The praying hands position, where the palms touch and the fingers point straight up, is a well-known mudra. Accompanied by the word namaste, it becomes a respectful greeting. In spiritual traditions such as Buddhism and Hinduism, hatha yoga practice includes poses, meditation, pranayama (breath control), and mudras to lock, stimulate, and redirect subtle energy along pathways to and from the chakras.


THE CHAKRAS


The word “chakra” comes from the Sanskrit word for “wheel.” In the philosophies of Buddhism and Hinduism, these wheels or energy centers are points where the psychic energy of the subtle (or energy) body interacts with areas of the physical body. There are seven main chakras (vortices of energy) in the subtle body that affect the mind-body system. They line up in the subtle body along the spine at intervals that correspond to specific areas of the physical body. Chakras are the sites where the energies of the body and consciousness converge; moreover, each chakra has a unique vibration.


The energy of the chakras flows through subtle channels called nadis (“nad” means movement). Ayurveda, an ancient healing system that originated in India more than 3,000 years ago, makes mention of 70,000 nadis. A fundamental concept in Ayurveda relates to the life force with which the nadis and chakra energies at optimum are always aligned. When they are open, moving, and flowing they create a strong life force; when they are blocked they create stagnation, obstacles, and a weak life force.


The chakras are also associated with specific sounds, colors, and powers. The seven chakras are:


[image: images] Muladhara (the root chakra). The inner sound is Lam; the color is red. Root chakra energy heightens the sense of smell and bolsters physical strength. Here is where you experience the fight-or-flight response.


[image: images] Svadhisthana (the sacral chakra, located above the pubic bone). The inner sound is Vam; the color is orange. Sacral chakra energy intensifies your sense of taste and stimulates creativity.


[image: images] Manipura (situated at the solar plexus). The inner sound is Ram; the color is yellow. This chakra enhances the sense of sight, increases vitality, and strengthens personal power.


[image: images] Anahata (situated at the heart center). The inner sound is Yam; the color is green. This chakra is the source of love. Its energy magnifies the sense of touch and increases the expression of compassion.


[image: images] Vishuddha (located in the throat area). The inner sound is Ham; the color is blue. This chakra is associated with verbal expression, trust, and loyalty. Throat chakra energy intensifies the sense of sound and fosters courage.


[image: images] Ajna (found at the point between the eyebrows, or spiritual third-eye center). The inner sound is AUM; the color is indigo. Its energy enhances imagination, psychic abilities, and inspired thought.


[image: images] Sahasrara (positioned at the crown of the head). The inner sound is Ham; the color is violet. Referred to as the thousand-petal lotus flower, this chakra is associated with enlightenment and connection to the Infinite Intelligence. The crown chakra intensifies your knowingness/wisdom and connection to God.


THE BREATH IN MEDITATION


With yoga and meditation, breath becomes an important tool—its movement is rising, falling, or retained. The modern practice of yoga draws upon the ancient teachings and practices of pranayama. By observing the cycle of the incoming and outgoing breaths, the incessant chatter of the mind slows. A simple conscious breathing (pranayama) technique is to count the breaths. An old yogic teaching is to sequentially attach a name of God to the inflowing breath and a number to the exhaled breath.


Various other breathing techniques have become popular—some used in conjunction with yoga asanas, or stretching/resting poses, and meditation. Other breath work for spiritual work or health focuses on redirecting the flow of energies to awaken the dormant primal energy (kundalini). This energy, coiled at the base of the spine (where the Ida and Pingala channels lie along its left and right sides, respectively), was identified long before the fifteenth century, when it became associated with hatha yoga. By the sixteenth century, the term kundalini came into wider use, appearing in a series of texts written on the meditations and yoga methodologies known as the Yoga Upanishads.


When this energy rises in the central channel along the spine (the Sushumna) to reach the crown chakra, the result is enlightenment. The yogi or yogini attains mystical gifts: truth, consciousness, and bliss, or to use the Sanskrit terms, sat-chit-ananda. For this reason, many schools of yoga stress the importance of this awakening through meditation, mantra chanting of sacred sounds or words, pranayama, and yoga practice. Kundalini yoga practitioners have described a typical physical sensation of an electrical current moving along the back from the tailbone to the head.


A few pranayama practices involve holding the breath for a particular interval, but these should be undertaken only with the supervision of a qualified instructor and not attempted by individuals with heart ailments, blood pressure issues, or breathing problems, such as asthma. Otherwise, conscious breathing is excellent for proper oxygenation and relaxing the body as it prepares for deep meditation or sleep.


Some types of pranayama include:


[image: images] Complete Breath (observing the complete filling and emptying of the lungs with air)


[image: images] Universal Healing Mantra (So’Ham or Anapana Sati; mindfulness of movement of the breath in your body)


[image: images] Alternate Nostril Breathing (Nadi Shodhana; controlling which nostril the breath flows through)


[image: images] Bellows Breath (Bastrika; rapid breathing)


[image: images] Psychic Breath or Cobra Breath (Ujjayi; moving the body through one yogic pose to the next either on inhalation or on exhalation)


[image: images] Bee Breath (Brahmari; breathing with eyes closed and ears plugged and listening in the head to the humming sound created during exhalation from the throat)


MUSIC IN MEDITATION


The language of music speaks directly to the soul, regardless of the nationality, race, or gender of the individual creating or listening to the sound. The singing of devotional songs, hymns, or chants is a practice found in all religious and spiritual traditions. Such music elevates mood and consciousness and energetically charges the atmosphere. Sacred sounds draw the mind inward.


In Buddhism, the ringing of a bell serves as an invocation to sit in meditation. In the Hindu tradition, the ringing of bells beckons the faithful to meditate, while reminding devotees that the Divine is present in the world. In the Judeo-Christian tradition, liturgical music (sung and played on instruments) lifts the heart and spirit, while pealing bells commonly summon the faithful to church and a tinkling bell may be used to begin or end a ritual. This musical summoning finds resonance in the adhan, or Islamic call to prayer, albeit through the human voice. A singing bowl serves as the quintessential tool to beckon Tibetan Buddhist monks to enter deep meditation. From this ancient Buddhist culture come monks who have mastered a type of guttural chant referred to as “throat singing.”
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