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chapter 1

Introduction
Understanding and Studying Meditation

Miguel Farias, David Brazier, &  
Mansur Lalljee

Meditation Today

The Oxford Handbook of Meditation responds to the interest in contemplative methods 
that has grown in recent decades and has spread beyond the religious and spiritual 
 disciplines into medicine, psychology, and popular culture. Originally developed by and 
for religious women and men who lived within monastic contexts or at the margins of 
society, some of these practices underwent significant adaptations to allow practically 
anyone, from any background, to use them. From being regarded as odd and marginal, 
what used to be derided as navel gazing or New Age fad has become a prescription for 
survival in an increasingly stressful and complex modern environment.

This increased popular interest has underlined the importance of questions about the 
origins, aims, and effects of meditation. How much is known about its varieties? What 
were they developed for and by whom? How similar or different are they? How effective 
can they be in changing our minds and bodies? What are their social and ethical impli-
cations? To answer these and other questions, we have put together this Handbook with 
contributions from leading experts.

Our aim is to pitch this volume at a level that is rigorous academically while still easily 
understandable to all interested in exploring or learning more about meditation, 
whether the interest be personal, professional, or spiritual. To this end we have encour-
aged contributors to use less jargon and technical language than they might otherwise 
have been inclined. It is, however, inevitable that a book of this kind includes a range of 
technical terms and, where this is so, we have tried to see that as far as possible they are 
described in a way accessible to the general reader. This is such a broad field that even 
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specialists in one tradition or method are general readers when they approach one of the 
other areas.

It is relatively easy to fall into the trap of imagining that the meditation that one prac-
tices, or the tradition that one is versed in, is sufficiently representative of the whole 
field. Simply by reading through Part II, Meditation Across the Word’s Traditions, many 
readers are likely to find themselves astonished by the rich tapestry of practices, the fer-
ment of ideas, and the varied contexts in which these practices were developed. But 
there are other surprises throughout the volume, not only concerning the varieties of 
meditation (Part III), or the novel findings across thematic approaches, from biology to 
anthropology (Part IV), but also the individual and social applications of meditation 
(Part V). Part VI, the last part of the Handbook, is dedicated to debates and controver-
sies, some of which have been acknowledged for centuries, such as using meditation to 
gain special powers or experiencing challenging and adverse effects. These are poten-
tially sensitive topics, but their discussion is now timely given meditation’s populariza-
tion and widespread therapeutic use. As editors, we hope that you will find in this 
volume many revelations, along with opportunities to deepen your understanding and 
experience of meditation.

The Meaning of Meditation

We must start by acknowledging that the original meaning and boundaries of medita-
tion are blurry. If we consider spiritual practices like prayer or chanting, there is some 
overlap with meditation, particularly when this involves concentrating on the repetition 
of religious syllables or names, or excerpts from sacred writings. The popular use of the 
term meditation today tells us that this is different from other religious practices because 
it implies a reduction in reflective thought or even in mental activity. This is a common 
conception which runs counter to the original meaning of the word: the Latin roots of 
meditation (meditatio) suggest that this is a mental activity of “thinking over” or “think-
ing carefully,” also linked to the act of “measuring” (Latin mete) (Cassell’s Latin 
Dictionary, 1927). The books of “meditations” by Marcus Aurelius (2016) or Descartes 
(1950) are examples of how this term was employed throughout the centuries as serious 
and sustained reflection. To meditate, therefore, implied an activity of quiet reflection 
aimed at arriving at a serious conclusion. So it might have made sense to say that one is 
meditating the consequences of a certain course of action, such as, say, whether to marry 
a certain person, but very rarely now do we find meditation used in the sense of a deep 
reflection (Oxford English Dictionary, 2010– ).

Today to meditate means to practice a particular kind of concentrative exercise. The 
related term “contemplation” has been used in the Christian tradition in a way that 
resembles more closely how we think of meditation today—contemplative prayer has 
been described as a practice of deep silence and special openness to God that is differen-
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tiated from vocal prayer and meditation, both of which involve more sensorial, 
 imaginative, and affective elements (Catechism of the Catholic Church, 2016, Part 4, 
section 1, chapter 3). This contemplative exercise, which involves achieving mental 
silence, has similarities with terms from other spiritual traditions; think, for example, of 
Patañjali’s Yoga Sūtras (Aranya, 1963/1983), one of the first recorded meditation manuals 
(third century ce), where he describes Yoga as a practice which leads to the cessation of 
mental fluctuations (yogaś cittavṛtti nirodhaḥ), through a sustained exercise of attention 
(see chapter on Hinduism and Meditation: Tantra). Or consider the practices of classical 
Daoism in the Zhuangzi (compiled from the third century bce onward), where the tech-
nique of “inner cultivation” involved the focus of attention on one thing, often the 
breath, for a sustained period of time, with the aim of gradually emptying out everyday 
thoughts, perceptions, and emotions, in order to develop a special awareness (see chap-
ter on Classical Daoist Meditation: From 400–100 bce).

There are various obvious commonalities between these different traditions of con-
templation, yoga, and inner cultivation. First, they all seem to involve actions of atten-
tion, particularly of sustained concentration, with the aim of moving away from the 
usual flux of thoughts, sensations, and feelings. Second, they all aim to arrive at a trans-
formed state of consciousness categorically different from the everyday self. Third, 
quite often they involve particular postures such as sitting or kneeling. These are rela-
tively consensual aspects that a modern audience would easily recognize as character-
istic of meditation. Beyond this, though, meditation branches out in different ways: 
there are innumerous combinations and particularities of meditation techniques, dif-
ferent states of consciousness, and its ambitioned aims are equally plural, including the 
liberation from the cycle of death and rebirth, union with the divine, salvation of the 
soul, physical immortality, harmony, well- being, and the development of supernatu-
ral powers.

