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	By Amy Yeong
In recent years, scientists and doctors have discovered that there are many health benefits to meditation. Reductions in blood pressure, heart rate and cholesterol levels were observed in numerous studies, while some even recorded an increase in verbal creativity and reduced visual reaction time.

Dr Patricia Bloom, associate professor of geriatrics at Mount Sinai School of Medicine in New York, shared these findings at a recent talk she gave in Singapore at the invitation of the Tsao Foundation, while emphasising that more rigorous studies are needed. Her talk, "Meditation as Medicine", gave insight into how meditation can be a drug-free way of reducing the harmful effects of stress on the body.
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Dr Bloom explained that chronic stress has the potential to produce illness. It can worsen or even cause cardiovascular, metabolic, gastrointestinal diseases. It can inhibit a person's immune system and make him more prone to infectious illnesses.

However, it has been shown that meditation can elicit the body's own relaxation response which helps the body recuperate from stress. Not only that, activating the relaxation response helps the body to be less reactive to stress. In order words, one becomes more resilient.

Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction

Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction (MBSR) is a form of meditation that was developed by Dr Jon Kabat-Zinn at the University of Massachusetts Medical Center in the late 1970s. Dr Bloom, who practises and teaches MBSR herself, described it as "the deliberate cultivation of specific qualities of attention and awareness".

"Once we're more aware of what goes on in our mind, we can choose to respond in different ways than we might have if we weren't aware," she told AsiaOne Health. "We are less on automatic pilot, and we perceive more choices."

MBSR is a way of dealing with stressful situations that "promotes response rather than reaction". Explained Dr Bloom: "Reacting is what happens when you don't have control over the situation. It is like being on 'autopilot', being 'un-conscious'.

"Creating more awareness or mindfulness allows us to go in a different direction. So instead of an automatic reaction, we have a choice that we make. We choose how to respond."

Meditation, in the form of MBRS, therefore does not mean a relinquishing of one's conscious mind. Instead, it means being more, not less, conscious.

Ultimately, mindfulness boils down to two elements - awareness and attention. Find opportunities to stop, breathe and focus, said Dr Bloom.

Looks like the old injunction to "stop and smell the roses" really does have a point to it!

Dr Patricia Bloom is an Associate Professor of Geriatrics at the Mount Sinai School of Medicine, and Director of Integrative Health for the Martha Stewart Center for Living/ Coffey Geriatrics Practice at the Mount Sinai Medical Center. Her talk, "Meditation as Medicine: What Neuroscience Has To Teach Us About Health And Happiness", was organised by the Tsao Foundation, a not-for-profit organisation dedicated to enhancing the quality of life for older people.
For those who are interested in meditation but don't know where to begin, here are some suggestions:
· Read books on meditation to find out more. For books on MBSR specifically, look up titles by Dr Jon Kabat-Zinn. 

· Try the Relaxation Response. It is an exercise developed by Dr Herbert Benson that is widely used by doctors and counsellors to help their patients relax. Information on this is readily available online. 

· Get CDs that guide you through meditation sessions 

· A simple way to start is to be aware of your breathing and focus your attention on it for several minutes. 

· If you have misgivings about meditation due to religious reasons, approach your religious leader for advice. Most major religions have their own meditative 




