Meditation and Stress Management

Debbi Murphy, PhD, ERYT500

What is Stress?
A response to challenge. The sympathetic system; flight, flight or freeze. Monkey mind.
What is the Effect of Stress on our Health and Well-Being?
We are designed to deal with stress, it’s why we’re still here! In the short term, you not
only get a burst of stress hormones to help you deal with the stressor …. but also blood is
shunted to systems that are needed for reaction (extremities, heart) and away from those
systems that are not needed at that moment (digestion, repair, integration). Your heart
speeds up and flow to your brain and muscles can increase up to 400 percent, muscle
tension increases and you breathe faster to bring more oxygen to your muscles. In the
short term this isn’t bad. We are designed with a parasympathetic response that brings our
system back to homeostasis.
However, if we don’t balance the stress response with the relaxation response, we get a
build-up of the stress hormones (cortisol, etc) resulting in a myriad of problems. It is
estimated that 2/3 of visits to a medical facility are stress related. Why? Robert Sapolsky,
author of Why Zebras Don’t Get Ulcers, says “We’ve evolved to be smart enough to make
ourselves sick.” He goes on to say that where once we lived in a more active, natural
world, we had more resources to purge the accumulation of the stress response. Today,
we have more constant distractions (stress) as well as more time to worry about stress.
Therefore, we’ve outsmarted ourselves into disease.
deb@shantiyogastudio.org

www.debbimurphy.com

Timothy McCall, MD author of Yoga as Medicine cites stress as a major contributor to
most diseases. Here are a few of the impacts of stress he lists:
• impaired function of the immune system
• increased cholesterol & triglycerides
• increased inflammation
• increased blood clotting
• decreased bone density
• impaired wound healing
• memory problems
• poor sleep
• increased appetite
• increased sensation of pain
• weight gain
• fatigue
• fat deposited in the abdomen
• worsening of mood
• increased resistance to insulin
• adoption of unhealthy habits
• increased blood sugar
• addictive behavior
Neuroscience: The brain affects the mind, the mind affects the brain.
Injury to a part of the brain has specific effects on our mind but, the mind can also effect
the brain. Once thought impossible, it is now a well-known fact that the brain can change.
This is called neuroplasticity. Rigorous studies support the ability of our brain to adapt,
evolve and rewire. They have found numerous ways we can restructure our brains to be
more positive, creative, resilient and productive. Dan Siegel says, "Neuroplasticity is the
ability for the brain to grow new pathways between neurons that fire in your mind, which
create new pathways. These new pathways mean you can change.”
Research shows that regular
meditation can permanently rewire
the brain to raise levels of happiness.
People who meditate show much
less activity in an area of their brain
known as the “default mode
network”, which is linked to selfcentered thinking and anxiety.
American and Chinese researchers
report that a month’s participation in
a form of mindfulness meditation –
called integrated body mind training
induces potentially beneficial changes
in a brain region implicated in self-regulation, suggesting that the method might prove
useful in preventing or treating certain mental ailments.
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Brain imaging analysis revealed that the meditation increased the amount of
interconnecting nerve fibers in a region of the brain called the anterior cingulate cortex.
Poor nerve activity in this part of the brain is associated with a range of mental problems,
including attention deficit disorder, dementia, depression, and schizophrenia.
The authors note that if the mediation-induced increase in nerve fibers can be linked to
behavioral changes such as better self control, the research would provide new avenues
for using mediation to treat mental problems and offer insight into the underlying
biological changes.
According to Dan Siegel, "mindsight," is the mind's knack for stepping back and
analyzing its own thought processes. It’s a kind of focused attention that allows us to see
the internal workings. Drawing on cutting-edge neurobiological research and Eastern
meditation practices as well as studies conducted by his own, L.A.- based Mindsight
Institute, Siegel presents a convincing case that mindsight's dual focus on mindfulness
and empathy can literally rewire the brain and catalyze greater personal fulfillment. By
becoming open to our body’s state, the feelings in our heart, the sensations in our belly,
the rhythm of our breathing, we gain powerful knowledge. The insula flow that brings up
this information and energy colors our cortical awareness, showing how we reason and
make decisions. These “subcorticol springs” can’t be ignored. Becoming open to them is
a gateway to mindsight.
The practice of meditation is revolutionary: It
allows us to step outside our personal identity,
culture, and religion to experience more directly
the great mystery; the great music of life. ~
Jack Kornfield
Meditation as a tool for Stress Reduction
• The Parasympathetic Response, the
Relaxation Response. “We are hard-wired for
relaxation. It’s inborn and just needs to be
triggered.” Roger Cole, MD. The job isn’t to
create relaxation but to allow it.
• During Meditation we can rest more deeply
than in sleep or when we think we’re doing
restful activities, so the mind is free to see
more clearly and think more deeply about
what is going on in our lives and possibly to
come up with a new perspective.
• Like being on a vacation….or being plugged
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in to a charger, meditation allows us to reboot. The exercise bout is the stressor, but the
strength comes from the recovery. We don’t get stronger unless we take time to rest,
digest & recover.
• “When we let go of who we think we are (or who others tell us who we should be), we
can see who we really are,” Lao Tsu, the I Ching
• Since the early 70’s research on the value of meditation has escalated. Systematic
approaches such as Transcendental Meditation allowed researchers to conduct
controlled experiments providing empirical evidence of meditation’s value such as:
• increased activity of the parasympathetic nervous system which is responsible
for releasing chemicals that reduce stress (Takahashi, 2005)
• Better sleep (RMIT University).
• Decreased cortisol levels and increased beta endorphins (Newberg, 2004).
• Lowered blood pressure (Newberg, 2004).
• Increase in immune functioning and a reduction in the risk of coronary heart
disease (Hoppes, 2003)
• Decrease in oxidative stress (a contributor to atherosclerosis and chronic heart
disease (Chiesa-zm, 2010).
• Regular meditation creates change on a cellular level, essentially turning on
clusters of “good” genes that make us healthier, while turning off clusters of
“bad” genes that lead to disease.” John Denninger, MD, PhD.
• More efficient work, better relationships & better control of response to triggers.
What is Meditation? (It’s not
what you think!)
• Thinking is essential to our
survival, Meditation is not the
complete absence of thought, but
rather the awareness of thought.
It’s being able to stand back and
look at your thoughts and realize
that they are not you. It’s taking
charge in a way.
• It’s as simple as a pause, as
revolutionary as feeling
connection to all of life.
• It is the act of simply listening
and moving towards deeper
awareness of the present.
• It is not a religion, yet most all
great religions emphasize a
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listening/meditative practice. Buddhists and yogis consider meditation to be their
central practice.
Many artists, athletes and even us average folks immersed in beauty are really
practicing meditation when they feel flow, “an effortless sense of being in the
moment.” Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi.
“Taking time to sit; focus your attention on your breath, mantra or stillness and
witness your thoughts,” Mary NurrieStearns, LCSW, RYT.
Simply allowing your mind to be calm, concentrated without strain.
It’s a process not a goal. A tool n\ot an mystical magical experience.
“Citta Vritti Nirodha,” Patanjali

