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Buddhist Meditation and the Mind;

A Deeper Look Within

“A disturbed mind is forever active, jumping hither and thither, and is hard to control; but a tranquil mind is peaceful; therefore, it is wise to keep the mind under control.”

                                           -- Buddha (1966 Pg 364)

Houston Smith, the noted comparative religions studies scholar and author of The World’s Religions, commented that Buddhism is the most psychological of the world’s religious traditions (Smith 1965, 1982).  Buddha himself, in a discourse, said he did not want to be considered a god, but rather an “awake” human. In his famous discourse on “Questions which tend not to lead to edification,” Buddha stated he was not interested in cosmic questions about the origin of the universe.  What he was interested in was how humans could learn to relieve suffering, and become “awake”.  As the quote above suggests, Buddha felt that much suffering was caused by the mind, and meditation was a primary vehicle by which a person could gain increased consciousness and learn to calm and control the mind.

This essay consists of four parts. First I will provide a brief history of Buddhist meditation, and describe the different types of meditation.  Secondly, the paper explores what western research has now shown to be the physical, psychological, and therapeutic effects of meditation.  Third, I offer a practical example of how to meditate.  Finally I conclude by discussing the reasons why westerners meditate, and integrate that with my own personal experiences with meditation. 

Historical Background and Types Of Meditation

Buddhist meditation came from the Indian idea of dhyana, which was a type of quiet contemplation. The classical Buddhist text, the Abhidhamma, describes different psychological levels of consciousness.  In the fifth century AD those aspects of the Abhidhamma which dealt with meditation were summarized by the monk Buddhaghosa, in the Visuddhimagga, “The Path of Purification” (Namoli, 1976).  This text begins with advice on the best surrounding and the right attitude to meditate.  In then goes into how the meditator trains his attention to acquire the Nirvanic state—a state of cessation of desire

The first person in the world ever to meditate was probably the Buddha twenty five hundred years ago.  After trying many different ideas about how to obtain Nirvana, finally came to the conclusion that the middle path of moderation is best and that meditation was the key to achieve this middle way.

  Meditation took root quickly in Buddhist philosophy and scriptures.  It spread from India to Thailand, China and other countries. For example, Zen Buddhism exists predominately in Japan.  Mediation came to China through Bodhidharma, who is traditionally thought of as the twenty-eighth patriarch of Buddhism, counting from Buddha himself (Conze 1969).  In China, dhyana came into contact with both Confucianism and Taoism.  It was this intermingling called Chan Buddhism, which later traveled to Japan and became Zen.  

Within Buddhism itself, there are many variations and types of meditation including Vipassana Insight (mindfulness) meditation, Sapatha (concentrative) meditation, Metta (Loving Kindness) Meditation, Tibetan meditation on objects of visualization, Zen meditation on a koan, and meditation on nothing (shikan-ta-za—nothing but sitting).
Western research has now categorized Buddhist meditation in particular, and other types of meditation in general, into two types; concentrative and mindfulness.  In concentrative meditation the goal is to focus on the object of concentration so that all other distractions are removed from awareness.  (See Table 1 for examples of different types of concentrative meditation).  In mindfulness, the goal is to focus attention in an open, allowing manner, so that everything that comes into conciousness is noticed and then is released.  

Two scientific studies clearly illustrate the difference between these two types of meditation.  The first study ( Kasamatsu and Hirai 1966), illustrates mindfulness, or open meditation.  In this study Zen meditators, were hooked up to EEG machines. Within fifty seconds, the monks registered alpha waves, in all four brain regions. This meant they were in a relaxed, meditative state.  When a click stimulus was introduced, there would be a short time period of 3 seconds where the alpha waves would stop, and a fast beta wave would occur (meaning the monks noticed the click). Then the alpha wave would continue.  This click was introduced several times and each time there was a recognition, then a return to an alpha meditative state. This meant that the meditator registered something, but could quickly return to meditation.  This study used as a control group regular people and measured their brain waves when a stimulus was introduced.  The same click recognition was recorded, but the interesting thing was how much longer it took for these peole to return to normal alpha waves. Further, soon the control group stopped noticing the click—a psychological process called habituation.  For example,

when you first sit in a chair, you feel the sensation of a chair touching you, but soon it disappears.  Zen Buddhism says you should learn to see the flower the five hundredth time as you saw it the first time.  Mindfulness meditation is a technique that helps facilitate this “dis-habituated awareness”. 

