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InTrodUcTIon
My Journey Back

 We shall not cease from exploration

 And the end of our exploring

 Will be to arrive where we started

 And know the place for the first time.

 —T. S. ELIOT

how often have you set out upon some course of exploration—

perhaps a relationship, a journey, or a field of study—then put it aside 

for a time, only to find the experience quite different when you return? 

The Greek philosopher Heraclitus said you can never step in the same 

river twice, because the second time you have changed, and therefore 

the experience is different. That is how it was for me and Transcen-

dental Meditation (TM).

The first time I ever heard of TM, I was a medical student in Johan-

nesburg, South Africa. It was the early seventies, and at that time, even 

in apartheid South Africa, the world of the young was rustling with 

promises of change. Anything seemed possible. The Beatles had gone 

to India to learn TM from its modern-day founder, Maharishi Mahesh 

Yogi. This quest for exotic wisdom was embodied for me in the words 

of the rock musical Hair, “I’ve been to India and saw the yogi light.”
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4 T r a n s c e n d e n c e

I was intrigued. What was transcendence? What was the yogi 

light, and how might I find it?—without actually going to India 

(which was not in the cards either financially or logistically). I was 

drawn to the promise of an alternative type of consciousness, one that 

embraced all human beings and the universe to boot, yet involved no 

mind-altering drugs.

Happily, it turned out that the practice of Transcendental Medita-

tion had already reached the far shores of Africa, so a fellow medical 

student and I headed off to a small house in the suburbs that doubled 

as a TM training center. I was reassured to discover that Transcen-

dental Meditation is in no way a religious practice. No one asked me 

to buy into any belief system. Instead, I learned that TM is simply a 

technique of the mind that can be practiced by people of any religion 

or of no religion at all. The technique goes back thousands of years 

and was taught to Maharishi Mahesh Yogi by his own teacher in the 

Himalayas. Maharishi extracted the TM technique from its religious 

context and distilled it to its essence, which he believed could be of 

value to people of all creeds in many situations.

Maharishi brought the technique first to India (in 1955) and then 

to the rest of the world, including the United States, which he first vis-

ited in 1959. Although for many Westerners Maharishi is most widely 

known for his contact with the Beatles in the 1960s, that was only a 

small part of his career. He was the founder and leader of the worldwide 

Transcendental Meditation program for over fifty years and devoted 

his life to sharing his insights and knowledge both in his writing and 

his public appearances. He also promoted scientific testing of the tech-

nique, to help bring meditation into the scientific mainstream.

As part of our TM instruction, my friend and I were each given 

our own mantra (a sound-word-vibration). Then, over several days, we 

were taught how to think the mantra as we sat in quiet relaxation. We 

were to practice for twenty minutes twice a day. Although I found it 
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very soothing, I did not feel any lasting effect—which in retrospect is 

hardly surprising, since I seldom practiced. In the busy life of a medi-

cal student, TM slid down my priority list, then off. It was replaced 

by studies, dissections, autopsies, and eventually patients, the most re-

warding part of a medical education. Add in my rudimentary attempts 

at a social life, and no time seemed left in the day.

The brain in all its wondrous mystery has always intrigued me, so I 

became a psychiatrist. I immigrated to the United States in 1976, em-

barked on a psychiatric residency at Columbia Presbyterian Hospital, 

and in 1979 moved to the National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) 

in Bethesda, Maryland, to become a researcher and pursue a clinical 

practice in psychiatry. There I soon had the good fortune to encounter 

Herb Kern, a patient whose moods varied remarkably with the seasons:1 

In the summertime he was a happy, creative scientist, but as the days 

grew shorter, he invariably fell into a deep depression. Herb theorized 

that his seasonal shifts of mood might be related to seasonal changes in 

the length of the day. He visited the NIMH during one of his depressed 

phases and became the first patient whom my colleagues and I treated 

by expanding the length of his day, using bright artificial light. Within 

three days of starting treatment, he bounced out of his depression!

The idea of seasonal mood changes driven by day length struck me 

as important because I myself, after moving north from South Africa, 

had experienced such changes, though not as severely as Herb. Per-

haps many people had such seasonal mood changes, I thought—and 

research over the years has shown it to be so! Over the next several 

years, my colleagues and I went on to describe a syndrome we called 

seasonal affective disorder (SAD), and also to develop a novel treatment 

for the condition—exposure to bright light.2 I describe the story of 

this discovery in my book Winter Blues.

Although light therapy for SAD is now routinely prescribed in all 

the darker parts of the globe, such as the northern United States and 
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Europe, at the time my research began many colleagues thought the 

idea was strange, even humorous. I had to put up with a lot of teasing, 

and I am greatly indebted to my senior colleagues at NIMH for sup-

porting a young researcher with his outlandish idea.

From that early research experience, I took away several important 

lessons: to listen carefully to my patients; to be open to new obser-

vations; to follow my intuition—even if it took me down untrodden 

paths; and never to ignore the importance of the obvious, such as light 

and dark. All these lessons are relevant to this book, because after 

thirty-five years they brought me back to Transcendental Meditation, 

that brief fad of my medical school days, and the experience was totally 

different. I now know meditation to be something that can transform 

people’s lives. And I mean transform, as in “He or she is a different 

person.”

