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“Meditation introduces us to the part of ourselves that has been missing"
Russell Simmons
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What Is Mindfulness? 
Mindfulness is living in the now. It is essentially about being more aware and awake in every moment of your life. It is about intentionally 
paying attention to each moment, being fully engaged in whatever is happening around you and within you. It involves bringing an attitude of 
curiosity, acceptance and friendliness to whatever is experienced, rather than habitual patterns of judgment and criticism. 
Default mode 
Research shows that when we are not deliberately paying attention to something, our brain clicks off into Default Mode. This is a type of 
attention characterised by mental chatter, mind wandering, operating on ‘automatic pilot’, dwelling on the past and worrying about the future, 
judgment and criticism. Default mode has been found to activate specific areas of the brain, mostly in the temporal and parietal lobes, along 
with the hippocampus and certain prefrontal areas. The amygdala (the brain’s “fear centre”) also becomes overactivated. This activation 
pattern tends to result in experiencing the world through thoughts and ideas, rather than directly through the senses, and is increasingly 
being linked to mental health problems such as stress, anxiety, depression, ADHD and even autism and schizophrenia. It has also been 
associated with reduced cognitive functioning, and therefore impaired academic and occupational functioning as well as difficulty 
understanding others and communicating effectively. 
In contrast, when we pay deliberate attention to what we are doing, we engage different parts of the brain 
(primarily prefrontal regions such as the insula and anterior cingulate cortex). We experience things directly, through the senses, and avoid 
getting caught up in worrying, dwelling, judging and fight/flight reactivity. We all experience this way of being at times – while exercising, 
playing music, being in nature, engaging in hobbies and spending times with loved ones, for instance. In these moments, we are effortlessly 
in the present, fully engaged in the senses and fully present - we're in FLOW.
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Mindfulness And The Brain

The brain is comprised of 100 billion neurons (nerve cells) arranged 
in a circuit with around 100 trillion connections. 

When we experience something for the first time, the dendrites 
of neurons form connections with the dendrites of other neurons, 
and a neural pathway is formed. For instance, when people start 
playing piano, new connections are formed in their brain. 
And if they experience playing piano a number of times – 
that is, practise playing – the connections will get stronger and 
stronger. As well as new connections being formed, the brain 
starts growing entirely new neurons to accommodate the new 
learning. This is known as ‘neuroplasticity’ (a combination 
of ‘neuron’ and plasticity, which means the ability to be 
molded – think of plasticine). As we continue practicing, the 
neurons must move farther apart to accommodate these new 
connections, and the brain literally grows. In this way it is just 
like a muscle, and practice of any sort is like a workout. 

What is even more interesting is that mental 
practice creates these changes. A famous experiment once 
got a group of people to practice piano for an hour a day for 5 
daysand then put these people in a Magnetic Resonance Imaging (MRI) ‘brain scanner’ at the end. As might be expected, areas of the brain associated with fine
motor movement and distinguishing different sounds were thicker, with more neurons and connections, compared to before the period of practice. 
Perhaps even more interesting, there was a second group of people who spent an hour a day for the five days imagining themselves playing piano, without 
ever actually touching a keyboard. And at the end of the five days, when tis second group was put in the MRI, what do you think the researchers found? 
The same areas of the brain that had grown in the first group had increased in the second group! In fact, there was no difference 

between the groups20. This demonstrated that mental rehearsal, as well as actual physical practice, creates neuroplastic changes in the brain.  

This is significant because we ‘practice’ Default Mode most of the time. As outlined above, when we are not paying attention to something, we click 
off into mind-wandering and automatic pilot. This then gets hardwired into the brain, and we become even more likely to be in this mode. However, 
when we practise mindfulness (i.e. pay attention to what we are doing and experiencing), different parts of the brain are activated. These areas then 
become stronger and thicker, and we start experiencing these patterns of activation spontaneously. This is why people who practise mindfulness 
meditation find that they naturally start catching themselves in Default Mode throughout the day. And any time we catch ourselves in Default Mode we are no 
longer in Default Mode in that moment. At the same time, because of the use-it-or-lose-it nature of neuroplasticity, the parts of the brain associated with Default 
Mode become weaker and eventually start to disappear. In this way, practicing mindfulness literally changes our brain. 
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Why Bother With Mindfulness?

There is growing evidence that even relatively short periods of mindfulness and meditation can result in improvements to: 

Cognitive and academic performance 

− Improves ability to maintain preparedness and orient attention
− Improves short term memory and processing speed
− Improves ability to process information quickly and accurately
− Increased thickness of brain regions involved in self-awareness and sensory processing

− Long-term mindfulness meditation practice has even been shown to result in the ability to bring 100%concentration to a chosen object
or mental state for an indefinite period (the experiment, using an fMRI brain imaging device, was stopped after 30 minutes, but the monk
being studied said he could have gone on concentrating as long as they needed him to!)

