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How to Use This Interactive Workbook

How can you get the most out of this interactive workbook? Research has shown that the more
ways you interact with learning material, the deeper your learning will be. Nightingale-Conant
has created a cutting-edge learning system that involves listening to the audio, reading the ideas
in the workbook, and writing your ideas and thoughts down. In fact, this workbook is designed
so that you can fill in your answers right inside this document. By the end, you’ll have your own
personal success system.

For each session, we recommend the following:
• Preview the section of the workbook that corresponds with the audio session, 
paying particular attention to the exercises.
• Listen to the audio session at least once.
• Complete the exercises right in this workbook.

In addition to the exercises and questions, we’ve created a special section of the workbook called
Power Points. These are spaces for you to write down the key ideas and points in the program
that have particular meaning for you.

Don’t just listen to this program — devour it! Strategies don’t work unless you use them. Test
and use the strategies that make sense to you, consistently, over time — until they become habits.
Listen to the program more than once. Listen for the key ideas that you can use to impact your
attitudes, actions, and results. True change takes focus and repetition.

Let’s get started!
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CD1: Looking at Popular Spiritual Practices

Spiritual Practice Helps Your Brain
In this program, you’ll discover how the spiritual practices that people engage in not only help
them spiritually, but actually help to improve the way in which their brain works.  Taking part in
spiritual practices actually creates a more powerful brain.  We actually can think better and pay
attention better, and our emotions can be regulated better so that we don’t become overly stressed
or anxious.  We can enable ourselves to have the emotional responses that we usually have and
yet find ways of utilizing them in a much more effective way.

Spiritual versus Religious
How do you define the term “spiritual”? Write your response in the space below.

How do you define the term “religious”? Write your response in the space below.
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• 2/3 of mainstream  
religion 
members

• Belong to 
a religion, but

not for spiritual
reasons 

(e.g., cultural Jews)

• Not affiliated with a 
particular religion, 

but practice 
spirituality

• Atheists/ 
Some scientists
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Our Definitions
For our purposes, we will use a definition put forth by a group of research scientists in the study
of religion and health. The criteria for “spirituality” are defined as the subjective feelings,
thoughts, experiences, and behaviors that arise from a search or quest for the sacred. Here, the
word search is referring to attempts to identify, articulate, maintain, or transform. And, we define
sacred as being whatever the individual perceived as the divine being, ultimate reality, or
ultimate truth. This is not to say that we’re using the only definition or the best definition of the
word spirituality. It’s just a useful one that can help guide us in this program and in our research.
Similarly, religiousness includes the criteria for spirituality and/or a search for non-sacred goals.
Sometimes people are religious, but not spiritual. They enjoy being a part of a religious group 
or they enjoy their religious or spiritual practice, but aren’t doing it because of some quest for 
the sacred. 

It’s Personal
To some degree those definitions are very individual. You have to think about your own
definitions for your sense of spirituality and your sense of religiousness. Do you fit on the chart,
and, if so, where?

Spiritual
and 

Religious

Spiritual
Not

Religious

Not
Spiritual

or 
Religious

Not
Spiritual

But
Religious



Prayer versus Meditation
The most common types of practices that people refer to as spiritual are prayer and meditation.
And as with spirituality and religiousness, there’s often a fair amount of overlap between the two
of them.  For example, a lot of people will say that their prayer is a kind of meditation, and some
people will say that their meditation is a kind of prayer. And of course, to some degree, prayer
and meditation can be very separate and very different. 

Prayer itself typically comes out of a specific religious or spiritual tradition. But there are
different kinds of prayers. People can engage in prayer while they are at the spiritual worship site
like a church or a synagogue.  These prayers may be very scripted. You may have to say certain
things about God, talking about God’s relationship with human beings, praying for healing,
praying for a person who has died.  All of these different aspects are what prayer can be.  

Prayer can also be a form of communication with God.  For example, there have been some very
interesting studies that have shown that when people engage in conversational prayer with God,
they actually activate some of the same brain areas that we activate whenever we talk with
another person.  Thus, for the person who is engaged in a conversational prayer with God, he or
she is really treating as if God as another person. 

Prayer can take on a lot of different forms, and you may have very specific ideas about prayer
itself. And prayers can be just words; they can be singing; they can be certain movements. For
example, the rosary is a kind of prayer in which you use your fingers as well as understanding
certain ideas and concepts and say certain things about God.  So, all of these different types of
practices fall into the realm of prayer.  
What is your idea of a “prayer”?

Meditation can be very similar.  People can engage in a meditative prayer in which they continue
to focus over a longer period of time on a particular idea or a particular concept, or simply repeat
the same prayer over and over again.  Meditation itself tends to be a very ritualized and very
rhythmic type of process.  People may engage in concentrating on a particular object, and this
particular object can be a visual object. They might bring forth in their mind a spiritual image,
for example, a cross or an image of God. Or they might actually just focus on a word or a phrase.
They might just say a single word, which is sometimes referred to as a mantra. Or they might
actually repeat a particular prayer or particular phase from the Bible, for example, over and over
again. 
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Meditation can be even more simple, by looking only at a particular type of body process.  
The most common aspect of meditation is focusing on the breath.  Simply by focusing on your
breath, you can begin to relax your body, relax your mind. You might be able to lower your
levels of anxiety and stress and depression.  And sometimes people can even have some very,
very powerful kinds of experiences just by watching their breath and focusing on their breath.
People can engage in meditation while they’re walking around.  You can even engage in
meditation while you’re walking down the street of whatever town or city you might live in. 
What are your ideas of “meditation”?

It’s All About You
If you decide to engage in some kind of program or some kind of practice for yourself, you
might want to explore a variety of them. Try several different ones, talk to people who teach
them, and find something that really does make some sense to you and is consistent with your
beliefs about spirituality and life. Find something that feels right to you and that you feel that you
can engage in as fully as possible.  Because, again, the research shows it’s not necessarily what
practice you’re doing, as long as it’s a practice that has an importance and meaning for you and
is something that you can engage fully in.  The more you can engage your brain and your mind
in the practice, the greater the effect that practice will have on your mind and on your brain.

Kirtan Kriya Practice
In the Kirtan Kriya study, we found that not only did it help to lower the participants’ levels of
stress and lower their levels of anxiety, but it also helped to improve their memory. It literally
changed the way their brain worked — not only when they were engaged in the practice but
when they were at rest. We found some very significant changes again in the areas of our brain
that help us to concentrate and to remember, and that engage in our emotional lives as well.

Here are some resources for Kirtan Kriya meditation. 
http://www.learntomeditate.com/Kirtan-Kriya.html

http://www.alzheimersprevention.org/kirtan_kriya.htm

http://www.sikhnet.com/gurbani/audio/meditation-3-kirtan-kriya

What we’re looking for is not just a change, but a change that’s relevant, a change that actually
has meaning in the brain and in the body and in the way in which we think and feel about the
world. When people engage in religious and spiritual practices, meditation and prayer practices,
they have dramatic effects on the way in which their body and their brain work.  
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This is the primary goal of this whole program, which is to understand how spiritual practices
can create a powerful brain for you.  What are the different practices that can be valuable to you,
practices that you may be able to utilize yourself on a daily basis that may actually contribute to
an enhancement in the way in which you work?  This is ultimately the goal of this program. 
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CD2: Spirituality’s Effects on the Brain

The Brain and the Soul
One important point to note here is that we aren’t saying that our spiritual selves can ultimately
be reduced to brain function. Not at all! 

When we do a brain scan of somebody who is engaged in a spiritual practice, it tells us what’s
going on in the brain when he or she does that spiritual practice, but it doesn’t prove that it is
inherently spiritual.  So, for example, if I have somebody who experiences being in God’s
presence during a prayer state, I can tell you what’s going on in the person’s brain when he or she
has that experience, when he or she experiences being in God’s presence, but it doesn’t prove or
disprove whether God is in the room with the person or whether the person has made that kind of
a connection.  This is a fundamentally important concept that we’re not trying to just reduce
spiritual practices to biology. We’re not trying to get rid of science, we’re not trying to get rid 
of that which is religious or spiritual, but we’re trying to understand the relationship between the
two.  I think there clearly has to be a relationship between the two because whenever we engage
in a religious or spiritual idea, a belief, a practice, it has to change what’s going on in our
biology.  It has to change what’s going on in our brain.