This realization first dawned on me several years ago when I began 

to treat Paul, a young aspiring writer and filmmaker who suffered 

from severe bipolar disorder. Like me, Paul had learned TM, then let it  

lapse.

Some years later, when Paul was in his early twenties, his illness 

struck. His first manic episode was, in his words, “The beginning of a 

five-year roller coaster through hell—two psychotic manias that landed 

me in prison, a transfer to a mental hospital, a cocktail of drugs that 

caused me to gain forty pounds and evaporated all my emotions, fol-

lowed by the misery of the bipolar depressive phase that stripped me 

of all capacity for pleasure and left me suicidal.” At that point, even 

though Paul was on a combination of medications, as well as a rigorous 

program of healthy living, here’s how he describes the way he felt:

despite all these efforts, after two years of being stable since 
the end of my depression, I was still not happy. I wasn’t re-
ally unhappy, but I didn’t laugh, feel good, or have much 
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 emotion. I was basically just getting by, keeping my head 
above water. I resigned myself to the idea that I would never 
be happy—I mean truly happy.

Paul tried to start meditating again, but irregularly. That changed, 

however, after a pivotal experience, which he describes as follows:

While working on a documentary, I met a man who was a big 
meditator. somehow the subject of bipolar disorder came 
up, and it turned out that this man had a severe case. Yet he 
told me that for the last twenty years he had been really happy 
ninety percent of the time. I was amazed, but I believed him. I 
could see it in his face and his eyes—that he was really happy 
and wasn’t lying. It was then that I decided to do Tm twice a 
day every day. of course, I would miss here and there, but I 
resolved to do it regularly.

ever since then, things got better over time. The positive 
effects took a couple of months to set in noticeably. When 
they did, they came gradually, progressively, stronger and 
more profound as time passed. It is now four years since I 
have been meditating regularly and I’m better than I’ve ever 
been. Just like the man I met that day in san Francisco, I’m 
not just happy, I’m really happy ninety percent of the time.

When I told Paul that I had once practiced TM, but had let it 

lapse, he said, “You should start meditating again, Dr. Rosenthal. 

You’ll see. It’ll make a great difference.” He made this suggestion sev-

eral times and I nodded my head, all the while wondering how I would 

fit two twenty-minute sessions into an already packed day. Perhaps it 

was the earnestness of his repeated suggestion that prompted me to 

act. Or maybe it was my recollection of how, over the years, I have 
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8 T r a n s c e n d e n c e

learned at least as much from my patients as they have ever learned 

from me. It was at that time that I met Bob Roth, a highly experi-

enced teacher, who checked my meditation technique and set me on 

the right course. Unlike the young medical student I was in Johannes-

burg, I now realize that no new skill can be acquired without prac-

tice, so I have been faithful to the twice-a-day regimen. As a reward, I 

have acquired in TM a valuable tool for stilling my mind and quieting 

the fight-or-flight responses so often triggered by the stress of mod- 

ern life.

Transcendental Meditation does more than merely correct symp-

toms, however. After a few years of practice, it has allowed me to enter 

a place inside my mind that is difficult to describe with any better 

word than transcendence. It is a blissful state that encompasses elements 

of serenity, peace, and acceptance, but also exhilaration and a sense 

of new possibilities, both for now and for the future. I don’t mean to 

imply that I always feel this way—far from it. I will say, though, that 

I cannot remember a time when I have felt happier or more at peace 

with myself and my surroundings.

In the past few years, since I have been meditating regularly, I have 

recommended TM to a number of my patients, many of whom have 

reported excellent results. You will read about them in this book, to-

gether with the experience of other clinicians and researchers intrigued 

by TM. My colleagues and I are excited, not only at TM’s potential to 

relieve various forms of human suffering, but also at how much we can 

learn in the process. Transcendence turns out to be an excellent win-

dow into the mind and the brain.

A great deal of clinical research has been done on TM. For exam-

ple, we now know that when people practice TM, their blood pressure 

drops. They show higher blood levels of a soothing hormone called 

prolactin, as well as more coherent brain wave patterns, which are as-

sociated with good mental functioning. New evidence even suggests 
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that TM may improve longevity and lower medical costs by reducing 

hospital stays and doctors’ visits. Even people who are not in physical 

or psychological distress can be helped. TM has been shown to help 

“normal” people reach their full potential and live in greater harmony 

with one another.

All this research is now moving into the practical realm. Already, 

ambitious new outreach programs are using TM to help groups of peo-

ple under particular stress, including inner-city schoolchildren strug-

gling to cope with life amid the clamor of crowded and violent schools; 

veterans with post-traumatic stress disorder; homeless and formerly 

incarcerated men trying to adapt to life in the workaday world; and 

Native Americans, who are battling high rates of diseases like diabetes. 

This ancient tradition has many potential untapped uses, including 

some that you can identify by reading this book.

