
This is Your Brain.  This is Your Brain on Meditation.  But This Is Your Brain 
(Mind and Body) on Transcendental Meditation. 

Written by Chris Liss        

The modern world is filled with a variety of stressors that bombard our brains and bodies.  
These stressors - diet, especially sugar and caffeine, a noisy or polluted environment, an 
alarm waking us in the morning or a timer going off to alert us to the next item on our 
daily agenda, the bicycle horn, or “Bell tower,” “Robot,” or verse of a favorite song 
telling us we’ve received a text message, traffic, or simply surfing the internet and trying 
to keep up with all the news that’s “fit to print,”  at least electronically - triggers our 
sympathetic nervous system, our “flight or fight” response.  Our sympathetic nervous 
system is a survival tool, an ancient survival tool that should be used only in “fight or 
flight” – life-threatening - circumstances. It is a perfect, vital marriage of function 
between the brain’s amygdala and adrenal glands.  It has kept us alive for 500,000 years. 
So, it works.  

We can think we are multi-tasking throughout the day: texting and driving, cooking 
dinner while helping our children complete their homework, or practicing our yoga while 
distracted by our agenda for an important meeting with a new client at work.  The brain 
and body suggest otherwise. In fact, try balancing in standing bow pose for a minute 
while creating a Thanksgiving dinner menu and I bet you fall!  Studies have shown that 
our brains actually do not multi-task, but shift focus from one task to another a micro-
second at a time.  This results in ineffective work and actually lower productivity.  More 
importantly, our bodies cannot multi-task when it comes to the sympathetic nervous 
system and the parasympathetic nervous system, the “rest and digest” system.  It’s either 
one or the other. The default is the “fight or flight” mechanism, putting tremendous stress 
on our body and brain, flooding our system with adrenaline and cortisol.  Our primordial 
self wants to survive and this system has been successful for 500,000 years.  Why fix 
something that isn’t broken, right? 

Most triggers, however, are not true threats, only perceived threats.  We will not be 
devoured and mauled by an unread facebook post nor will we be beaten over the head 
with the turkey leg if we neglected to provide two kinds of cranberry sauce at dinner.  But 
our amygdala tells us otherwise and we spring into “flight or fight” mode.  Yoga and 
meditation offer us an alternative.  Yoga, through the “yoking” of the body and mind, 
gives us the ability to control our perception and therefore our response to external and 
internal stimuli.  Yoga has been practiced for over 5,000 years, the earliest evidence being 
along the ancient Sarasvati River in India.  Ancient yogis practiced meditation to quell 
the stresses of their everyday life.  They knew that meditation would allow them to 
perceive and respond to daily stresses in a way that allowed the body and mind to remain 
calm and alert, and eventually lead to enlightenment.  Most ancient yoga poses were 
sitting poses, poses for purposes of meditation.  Yoga and meditation have kept 
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practitioners thriving for over 5,000 years.  It works too, and it creates smoother, 
healthier functioning of all of our body’s systems. 
          
Meditation provides a variety of physical and mental benefits and there are a variety of 
meditation techniques to choose from.  The benefits range from lowered blood pressure 
and cholesterol levels to higher moral functioning. Mindfulness meditation - mainly 
focused attention and open monitoring - and Transcendental Meditation, the method 
brought to the US in the 1960’s by the Maharishi Mehesh Yogi are two well-researched 
types of meditation.  While all meditation techniques are beneficial when done properly, 
there is a great deal of research – over 300 published, “peer-reviewed scientific studies 
(that) show the physiological, psychological, and behavioral changes that occur during 
TM practice, and the benefits that stem from these experiences, are real, quantifiable, and 
quite extraordinary.” (Forem p.19)  

Before exploring meditation and the research, let’s explore the mind and brain.  Patanjali 
says “Yogas citta vrtti nirodhah” - yoga stills the modifications of the mind at the 
beginning of the Yoga Sutras.   This is the goal of yoga and it is the practice as well.  
According to Sri Swami Satchidananda, “The extraordinary experience gained by 
controlling the modifications of the mind is itself called Yoga.” (p.4)   These 
“modifications” or vrttis come in all forms and in sutra 1:6 Patanjali categorizes them to 
be right knowledge, misconception, verbal delusions, sleep, and memory.  These are all 
barriers to a calm but alert mind and are also challenges during meditation practice itself.  
Swami Vivekananda describes the vrttis as “the waves and ripples rising in it (the mind-
stuff) when external causes impinge on it.  These Vrittis are our whole 
universe.” (Vivekananda p.104)  Nicholai Bachman calls the vrtti-s “turnings or cyclings” 
and says they “include all thoughts and emotions that spin around…and keep us 
preoccupied.”  (Bachman p. 75)   