In contrast, a concentrative meditation study was done with Raj Yogis (Anand, Chinna, Singh 1969).  The way Yogi’s meditate is to block out all other distractions and completely absorb themselves in meditation, by pinpointing all their attention on one object; eg tip of their noise, or a “chakra” (2).  Again, after fifty seconds, the monks registered alpha waves.  But when the researcher introduced a stimulus, such as water or a tuning fork, the alpha waves continued.  The meditators did not even realize that a stimuus had been introduced because they were so deep in concentration.

  This study was fascinating to me because it shows how the mind works differently in three separate groups.  The Zen Buddhist was able to hear the sound, but after it was gone he was able to quickly return to a meditative state.  The Yogi could completely block out the outside world.  A non-meditator, however, had trouble being able to relax after a stimulus was introduced; i.e., was very agitated, but then soon habituated to the click; i.e., lost awareness.  This is why the East often says our minds are like a  “drunken monkey”.

Western Scientific Studies On Meditation

Initially, the reports of feats of great bodily control and altered states by Zen and Yogi masters were greeted in the West quite skeptically.  However, there have now been hundreds of studies pointing out the perceptual, physical, and psychological effects of meditation. 

Physiological Changes

Several studies have shown that metabolic effects can be positively effected with meditation (Walsh 1997).  For example, heart rate can be lowered, oxygen consumption reduced, and blood pressure decreased by meditating. In fact, one study showed a group of fifty-year-old meditators measured twelve years younger than a control group of the same age (Ornstein 1977).  He used the regular Western tests from a doctors guide such as mobility, blood pressure etc.   A striking study by Benson at Harvard showed Tibetan Tumo masters could control body temperature at will, and while meditation could sit out in freezing conditions actually melt the snow around them! (Benson et al 1992). 

Brain Changes

The most common way to measure brain activity is through an EEG, electroencephalograph.  With meditative practice the EEG slows, and the alpha waves increase in amount and amplitude.  Some researchers claim that this provides a basis for enhanced creativity and psychological growth.  Many skeptics have tried to show that meditation is just a form of drowsiness.  The reason we know this to be false is that the EEG registers a distinct pattern of awakedness.  Also, the left hemisphere of the brain seems to not be as active as the right, suggesting that the analytical mind slows down when meditating (Ornstein 1977).

Stress and Pain Management, Therapeutic Effects

Meditation has been demonstrated to help psychological disorders such as anxiety, phobias, post-traumatic stress, insomnia, and mild depression.  Also, it has been shown to help prisoners reduce anxiety and aggressiveness.  A study of adepts (3) by Pelletier and Peper (1977), demonstrated the extraordinary capacity humans have for stress and pain management. In this study the adepts put a nail through the fleshy part of their elbow connected to a cement pail, put sharpened bicycle spokes through  the cheeks of their mouths, and inserted sharpened knitting needles through their biceps.  The researchers were interested in how the adepts used their minds in order to be able to perform these activities.  They found some adepts used a concentrative meditation strategy, focusing 1) on the point where the insertion was made in a non-judgmental, non-emotional way; 2) on an alternative point of concentration.  Other adepts used a mindfulness, opening-up strategy perceiving the pain stimulus as just one among many auditory, tactile, and visual stimuli.  The main point of this study for the lay person is not that we would want to do these activities (!), but that we have an extraordinary capacity to deal with stress in our lives through our minds. 

Perceptual Studies

Most individuals, who have not trained their minds through meditation, use psychological defenses when interacting with every-day reality.  One such defense is projection, in which people take feelings they are having such as anger and, rather than acknowledging their own feelings say “that other person is angry”.  Thus, they do not see reality as it is but as they unknowingly create it, based on their own internal dynamics.  Research has shown that meditators in an interpersonal situation are better able to hear and understand another persons, feelings and thoughts, without distortion and projection (Lesh 1971).

