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      As the primary contributor and publisher of the Daily Buddhism website for the past six years, I'm certainly no stranger to meditation. It's hard to even think about Buddhists without the mental picture of some bald man (or to be more modern, we can add women) in yellow or orange robes sitting in a lotus position, probably for ten straight hours, never flinching. Meditation is so much a part of Buddhism that it's hard to think of one without the other. Yet, Meditation can be a part of people's lives even without the Buddhist philosophy, or Buddhist religion, or whatever you want to call it. Is it possible to explain and perform meditation the Buddhist way without following the more religious aspects of Buddhism? I think it is.

      Many consider silent meditation to be purely an Eastern invention, and formal meditation does have its roots there, but meditation isn't limited to Buddhist monasteries. Even without all the Buddhist trappings, meditation affects many, many lives around the world and has influenced countless millions throughout history. Christians of many denominations meditate, and have for centuries. Muslims, Jews, Hindus, even Atheists do it as well.

      My goal with this book is to explain the ideas, concepts, and practices crucial to Buddhist meditation without all the religious and spiritual mumbo-jumbo that seems to permeate most Buddhist writings. Buddhists have been meditating for 2,500 years; they know a thing or two about how to do it properly, so we're going to look at meditation from a Buddhist perspective. On the other hand, you don't have to be a Buddhist to learn and use the techniques presented in this book.

      Consider this book a "Buddhist Meditation Guide for Everyone" if you prefer.  It sounds odd, but we'll take the knowledge gleaned over thousands of years of Buddhist teaching and learning and apply them to a non-religious, plain-English, Western lifestyle. It can be done, and we'll have some fun while we're at it.

      

      Brian Schell
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      You probably already have at least one answer to this question in your head already, or you wouldn't be reading this book. Why do you want to meditate? To calm your nerves? To lower your blood pressure? To clear your mind of distractions? To tame your attention-deficit disorder? Because your girlfriend does it and you want to impress her? Because it looks like fun? For religious reasons?

      All these reasons are valid, more or less. Maybe not the one about impressing your girlfriend, but it's certainly not the first time I've heard it done for that reason. Let's take a look at the reasons you might want to meditate.

      

      Physical Reasons

      

      You may have heard that meditation is good for your heart. This is certainly true. Strong exertion and aerobic exercise are important to staying healthy, but being able to remain calm and focused can reduce your blood pressure, remove stress, give you greater physical control over your body, and it can also be very restful.

      There is a whole category of psychogenic illnesses that are essentially "caused" by the mind. Stress, depression, anxiety, phobias, and dozens of other illnesses often have no apparent physical or medical causes at all. That's not to say they aren't real, or never have a physical cause, but in many cases, the effects of these diseases can be lessened or even eliminated through meditation.

      Meditation isn't going to cure cancer; it's not a substitute for medical treatment. That being said, your state of mind has a profound effect on your physical body's ability to fight a large number of maladies. We’ve all heard stories of someone with a positive attitude surviving cancer or other serious diseases. Your mind and mental state can have an influence on your physical well being.

      Keep in mind, this is not conjecture or made-up pseudoscience. Studies using MRI technology have shown that many mental functions do slow down or have easily measurable decreases in activity (See Chapter 10 for sources). Meditation is scientifically proven to slow the brain’s activity level.

      

      Mental or Psychological Reasons

      

      I just mentioned that meditation can help reduce stress. Sitting calmly, relaxing, letting go: no other action short of taking medication can reduce stress as much as meditation. No, not even sex. Throwing out the mental baggage is one of the benefits of meditation; it’s hard to focus on your paycheck or work when you’re totally focused in meditation. Lower stress often means lower blood pressure.

      Another healthy benefit or use of meditation is anger management. If you have problems with frustration, hostility, fear, or just wanting to choke your co-workers, meditation can help. Attention-deficit disorder is another issue that really goes hand-in-hand with meditation. Even if you don’t have ADD, you will still experience your mind wandering when you don’t want it to. If you've been diagnosed with ADD, your early steps in meditation will be tough, but once you have cleared a few hurdles, you'll have many fewer issues with this condition.

      Are you just mentally overloaded? Do you have too much going on in your head all the time, and you just want to clear your mind? You want more control over the crazy thoughts that come into your head? Mental clarity and control are probably the main benefit of meditation that most people aren't really expecting, but it just eventually happens, like an unexpected side-effect.

      

      Social Reasons

      

      I joked earlier about trying to impress your friends with meditation, but that's not entirely ridiculous. Many people enjoy going to meditation groups and parties just for the social benefits of being with other people; meditation does not have to be a solitary activity. Most cities have multiple venues for group-oriented meditation classes and clubs.  Some libraries host meditation events, places that do yoga often offer meditation as an additional option, and yes, Buddhist groups often host daily or weekly open meditation sessions. They're out there if you want them, but it's absolutely not necessary. If you prefer to meditate alone at home, then you can. Everything in this book assumes you are at home alone, but most activities can be modified for groups.

      

      What is Meditation?

      

      Meditation has been defined as: "Self-regulation of attention, in the service of self-inquiry, in the here and now" [Wikipedia]. I found dozens of definitions of meditation to post here, some involved self-healing, some with philosophy, others dealt with spirituality, but the fact is that it's different things to different people. The Wikipedia definition is simple to understand and hard to debate.

      There are so many types of meditation and names for styles of practice that it's hard to keep track. There are literally hundreds of phrases that describe various kinds and styles of meditations, but over the next few paragraphs, I will focus on a half dozen or so broad categories as a brief overview of meditation in general. If you've read The Five-Minute Buddhist, then this will be familiar; we've talked about some of this before, but a quick refresher won't hurt before starting such a big topic.

      I mentioned before that most people associate meditation with bald men in robes. That, or something close, is not too far from the truth, but it is an overgeneralized stereotype. Not all forms of meditation involve sitting, but many do. There are forms of meditation that involve walking and working, and those are quite common and easy to perform. If you're one of the many people who have put off meditating, using the excuse that you can't sit lotus-style, have no fear; I can't do it either.

      Regardless of position, posture, or pose, all forms of meditation can help you reduce stress and anxiety. Reduced stress is obviously a good thing, both physically and psychologically, and many doctors prescribe meditation, instead of medication or as a supplement to medication, to their patients. It's been proven effective over thousands of years; it's not some goofy new age thing. It's safe and its simple, and absolutely everyone can do it, starting with only 10 or 15 minutes a day. It won't cure cancer, but it might help you lose weight or stop smoking. It can also help reduce physical suffering and give you the mental clarity and fortitude to make big changes in your life. The physical work of meditation can be done with no spiritual or religious trappings, and is a good idea for almost everyone, of any belief system or any age. Buddhism, of course, adds its own dimension to meditation, but meditation was around long before Buddhism (2500 years ago); it goes back at least as far as Hinduism (at least 4,000 years ago), maybe even further than that.
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