In addition, TM training is becoming easier to find as profession-

ally trained TM teachers are available in most parts of the world.3 As 

I will discuss later, neither this nor any book can teach the technique 

of TM, which is learned individually from a teacher. As with other 

courses of study, a fee is charged to cover costs of instruction and ad-

ministration. Do not be deterred, however. Loans, scholarships, and 

grants are available to ensure that anyone who wants to learn medita-

tion can do so.

as a person who has witnessed the mental and spiritual anguish of 

many hundreds of people, I have to say that the potential clinical power 

of this technique is amazing. It offers the promise to transform the 

lives of millions who suffer. At the same time, I hope the practice will 

not be confined to spiritual seekers or to people so afflicted that they 

come to medical attention. It can also relieve stress and maximize the 

potential that resides within each and every one of us. If Transcendental 
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Meditation were a drug, conferring so many benefits with few, if any, 

side effects, it would be a billion-dollar blockbuster.

I am not suggesting that TM be considered as a stand-alone treat-

ment for emotional disorders, especially when an effective standard of 

care already exists. But when it comes to the brain and mind, the fact 

is that no single treatment works every time for any given set of symp-

toms. We often have to try several different medications or treatment 

approaches before we find the right mix. I am suggesting that TM 

should be part of that mix, especially when conventional approaches 

prove unsatisfactory. You will meet in this book many people who fall 

into that category, people for whom TM has provided additional help 

they could find nowhere else. Indeed, for a few people, TM has done the 

job all by itself. I am thinking, for example, of a physician described in 

chapter 6, “Helping the Spikes and Valleys,” whose depression during 

medical school responded to TM after failing to respond to conven-

tional treatment. This man has stayed well without antidepressants 

for the past thirty-five years, and to this day he continues to meditate 

twice a day.

You may wonder, as I did many years ago, whether twenty minutes 

twice a day is too much time to commit. I now view it very differently. 

Soon after starting to meditate regularly, TM became for me—as it 

is for most people—a pleasant and peaceful retreat. I see it as an in-

vestment in my well-being and physical health. Finally, to my initial 

surprise, it makes me more efficient during the rest of my day—and 

others agree. As one Wall Street broker told me, far from detracting 

from his ability to get things done, his regular meditation practice 

actually gives him more productive time.

In this book I will explore four major themes related to TM, 

represented in the four parts of the book: Transcendence, Healing, 
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Transformation, and Harmony. These sections deal respectively with 

(1) the curious and wonderful state of consciousness called transcendence; 

(2) the physical benefits of TM that scientific research has confirmed; 

(3) its psychological impact, seen in research and the stories of real 

people whose lives it has transformed; and (4) the way TM promotes 

harmony at multiple levels—within the mind, between mind and 

body, between people, and within society.

Although I am excited by the relief TM offers those suffering from 

physical and emotional disorders, there is a great deal more to the 

practice. I hear all the time from both patients and friends about their 

desire to move beyond the humdrum and the ordinary. People have 

a certain yearning. It’s not that anything is wrong with their lives—

they just want something more, something larger than their daily rou-

tine. I have come to believe that for myself and many others, this need 

can be met by delving deep into the self and discovering the ocean of 

consciousness within.

In the course of my exploration, I have talked with people from 

many walks of life who have made these journeys of transcendence 

and have been transformed in the process. I have spoken to inner-city 

schoolchildren, veterans with post-traumatic stress disorder, people with 

addictions, formerly homeless and incarcerated men, and those suffering 

from emotional illnesses, and have been impressed by the impact of TM 

on their lives. I have also spoken to successful artists—including movie 

stars and filmmakers—as well as scientists and business executives, 

and have arrived at the same observations. I can only conclude that this 

technique can improve the lives of a broad sweep of people, and I look 

forward to sharing what I have learned with you.

Some of you may find this preview of the benefits of TM—this 

seemingly simple technique—exaggerated and hard to believe. I don’t 

blame you. It has taken me quite a while to come to these  conclusions 

myself. But as a psychiatrist and scientist with over thirty years of 
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 clinical and research experience, I have found that once in a great while, 

something comes along that truly surprises—TM is one such thing. I 

have examined the data—the literature, my patients, and myself—and 

am persuaded that something rather special is going on here. I encour-

age you to read the stories of the people in this book, as well as all the 

research behind my conclusions—and judge for  yourself.
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a reTUrn To The selF
Aspects of Meditation

 The Brain—is wider than the Sky—

 For—put them side by side—

 The one the other will contain

 With ease—and You—beside—

 The Brain is deeper than the sea—

 For—hold them—Blue to Blue—

 The one the other will absorb—

 As Sponges—Buckets—do—

—EMILY DICKINSON

When I think of Dickinson’s image of the brain as wider than the 

sky or deeper than the sea, it conjures up for me, as it does perhaps 

for you, a sense that our minds harbor an untapped vastness, of which 

we use only a small part. I believe that when we meditate, we venture 

into this vastness almost as astronauts or divers do. We explore a uni-

verse that is both uncharted and familiar.