Another perceptual study using the Rorschach test (Brown, Engler, Wilsbur 1995), compared the responses of regular Buddhist meditators with those of enlightened masters.  Cards of various inkblots were placed in front of the meditators and their reactions were studied.  In the lower level meditators the results were the same, in that their brain waves showed that they registered what the objects were.  In the case of the enlightened Buddhist masters, when the pictures were placed in front of them they only perceived the difference between light and dark.  Soon however, they described entire stories from the simple inkblots that appeared in front of them.  This study is showing that concentration focuses the mind and will reduce the number of associations connoted by the image.  But then at a certain point the enlightened masters moved beyond the normal confines of reality and were able to create illusions of what the pictures were.  Thus, the more experienced meditators were able to do two different, seemingly contradictory tasks.  On the one hand, they were able to see a stimulus as it was without elaboration.  On the other hand, they were able to create a story, a narrative, and meaningful order out of the experience.

How to Meditate: An Example of Breath Meditation

As noted, in the Buddhist scriptures there are quite detailed descriptions of different types of meditation, as well as elaborate purification rituals to be performed before meditating.  I am going to provide a brief description of formal breath meditation here.  Breath is often used as an initial anchor in many types of Buddhist meditation, e.g., Vipassana and Zen (4).

To begin meditation, one should find an environment that is quiet, free from distractions, and pleasing to the meditator.  The next step is to sit in a comfortable position (5), letting the arms fall where they please.  The meditator should allow the eyes to gently close, and pick an object of focus related to breath.  Generally there are two possible areas of focus.  The first is feeling the breath come in and out through the nose, noticing the coolness on the inbreath and the warmth of the air on the outbreath .  A second possible focus is feeling the abdomen expand with the in breath , and then naturally contract with the outbreath.  

Research has shown that diaphragmatic breathing (in contrast to thoracic breathing) is associated with the EEG alpha.  Therefore the meditator should try and expand his or her belly gently and naturally.  It should not be forced.  Interestingly, this diaphragmatic breathing occurs naturally when a person is asleep.  The trick in meditation is to do a gentle natural breathing from the diaphragm but with conscious awareness.

Initially, there may be some noticing that the breathing is feeling forced or fast.  This can just be noticed without judgement or evaluation and, like any other thought, let go.  As one is able to let thoughts go, the mind can become quieter and quieter in the present moment.

Although this sounds simple, quite often the beginning meditator will lose focus and let the mind wander.  This is only natural for a beginner.  The meditator should try to simply note the distraction and then let it go, bringing the mind back to the breath.  This practice can last as long or short as possible, but in the beginning it should be practiced for a few minutes daily and expanded as time goes on, and the mind wanders less.  

Sogyal Rinpoche (1994 pg 74-75), told the following story regarding meditation.  A master tried incessantly to teach a dull student how to meditate.  Finally, in exasperation, the master asked, “When the past thought has ceased, and the future has not yet risen, isn’t there a gap?”  “Yes, said the student.”  “Well, prolong it.  That is meditation.”  The “goal” of meditation is a relaxed, allowing mind seeing all feelings, emotion, and thoughts but not judging or evaluating.  The mind is allowed to be open, expansive, accepting, and in tune with gentle breathing.

Goals of Meditation and Some Personal Experiences 

As for my personal experience with meditation, I have been fortunate to have a father who has traveled to places I have only read about and has first-hand insight into meditation.  Most westerners are not able to grow up having the ability to ask someone close to them about Buddhist meditation, but since I was one of the few I took full advantage of it.  Around the age of thirteen I had my first meditative practice.  Sitting with my father in his office, he led me through a simple five-minute breath meditation.  My only job was to count how many breaths I took over the course of five minutes.  It went like this: In breath one…Out breath one…In breath two…Out breath two…In breath three…out breath three…In breath four or am I on three?…Darn, I wish I knew what breath I was on, boy is this annoying, how am I supposed to meditate if I don’t know what breath I’m on.  This must look so funny, me sitting here with my father with my eyes closed and trying to pay attention to my breath.  Ohh my breath that’s right…well I guess I’ll start over…In breath one…Out breath one.