Health and wellbeing 

− Decreases stress, anxiety, and depression
− Supports better regulation of emotional reactions and increases positive
psychological states

− Decreases burnout
− Increased immunity to the influenza virus
−
Mental health
− depression relapse prevention,
− Improvements in anxiety, panic disorder, stress,emotional
− regulation, addiction, sleep, reduced activity in the amygdala−

− Increases creativity
− Improves skills needed for interpersonal relationships
− Improves empathy and compassion

−Improved relationships

Brain imagining research also shows that regular mindfulness practice for 15 minutes a day over a 6-week period produces growth in 
brain areas associated with learning and memory processes, emotion

regulation, self-referential processing, and perspective-taking 
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When we are not paying attention to the present moment, we often make mountains out of mole-hills and perceive stressors that don’t 
even exist, except in our imaginations.  This amplifies our level of stress enormously which takes a toll on our mental and physical 
health.
The “fight or flight response” is a natural, necessary and appropriate response to a threatening situation if it is based on a clearly 
perceived actual, real-time, threat – say confronting a person-eating tiger.  This turbo-charge of energy is coded into our systems by 
nature in order to preserve life.  It is associated with:
ß Increased blood flow: dynamic circulation
ß Increased metabolism
ß Armed defences - blood gets thicker to stop bleeding faster
ß Moblises immune cells
ß Preparation for tissue repair
ß Mobilising inflammatory hormones (e.g. cortisol, cytokines, interleukins etc) to help repair tissues damaged while dealing with

the threat
ß Attention centres in the brain activated
ß Loss of brain cells particularly in the hippocampus and prefrontal cortex (learning, memory and executive functioning areas of the

brain)
ß Growth of the amygdala (the fear and stress centre of the brain)
The “fight or flight response”  (or what we have previously called a "flipped lid") is
appropriate and life protecting providing, it is only turned on when it needs to be, it is
allowed to turn off when it is no longer needed and it is not prolonged.  When appropriate we
do not experience fight or flight so much as anxiety but rather as a surge of energy, like a
turbo charger.  When we activate it inappropriately on the other hand we experience it as
anxiety as all these chemicals and changes are being switched on with nowhere to go.
When we get anxious about things that haven’t happened yet, or have already come and
gone, then we activate the system  inappropriately and this takes its toll over time.
The name given to the long-term over-activation of the stress response is  allostatic load.5   It
is like a physiological wear-and-tear on the body and is seen in chronic depression and
anxiety. If we wanted to accelerate the aging
process then this is a great way to do it.
The good news is that these effects can all be reversed over time with the regular practice of
meditation which starts to help us understand how it is that meditation has such widespread
health benefits. The focusing of attention on the here and now helps us to see which stressors
are actually present and which ones are only inour imagination.

How Does Mindfulness Interact with the Flight or Fight Response? 



‘Metta’ is a Pali word for benevolence, friendship, affection, and kindness. This form of meditation is one of the most soothing ways of putting 
together and practicing the four qualities of love – friendliness (Metta), appreciation and joy (Mudita), compassion (Karuna), and equanimity 
(Upekkha). Metta meditation usually starts with the self, as Buddha said ‘unless we treat ourselves with love and compassion, we cannot reflect the 
same on others.’ Once we start experiencing self-love and self-compassion for ourselves, we can show the same to others too.  With love and 
kindness meditation comes self-compassion, increased focus and attention, and a deep sense of emotional strength that balance our thoughts and 
actions.

In early practices, loving-kindness meditation was a way of self-healing, sweetening, and pacifying the mind, and it produced positive feelings 
towards everything around us (Salzberg, 1997).

Some neuroimaging studies indicated that compassion meditation (CM) and loving-kindness meditation (LKM) regulate the functioning of the 
limbic system, a brain site that is in charge of processing emotions and empathy. Studies have proved that LKM is equally useful for the clinical 
population and can be used as a part of extensive cognitive and behavioral retreats (Lutz et al., 2009).

Loving-kindness meditation soothes the mind and reduces subjective feelings of suffering. Repeating kind words to ourselves such as “May 
you be well,” “May you be happy,” “May you be healthy,” etc., infuse a deep sense of self-worth instantaneously. During loving-kindness 
meditation, all we need to do is commit to some dedicated moments of appreciation, gratitude, and encouragement, first to ourselves and then to 
others.

