
Meditation is a mind-body practice in what our culture
calls complementary and alternative medicine, although

I prefer the term complementary, as I feel meditation is, most often,
best used along with Western medical treatment. Mind-body
medicine focuses on the interaction between the mind (brain),
behavior, and the rest of the body, and the ways in which
emotional, mental, social, spiritual, and behavioral factors can
affect health.  
Generally speaking, meditation is an umbrella term for

techniques that lead one to a relaxed state of being. There are many
types of meditation and relaxation techniques that have meditation
components. All share the same goal of achieving inner peace,
relaxation, and a tranquil mind, which may, in time, improve
overall health. Ways to meditate include guided meditation,
mantra meditation, mindfulness meditation, relaxation response,
Zen Buddhist meditation, and the “moving meditation”
techniques of Qigong, Tai Chi, and yoga.
Today, many studies are ongoing to assess what health benefits

may result from an active meditation practice. Some of the medical
conditions thought to be improved with meditation include:
allergies, anxiety disorders, asthma, depression, fatigue, heart
disease, high blood pressure, pain, and sleep problems. However,
although the results of early research are promising, many fantastic
claims as to the benefits of meditation have not been validated
scientifically, and as such should be carefully scrutinized before
being accepted as doctrine.
At present, we don’t have a clear understanding of the scientific

basis for why meditation works to improve health.
Practicing meditation involves sitting comfortably in a quiet

place, breathing in a deep, even-paced fashion, and focusing
attention to free the mind from the endless chatter and background
noise so common in daily life. Our mind, like a monkey flitting
about from tree to tree, is never at peace, constantly worrying about
the future or the past, never being in the present, and this chatter
produces stress, or worse, anxiety, an endless cycle in which the
sympathetic nervous system is constantly in overdrive, with
potentially devastating long-term results. 
When faced with a stressful situation, the sympathetic nervous

system, through release of hormones affecting every major organ
in the body, prepares us for action: the “the fight or flight”
response – as an example, think about how your body reacts when 

someone sneaks up behind you and yells Boo! After the threat or
situation passes, we relax, and the effects of the hormonal surge
gradually dissipate. With persistent worry and anxiety, our monkey
of a mind never truly settles, and we live in a constant state of low-
level fight or flight, not really needing to run for our life, but never
really completely relaxing either. This every day stress we carry like
a weight around our neck is the true problem, an epidemic, and
makes every major medical problem, high blood pressure, diabetes,
depression, chronic pain, and insomnia, to name a few, much,
much worse than they otherwise would be.
So, even though the science isn’t clear, I

would suggest the major benefit of a
consistent meditation practice is improved
stress management, and with time, less stress
overall should improve chronic medical
illnesses as well. The increased ability to
focus and concentrate we develop when
we sit also carries over to daily life,
providing the ability to tame the
monkey of our mind and prevent
the sensory overload so common in
our modern technological world.
Meditation practice can be simple or

profound. In the end, of course,
it’s up to the practitioner to
decide where the path
should go. For those who
practice diligently, the benefits for
body, mind, and mind-body
can truly be life-changing.
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