Many available forms of meditation exist, involving techniques that 

vary from concentration on the breath, an image, or a sound to walking 

and other forms of movement. This book deals only with Transcenden-

tal Meditation (TM) for several reasons. First, it is the method that I 
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have practiced myself with excellent results. Second, I have observed its 

many positive effects on the lives of patients, friends, and colleagues. 

Third, it is an easy form of meditation to learn and practice. And fi-

nally, there is an astonishing amount of research on its physical and 

psychological benefits.

By my latest count, there have been 340 peer-reviewed articles pub-

lished on TM,1 many of which have appeared in highly respected jour-

nals. For those unfamiliar with scientific publishing, “peer-reviewed” 

means that each article is subjected to scrutiny by independent review-

ers who are authorities in their field. Even if the reviewers deem the 

article worthy, they typically suggest changes; only after these recom-

mendations have been addressed does the paper get published. As a 

researcher who has been both reviewer and reviewee, I can vouch for 

the large amount of work that goes into this process.

I have nothing bad to say about other forms of meditation, all of 

which have their proponents. What is important to realize, however, is 

that they all use different procedures, which meditation experts Fred 

Travis and Jonathan Shear have sorted into three fundamental catego-

ries: focused attention, open monitoring, and automatic self-transcending.2 In 

each category, what the meditator is asked to do is different, and each 

produces a distinctive change in brain wave patterns.

In the focused attention styles of meditation, the meditator holds the 

mind’s eye on something in particular, such as an image (perhaps a 

picture of a flower) or a profound emotion (such as loving-kindness 

toward other human beings). If other thoughts intrude, attention is 

directed back to the focus. In open monitoring techniques, which include 

Buddhist-type mindfulness meditation, the meditator learns to observe 

the breath, or whatever thoughts and feelings may arrive, without re-

acting to them—in order to become more aware of internal patterns. 

Transcendental Meditation falls into the third group, which Travis and 

Shear have called automatic self-transcending, so named because effort-
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lessly thinking the mantra repetitively takes you beyond the mantra 

and into another state of consciousness,3 which I will discuss in greater 

detail later.

Given the different brain wave patterns produced by each type 

of meditation, it makes sense that each type has its own unique ef-

fects on both the brain and the meditator. The benefits observed for 

one type may or may not apply to another. For example, in the Ti-

betan Buddhist tradition of loving-kindness-compassion meditation, 

increased activity has been reported in those areas of the brain that are 

important for regulating emotions.4 These changes are more promi-

nent in experienced than in novice meditators, which suggests a more 

stable regulation of emotions in the veterans, even when they are not 

meditating.

Mindfulness Meditation, on the other hand, has been shown to 

increase the activity of neurons not only in certain emotional areas of 

the brain,5 but also in frontal regions, which are responsible for decision 

making and other executive functions. You might expect these changes 

to increase the meditator’s ability to focus attention.

In Transcendental Meditation, however, there is a more global 

effect. For example, characteristic brain wave patterns (which I will 

discuss shortly) are seen in many different parts of the brain (though 

primarily in the frontal areas) during a TM session itself but also after 

the session is over. Knowing that, you might expect the meditator 

to maintain a broad perspective on things even outside of meditation 

sessions and not to be entirely preoccupied by the activity of the mo-

ment.6 (You can find more information about the different categories 

of meditation and their associated characteristics and EEG changes in 

the notes section.)7

Each form of meditation could make for a fascinating study in its 

own right. In this book, however, I address only TM, about which there 

is more than enough to say to fill all its pages.
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l e a r n I n G  To  m ed I TaT e

Transcendental Meditation is always taught one-on-one, at least ini-

tially, by a teacher who is a longtime meditator trained not only to 

instruct new students and provide follow-up, but also to customize 

the approach for each student. Initial instruction has seven steps: two 

lectures and a personal interview with a certified teacher, then four 

teaching sessions on four consecutive days. Each session lasts about 

ninety minutes. Ideally, the fledgling meditator then follows up with 

the teacher, perhaps weekly for the first month and monthly thereaf-

ter. These thirty-minute “checking” sessions give students a chance to 

ask questions and make sure their technique is still on track, so they 

will derive the maximum benefit.

During the training, each student is assigned a specific mantra or 

sound, with instructions on its proper use. There is a set number of 

mantras, and the TM teacher selects one for each student based on 

certain criteria. Mantras are particular soothing sounds, known by ex-

perience gathered over centuries to bring on transcendence (of which 

more later). The mantras used in TM derive from the Vedic tradition 

of ancient India. Another important aspect of the mantra is that it 

has no specific meaning to the meditator, which is important. Think 

about it: If your mantra were “apple pie,” every time you started to 

meditate your mouth would water, which would hardly promote a 

transcendent experience.

Here is another crucial but little known point: The mantra alone 

is not enough. It is the “vehicle” for effortless, inward movement of 

the mind, but it is not a “magic bullet.” Using the mantra properly— 

effortlessly, without concentration or deliberate control of the mind—

is as important as the sound itself.