Our notion of reality, our notion of our soul, our spirit, and our biology, in my view, is something
that needs to be very fully integrated and something that we simply cannot write off as being
purely spiritual, purely biological.  We are an amalgamation of all of those different parts of
ourselves — our social selves, our biological selves, and our spiritual selves.  What the spiritual
practices are ultimately all about is how do we try to best integrate all of them together, and
that’s what this program is all about.  
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The Autonomic Nervous System
One of the first things that we come to in the context of our nervous system is something called
the autonomic nervous system.  Now, again, if you think about how you need your brain to work
and how your body needs to work, it needs to have an on and an off switch.  And the autonomic
nervous system more or less functions along those lines.  It has an on switch, which is often
referred to as the sympathetic nervous system, and I think for the purposes of this program, I’m
going to refer to this as the arousal system.  This is the part of the brain that kicks in whenever
we need to turn our body on.  And there is the off switch, which is referred to as the
parasympathetic nervous system, which I will refer to in this program as the quiescent system.
This is the part of our nervous system that actually turns our body off.

The arousal system is connected to every part of our body.  It’s connected to our muscles; it’s
connected to our different organs, our stomach, our lungs, and our heart.  If you need to be
aroused, then your heart rate goes up, your blood pressure goes up, and you are ready to react.

The quiescent side, the parasympathetic nervous system side, is the part that begins to calm
ourselves down.  This is the part of our brain and our body that kicks in when we’re getting
ready to go to bed at night so that we begin to feel more relaxed, to feel more comfortable, and 
to overall help to rejuvenate our energy stores.  In fact, that is another aspect of our arousal and
quiescent system, that the arousal system spends our energy and the quiescent system helps 
us to rebuild that.
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Now, under most circumstances, usually one of these arms of the autonomic nervous system
turns on when the other one is turning off.  But it turns out that their interactions are actually 
far more complicated, that, many times, both of them can be turned on at the same time.

Think for a second about spirituality and religiousness.  Have you ever had a spiritual feeling
when you felt incredibly aroused and alert?  You might have a feeling of great awe or fear, and
you feel trembling inside.  If so, describe that experience here:

When you experience something like this, your arousal system is kicking in.  Your heart rate
goes up.  You feel that something very important is happening around you, and you wake up to
that particular kind of experience.

Have you ever had the opposite?  When you felt a deep sense of calmness or quiescence and
blissfulness?  If so, describe it here:

In this particular context, we might see that the quiescent system, the parasympathetic nervous
system, is kicking in.  

Interestingly, when people have a very profound ecstatic or even mystical kind of experience, it’s
been postulated by several scholars that we actually see a mutual turning on of both the arousal
and the quiescent systems.  What they find happening is that it seems to be a pull and a push of
the autonomic nervous system between the arousal and the quiescent systems.  They actually
suggest that both are on during the practice and both are kind of pulling and pushing the heart
rate in different ways, which creates an increase in the heart rate variability.  It supports the idea
that the autonomic nervous system is very important in the context of spiritual practices and
experiences.
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The Brain Structures and Spirituality

The Amygdala
One of the areas of the limbic system is called the amygdala.  The amygdala functions kind of like
the watchdog in the brain.  This is an area of the brain that lights up on brain scans whenever
anything of motivational importance comes into our sensorial space.  A lot of the research on the
amygdala has pointed to the experience of fear.  So, for example, if something frightening
happens to you, if a lion suddenly walked into the room with you or a car suddenly cuts you off,
the amygdala is part of how the brain responds to that.  The brain, and the amygdala in particular,
turns on to alert you to this thing that’s happening in front of you that you need to pay attention to.

When we have studied different spiritual practices, we have found that the amygdala usually
quiets down.  The amygdala quiets down because it’s involved in our stress response, and if a
practice like meditation or prayer helps to reduce our levels of stress and anxiety, we would
expect the area of our brain that is involved in feeling stress and anxiety to calm itself down.

Now, of course, that doesn’t happen in all spiritual practices, and if there is a particular practice
in which you feel that there is a great sense of arousal or fear perhaps, maybe fear of God for
example, then we would see the amygdala lighting up, just as it lights up with other kinds of fear
responses.

The Hippocampus
Slightly behind the amygdala in the brain is a structure called the hippocampus, and the
hippocampus, from an emotional perspective, seems to function a little bit more like a diplomat
in the brain.  It helps to regulate our emotional responses so that we don’t get overly anxious or
overly emotional about one particular thing.  

The other thing that is also important about the hippocampus is that it’s deeply connected to our
memory banks.  Now this makes a lot of sense if you think about it.  Your brain wants to
remember things that are emotionally important.  That’s how it knows that it is an important
thing for it to remember.  The brain connects its emotional responses with its memory so that it
helps you to work in as effective a way as possible. 

The Hypothalamus
One other part of the limbic system is called the hypothalamus, which is one of the master
controllers of the entire brain.  It’s the hypothalamus that actually regulates the autonomic
nervous system and helps us to decide whether we should be more arousal-based or more
quiescent-based at a particular moment.  The hypothalamus also regulates almost all of our
hormones, our sex hormones, our thyroid hormones, our stress hormones.  So it certainly makes
sense that if we engage in a spiritual practice that has an effect on our calming system, on our
quiescent system, it’s also going to have an effect on the hypothalamus and the limbic system,
and eventually the higher parts of our brain that help us with most of our upper-level types of
thoughts, our complex, abstract thought processes.

14



The Cortex
Now let’s move a little higher up in the brain. The part of our brain that actually makes human
beings who we are in many respects is the larger part of our brain called the cortex. It’s this
cortex that helps us to create language, to help us understand language, to produce our behaviors
and various abstract ideas, from causality to counting to all the things that we need to remember
in order to get us through our world.

The cortex is a great receiver of information. The brain is absolutely amazing in being able to
process millions of pieces of information about our world.  The brain takes all the sights and
sounds, all the things we think and hear and feel about our world and tries to process that
information into a very coherent rendition of what the world is all about.  It’s amazing how good
a job it does, considering the complexities of the world around us.  But it also responds in many
ways as a filter, because we screen out a lot of information that the brain decides that we don’t
need.

So the brain takes all of this information, processes it into a very specific idea about what the
world is.  But how does it do it?  Well it actually takes several different processing steps.  So, for
example, if you think about your vision for a moment, your brain just doesn’t suddenly put forth
a whole three-dimensional colorized view of what the world is about.  It goes through a series of
processing steps, usually starting with what’s called the primary part of the brain — the primary
sensory receptive area.  And for vision, it actually occurs in a part of the brain called the occipital
lobe, and this is located in the back part of the brain.  So all of the lines and the shapes and
colors, things that we’re not even consciously aware of that come in through the eyes, ultimately
go to the back of the brain, and that’s where our primary visual area is.

The primary visual area then sends that information to other areas of the brain that start to put the
information together into some kind of picture of our world that we can respond to and make
sense of.  In fact, the highest area of our visual system is what is called the association area.  An
association area is a structure that takes information from multiple areas of the brain and
undergoes a higher order of processing.  So these association areas which exist for vision, for
hearing, for our different thought processes are all around the brain and help the brain to create
its most vivid picture of what the world is all about.  And in the context of vision, it is, in fact,
the area of our brain that actually helps to create our vivid three-dimensional picture of what the
world is.

And, interestingly, the association areas are often connected to each other and connected to other
areas of the brain, for example, the memory banks, so that not only are we looking at something,
but we know what we’re looking at.  So, for example, if we go outside and we look at our child
or our wife or our pet, there’s something in our brain that not only creates the picture for us, but
connects it to our memory so that we know that it is, in fact, our wife or our child or our pet.
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Four Lobes
The brain itself at its higher cortex is divided into four basic lobes.  There is the frontal lobe,
which is located right behind the forehead, the temporal lobe, which is located along the side of
the brain near your ears, the parietal lobe, which is located toward the back top part of the brain,
and the occipital lobe that I just mentioned in terms of vision in the back of the brain.  

Now let’s talk about these areas of the brain in a little bit more detail and see what they do and
how they’re related to the association areas, and also spiritual practices.    

The Frontal Lobe
The frontal lobe, located behind the forehead, is much larger in human beings relative to the rest
of the brain than any other animal’s is.  We have very big frontal lobes.  And the frontal lobe is,
in many ways, what makes us human.  It’s the part of our brain that helps us with what are called
executive functions.  The executive functions relate to our ability to plan our day, to think about
the things that we need to do, to coordinate our behaviors, to produce our language.  It is an
immensely important part of our brain because it is really the part that makes us who we are as
human beings.  