The Sanskrit word vritti means turning as in “parivrrta trikonasana” – revolved triangle 
pose –  or parivrrta janu sirsasana – revolved head to knee pose. Vrtti takes on a different 
meaning when looked at in a new direction.  Geshe Michael Roach considers vrtti the 
cause of “Great Mistake.”  According to Geshe, it’s not all of our thoughts, distractions, 
and preoccupations, nor is it our right knowledge, misconception, verbal delusion, sleep, 
and memory that cause us suffering.  It is the way our mind “turns things around the 
wrong way.” (Geshe p. 4)   The vrttis are neither good nor bad in and of themselves.  It all 
depends on how we let them affect us.  

According to Roach, it is how our mind turns to perceive the vrtti, the thing, or 
experience that makes it either “good” or “bad.”  There is a scene in Roach’s “The Way 
Yoga Works” that illuminates this turning of the mind, the Great Mistake.  His fictional 
unjustly imprisoned yoga teacher takes on the Captain of a prison as a student, at the 
demand of the Captain.  One of her first lessons is to show him that nothing is what it is 
in and of itself.  She does this by showing him that what he thinks is his pen, the cow 
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outside believes is food.  She ultimately turns the prison into a center for yoga and turns 
her own imprisonment into an opportunity to teach yoga and make a lasting positive 
impact on the community around her.   Roach develops this concept in his book “The 
Diamond Cutter” as well by showing that in business there is no good or bad situation,  
           
only opportunity for good or bad, depending on how our mind turns and what “seeds” 
have been previously sown.  It is the same for all of our daily distractions, to-do lists, 
bells, alarms, fatigue, and sleepiness.  Yoga and meditation will help us stop this turning, 
this Great Mistake.  It will help us control our own mind, create positive habits that sow 
“good seeds,” burn the old “bad seeds,” and allow us to properly handle those pesky 
vritti-s. 

The brain has a center for this self control, the pre-frontal cortex.  It is a decision making 
center, a hub where information is assembled and organized and is responsible for 
working memory. Wired into other areas of the brain that are responsible for things like 
movement and hormonal secretion, the pre-frontal cortex is a highly influential part of the 
brain.  The more our pre-frontal cortex is developed, the better we function mentally, 
emotionally, and physically.  Deficits in the pre-frontal cortex can result in difficulties 
learning appropriate behavior, development of anti-social behavior, inability to make 
sound decisions, inability to feel and project emotions appropriate to the situation, and 
difficulties in time management and organizational skills.  Many of these symptoms are 
found in people diagnosed with Attention Deficit Disorder, Obsessive Compulsive 
Disorder, Post Traumatic Stress Disorder, and individuals on the Autism Spectrum. 
Studies show that meditation of all kinds can improve the function and increase the size 
of the pre-frontal cortex, however, some are more effective than others. 

TM is a mantra technique taught by the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi.  It is simple to practice, 
easy to learn, and is taught to the individual by a qualified teacher during a short 
ceremony, the “puja.”  The student is given a specially chosen mantra by the teacher.  
This is the power of “initiation” that Feuerstein refers to in his “Lost Teachings of Yoga” 
and perhaps this is one reason TM is so successful.  Georg Feuerstein says that mantra 
meditation is more effective and successful when the mantra is chosen for the student and 
initiated by the teacher.  The simplicity of the practice could also be a key to its success.  
The meditator practices twice a day for 20 minutes repeating the mantra in the mind, 
never aloud.  The technique is simple and easily practiced.  Transcendental Meditation 
provides an easy, effective path to the calm and alert body and mind that Patanjali speaks 
of in his Yoga Sutras.   

There is no one single mindfulness meditation technique.  Some use focused attention to 
an object, such as a candle or a visual representation of a diety or a spoken mantra or 
chant, while others use focused attention on a thought, mantra, or image in the mind.  
Other forms of mindfulness mediation can also include monitoring or observing the 
stream of thought or experiences without judgement.  The meditator allows thoughts to 
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flow, but reminds himself that “those thoughts are not me.”   Mindfulness meditation 
requires a lot of energy and focused attention is not natural, according to Sarina 
Grosswald, writer, researcher, and expert in cognitive learning and TM.  Mindfulness 
mediation keeps the mind at the surface level.  Both kinds of mindfulness mediation keep 
the brain focused and on a conscious and active level while TM transcends the process of 
the activity and allows automatic transcendence to pure consciousness. 
           