Students are asked not to reveal their mantras to others. My col-
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league Bob Roth, who has taught thousands of people to meditate, 

says that in his experience, when students compare their mantras, the 

resulting confusion and self-consciousness can inhibit learning and the 

easy flow of proper meditation. I don’t regard my mantra as some deep 

dark secret, but not discussing it helps me maintain a sense of privacy 

and specialness about it.

Most meditators I have encountered respect the value of keeping 

their mantra private. Former Beatle Ringo Starr told filmmaker David 

Lynch about an incident related to this topic, which involved himself 

and George Harrison many years ago. Here’s how Ringo describes it:

I remember [maharishi teaching me that first meditation] so 
well, with an apple and a white handkerchief. and he gave 
me a mantra, my mantra. and I made a promise not to tell 
anyone else my mantra. and then, after that, George and I 
were in a room, hinting about telling each other. What can 
you do? We were in our twenties! We got really close but we 
never said it. But when we got really close, I was sick; I mean I 
was breaking this promise. so anyway, I’ve never entertained 
the idea of telling anyone what it is. and if I talk to anyone, 
you know, I say I got my mantra “milk bottle,” and that’s how 
you do it.

Even though I am about to tell you what it is like for me to medi-

tate, please be aware that my story will not substitute for a qualified 

teacher. Learning meditation is like learning yoga, martial arts, or the 

piano—you need a teacher, not just a book. In my experience, ongoing 

contact with the teacher—as well as the relationship between student 

and teacher—can be critical to a successful outcome.

In order to derive the full benefit of meditation, two sessions per 
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day of twenty minutes each are recommended. Good times for these 

sessions are shortly after waking and in the late afternoon before sup-

per, but there is room for flexibility. Some of the more common ques-

tions that arise about meditation are addressed in an appendix at the 

back of this book (see page 261).

W h aT  I s  I T  l I k e  To  m ed I TaT e ?

Although there is no such thing as a “typical” TM session, certain 

qualities pervade every meditation: deep relaxation, inner peace, and 

(sometimes) a highly enjoyable shift in consciousness. To start, I settle 

down in a comfortable chair in a quiet room, turn off the phones, dim 

the lights, and prepare for my journey. That’s ideal, though, really, 

you can meditate anywhere. Bob Roth, who has been meditating for 

forty years, has had wonderful sessions, for example, in airplanes or the 

backs of cabs. When he was a student working at an ice cream shop, he 

used to sneak into the broom closet to meditate.

After I close my eyes, I use the mantra in a way that allows my 

mind to settle into quietude. There’s no effort, no need to concentrate 

or control my mind. In daily life my mind is generally very busy, 

constantly rustling with plans, memories, the events of the day—all 

the miscellaneous flotsam and jetsam that the mind throws up, often 

without rhyme or reason. As I continue to meditate, all that mental 

noise quiets, and I welcome the silence.

At certain points during any session, I may experience transcen-

dence—a feeling that I have gone beyond time and space. I am not 

thinking of anything in particular. Rather, transcendence is an ex-

perience of unfocused bliss, which may last for seconds or minutes. 

It comes and goes mysteriously and cannot be forced. It is a gift of 
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the meditation, one that comes on its own through effortless, innocent 

practice.

So singular is this state that I am devoting the next chapter to tell-

ing you more about it and have named this book Transcendence to honor 

its importance.

em erG I n G  F ro m  m ed I TaT I o n

It is important to come out of a meditative state gradually. An expe-

rienced meditation teacher will tell you to give yourself a few minutes 

before emerging fully. I try to enjoy those last few minutes as I would 

the tail end of a pleasant dream. A gentle transition will promote a 

sustained calm after the session ends, while emerging abruptly can feel 

startling or disruptive. One of my patients, a young man whose job re-

quired that he leave his cell phone on at all times, routinely developed 

a headache if it rang during one of his sessions.

Tim Page, a Pulitzer Prize–winning music critic and a longtime 

meditator (thirty-five years and counting), also emphasizes the impor-

tance of coming out of meditation smoothly. Here’s how he describes 

it—naturally, in terms of music:

There’s a silence at the beginning of a piece of music and a 
silence at the end. and the silence at the end is the result of a 
journey, and it’s charged with whatever has happened to you 
during the journey. It’s a much more profound and meaning-
ful silence than the one at the start. For me, meditation is 
deepest when I’m coming out and I’m withdrawing from it. 
Just as a diver will get the bends if he surfaces too quickly, so 
I will get the psychological bends if I come out of meditation 
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too quickly. If I’m in a deep meditation and all of a sudden 
I have to spring into motion, it’s irritating, exasperating, and 
puts me in a bad humor.

The two silences that Tim reports are different because the medi-

tation session has changed the brain in some way—just as a piece of 

music or any experience can do. As we will see, when the brain is af-

forded the experience of meditation on a regular basis, the resulting 

changes can be cumulative and dramatic.

W h aT  h a P P en s  I n  T h e  B o dY  a n d 
B r a I n  d U r I n G  m ed I TaT I o n ?