The frontal lobe, in many ways, helps us to focus our mind on whatever is the task at hand.  
It is our attention-focusing area.  In that regard, when people have done brain scan studies of
someone doing a particular task, they find that the frontal lobe is activated whenever the person
concentrates on something.  This is going to be very important when we get back to the spiritual
practices we’ll be talking about, which so often are attention-focusing tasks, focusing on a
prayer, focusing on a phrase from the Bible, focusing on a mantra or visual image.  We will
expect to see our frontal lobes turning on when we engage in those kinds of practices.
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The Temporal Lobe
The temporal lobe, which also actually houses the limbic system, is very involved in our ability
to receive and perceive language.  So whenever you listen to somebody, it is your temporal lobe
that is turning on and processing the information that you’re hearing, the words that you’re
hearing, and making some sense out of it.  You’re also beginning to connect what you’re hearing
with what you speak so that if you decide to go home tonight and tell somebody about what you
heard, your production area of the language, which is in your frontal lobe, will turn on and
enable you to actually repeat some of the things that you’ve heard.

The Parietal Lobe
The parietal lobe works very closely with the temporal lobe with regard to a lot of abstract
thought processes.  In fact, right near the junction of the temporal and the parietal lobe, we see
areas of the brain that light up on brain scans when people engage in causal reasoning, in
mathematical reasoning, in moral reasoning.  So any of the higher abstract thought processes
seem to involve the language and memory areas of the temporal lobe along with the parietal
lobe, and this is a very important area of our brain that helps us with many of our higher-area
functioning that really makes us human and enables us to engage the world in a very abstract and
thought and cognitive way.

In the higher parts of the parietal lobe, located almost toward the back top part of the brain, we
see what we might refer to as the orientation association area.  The orientation part of the brain
takes all of our sensory information, from our vision, from our hearing, from our body
sensations, and basically does two fundamental things for us.  It helps to create a sense of our
self and helps to orient that self with regard to the world.  The parietal lobe is also important in
not only generating our sense of space, but in helping to orient our self within that space.

Now let’s think about this in the context of various spiritual practices, some of the areas that
we’ve just talked about.  Well if you’re engaged in a spiritual practice that has some kind of
meaning for you, then it’s going to engage that junction between the temporal and the parietal
lobes, the parts of our brain that help us with meaning and knowledge and understanding.  If
you’re asked to pray to God or to repeat a certain phrase that tells you something about the
nature of God, then it’s this part of the brain that becomes active to help you make sense of what
that means, helps you to relate that to something that you’ve heard in the past.  And, therefore,
it’s this area of the brain that is going to turn on to help you engage in that particular spiritual
practice.

What about the parietal lobe farther back, that orientation part of the brain?  One of the most
common kinds of experiences that people talk about in meditation practices and prayer practices
is a “loss of the sense of self.” As they do the practice, not just for a few minutes, but for many
hours, people begin to experience a loss of their sense of self.  They feel that their self begins to
blur into the object of their meditation.  They may even begin to feel that they become one with
God, with ultimate reality, or with whatever it is that they are meditating or praying upon.  

17



Now this is a fascinating kind of experience and may have something to do with the parietal
lobe’s function of creating that sense of self orientation for us.  After all, if it is that parietal lobe
that helps us to experience our self and to relate that self to the world, then we might expect this
particular part of the brain to be very involved in spiritual practices when they engage us in a
kind of experience where we do, in fact, lose our sense of self, lose our sense of space, and lose
our sense of time.

So if you begin to engage in some of the practices that we’ll be talking about later on in the
program, you can expect to see increased activity in the frontal lobes. 

The Temporal-Parietal Region
Another part of the brain that also turned on during spiritual practice was in the temporal parietal
region, the area of the brain that’s involved in the reception and the understanding of language.
The temporal-parietal region is at the junction of the temporal lobe and the parietal lobe. The fact
that this part was active makes sense as well.  This is a verbal kind of practice.  The participants
are concentrating on a particular phrase from the Bible or on a particular prayer, and as they
engage in this particular prayer practice, they’re doing something that engages language.  So we
would expect the language areas of the brain to turn on, and that is, in fact, what we have seen on
their brain scan.

From this, we can see that by understanding the human brain, we’re beginning to understand the
nature of these spiritual practices.  We’re beginning to understand how a spiritual practice may
actually have a very profound effect on the brain itself and on how that brain helps us to
understand our world, understand the practice, and understand ourselves.
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The Centering Prayer
Start by finding a very comfortable place to sit down where you feel as if you really won’t be
disturbed for the next 15 or 20 minutes.  When you’re ready, sit down and close your eyes and
take a few deep breaths in and out, and you can even concentrate a little bit on your breath.  Just
feel yourself breathing in… and then breathing out…

Now the first aspect of the Centering Prayer is to identify what your objective is going to be.  If
you are a religious person, it may be the concept of God, it might be a particular phrase from the
Bible, or a prayer that just has a great deal of meaning and understanding for you, something that
really resonates for you.  If you are not religious, you can focus on the notion of finding inner
peace or perhaps focusing on feeling compassion or empathy toward other people or people
whom you love.

This is going to be your object that you are going to bring yourself to and to focus on.  Close
your eyes, breathe very slowly, and breathe very deeply several times.  Think about any tensions
that you feel in your body.  If you feel stressed or anxious, it’s okay, but just keep coming back to
your breathing in and out and allow yourself to feel your tension start to evaporate, to go away a
little bit.  If any unpleasant feeling comes into your mind, don’t worry about it.  Allow yourself
to feel it, and then allow yourself to just let that feeling go away. 

After you are relaxed for a minute or so, focus your awareness on the object that you have
selected.  Think about the prayer; think about the notion of inner peace.  You’re not going to
repeat phrases or ideas, but just think about what it is.  What does it mean to you?  What are you
thinking about it?  Are there any feelings or perceptions that you have?  If you have an emotion,
is it a positive feeling?  Do you feel good about the prayer?  Do you feel something specific
about your spiritual idea or about God?  Do you have any visual images that are coming to your
mind about a loved one or about being in a church or a synagogue or a mosque that just feels
good to you?  How are you feeling right now?  Do you feel happy?  Do you feel joyful?  Is there
any sadness, stress, or anxiety that you might have?  And every time you come to this particular
feeling, allow yourself to feel it and then bring your attention back to the goal of your practice.
Think about that prayer.  Think about the notion of God or something that is of ultimate concern
to you.  Think about that sense of inner peace that you’re striving for.  Any time that you find
that your mind wanders away from this particular idea or concept, just note it and then begin to
return to your awareness of that particular object.  Keep trying to breathe very regularly.  Take a
nice slow breath in, a nice slow breath out, and keep focusing on the object of your particular
practice. 

Allow your thoughts to take you wherever they want to go.  There’s nothing that constrains you
in this practice, but if you start to wander away from the object in itself, just gently begin to
bring your mind back to that.  Don’t be frustrated if you find your mind racing too much,
especially if you’ve never done this kind of practice before.  It will take some time.  It’s okay to
be distracted by something outside, but each time, just bring your mind back to the object itself.
Think about what it means to you.  Think about why it’s important.
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If, for whatever reason, the object becomes very vague or unclear to you, again, don’t become
overly negative about that.  Don’t think, “Oh, I’m failing in my practice.” Just let that
experience unfold naturally, and, after several minutes, again, just return back to that object of
the contemplation.  But always keep that one particular object in your mind.  Don’t go on to
another type of object or another prayer.  Just keep coming back to that same particular object
that you started with at the beginning.  If you decide to do this practice another day or another
time, you can begin to focus on a different prayer or a different idea, but for the moment of this
particular practice, just continue to bring your mind back to the one object that you started with.

You can continue to do this for as long as you like.  You can do this for just a few minutes.
Maybe if you’re at your desk at work, you can do it for just two or three minutes to focus
yourself, to bring an object, an idea of meaning and importance to you into your mind, into your
life, into your way of thinking.  Allow yourself to calm down and to focus your mind and your
brain on this very important object in your life.

After a period of time that you’re comfortable with stopping, you can begin to slowly open your
eyes, but remain silent for another minute or two.  Allow yourself to feel yourself coming out of
it.  Think about the feelings both good and bad of now returning back to your everyday life that
might come about.  And then take several more deep breaths and then you can be on your way.

One of the most important things though is to be very careful about not being critical of yourself
during the practice.  Don’t judge how you’re doing.  Don’t judge whether you’re doing it well or
not.  There isn’t a well or not.  It’s simply you doing a practice that has meaning to you and is
beneficial to you.
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CD2 Power Points
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CD3: Spirituality’s Effect on Mental Health

Some Questions to Start
What is your religious/spiritual affiliation (if any)?

What does the term “religion” mean to you?