The difference between TM and mindfulness meditation is shown in the brain waves.  
When attached to an EEG machine, the brain shows response to the meditation in 
different brain waves and brain wave coherence.  Mindfulness and other meditation 
results in Gamma and Theta wave coherence, which is useful.  This can cause a calm 
sensation and can be more effective when treating “state anxiety,” anxiety caused by an 
unpleasant situation, such as difficult traffic. Mindfulness meditation increases neuron 
activity in “certain emotional areas of the brain” – similar to Tibetan Buddhist loving-
kindness mediation – but also in “frontal regions, which are responsible for decision 
making and other executive functions.” (Rosenthal Transcendence p.15)  The focused 
attention of the meditator is therefore expected to increase from this type of meditation.  

The effects of TM are more global and the meditator shows harmony in the alpha waves 
of the brain. It is this alpha coherence that allows TM, according to Fred Travis’s 
research, (TM webinar) to be far more effective in helping with negative, emotions, 
neuroticism, trait anxiety, self-realization, behavior, learning and memory. The body of 
Travis’s works shows that the alpha coherence enables both sides of the brain to 
communicate and synchronize. This alpha synchrony, allowing for more communication 
among parts of the brain, results in higher moral reasoning, emotional stability, higher 
self-esteem, better academic performance, neurological efficiency, and decreased anxiety 
in addition to higher consciousness orientation and transcendental consciousness.  After 
regular practice, this alpha coherence not only happens during meditation, but begins to 
linger after practice for longer and longer amounts of time. 

Contrasted with Mindfulness Meditation Techniques, TM is more effective in turning off 
the brain’s alarm system.  Sarina Grosswald’s work with TM and PTSD has shown that 
there is a rapid, immediate reduction in PTSD symptoms upon learning TM.  A study of 
Congolese refugees posted in the Journal of Traumatic Stress in 2014 shows that before 
learning TM, the subjects’ PTSD symptoms increased.  Within just ten days after learning 
TM their symptoms decreased almost by 50% and continued to decrease as they 
continued their practice.(TM webinar)  Dr. Norman Rosenthal, clinical professor of 
psychiatry at Georgetown Medical School, former NIMH researcher, author of several 
books and over 200 scholarly articles, and TM practitioner, has also shown that not only 
is TM especially effective in reducing PTSD related anxiety symptoms, but that 
according to a meta-analysis on 146 studies TM “was significantly more effective than 
average, while mediation techniques requiring concentration (that is, mindfulness 
techniques) were significantly less” effective.  (Transcendence p. 108)  This has led him 
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to conclude that TM could help those with a “broad range of anxiety problems, and may 
do so more effectively than other nondrug techniques.” 

This ability to decrease anxiety and steady the nervous system has led several mental 
health care practitioners to introduce and prescribe TM to their patients.  Dr. David Black, 
neuro-psychologist at the Stixrud Group in Silver Spring, Maryland, recommends TM to 
his patients, in particular those with ADHD and on the Autism Spectrum because of the 
immediate and consistent relief from anxiety that the patient receives.  TM decreases  
cortisol, increases serotonin, and balances norepinephrine resulting in decreased stress, 
better mood, relief from depression, and help with OCD, and improved executive 
function.  Bill Stixrud, one of Rosenthal’s “Three Wise Men” mentioned in his New York 
Times bestselling book “Transcendence,” transformed his life by practicing TM.  
Rosenthal writes that Bill Stixrud was consistently dubbed “the most nervous person I 
met.” Currently, he is a highly successful and distinguished neuro-psychologist whose 
anxiety and restlessness at one time caused him to fail two semesters at Berkeley because 
he was too nervous to turn in his work. Dr. Stixrud was also fired from a job because his 
anxiety, facial tics, and foot tapping made co-workers uneasy.  After one month of TM, 
the tics and tapping disappeared and over the course of three years of consistent 
meditation, “Bill became calmer and more confident…and has no trouble using the term 
“transformation” to describe the impact of TM on his life.” (Transcendence 91) 