When a person attains transcendence, both body and brain undergo 

predictable changes that have been carefully studied by Fred Travis, 

director of the Center for Brain, Consciousness, and Cognition at Ma-

harishi University of Management in Fairfield, Iowa. Over the past 

twenty years, Travis has shown, for example, that transcendence brings 

with it a special way of breathing. The breath slows down so much 

that sometimes when watching others in this state, you almost wonder 

whether you should give them a shake. Happily, they will soon enough 

take a long, slow breath, then once again appear to stop breathing.8

Experiments on people practicing TM show that brain waves change 

during transcendence in a highly significant way. As you probably know, 

brain waves are patterns of electrical activity that arise largely in the 

outer layers of the brain, the cerebral cortex. To measure them, research-

ers place electrodes at particular points on the scalp. The electrodes 

sense brain activity and the resulting readout is called an electroen-

cephalogram (EEG). Below you can see two examples of these readouts. 
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On the left you see alpha waves, a slow frequency of 8 to 12 cycles per 

second that occurs when a person is relaxing with eyes closed. On the 

right are beta waves, which run 13 or more cycles per second; they 

reflect an alert and focused state of mind. In daily life, people generate 

sporadic alpha waves, but during meditation they become significantly 

more numerous.

The panel on the left shows the slower alpha waves; the panel on 
the right shows the faster beta waves. The two separate tracings in 
each panel represent five seconds of eeG from electrodes placed 
at two different points on the scalp.

Even more interesting, at least to me, is that the TM practice in-

creases brain wave coherence, which is an area of growing interest among 

neuroscientists. All the different parts of the brain generate brain 

waves in several frequencies. These brain waves are said to be coherent 

when waves of a given frequency from different parts of the brain are 

in step with one another, as shown below on the left. Compare that to 

the right-hand panel, where coherence is lacking—the waves are out  

of step.
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The panel on the left shows brain waves (mostly alpha) that are 
highly coherent across different leads. notice how the readouts 
from the different electrodes line up. In other words, the waves 
are highly correlated across the different leads. contrast that with 
the brain waves (mostly beta) in the panel on the right, where 
there is a low level of coherence; in other words, the waves are not 
highly correlated across the different leads.

Brain wave coherence is generally a good thing: It correlates with 

high levels of intelligence and competence—which makes sense, when 

you consider that the normal brain contains literally billions of nerve 

cells connected at trillions of synapses. To produce a train of thought 

or execute an action, all the cells have to function as a unit, just as sol-

diers in a battle need to advance in a coordinated way.

Even novice meditators show these brain wave changes, start-

ing within weeks (or even days) after they begin to meditate. By two 

months, their brain waves during meditation are indistinguishable 

from those of meditators who have been practicing for decades. Tra-

vis regards this as confirmation that TM is a technique that is easily 

learned. Where you do see EEG differences between novices and sea-

soned meditators is when the people are awake but not meditating. In 
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seasoned meditators, more brain wave coherence can be seen through-

out the day.9

You may well wonder, though, whether the increase in brain wave 

coherence really makes a difference. The simple answer is yes. For ex-

ample, Travis and colleagues conducted a study on twenty top-level 

Norwegian managers who had excelled in management over many 

years as evidenced by expanding their business or turning around a 

failing business.10 They compared these managers with twenty skilled 

knowledge workers, such as accountants or engineers, who had no 

management responsibility but were matched for age and gender. 

They found that the managers showed greater EEG coherence than the 

workers. Likewise, in a study of thirty-three athletes, they found that 

elite athletes showed greater EEG coherence than their less success-

ful competitors.11 They concluded that EEG coherence reflects brain 

efficiency.

Travis’s EEG studies also help explain how transcendence, expe-

rienced repeatedly, may boost competence—it has to do with which 

particular parts of the brain are involved. During transcendence, the 

EEG shows increased coherence in alpha frequency and the lower 

part of the beta frequency in the prefrontal areas of the brain (just 

behind the forehead). This important region regulates emotions and 

impulses, evaluates the relative importance of things, and is cru-

cial for decision making. While the alpha frequency corresponds to 

a state of relaxation and inner reflection, the lower beta frequency is 

involved in focusing and decision making. The EEG appears to be 

telling us that TM spreads a great wave of calmness across the brain, 

while organizing the prefrontal brain regions in a way that improves 

focus and decision making. Travis finds that after people have been 

meditating for a while, the EEG becomes more coherent throughout 

the day, which may account for the growing benefits of TM practice  

over time.
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T h e  G I F T s  o F  m ed I TaT I o n

Throughout this book I will be describing the gifts that can come to 

you with meditation. Among others, these include better health, a lon-

ger life, self-actualization, and personal transformation. Even as I write 

this list, it seems unbelievable. Yet I have read the articles and exam-

ined the data, and am impressed by their detail and consistency. Many 

of these gifts, as you can imagine, take months or years to arrive. At 

this point, however, I’m happy to tell you an amazing fact: There are 

gifts that we can receive from just a single session of meditation.

That makes sense because it is literally true that every experience 

we have changes the brain. Here’s how it works: During any experi-

ence, large groups of nerve cells fire all at the same time. In the pro-

cess, the bonds connecting the firing nerve cells are enhanced. If the 

experience repeats, so does the firing, and the connections tighten fur-

ther. As neuroscientists are fond of saying, “Nerves that fire together, 

wire together.”