What does it often mean to others?

How did you come to this religious/spiritual tradition?

How do you practice your religious/spiritual tradition?

How do you turn to your religion or spiritual beliefs as part of a support network?

How do your religious or spiritual beliefs help you deal with the stresses in your life — big and
small?

Do you engage in any practices from different spiritual traditions than your own? If so, which
ones?
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The Positive Influence of Spirituality on Mental Health

1. People turn toward their religious and spiritual traditions as a way of helping them to cope
with a variety of different problems that can weigh heavily on mental health.  

2. People can derive a great many positive feelings from the experiences they have in the context
of their spiritual or religious traditions. 

3. Religious and spiritual practices and experiences have been shown to dramatically lower 
a person’s levels of stress and anxiety.  

The Negative Mental Health Effects of Spiritual and Religious Traditions
1.  Religion sometimes has negative views, e.g., viewing God as a punitive God. This can cause

a person to not seek treatment for mental health issues or physical illness because the person
feels his or her illness is God’s punishment.

2. Sometimes people blame a lack of spirituality for the cause of their physical or psychological
problems.  Some people believe that they got an illness because they weren’t “good enough”
in their spiritual practice.

3. Even a positive spiritual experience that is inconsistent with the person’s current religious or
spiritual framework can become problematic, since people cannot find a way of integrating 
a very positive experience into their prevailing spiritual belief system.  This can have a very
negative mental health effect, even though the person had a very positive experience.

4. Some expressions of spirituality become extreme, such as cults or terrorism.

The Relaxation Response
(originally developed by Dr. Herbert Benson at Harvard)
To begin this exercise, find a comfortable place to sit down, a place where you won’t be
disturbed for the next 15 or 20 minutes and close your eyes.  Take several deep breaths, and as
you exhale, silently or even in a whisper, come up with a word or a phrase or a sound that gives
you some kind of feeling of calmness, serenity, peacefulness.  The word or phrase could be
peace, it could be love, it could be just to relax.  And again, if you are a spiritual or religious
person, it could be spirit, it could be divine, it could be Jesus, it could be God.  And think about
this particular single concept and single word, name, or phrase. 

As you focus on this particular word or phrase, keep breathing very deeply and very slowly and
keep saying it over and over again with your breathing.  So if you have the word peace,
internally you should be thinking to yourself, peace… peace…peace...  Keep breathing very
slowly.  Keep feeling yourself slow down as you focus on this one sound.  And keep repeating 
it internally to yourself or whispering it to yourself.  And with each breath, just allow yourself to
do this slower and slower.  If at any point some other idea comes into your mind, don’t be critical
about it, don’t get upset about it, just return to your word.  Just return to the word of peace or
love or whatever you chose.
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There’s no particular goal to this practice.  You’re not expected to feel anything in particular.
Just keep coming back to this particular word or phrase. 

If you feel yourself drifting off in one way or another, bring yourself back to the word or phrase.
Your frontal lobes are helping you to concentrate, and they’re slowing everything down.  Try to
feel the word or phrase throughout your brain.  Try to feel it throughout your body.  And allow
your whole self to relax into that word or phrase.  You might even feel your body vibrating to 
it.  And keep coming back to that feeling and keep repeating the word, peace… peace...

Do this for as long as you like.  You can continue to do it for five or 10 minutes.  Even a short
period of time can help relax you.  Bring your focus back.  And help rejuvenate your mind and
your brain.  

When you’re finished, it’s good to sit quietly for a moment or two.  Slowly open your eyes and
notice how you feel.  Do you feel relaxed and calm?  Act as if you are waking up, slowly starting
to move.  Move your body, your arms, and your legs and return to your everyday way of being.

The relaxation response also does what a lot of spiritual practices help with, which is a slowing
down of your mind.  When you go to church or synagogue or mosque at the end of a busy week,
it’s a way of settling your mind down.  It’s a way of refocusing your mind.  It’s a way of
changing your attitudes about things, to remind you of the things that are important.  So these
types of practices, like the relaxation response or Centering Prayer, these are great ways of even
in a very short period of time in between when you go to a church, for example, to be able to
engage the process and be able to bring that spiritual self back to something that is beneficial 
to you and helps to improve your overall mental health.

While we’re focusing this program on the spiritual, the spiritual is integrated into your body 
and into your life.  However you begin to define what is meaningful, important, or spiritual 
to yourself, you want to do your best to try to find an integrated way to bring all of those parts 
of yourself to their optimal level of functioning.  
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CD4: How Beliefs Affect Your Brain

Belief: a feeling that something exists or is true, especially one without proof (Oxford English
Dictionary)

Some Questions to Start
Where did you get your beliefs about the following areas? Who gave them to you? How did you
come to these beliefs?

Religion/Spirituality

Morality

Politics

The best way to live your life

Describe a time when your brain made a mistake — you thought you heard or saw something
that wasn’t accurate and this led you to believe something that wasn’t true. What happened when
you realized the mistake?
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The Brain Makes Mistakes
The perceptions we have about the world may be inaccurate and yet still create a belief system
based on that inaccurate perception.

The first time you ever hear about a religious tradition or a belief system or a political system,
your brain starts to think about it.  It listens to what somebody says, and it cognitively tries to
understand and grasp the ideas.  Does it make sense to you?  If it makes sense to you, then you
begin to include these new ideas as part of your belief system.

On the other hand, if the ideas don’t make sense to you, then you tend to find some kind of
logical way of disregarding them.  Even in the scientific world, we see this happening all the
time.  There is typically a prevailing notion about physics or chemistry or biology that a lot of
scientists buy into.  When suddenly there is new information that comes in, we have to try to find
a way to shift our paradigm.  

Memory and Beliefs
Another element of our cognition is our memory, which is always a very important part in
creating our beliefs and maintaining those beliefs over time.  But memory has unfortunately been
shown to be woefully inadequate.  The longer we go from a particular event, the harder time we
have of remembering it.  So, often, we can color our memories; we can change the memories that
we have.  

Describe a time when you, or someone you know, remembered something differently as time
passed.

Our brain creates belief systems that help us to categorize ideas in the world, understand ideas in
the world, and put them together in a way that makes sense for us so that we can use them in an
effective way.  But we are very restricted by the brain process that we have that we bring to these
different belief systems.
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Emotions and Beliefs
Remember that the emotions relate to our limbic system, the areas of our brain that help us to
feel love, compassion, anger, and hatred.  These emotions are very important in our belief
system.  

In fact, when you think about how rationality works, usually when you’re talking about logic and
rational thought, it’s primarily providing a way of thinking about things, but you still ultimately
need your emotions in order to start making decisions. 

When you start to form a belief, you use your rational mind to understand the pros and cons of it.
You look at the experiences you’ve had in your life and the perceptions you have of the subject.
When your belief fits with your perception and experience, you’re likely to have positive
emotions. But what happens when in a discussion you are confronted with a different belief
system from your own? It might start out as a rational discussion but eventually can become
emotionally very heated. It shifts from cognition to emotion.

And as the process goes on, the emotions that you hold wind up having a great impact on the
beliefs that you have and how you begin to relate and behave with respect to others.  After all,
the beliefs that you hold are incredibly important to you and to your brain.  They are absolutely
fundamental to your ability to appropriately and adequately survive throughout your life.  

So if you’re confronted with somebody else’s ideas, you usually have one of two choices.  Either
your beliefs are correct and the other person’s beliefs are incorrect, or vice versa.  Which way
does your brain go?  Well, from an emotional perspective, it’s far better for your brain to
continue to accept your own belief system rather than to suddenly accept a new one.  To realize
that somebody else’s belief system is correct and yours is wrong actually leads you down a path
that is very anxiety provoking.  Suddenly you realize you don’t understand the world.  You don’t
understand the world the way in which you think you should.

The brain is much less comfortable thinking that somebody else knows what’s right and you
don’t.  Therefore, the brain decides to conclude, “No, that’s okay.  I really know what my beliefs
are, and I know that my beliefs are right.” And you begin to use your emotions to not only
support your beliefs, but to defend them as well.  

Describe a time when you, or someone you know, became emotionally upset during a rational
discussion of different beliefs. Did both sides adhere to their beliefs?
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We’re also moving into the notion of how social consensus affects our beliefs, and this, to me,
is the last element of where our beliefs come from.  Our beliefs are constantly affected by others.
Our beliefs start with our parents, teachers, friends, colleagues, and spouses. Research shows that
we will frequently adjust our beliefs to be consistent with those around us. It is hard to come to
beliefs purely on your own without any social input.