Scott Terry, a psychotherapist near Chicago, “recommends TM to all of his 
psychotherapy clients, emphasizing that it is not a panacea and needs to be accompanied 
by other healthy habits.” (Transcendence 118)  Terry’s story is similar to Stixrud’s story.  
Due to the stresses of junior high school at age thirteen, Terry’s ADHD became 
unbearable and resulted in Terry constantly rocking in his chair and pulling his hair out.  
He hated school.  The teachers, of course, compounded the problem with their 
uncompassionate reactions and Terry was even asked if he were taking drugs.  The drugs 
he was trying, Ritalin and other stimulants, were of no help.  Anxiety and depression 
ensued, but Terry’s two older brothers who practiced TM recommended that he learn TM.  
Within a week of learning to meditate, the “rocking and hair-pulling completely 
disappeared.  The  anxiety and depression also soon lifted.” (Transcendence 117) Terry 
says that TM allows him to “focus…instead of  getting caught up in the drama of events.” 

In addition to Scott Terry and the Stixrud Group, Mark Ellinger, psychologist in Del Ray 
Beach, Florida also recommends TM to his clients.  He first tells them it is a 
“neurological technique and not a gimmick” and then gives them Fred Travis’ research 
and educates his clients about how the nervous system works.  He has found that because 
of the rejuvenation of the nervous system, cognitive therapy is easier and more effective 
and the patient develops greater resiliency.  This was especially evident in a case of one 
of his patients with Asperger’s Syndrome who suffered tremendous bullying not just at 
school, but also from some family members.  This teen attributed his newfound resiliency 
to TM, calling it his “Star Trek Force Field.”  TM has helped Ellinger’s adult neuro-
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typical patients involved in work harassment with resiliency as well.  The reduction of 
anxiety and healing of the nervous system from TM has also helped one of Ellinger’s 
elderly patients with severe heart trouble.  This 75 year old man was having trouble 
sleeping, thus exacerbating the heart problem.  He would never sleep more than an hour 
or two at a time.  On the first night after learning TM he slept 4-5 hours in a row.  (TM 
Webinar) 

In addition to the nervous system, TM positively affects several physical conditions.  TM 
practitioners with asthma report a decrease in asthma symptoms and in a six month study  
conducted at University of California, 55% “were judged improved by their physicians.”  
In fact, 94%  “had decreased airway resistance.”  (Forem 105) A variety of other studies 
has shown that TM has reduced cholesterol levels, improved insulin resistance in diabetic 
patients, significantly reduced high blood pressure, and decreased insomnia, as in 
Ellinger’s elderly patient. These findings have caused the AHA to officially say that TM 
is effective in reducing the risks of cardio-vascular disease.  David Orme-Johnson sees 
this AHA statement as the tipping point and believes that it may be only a matter of time 
before the insurance industry covers TM instruction as a medical cost.  (TM webinar) 

In addition to effects on the individual’s nervous system, the brain and the body, Jack 
Forem’s work shows that TM effects the community around the meditator.   A landmark 
study in 1973 showed that crime rates reduced “suddenly and quite dramatically” (Forem 
289) in eleven cities where at least one percent of the population practiced TM.  
Compared to control cities of like demographics, there was a decrease of 8.2% and in 
non-TM cities the crime rate increased by 8.3%.  Further analysis of these trends by 
David Orme Johnson and Michael Dillbeck revealed that not only did the crime rate drop, 
but there was a 13.7% drop in suicides in the 1%TM cities and a 4.7% drop in traffic 
accidents.  In the control cities suicide increased by 11.4% and traffic accidents increased 
by 14.9%.  Scientists soon dubbed this the “Maharishi Effect” – really a field effect.  This 
led to further experiments with TM practitioners going to the world’s trouble spots -
Nicaragua, Rhodesia, Iran, Israel, and Thailand – simply to meditate in the area’s hotels.  
This was quite a sacrifice, since these areas were terrifying and many meditators would 
temporarily reside in places where bombs, machine guns, and tanks were vying for their 
attention.  However, they were effective.  “Media in all the areas where the groups had 
gone reported significant progress.  Fighting decreased or stopped entirely.  Anticipated 
attacks did not materialize.  [Proof of heyam duhkham anagatam – pain that has not yet 
come is avoidable) – sutra 2:16, if I ever saw one!]  Negotiations for peace 
increased.” (Forem 297) 

Because of the great body of work and many studies done on the effects of TM we can 
see how meditation in general, but TM in particular, is a useful practice. It creates alpha 
brain wave coherence and equanimity in the brain’s functioning, allowing for more 
creativity and higher moral reasoning.  It significantly lessens PTSD symptoms and other 
trait anxiety related symptoms.  TM lowers blood pressure, cholesterol, and asthma 
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attacks.  It reduces insomnia and increases longevity.  The “Maharishi” field effect can be 
compared to the supernatural powers described by Patanjali in his third book of the Sutras 
and the many physical and mental benefits evident in the TM research were described in 
Patanjali’s sutras over a thousand years ago.  These effects last throughout meditation and 
long after meditation.  