This fundamental fact about the nervous system explains how any 

and all experiences form neural circuits and “rewire” the brain. If the 

firing is powerful enough, even a single experience can be engraved 

deeply into the brain, as we see in post-traumatic stress disorder. But 

in general, the more an experience repeats, the firmer the wiring. That’s 

why, as the old adage states, practice makes perfect. Aristotle pointed 

out, “We are what we repeatedly do.” Good (or bad) habits shape who 

we are. That is how the benefits of meditation can be fortified through 

repetition and can change us in important ways.

What benefits might you expect, then, from a single session of 

meditation? For some people even their first session can be an epiph-

any. David Lynch, in his book Catching the Big Fish, compares the ex-

perience of his first TM session to cutting an elevator cable and falling 

into bliss. William Stixrud, a clinical neuropsychologist and longtime 
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meditator in the Washington, D.C., area, says that even in his first 

meditation session, he felt sure he had finally discovered an antidote to 

his chronic and disabling anxiety.

So, breakthroughs can come very fast—but don’t count on it. 

Many people need a few months of regular meditation before the ben-

efits kick in. That’s how it was for me. Happily, I was able to persevere, 

thanks in large measure to my coach, Bob Roth, who was tireless in 

helping me stick to my routine and practice the technique properly.

After a month or two, finally, I got it. For a brief moment, I felt 

what it was to transcend, and I knew I could do it again. It was a 

threshold experience, much like the ecstatic day when I realized I could 

swim, that I could actually take my feet off the bottom of the shallow 

end and paddle around without sinking; or when I realized—this was 

before the era of training wheels—that I had pedaled half a block with 

no one holding on to the bike. In all these cases I needed to persevere 

before I saw any payoff.

Having surmounted that initial barrier, however, I now find that 

many benefits can occur each time I meditate. I can’t wait to find out 

how things will be after ten or twenty years. People tell me it just gets 

better. Here are the four gifts of a single TM session as I experience 

them after just a few years of practice.

1. The art of Being

Just to be is a blessing; just to live is holy.

—ABRAHAM JOSHUA HESCHEL

When I first came across these words from the philosopher Abraham 

Joshua Heschel, they struck me as very wise, but they described an 

experience that was unusual for me. Like many others in America and 

Europe, I was constantly in motion, always doing something. Why, 
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I wondered. Did I feel some need to keep proving that I was worth 

something? Was solitude scary? Was I afraid I’d miss out on some-

thing? Certainly I saw all those dynamics around me; in my patients 

and friends, and more so in recent years. Now that smart phones are 

ubiquitous, many of us seem constantly plugged into the Net—surf-

ing the web, e-mailing or texting. It’s as if we’re feeding off some giant 

electronic placenta, getting a constant stream of messages, news up-

dates, advertisements for discounted products, jokes, cute cat pictures, 

and “friend”ings (not to mention phone calls and voice mails). Living 

this way, there’s always something to react to.

By the time I returned to TM, however, I had become increas-

ingly convinced that in my attempt not to miss out on anything—by 

being continually plugged in—I was in fact missing out on something 

very important: the art of being. I agreed in principle with Abraham 

Joshua Heschel that “just to be is a blessing,” but I had forgotten—or 

never learned—how to just be. When my wife saw me meditating 

regularly, she remarked, “It’s a miracle that you are even able to sit 

still for twenty minutes twice a day, regardless of what is happening 

during your meditation.”

As meditation began to take hold, however, my inner world began 

to quiet—for me, this was the first gift of meditation. It has given me 

a technique that allows me to be by myself, very calm and happy, at 

least twice a day. Now I can explore my inner world without distrac-

tion, a gift I experience with every meditation session.

2. a Vacation home Inside my head

For a long while I was obsessed with finding a home in the country, 

a place with beautiful views of the mountains. I would rush out on 

weekends with a real estate agent in tow, looking at this or that piece 
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of  property. Nothing seemed quite right, the search was exhausting, 

and I came home empty-handed. I regard that as a lucky break be-

cause now I have no need for such a retreat. I have two vacations every 

day without having to bother about the commute, maintain a prop-

erty at a distance, or deal with any of the other headaches of being 

a landowner. I find the afternoon meditation particularly energizing, 

and others have reported the same effect. It’s almost as though you’ve 

wiped clean the slate of the day’s burdens and are ready to start afresh 

and enjoy the evening.

As with most wisdom, I’ve since discovered that this particular 

insight is not new. Marcus Aurelius, emperor of Rome in the second 

century ad, wrote the following in his classic Meditations.

men seek retreats for themselves in country places, on 
beaches and mountains, and you yourself are wont to long 
for such retreats, but that is altogether unenlightened when 
it is possible at any hour you please to find a retreat within 
yourself. For nowhere can a man withdraw to a more untrou-
bled quietude than in his own soul.12

3. release of stress

A patient I will call Jerry, a busy executive, spends his days rushing 

from one high-stakes meeting or teleconference to the next. There are 

always large sums to be lost or gained, people to be placated, deals 

to be negotiated. As he was suffering from anxiety and panic attacks 

even on appropriate medications, it was clear to me that Jerry needed 

some additional assistance, and I recommended Transcendental Medi-

tation. One year later, he feels a great sense of relief. TM has even 

enabled him to discontinue his antianxiety medications. Often, during 
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his meditation sessions, he becomes aware of his stomach grumbling. 