How do you do it?
• “Practice with the Holy Trinity of Breath, Presence & Compassion,” Julian Walker.
• Be “COAL - Curious, Open, Accepting and Loving,” Dan Segal
• “One coco at a time fills a basket,”Jamaican Proverb. It’s all about the process, not a
goal. It’s simply awareness, presence, so just show up with no expectations. All tools
need practice to work most efficiently.
• There are basically two kinds, concentration and insight. Start with Concentration as it
tends to be easier, like a doorway to going deeper. Examples of Concentration
(Dharana):
• Breathing Meditation (counting or feeling)
• Body Meditation
• Tratakam (gazing and then visualizing)
• Loving Kindness Meditation (May you be healthy, may you be happy, may you
have a life of joy and ease, may you be free).
Examples of Insight Meditation are:
• Thoughts & Feelings Meditation
• Yoga Nidra
• Breathe in, keep__; Breathe out, let go of_______
• Vippasana, Body Tour, Witness
How do you know if you’re doing it right?
“Does it make you kinder?” Jack Kornfield
Does it help you pause before you react? If you’re taking the time to do it, you’re doing it
right! And really, it’s just the practice….there is no “right.”
How do you cultivate a practice?
• You can meditate for one minute here, three minutes there. Done properly,
meditation always gives you more time than it takes.
• The busier your life is, the more you need it. People who work hard need the
balance of rest and renewal.
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Resources
Yoga as Medicine, Timothy McCall, MD
Why Zebras Don’t Get Ulcers, Robert M. Sapolsky
Buddha’s Brain, Rick Hanson, PhD
A Path with Heart, Jack Kornfield
Meditation Made Easy, Lorin Roche
Wherever You Go, There You Are, Jon Kabat-Zinn
Taming the Monkey Mind, Thubten Chodron and Dalai Lama
anything by Pema Chodron, Thich Nhat Hahn, Sharon Salzberg, Tara Brach
Insight Timer, a free app
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Exploring the mind-body connection
is Debbi’s life work. After years in
academia researching and teaching
subjects that elevated one or the
other half of that equation (doctorate
in exercise science, master’s degree
in counseling psychology), she turned
her attention to the study of yoga – a
perfect nexus of both.
Debbi studied with yoga masters to
deepen her knowledge and hone her
practice. Her alignment based, slow
flow style evolved from early work
with Rodney Yee, Richard Freeman
and Shiva Rea. But the heart of her
teaching comes from Erich
Schiffmann, whose message of selftrust and the transformative power of
yoga really resonated with her background.
Through more than 40 years of study and experience, including a decade as director of
Shanti Yoga Teacher Training, Debbi found that the best approach to mind-body vitality
is informed by both western science and the spirit of eastern yogic philosophy. Whether
you’re attending her popular local classes (which won her the title of Boise’s Best),
national conferences, or international retreats (thetravelyogi.com), you can expect an
artful blend of sound science, ancient wisdom, and mind-body-spirit integration woven
together in the beautiful, juicy flow of the vinyasa tradition.
Debbi also shares her message online in various blogs and trainings. You’ll also find her
informative and inspirational posts on
her website, and her Facebook, Twitter and Instagram feeds.
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