In between the standing postures and the floor postures in  Bikram Yoga, practitioners 
take a two minute savasana.  Almost all teachers will say that this is so that your body can 
“absorb the benefits of the hard work” in the previous standing postures.  This two 
minute savasana also allows for rest – the standing postures are rigorous and the heat is 
hot and humid! – and this savasana prepares you for the 20 second savasanas in between 
each floor posture.  It is during this savasana that the more seasoned teachers will also tell 
the students to take note of how relaxed they feel so that they can return to this deep 
relaxation quickly during the 20 second savasanas between each floor posture.  You must 
remember how relaxation feels in order to do that.  “You work hard in the posture and 
then rest,” many teachers say.  Some even say that the savasana is “part of the previous 
posture” and should be returned to as quickly as possible.  With consistent and frequent 
practice, the practitioner moves from hard work to deep relaxation with great facility.  It 
becomes very easy, in spite of dripping sweat and any other distractions that may be 
present in a room located on a busy city street filled with 30 hard working yogis.  It is 
easy, but only with consistent and frequent practice.   

Transcendental Meditation works on the same principle of frequency and consistency.  
After practicing regularly – twice a day for 20 minutes each session - for just three 
months the brain waves have become coherent and the practitioner experiences less 
anxiety, more psychological flexibility, and more openness.  To put it in the words of one 
of Mark Ellinger’s patients,“the brick is out of the backpack” and the “swimfins are on.”  
Years ago, TM centers would occasionally bring in EEG machines to test and document 
brain waves during meditation.  My son’s teacher, Bernie del Rosario, was one who after 
practicing for three months was hooked up to such a machine.  He said that at the time he 
really didn’t think his brain waves would be in sync.  He had been having a lot of images 
and distracting thoughts in his meditation at that time.  However, he was surprised to find 
that the coherence was there according to the machine.  He shared this story because we 
all have distractions during meditation and can easily become discouraged when we 
‘feel” our meditation isn’t bringing us to that Samadhi state.  Bernie’s point, like 
Patanjali’s, is that we should not put expectations on our meditation and just let the 
meditation do the work.  We do the practice and the practice will take care of the 
transformation.  With TM you reach a calm, alert but relaxed state twice each day and 
with regular practice, just as with regular savasana practice in Bikram yoga, you can 
reach the calm when you need it as well.   

Of course a practitioner approaches meditation with intention, but if the intent is to reach 
“Samadhi” most meditators, according to Georg Feuerstein, will be disappointed.  In 
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“The Lost Teachings of Yoga” Feuerstien spends a lot of time talking (it’s a CD) about 
meditation.  While a “diamond” body may be possible and some people have reached 
Samadhi and other higher levels, Feuerstein tells the listener that realistically the goal of 
our meditation practice should be to become a more compassionate person.  And that is 
definitely possible.  Scientifically, according to David Orme-Johnson, the purpose of 
meditation is the “habituate the system to hold on to that coherent state.”  After consistent 
and frequent practice of TM, this does happen.  And it really doesn’t take that long to 
experience this coherent state.  Fred Travis’ research shows that TM allows a reflexive 
return to that alpha brain wave coherence.  This is what develops the creativity, calm 
alertness, moral reasoning, flexible thinking, and self-actualization associated with TM 
practice.   

Like the Bhagavad Gita, TM practice emphasizes the value of action, for yoga is “skill in 
action.”  The Maharishi likens TM practice to using a bow and arrow, where a small 
amount of effort get a great result.  To Maharishi Mahesh Yogi the purpose and the 
outcome of TM is not only sound mental and physical health, but also “greater ability in 
action, a greater capacity to think clearly, increased efficiency in work, and more loving 
and rewarding relationships with others.”  That really should leave all meditators 
fulfilled.  Enlightenment is the bonus.     
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