Describe a time when your beliefs were affected by someone else:

The Neurons that Fire Together, Wire Together
The idea here is that the more you use a particular neuronal path in the brain, the stronger that
path becomes.  In the context of beliefs, that means that the more you reflect on a particular
belief, the stronger the neuro-connections are that support that belief.

The flipside of this is that if you start to move away from a particular belief, you have the kind 
of use-it-or-lose-it notion that as you stop using a particular pathway of neurons, they begin to
become weaker and you begin to lose them.

Practices such as meditation and prayer work so well because of these very biological processes.
What exactly does prayer do?  Well, you continue to focus on a particular concept about God.
You may think about God in a Christian context, for example, and think about the Father, the
Son, and the Holy Ghost.  You may have a Jewish perspective and think about the one
monotheistic God.  Whatever your belief system is, as you do the prayer, you keep reflecting on
the nature of God that you understand, the nature of God that you believe in.  And the more you
do this prayer throughout the day, throughout the week, throughout the month, throughout your
life, the stronger those neuronal connections are, and the stronger your beliefs become.  

So practices like meditation and prayer are wonderful for helping you to create beliefs and, more
importantly, to maintain those beliefs.  In large part, it is because they are repetitious.  They help
to tie our beliefs to relevant information around us, to our behaviors, and they incorporate our
emotions as well to help to support the beliefs that we hold.  

In fact, it’s practices such as meditation and prayer that can also be used if you come to the
conclusion that you need to change your beliefs.  You can turn to other ideas, other belief
systems and use a practice like meditation or prayer to be able to incorporate the new belief
system into your brain.  It’s a conscious process.  It’s a process that requires energy to be put into
that system so that you can break the old bonds of belief and establish new ones in the brain.

29



The Sitting with Your Anger Practice
The Sitting with Your Anger Practice is a way of trying to help you to cope with the anger that
you may feel toward another person, someone whom you’ve disagreed with. This may be
somebody at work; it could be a loved one, a child, or a parent. The idea here is that you
currently hold a belief that incorporates anger as an emotion.  

As with the other exercises, I want you to find a quiet place to sit down, a place where you won’t
be disturbed by anyone else or by the phone ringing or the television being on.  And as you sit
there, I want you to take 10 very slow, deep breaths.  Take a deep breath in… and a deep breath
out…. Get yourself into a calmer sense of relaxation.

Spend a little bit of time reflecting on a particular situation, maybe one that you’ve had in the
past, preferably one that you have right now, where you’ve been upset or angry at another
person. Picture the person’s face in as much detail as you can, and spend a minute thinking about
exactly what happened that made you angry with the person.  Let yourself feel that anger.  Think
about why you’re angry.  

Then I want you to take three more deep breaths and try to reflect even more on the negative
feelings that you’re having for the moment.  Each time you begin to feel a deeper sense of anger,
come back to your breath and take three deep breaths in and then out. 

As you recall the anger, think about where you feel the anger right now.  Do you feel your heart
racing?  Do you feel your stomach churning?  Is it giving you a headache? And as you feel that
feeling, take another deep breath in and let the breath out.  

Try to observe your feelings.  Observe your anger as if you were watching television. Try to
apply a word or a phrase to your feelings.  Say to yourself, “I feel angry.” If you need to, you
can even say it out loud.  But then take a deep breath and try to feel yourself relaxing, even
though you keep trying to reflect on this moment of anger. 

Then take another deep breath, and even though you continue to reflect on the feelings of anger,
each time I want you to take a deep breath and allow yourself to relax and feel calmer. 

If your mind wanders onto some other topic, simply take another deep breath and refocus on the
memory and the feelings of anger that you have.

Ask yourself if you’ve ever felt this before. Are there other feelings of anger that you may be
harboring that are augmenting the current feeling that you have about this individual?  Take
another deep breath.  Each time that you reflect on the feeling of anger, I want you to keep
coming back to taking two or three breaths.  Allow yourself to feel relaxed. 
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Reflect on the specific ideas or beliefs that you have about that anger.  What is it that actually
made you angry?  Was it something that they said?  Was it something that they did?  

Reflect on your own thoughts and feelings. Did you interpret it correctly? Could you have
handled the situation in a different way?

Don’t be judgmental about yourself or your feelings.  Just reflect on them. Think about what they
mean to you and each time come back to another breath, a breath in and a breath out.

And when you’re ready, you can take one more breath, try to let those feelings go, and slowly
open your eyes.

Now the point of this practice is not to get rid of your anger, but to think about it, to reflect on it,
to try to understand it, to understand where your beliefs come from with the goal that perhaps
now you can go back and readdress the situation with that person to see if there is something that
you can do to resolve it.  And when you do that, keep in mind the feelings that you have of the
relaxation along with the feelings of anger or hurt that you may have. 

This practice is something that can help to reduce the overall response in your brain and your
body to the feelings of anger that you may have.  It can help you to resolve the negative emotions
that you have, and hopefully allow you to create a more positive and constructive approach to
this particular situation.
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CD5: Spiritually Exercising Your Brain

Choose the Best Practices for You
As we go through a variety of different exercises and practices, it might be helpful for you to
think about how they might be something that is useful to you.  Although all of the practices
have been tested in the medical literature and reported in terms of their effects on either the
brain, the psyche, or the body, not each of them is going to work perfectly for you.  You may find
that more active practices are better for you.  You might find that more passive practices are
better for you.  You might feel that you need to modify them so that instead of reflecting on the
notion of spirituality, you reflect on the notion of love. Or instead of an image of God, you might
focus on an image of a loved one.  Whatever works best for you is ultimately the kind of practice
that you can begin to incorporate into your own set of practices that you use to help to continue
to strengthen and enhance your own brain’s function. 

Three Types of Practices
Along these lines, there are three basic concepts that seem to inundate all of the different ideas
and practices.  These three concepts are intention, relaxation, and awareness.  

Intention Practices
Intention refers to the goals that you decide to manifest in your own life.  Practices like
meditation and prayer work very well because we can utilize our intention to focus our mind on
the task at hand.  

It is this intention that also helps us to maintain and modify our belief systems.  We use our
intention to help us to formulate our beliefs initially.  We use our intention to help us galvanize
those beliefs so that we create a belief system that works well for us.  And we can also use our
intention to change those beliefs when we find that they are not working as well as we would
like.  To some extent, we also use our intention to review where our belief systems are.  

Take a few moments and reflect on what beliefs you have about spirituality, about politics, about
morality.  Are they working for you the way that you want?  Do you feel a sense of peace and
contentment in your life, a sense of satisfaction?  Or are you feeling stressed, anxious, uncertain,
unhappy?  If you are, spend some time reflecting on the areas in which those negative feelings
manifest greatly.  Is it in your job, a relationship, how you interact with others?  And spend some
time using your intention to focus on them and trying to understand exactly the issues that you
feel need to be improved in your life. Write your thoughts in the following space:
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Relaxation Practices
The second principle of trying to enhance your brain is relaxation.  So often, many of us find our
lives without very much relaxation.  We’re constantly working, taking care of people, running
around, doing our errands, and paying our bills.  All of these things take up so much time and
energy and effort that very rarely do we have an opportunity to truly relax ourselves.  

From the brain perspective, we’re talking about turning down the areas of our limbic system like
the amygdala and turning down that arousal side of our autonomic nervous system so that we are
much more calm.  We can rejuvenate our energy stores and we can feel a sense of relaxation
come over us so that we can be more effective when we go back out into the world and engage
with all of the stresses that we have to face.

Awareness Practices
The final and third element of trying to improve and strengthen your brain is a sense of
awareness.  How aware are you of the things that are going on around you?  Do you spend time
to, as they say, stop and smell the roses? Being aware of your thoughts, feelings, and experiences
is a powerful way to strengthen the brain and improve your life.

An Awareness Exercise
The next time that you get up in the morning, instead of just going through your routine
without thinking about it, you can still go through it at the same speed but consciously
bring your awareness to everything that you do.  When you brush your teeth and wash
your face, don’t just do them, but feel the bristles against your teeth.  Feel how
invigorating it is. What is the flavor of the toothpaste? Do you like it?  Do you enjoy the
mintyness of it?  When you wash your face, smell the soap, feel the coolness of the water
as it splashes against your face and your forehead.  As you go into the kitchen and you get
your cup of coffee, listen to the pouring of the coffee into the cup.  Smell the smells.
Reflect on how much you enjoy the smell of the coffee.  And when you taste it, don’t just
taste the coffee but think about what it tastes like.  How does it make you feel?  Can you
imagine the coffee beans and how ripe they once were and how they’re used to make this
wonderful brew of coffee for you this morning?  