So that is how my first meditation went.  Not exactly an enlightening experience, but it did get me on the path to beginning to learn how to meditate.  I experienced first hand what the East means by the mind as a “drunken monkey”.  I realized how many thoughts, images, and judgments were rapidly running through my mind without my control and sometimes even without my awareness.

Stress and Pain Management

In the West, meditation has been primarily used as a technique for stress and pain management, what has been referred to as the self-regulation aspect of meditation.  In my own life, I began using meditation for this reason. I wanted to learn to calm myself before taking a test or when my team had an important basketball game. At the age of fourteen, I was diagnosed with a disease in my back.  The doctor told me there was no real treatment and I would have to get used to the pain.  This option didn’t sound all that enthralling to me.  I would get so angry at my parents for passing this trait on to me.  I would scream, “Why me, what did I ever do”.  At this early point in my life I could not control my anger.  As I began to get more involved in meditation, I used its self-regulation aspects to cope with the problems I was facing.  Instead of thinking about how badly my back would hurt and how unlucky I was, I now would try to just notice the sensations, and sometimes even look beyond them.  Most people who have this disease end up having to quit sports, but through much mind cultivation, I played sports all through high school, and still enjoy sports today.
Self Awareness

 A second reason that individuals in the West say they want to learn meditation is for increased self-awareness.  What I have found in meditation is a recognition, as indicated by the story at the start of this section, about how little control I sometimes seem to have of my mind.  Meditation is helping me become aware of how reactive my mind is, how I sometimes get lost in thoughts—sometimes negative ones—and don’t even know how I got there.  Further, even letting the thoughts go I stay stuck in the story.  It is amazing to me that nearlt 2,500 years ago Buddha developed what is one of the main hallmarks of modern cognitive psychology—namely, that thoughts influence and control our emotions and so we should be careful what we think.

Self Liberation Compassionate Service

The final goal of meditation by those who utilize it in the west is the most similar to the original intentions of Buddha.  This goal of meditation involves recognizing how our ego and sense of self often get in the way of our relationships with others and the worlds around us.  We often see ourselves as different and separate from others and therefore feel threatened by them and or competitive with them.  Therefore we are constantly judging them, looking for their weaknesses, and trying to find ways to defensibly protect ourselves.  This aspect of meditation is the hardest one for me at this stage of my life.  I find it amazing that Buddha was able to cultivate a non-judgmental attitude toward himself and others.

I feel this is the dimension of Buddhism that needs the most work for me.  Although when I am meditating I am able to release myself, and see things in a non-judgmental light, when I return to this world, I find it too easy to fall back into old habits. Now, for example, when someone does something that angers me, I am quick to judge them, without fully understanding their side.  I would like to see things the way the Buddha did—clearly and without distortion.  I know this would make me a better person, for I would be less judgmental of others, less insecure about defending and protecting my own ego, and therefore more compassionate and kinder to those around me.  Further, although it may seem selfish, I feel that if I could further develop these qualities, it would give my life greater meaning and purpose. I am working towards the time when I will be able to respond to life’s annoyances (and annoying people and even imperfections with in myself) with the compassion and wisdom that Buddha showed.  

Footnotes

1. Chakra is part of the Hindu belief system which states that there are seven energy centers in every human, from the sexual to the spiritual which need to be integrated and balanced.

2. Adepts is a technical term which refers to individuals who through practice and determination are able to evidence extraordinary feat of bodily control, and altered states of consciousness.

3. Breath is also used in Patanjali’s Yoga postures, in the word ruach in Hebrew means both breath and spirit and is used in Jewish meditation

5.   Although research states that the cross-legged position is the most stable, for beginning meditators it can be uncomfortable and too big a distraction.
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