As he puts it, “It’s as if my stomach is saying to me, ‘Thank you for 

giving me a break in my day and relieving me of stress for a while.’ ”

Jerry’s excellent result is not unusual. Meditators often say they feel 

a gentle release of stress during TM sessions, either physically or psy-

chologically. I often feel that, too. As part of deep relaxation, concerns 

or unpleasant memories, which sometimes take the form of physical 

pains or tension, may come and go of their own accord. I don’t argue 

with them, worry about them, or try to analyze them. I just let them 

come and go. After a session in which such experiences have arisen, I 

emerge feeling somehow lighter and easier. The issue is still there, but 

it has lost its charge.

What is happening during a TM session that can provide this type 

of relief? To me, it makes sense to compare it to “systematic desen-

sitization,” a technique pioneered some fifty years ago by the South 

African behavior therapist Joseph Wolpe. While still in South Africa, 

I treated a former patient of his who had a morbid fear of animal dan-

der. Poring through Wolpe’s tomes of notes, I read about how he had 

encouraged his patient to relax on a couch. Then, once she was relaxed, 

he exposed her to animal dander—at first in small doses, then, over 

weeks, in larger amounts, all the while making sure that she stayed 

relaxed. Wolpe reasoned that it was impossible to have two contra-

dictory feelings at the same time, in this case relaxation and mor - 

bid fear.

Perhaps TM works in a similar way. If neurons that fire together 

wire together, then perhaps when they don’t fire together, connections 

in the nervous system may loosen. In the process, fears and worries may 

to some extent dissolve in a sea of calm.

Often, when a TM session releases the excess emotion around an 

issue, it puts things into perspective. I feel better about the problem 

and am able to take the right action—yet another gift of TM.

TM4P_i_xii_1_308_0326_lva_F.indd   28 3/27/11   2:51 AM



a  r e t u r n  t o  t h e  s e l f  29

4. Pearls on a string

Sometimes during a TM session an insight will simply arrive, unbid-

den, like a basket of fruit left on the doorstep. For example, I was once 

bogged down in chores that I didn’t feel like doing when, in the midst 

of a session, a message arose from somewhere deep inside: “If you want 

to get something done, you can’t wait until you feel like doing it.” This 

may seem like a very simple insight to you, and I agree, but it was one 

that my normal waking mind had failed to deliver. Most of us have 

gaps like that, life lessons we’ve somehow missed (or forgotten). My life 

has gone more smoothly since that realization.

Another time, while meditating, I experienced regret over a poor 

business decision I had made. Regret morphed into shame and sad-

ness. I just let the feelings come and go until eventually, from a quiet 

place within, came the realization that I had made the best decision I 

could at the time, so it wasn’t fair to regret it now on the basis of hind-

sight. I had previously been aware of the philosopher Søren Kierke-

gaard’s famous aphorism that life is best understood backward, but 

must be lived forward. But when a variant of this same insight came 

to me during meditation, in relation to my own issue and in words 

selected by my own mind, somehow the lesson stuck, and I forgave  

myself.

A colleague tells me that once, during meditation, an insight ar-

rived in the form of a single sentence that represented a complete so-

lution to a problem she was having with a construction crew. Later 

she reflected on the insight in the light of common sense, and it still 

looked good. So she acted on it—and readily solved the problem. A 

good question to ask yourself about insights that emerge during TM 

sessions is: Do they make good sense once you have emerged into the 

light of day? Quite often they do.
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David Lynch cautions against going into meditation with the 

expectation of revelations or creative inspiration, and other medita-

tors agree. Insight while meditating is not a primary goal of TM. Yet 

Lynch himself had a revelatory TM experience. On one occasion, im-

portant insights that arose while he was meditating helped him craft 

Mulholland Drive into the highly polished movie that it is. He writes, 

“Like a string of pearls, the ideas came. And they affected the begin-

ning, the middle and the end.”

As a scientist I wonder whether meditation yields such insights be-

cause it increases coherence in both alpha and beta wave bands. Besides 

being involved in calm reflection, the alpha frequency is thought to 

correspond to expectancy or wakefulness. In addition, the alpha band 

coordinates and organizes faster brain wave frequencies, including the 

beta frequency, which corresponds to active thinking and focus. Tra-

vis agrees that the presence of both alpha and beta coherence probably 

explains the insights that sometimes emerge from meditation. That 

would make sense, especially as the EEG coherence during TM is stron-

gest in the prefrontal cortex, which is critical to evaluating choices and 

making good decisions. As a meditator, however, I am simply grateful 

for such insight whenever it comes, and I acknowledge it as one more 

gift of meditation.

In the next chapter I will discuss what is arguably the most valu-

able gift to come out of a single meditation session: transcendence.
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