When you do this, suddenly, your morning becomes a completely different type of experience.
You’re aware of what you are doing, and you can enjoy the experiences at a much more profound
and deeper level.
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This is true even if you have a negative kind of experience.  Maybe you wake up and you’re in
some pain this morning.  You’ve got some arthritis or you hurt yourself playing a sport the other
day.  Feel that too.  Don’t just ignore it, but what does it feel like to you?  Are there ways in
which you can try to improve it?  Are there ways in which you’re worried about it?  And allow
yourself to feel that way, to think that way, and experience all of the positive and negative
feelings that you may have.

Another Awareness Exercise
The next time you go to church or synagogue and you’re there saying a prayer, think about
exactly how you’re saying that prayer.  Don’t just say it.  Don’t just let it roll off your
tongue without thinking about it because that’s just what you’re supposed to do.  What
does it mean to you?  Reflect on a particular thought or feeling that pops into your head.

And again, you don’t have to be judgmental about any particular thoughts that you have, positive
or negative, but explore them.  Allow yourself to be aware of them and see how it makes you
feel.  Does it make you feel happy?  Does it make you feel sad?  Does it make you think about 
a person whom you knew a long time ago, maybe somebody who passed away?  All of these are
so special to be able to have those feelings in the first place and to allow ourselves to bring that
awareness that our mind has, that consciousness that our brain has to think about our world and
to understand our world in a much richer and deeper way.

10 Ways to Improve Your Brain
1. Smile

Smiling Practice
Whether you’re in the car or in your home, gently allow yourself to develop a smile on
your face.  It can be a small smile; it can be a big smile.  It may seem a little strange at
first, but allow yourself to hold that smile for about 10 or 20 seconds.  And as you do that,
think about how you’re feeling.  Is it making you feel good?  Maybe it’s making you
laugh a little bit.  If you’re out and about, if somebody is looking at you as you’re
smiling, maybe they’ll smile back.  And simply by doing this for 20 seconds, 30 seconds,
you’re actually changing the way in which your brain works, you’re lowering your levels
of stress, you’re lowering your levels of anxiety.  And if you now have to go in and talk
with somebody at work or one of your family members or a friend, you’re going to talk 
to them in a more effective way simply by smiling at them.

2. Stay Intellectually Active
Intellectual Activity
Reflect on something that’s of interest to you.  Think about your political beliefs.  Have
you learned anything new recently?  Think about an idea related to how the United States
should handle a particular foreign issue or how it should handle the economy.  Have you
heard of any new arguments recently?  Spend five minutes looking it up on the Internet or
thinking about it.  Do you agree with your own beliefs?  Are there new ones that you
think might be better?  
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3. Conscious Relaxation
Some Conscious Relaxation Ideas
Relaxing music
Lighting candles
A warm bath or shower
Sitting with your eyes closed for a few minutes
Going out into nature

4. Yawn
Yawning Practice
Take a couple of deep fake yawns and see if it makes you yawn for real. Yawning is
actually a way of reinvigorating the brain. It wakes you up and relaxes you at the same
time.

5. Meditate or Pray
Meditation/Prayer Practice
Spend a few minutes engaged in meditation or prayer.

6. Eat Healthfully
Healthful Eating Questions and Practice
What is in your diet?  What have you been eating today?  Are you eating regularly so that
you maintain a stable level of glucose in your body so that your brain can continue to
work as effectively as possible?  Are you eating too much or too much junk food? Write
your answers in the following space:

Incorporate some healthy brain foods into your diet. Some suggestions are:
Supplements:
• Folic Acid (found in green leafy vegetables and beans)
• Omega-3 Fatty Acids
• Alpha Lipoic acid (aLa)
• Acetyl-L-Carnitine
• Phosphatidyl Serine (PS)
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Foods:
• Fish/Fish oil
• Antioxidant-rich fruits and vegetables (The best of these, according to the U.S.
Department of Agriculture, are blueberries, blackberries, cranberries, strawberries,
spinach, raspberries, Brussels sprouts,  plums, broccoli, beets, avocados, oranges,
red grapes, red bell peppers, cherries, and kiwis. Five servings a day of fruits and
vegetables is recommended.)
• Complex carbohydrates (such as whole grains, starchy vegetables, and fruits)
• Green tea
• Eggs

7. Sleep
Sleep Practice
Identify how much sleep is ideal for you. Consider some of the practices that we have
been talking about and that we will talk about in this program.  Practices such as the
Kirtan Kriya meditation or other meditation practices can be done right before going to
bed and can create a sense of relaxation and calmness that can help you fall asleep more
effectively. Do the best that you can to maintain a good level of sleep.  Sleep as long as
you possibly can and make sure that you catch up with your sleep if there are times when
you wind up having to lose sleep because of work or other things that are going on in
your life.

8. Physical Exercise
Exercise Practice
Exercise can take many forms. You can just take a walk each day and make sure that you
walk a sufficient amount, maybe at least 30 minutes or so.  But you can get exercise
throughout the day.  Walk up and down the stairs at your office building instead of taking
the elevator.  Walk to the store instead of driving in the car for five minutes.  All of these
are ways in which you can help to improve your physical exercise. Also do specific formal
types of exercise, including athletics, such as tennis or soccer or anything that you can
enjoy and can actively move your body. Good strenuous and aerobic exercise for 15 or 20
minutes or at least taking a walk for 30 to 45 minutes a day can be a wonderful way of
enhancing your brain’s function and making sure that your brain works in its optimal way.

9. Social Interaction
Social Interaction Practice
Go and engage with other human beings. Talk to them, engage them, have conversations
and discussions and debates. 
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10. Faith
Faith Practice
Spend several minutes sitting in a chair breathing slowly in and out and reflect on those
things that give you the most faith, the most optimism.  Is the world going to be a better
place?  Can you help to make it a better place?  How can you give somebody some extra
hope and faith in his or her life?  What are the ways in which you derive meaning and
happiness and contentment?  And focus on them, even if it’s for a moment or two.
Breathe deeply; bring your intention and your relaxation to your feelings of great faith,
great hope, great optimism. Allow yourself to feel that feeling of optimism and faith.
Allow it to pervade your whole mind and your whole body.  And take several deep
breaths and return back to your regular life.
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CD6: Specific Practices for a Powerful Brain 

General Guidelines for All of the Practices
Begin by finding a comfortable site, maybe a chair or lying down. You can experiment with
different types of postures to find one that’s most comfortable for you.  You want to find a room
or an area where you can have a few moments to yourself where hopefully you won’t be
bothered by the telephone or noises or anybody coming in to interrupt you.

Even if you’re at work, sometimes you can find a few moments at your desk or elsewhere in
your office where you can do some of these practices even for a couple of minutes.  

There’s no fundamental right or wrong way to do these practices.  Each of you has to find the
way that works best for you, the way that makes the most sense, and the way that resonates with
your beliefs and your ideas about yourself and about the world.  

As we go through each of these practices, think about them, experiment with them, try them in
different ways, see the ways that might work best for you, and find the ways that don’t work well
for you so you can exclude them in the future.

Also, don’t be hard on yourself.  The first time you do these practices, it’s like the first time
when you pick up a tennis racket or pick up a golf club or do anything in life.  It’s not going to
work that well the first time.  They usually take a little bit of time before you feel comfortable
with them, before they feel more natural to you.  So don’t judge yourself too harshly if you find
that you’re not doing as good a job as you think you should.  There isn’t a right or wrong way to
do them.  The important issue is that you find something that works best for you.

Breathing Awareness Meditation
Sit down in your chair, and, if you want, you can rest your hands on your lap.  Uncross your
legs, relax your body as much as you can, and if you’re lying down, just put your hands by your
side and rest comfortably.  

Now you don’t have to do anything more than simply pay attention to your breath.  Breathe in
slowly through your nose, and as you do, notice the cool temperature of air as it comes in, and
then exhale.  Notice the temperature of the air as you breathe out.  Does it feel warm to you when
you breathe out?  How cold is it when you breathe in?  And continue to slowly breathe in and
out, and do this about 10 times, very slowly. And continue to take these nice deep breaths.
Breathe in, hold it for a second, and breathe out.  Try not to think of anything in particular, other
than focusing your attention, focusing your awareness on your breath.

If you do notice that your mind wanders, that’s okay.  Don’t get frustrated; don’t get negative.
Allow yourself to think or feel the feelings that you have and then return to focusing on your
breathing.  Take a deep breath in, pause for a moment, and take a deep breath out.