The practice has a long-lasting impact on our mind and our body and kick-starts a ripple effect of positivity that is truly empowering. Some of the 
proven benefits of loving-kindness meditation include,  Less self destructive thoughts, Less self-criticism,more positive emotion, reduced pain, 
more resilience and faster recovery from some form of mental illness
Guided Instructions for Loving-Kindness Meditation (Self) “May I be peaceful,” “May I be happy,” “May I be safe.” 
"May I live with ease"
Pause for a while to contemplate what the words truly mean and try to gauge how they are making you feel inside. 
After you finish repeating the words, end your practice by saying – ‘May I and everyone else be peaceful,’ ‘
May I and everyone else be happy,’ ‘May I and everyone else be safe.’"May I and everyone else live with ease".
Click the link below to find guided meditations created by Barbara Fredrickson. 
http://www.positivityresonance.com/meditations.html - sthash.FvKB8COt.dpuf

Reference site - https://positivepsychology.com/loving-kindness-meditation/
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What is Loving Kindness Meditation?
“Hatred cannot coexist with love and kindness. It dissipates when supplanted with thoughts of 
love and compassion.” Loving-kindness meditation or ‘Metta’ meditation is an ultimate form of 
generous and selfless love towards ourselves and others.
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Sit the body in a chair so that the spine is upright and balanced but 
relaxed. Have the body symmetrical and allow the eyes to gently close.

Now, move the attention gently through each step. Be conscious of the 
body and its connection with the chair. Feel the feet on the floor. 
Notice if the feet are tense. If so allow them to relax if they want to. 
Similarly, be aware of the legs and allow them to relax if they wish, 
and so gently move up through each part of the body; the stomach, 
hands, arms, shoulders, neck and face. If tension or discomfort 
remains, just notice the presence of tension or discomfort without 
judgment.

Now take in a deep breath and slowly and gently let the breath out. 
Repeat this twice more then just allow the breathing to settle into its 
own natural rhythm without having to control it in any way. If you 
observe a tendency to try and control the breath, just impartially 
notice that. Simply be conscious of the breath as the air flows in and 
out of the nose. If thoughts come to your awareness allow them to 
come and go without judgment and let the attention return to the 
breathing. There is no need to struggle with the activity of the mind, 
nor even wish that it wasn’t there. Like ‘trains of thought’, just let them 
come and go.

After a time, let the attention move to the listening. Hear whatever 
sounds there are to hear without having to analyse the sounds. Once 
again, if thoughts come let them pass. If the mind becomes distracted, 
for example by listening to some mental commentary or chatter, 
simply notice and return to the sounds as a gentle way of returning to 
the present moment.

At the end of this exercise simply be aware of the body again and then 
slowly allow the eyes to open. After a few moments quietly move into 
whatever activities await you.

Exercise 1 - “The full stop” Exercise 2 - “The comma”

This exercise can take anywhere from a few seconds to a couple of 
minutes. It is a short punctuation in a busy day between finishing one 
activity and starting another, for example before starting the car, 
beginning a meal, before an interview, or between patients. It helps 
to “clean the slate” making us fresher for the next activity.

The steps and principles are the same as above but just much shorter. 
Be aware of the body and allow the posture to be balanced and 
relaxed but upright. Let the body relax generally by taking one or two 
deep breaths and breathing the tension out. The let the breath settle 
and allow the attention to rest with it. Then be aware of the 
environment and the sounds in it as they come and go. Do not prolong 
the comma past what is appropriate for that moment, then move quietly 
into whatever awaits you.

If you are in a busy office and it would be conspicuous to close your 
eyes just keep them open but rest them on a point as you practice.

How do we practice mindfulness?
A day is just like a book. If it isn’t punctuated it becomes a blur and makes little sense. These ‘punctuation marks’ are times of consciously 
coming to rest so that we can remind ourselves to be present and pay attention. For this reason the two 
following practices are suggested. The ‘full stop’ could be practiced anything from 5 to 30 minutes twice a day depending on motivation and 
opportunity, and the ‘comma’ for 15 seconds to 2 minutes as often as you remember throughout the day. The comma is particularly useful 
between having completed one activity and beginning another.

Hassed C. The Health Benefits of Meditation and Being Mindful 
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How Do We Do It? Mindfulness and Meditation in Practice 
Contd.

In summary, what meditation can teach us may have tremendously useful effects on our physical and psychological wellbeing because it;

1. Improves how effectively we function
2. Has direct benefits by changing the body physiologically and
metabolically
3. Has indirect benefits by improving our lifestyle
4. Enhances relationships and compassion
5. Improves the way we cope with life challenges

6. Enriches our enjoyment of life

But, how do we do it?

Try these apps and choose one to use for the week;
Headspace - https://www.headspace.com/headspace-meditation-app 1Giant Mind - https://apps.apple.com/au/app/1-
giant-mind-learn-meditation/id990931892 Insight Timer - https://insighttimer.com/
Smiling Mind - https://www.smilingmind.com.au/smiling-mind-app/

Try Loving Kindness Meditation - https://www.mindful.org/a-guided-loving-kindness-meditation-with-sharon-
salzberg/

Listen to this:Why is mindfulness a superpower? https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w6T02g5hnT4

Try this question;
Try asking this question of yourself in a moment of fear, stress or overwhelm - "What if could experience this moment 
without the stories of my past or my fears for the future?  What if I could just BE HERE NOW"?
If we are able to sense this open awareness in each moment, we become able to maintain emotional equilibrium in any 
situation, we are able to put space between stimulus and response.
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