40



As you continue to breathe, feel your own mind.  What are you feeling?  Are you feeling stressed
because you’re slowing everything down?  Are you feeling comfortable and calm because of the
slow breathing that you’re doing?  Are there anxious thoughts that come into your mind?  Are
there pleasant thoughts?  But each time you have one of those thoughts, allow yourself to think
about it and then return to your focus on just the breathing, breathing in and breathing out.

Now shift your attention to your abdomen.  As you take a deep breath in, can you feel your
stomach rising and falling with each breath?  Notice if you have any tension in your abdomen,
any pain.  What are you feeling in there?  Allow yourself to feel it, and return to your breath.

Now shift your focus to your chest and feel how your chest expands and contracts with each
breath.  If you want, you can take a deep breath in and hold it for five seconds and then breathe
out.  Were you able to feel your body and your chest and your abdomen?  How did they feel when
you took a deep breath?  Can you notice when some of your breaths are more shallow than
others?  

Return to your breath now, breathing in and breathing out.  Are you aware of anything in your
environment, in the room around you?  Do you hear some voices or birds?  How do they sound?
Did the sounds seem more intense, or can you barely hear them at all?  

Now return to your breathing.  Breathe in and breathe out.  Do you notice anything in your body
in terms of feeling tense or relaxed, excited or calm?  If you do, allow yourself to think about it
for a moment, and then slowly return back to the breathing.

Again, feel how your breath comes in through your nose and mouth.  Feel the cool air coming in,
circulating in your mouth and nose, deep into your lungs, and as you breathe out, feel the
warmth of the air returning to the world. Are you feeling more awake?  Are you feeling more
tired?  Whatever feelings you have, positive or negative, remember not to be judgmental.  Notice
them, feel them, and then return to your breathing.

Now I’m going to bring this exercise to a close.  I want you to take three more nice slow breaths,
breathing in and breathing out.  And when you’re ready, slowly open your eyes, stand up, and
take a moment to look around, maybe stretch for a moment, and think about how you’re feeling
at that moment.  And then slowly begin to walk and return back to your everyday life.

What did you experience during this exercise?
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Progressive Muscle Relaxation
Close your eyes and take a very deep breath in.  Hold it as long as you can.  And then breathe
out all the way.  Repeat this four or five times.  Breathe all the way in, and then all the way out.   

On the next breath I want you to start at the top of your head by tightening all of the muscles in
your face. Scrunch your face up as much as you possibly can and hold it for about five seconds.
And now relax all of the muscles in your face.  Take a deep breath in, and a deep breath out.  And
you can do this scrunching your face all the way up, holding it for five or 10 seconds, and then
releasing it.  

Next I want you to breathe in and tighten your mouth and jaw by itself. Maybe grit your teeth
and hold it for about five seconds. And then breathe out and allow your mouth and jaw to relax.

Now open your mouth as wide as possible.  Hold it for several seconds.  And then release it.  And
take one more breath. And as you exhale, try to release all of the tension that remains in your
face.  

Now I want you to pull your shoulders up toward your head, shrug your shoulders as tightly as
you can, and tighten all the muscles in your neck.  Hold this for five seconds. And then push your
shoulders down. Take a deep breath.  Breathe in.  And breathe out.  

Now we’re going to focus on your arms.  I want you to clench your fists and tighten all the
muscles in your arm as much as you possibly can.  Hold it for about five seconds.  And then
release your hands and relax the muscles in your arm. Bend your elbows as if you’re making a
strong muscle in your biceps. And hold that muscle as tightly as you possibly can for five
seconds.  And then release the muscle, straighten your arm out, and relax your hands.

Now take a deep breath in and hold that breath for five seconds, tightening all the muscles in
your chest.  And release the breath, feeling all of your chest muscles relax.  

Now I want you to tighten all of your abdominal muscles.  Make it feel as if you’re bearing down
very hard. Hold it for five seconds. And then relax your stomach muscles.  Take another deep
breath in, and again tighten your abdominal muscles.  Hold your breath for five seconds, and
then release your breath and relax your abdominal muscles.  

Now tighten your buttocks.  Hold them as tightly as you can for five seconds.  And then release.
Take a nice deep breath in.  And tighten your upper legs, your thigh muscles as tightly as
possible. Hold them for five seconds. And then relax. 

Now tighten your calves, and hold them for five seconds. And now relax your calves.  And take a
deep breath in, and a deep breath out. 
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Now bend your feet up toward your head and hold it as tightly as you possibly can.  Hold it for
five seconds, and then release.  

Now push your feet as far away from you as you can, as if you’re pushing on a gas pedal. Hold it
there for five seconds. And then release.  

Now scrunch up your toes real tight and hold them, again for five seconds, and then release
them.  

Take a few deep breaths, breathing in and breathing out.    

Now take one last big breath in, and try to tighten all the muscles in your entire body, and hold
that for five or 10 seconds.  Hold it.  And then release your muscles, and breathe out, and allow
all of the air to come out of your lungs.  

Now before we end, do a quick body scan.  How do all the different muscles of your body feel?
Do you feel relaxed in your face?  In your shoulders? Your arms? Your legs?  One of the most
amazing experiences is when you first get up, you’ll see exactly how relaxed you actually feel.
So stand up slowly, walk around, feel the different parts of your body and how relaxed they feel.
But take it easy for a few moments because you’re probably going to feel very relaxed, and it will
take a little while before your muscles can actually get back to their normal levels of tightness so
that you can go about your everyday life.  

What did you experience during this exercise?

Visualization Practice
Pick something that you want to visualize right now. It could be something sacred, it could be an
image of God, a cross, a star, or it could be just a nice visual image, a place where you love to
be, where you feel calm and relaxed.  The mountains, beach, by a lake. 

Begin by closing your eyes, and take four or five nice deep breaths so that you can begin to feel
yourself become relaxed.  Take a nice deep breath in, a nice deep breath out.  And bring forth
that visual image that you find calming and relaxing.  
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Focus your attention on that image.  How does that image make you feel?  Does it make you feel
calm and content?  Think about the feelings that it generates through your body.  All the while
breathing calmly and slowly, taking a deep breath in, and a deep breath out.   If you’re
visualizing being on a nice beach somewhere or by a lake, you can imagine the feel of the air, the
warmth of the sun, looking at this beautiful image that makes you feel calm and serene.  

If your attention ever wanders away from any of these images that you hold in your mind, allow
yourself to feel that.  Think about where your mind has gone, and then gently remind yourself to
come back to the image that is the focus of the practice. 

Breathe in deeply.  And breathe out.  Imagine that as you breathe in, you’re actually breathing in
the object itself.  Imagine your own self and body connecting with that object in some way.
Imagine being the sacred object, being the sunset, being the beach.  Think about how that feels.
The calmness and the serenity that makes you feel warm, relaxed, and peaceful.  

And as you do this, continue to breathe, breathing in and breathing out.  And keep coming back
to this object that is calm, relaxing, or sacred.  You might even remind yourself or push yourself
to relax even deeper into the object.  Feel yourself connecting with this visual image, as deeply
as you possibly can.  Breathing in… and breathing out.  

You may even feel as if your body has gone away and that all you can comprehend and perceive
and think about is this visual object.  You might even notice that you become intimately
connected with the object.  You might feel as if you become one with that object.   

An ancient Zen saying states that first there was the mountain and me, and now only the
mountain remains.  This, to some degree, is the goal of this practice.  Where your own self almost
feels as if it disappears into the object.  

Keep your focus on the object, breathing in and breathing out.  Take two or three more deep breaths
in and out, all the while keeping your attention on the visual image that you have before you. 

And when you’re ready, you can open your eyes and get up, and feel how your body feels before
you go back to your everyday life.  How relaxed are you? 

What did you experience during this exercise?
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The Candle Meditation
Take a candle that you can place in front of you on the table.  It should be a candle that can burn
for at least about 10 or 15 minutes, but keep in mind that this practice can be done either longer
or shorter, and if you want to do it longer just make sure that you have a bigger candle.  Make
sure that it’s in a safe holder so that it’s not going to interfere with or burn anything else around
it.  And put it on the table, a dining-room table or coffee table, whatever is near where you are,
where you can bring a comfortable chair up to the table and concentrate by focusing your eyes
on the candle.  Smells can also help to enhance the overall experience, so it can be a scented
candle or it can be a regular candle without any smell whatsoever.  

Sit down in the chair. Put your feet flat on the floor.  And relax yourself into the chair.  Make sure
that the candle is lit.  And then take several deep breaths as you begin to focus your eyes on the
flame itself.  Take several deep breaths, breathing all the way in. And breathing all the way out.   

Focus your attention on the candle.  Look at the flame.  Think about the experience you have of
looking at this candle.  You’ve looked at many candles in your life, but this is going to be a very
different kind of experience.  Look at how the flame moves.  Can you feel a breeze when you see
the flame flicker a little bit?  How does the top of the flame burn relative to the bottom of the
flame. Is the flame thick?  Thin?  How does it change?  And all the while continue to breathe
very slowly, breathing in, and breathing out.

What are the colors of the flame?  Can you see the blue that’s toward the bottom of the flame?
How yellow, how orange is the flame?  Where are the boundaries of each of the colors?   

And take a deep breath in, and take a deep breath out.  

If you notice that your eyes start to water a little bit, that’s okay. Your tears actually help to
cleanse your eyes.  If it’s bothersome, you can wipe your eye gently, and then bring your
attention and focus back to the candle.   

Does the flame grow taller at any point?  And then get smaller? Continue to watch how it
moves, how it dances.  Does it make you think or feel anything?  Does it remind you of a
birthday or an anniversary?  Does it remind you of your spirit?  Or the ways in which your 
mind moves.  

Allow yourself to continue to focus your attention and your eyes on the flame.  

Take a deep breath in.  Take a deep breath out.  If any thoughts come into your mind, feelings,
other experiences, don’t judge them, allow yourself to think about them, feel about them, and
then move back to the flame. Bring your attention back to the image that is in front of you.  
Take a deep breath in.  Take a deep breathe out. 
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Now close your eyes and visualize the flame in your own mind.  Can you see the flame dancing
and fluttering in your mind like the real flame in front of you?  If you find that you have trouble
with the image, then open your eyes and look at the flame again.  Concentrate on the flame.
Study the flame.  Can you feel yourself becoming connected to that flame?  Can you feel yourself
being absorbed into the flame?  

Allow yourself to calm yourself.  Relax, and return to your breathing.  Breathing in and
breathing out.  Again, you can close your eyes at any time and try to imagine the flame. Hold the
image of the flame in your mind, all the while breathing in and breathing out.  

And when you’re ready, you can open your eyes, you can blow out the flame, and you can spend
a little time looking at the smoke and the way it dances away from the candle, the different
shapes it makes in the air.  And take a deep breath in and a deep breath out.  And now you can
stand up and prepare yourself to return to everyday life.  But feel the feelings that you had and
the calmness and the relaxation that you had.  

What did you experience during this exercise?

The Walking Meditation Practice
Find a place where you can walk around for about 10 or 20 paces.  It could be a large room; it
could be a hallway.  It’s ideal if you can do something outside, in a garden or a lawn area where
you have a little bit of time that you can just walk around. 

Ideally it’s a quiet place and a place where you won’t be disturbed by too many outside noises
other than the natural noises of the world around you.  So I want to begin by having you start by
taking your first step. As you walk, I want you to bring your awareness to your legs and to your
feet. Imagine them moving below you.  How do the muscles in your legs tighten and release as
you take each step?  Bring your awareness to the heel of each foot as you make a step and how
you transfer the weight from the heel to the toes as you move forward.  And then feel the heel 
of the next food touching down and shifting the weight forward again. 

As you begin to focus on your legs, I want you to take several deep breaths. Some people prefer
to take a breath with each step.  But each time you take a breath, keep bringing your attention
back to your legs, to how you’re walking, to how they feel each time they hit the ground, and
each time you move your weight from one foot to the next.  
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Does each foot feel the same?  Do the toes feel the same?  Do you feel the weight more with one
foot or the other? 

Continue to take very, very slow, very intentional steps as you walk around the area in which you
are doing the practice.  Continue to lift your feet very slowly as you walk.  Slow your pace down
as much as possible.  And feel each step as you take it.  

As you walk, you can now begin to focus your attention on the environment around you.  If you
are outside, take a look at what’s in front of you.  Are there trees?  Flowers? Grass?  What’s their
color?  How do they look to you?  Are they blurred?  Are they vivid?  Are there smells you can
detect?  Do you smell the fragrance of a flower?  Or if you’re inside do you smell a cleanser? 
A perfume? 

Keep coming back to your breath as you walk.  Breathing in, breathing out.  And allowing
yourself to have all of your senses turned on.  Feel all the different things that come in through
your senses.  The sights.  The smells.  The sounds.   Do you notice any feelings inside of you?  
Do you feel happy and content?  Do you feel calm and relaxed?  Are there any areas that feel
tense and anxious?  

It’s not always easy to walk in a completely different way.  So you might feel a little awkward at
first.  And that’s okay.  Any time you feel a negative emotion, or a feeling that doesn’t seem to fit,
just allow it to happen. Come back to your breath, and come back to the focus on your steps.
One foot after the other.  Feeling your legs, feeling your feet moving you through the world.  

And continue to breathe in and breathe out as you walk around and take in everything that you
possibly can through your senses.  It can be very stimulating, but it can be very calming, and 
is a wonderful way to connect yourself to the world around you.  

When you’re done, you can stop your walking.  Take one more deep breath. Feel your body.
Take a look around you.  Let your senses feel all the things that are around you.  And then you
can go back to walking at your usual frantic pace as you rejoin your regular everyday life.  

What did you experience during this exercise?
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The Loving Kindness Meditation Practice
Allow yourself to become calm.  Relax.  Breathing in and breathing out.  You can close your eyes.
First send some love to yourself by repeating the following prayer about five or 10 times.  You
can say it out loud or you can say it silently to yourself.  The short prayer is the following:  May
I be happy.  May I be well.  May I be filled with love, kindness, and peace.  Now how does that
make you feel by saying that?  Do you feel calm?  Do you feel deserving of being calm and
peaceful?  Whatever your feelings, allow yourself to feel them. Don’t judge them.  Take a deep
breath in, and repeat the prayer.  Say it several more times. May I be happy.  May I be well.  May
I be filled with love, kindness, and peace.  Do you feel differently each time you say it?  Do you
feel more filled with warmth and compassion?  

Now I want you to turn that feeling toward somebody else.  I want you to think about someone
who may be important to you. Maybe a spouse. Maybe a child.  Maybe a colleague.  Maybe it’s
someone whom you haven’t been getting along well with.  And I want you to think about sending
this person thoughts of happiness, wellness, love, and kindness.  You can even use the same kind
of prayer by saying, may you be happy.  May you be well.  May you be filled with love, kindness,
and peace.  

After each time you say it, take a deep breath in and a deep breath out.  Bring your attention to
the person whom you want to send this feeling of love and kindness to.  And repeat the phrase.
Repeat it as often as you like or come up with a phrase that you find easier to say.  It can be
long, it can be short, but make it something you feel comfortable with. Something that you can
repeat in your own mind, and something that’s easy to remember.  

If you want, you can keep shifting to other people.  For a few moments you might say this prayer
toward your spouse.  And then after you’ve done that a few times, you might say it toward your
child or toward a friend.  You might even begin to experiment with sending a feeling of love and
kindness to other people.  Think about your whole neighborhood.  Think about the people whom
you work with, people you interact with, your community.  Think about the people in your church
or your synagogue or your mosque.  Who needs that feeling?  Who might you be able to send a
feeling of comfort and love and peace to?

You might try to extend this feeling of love and compassion to people who are more difficult to
feel love and compassion about.  People who have made you angry.  People whom you think are
not moral.  People whom you don’t like.  

Now if you don’t feel comfortable with that, again don’t judge yourself. It may not be the right
time.  But come back to yourself, come back to your breathing. You can even repeat the phrases
about yourself as well, to remind yourself that you deserve the love and kindness as well as
others do. 
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If you want to pick one particular person, you can also try to imagine the person’s face, the
person’s body. Think about how he or she makes you feel.  Especially if it’s a negative way, and
begin to say the phrases again, may you be happy, may you be well, may you be filled with love,
kindness, and peace.    

You might even consider expanding it to the country or even to all of humanity.  May everyone be
happy, may everyone be well, may everyone be filled with love, kindness, and peace.  

Hold the vision of love, kindness, and peace in your mind as pertaining to the entire world, to all
the people in every country and every place.  How does this make you feel?  Does it make you
feel peaceful and calm and loving?  If there are any times when you feel anger or hatred, again,
don’t judge this.  Allow yourself to feel it.  Return to your breathing, return to the phrases, and
return to your feelings of love and kindness and peace.  

When you are ready to stop, you can open your eyes, try to hold that vision in your mind as you
complete the practice, and return to your everyday life.  

What did you experience during this exercise?
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