The Varieties of Meditation

This section will review the varieties of meditation techniques by going through the 
 various Eastern and Western religious traditions, as well as the modern therapeutic 
practices with their particular focus on achieving well- being. We must begin by stress-
ing that, when studying the plurality of meditation techniques and their effects, it is vital 
to avoid oversimplification. Very easily one can slip into characterizations that attempt a 
kind of synthesis that may be misleading. Take, for example, this statement, part of the 
introduction of an article published in the journal Science:

Many philosophical and religious traditions teach that happiness is to be found by 
living in the moment, and practitioners are trained to resist mind wandering and to 
“be here now.” (Killingsworth & Gilbert, 2010, p. 932)
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The history of religions shows that the opposite of this statement is closer to the truth: 
world religions are generally suspicious of the idea of living in the moment, or of a Carpe 
Diem (seize the day) mentality, and most meditation exercises are a clear example of that 
suspicion. Meditation practices tend to be effortful; they take time to master and to reap 
effects; and they are often embedded in other- worldly ideas that urge the practitioner to 
think beyond the present world and moment. Such misconceptions may be hard to resist, 
as we intuitively try to interpret the past based on the present. In the present day, the ten-
dency is to understand meditation as a technique that helps the individual to function 
better in this world, as a kind of self- enhancement method. This is characteristic of thera-
peutic types of meditation developed throughout the twentieth century. Yet the historical 
development of meditation is clearly rooted in something altogether different: the pur-
pose of meditating is not to become more accomplished or resilient, but to transcend the 
world and the everyday self. The aim of meditation was more often to eclipse the every-
day self, with its myriad passions and frustrations, than to foster self- enhancement.

There are exceptions to this, of course, but even in Buddhism, which in the West is 
increasingly associated with “living in the moment,” this motto is not a usual Buddhist 
prescription for a successful spiritual life. This may come as a surprise to many readers 
interested in mindfulness meditation, which is a good example of how a rich, plural tra-
dition of meditation has come to be particularly identified with a single technique. This 
has not happened overnight: it was over a hundred years ago that two Burmese monks 
from the Theravada Buddhist tradition started adapting one meditation practice for the 
general population; soon the Buddhist context was replaced by a more secular garb that 
eased its popularization in the West (see the chapters Theravada Buddhism and 
Meditation and Meditation and the Modern Encounter Between Asia and the West). By 
the time mindfulness meditation was adapted into a form of therapy by Kabat- Zinn 
(2011), as a technique of paying attention to the present moment in a non- judgmental 
way, it had already undergone various mutations throughout the twentieth century. 
Even the original term for mindfulness, from the Pali sati and the Sanskrit smr ̣ti, which 
means “memory,” has been retranslated by a Western Buddhist monk as “bare attention” 
(Nyanaponika, 1954), with the purpose of presenting this as a scientific method for shap-
ing the mind.

None of this means that meditation techniques turned into therapies, such as mind-
fulness or Transcendental Meditation, are of less value than those developed within the 
context of spiritual traditions. In many ways, these therapeutic meditation techniques 
are substantially different from the ones that inspired them. We also owe to these thera-
peutic meditation practices the development of a mainstream science of meditation that 
uses an array of methods from the medical, psychological, biological, and brain sci-
ences. We must nonetheless note that when meditation techniques and their aims go 
through substantial mutations, this creates tensions and debates. We have attempted to 
cover many of such controversies in this volume, both those that have recently devel-
oped with the popularization and “scientification” of these techniques, as well as much 
older discussions about the use of meditation for obtaining particular powers (see Part 
VI on Debates and Controversies in Meditation).
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The meditation science movement has recently turned fifty years old, and it is fasci-
nating to learn about the ambitious and varied scope of studies on its efficacy, ranging 
from its effects on heart rate to changes in personality traits (see chapter on Studying the 
Effects of Meditation: The First Fifty Years). The studies before 1970 are rare and usually 
focused on expert meditators and yogis, instead of attempting to develop meditation as 
a therapeutic method accessible to everyone. The notable exception to this, rarely men-
tioned by meditation academics and teachers, is the case of muscular relaxation tech-
niques. These started becoming fashionable in the late nineteenth century and involved 
various concentration and visualization methods. Although influenced by Eastern tra-
ditions as well as Western esoteric spirituality, progressive muscular relaxation became 
popular as a therapeutic method with the publication of Jacobson’s book You Must 
Relax: A Practical Method of Reducing the Strains of Modern Living (1934), a technique 
that is still taught and practiced by many psychotherapists today. This fascinating epi-
sode allows us to have a clearer understanding of how the adaptation of meditation 
practices as an antidote to our stressful lives has been fermenting in the West for a while 
(see chapter on Relaxation and Meditation).

Below we have sketched a Meditation Tree to provide an illustration of the variety of 
techniques across traditions, bearing in mind that the figure is only indicative of the rich-
ness developed by each tradition (see Figure  1.1). The left- hand side represents the 
Western- based traditions, and this follows a chronological order, with Judaism emerging 
earlier than Christianity and Islam. For the Eastern traditions, we have placed Buddhism 
after Hinduism, given the Indian origins of Buddhism. But Daoism, with its origins in 
China, may be older than Buddhism (the legendary Laozi perhaps lived in the sixth cen-
tury bce). At the top of the tree, we have the more recent therapeutic techniques, with their 
focus on muscular relaxation, on the flow of awareness (mindfulness- based therapies), or 
on the repetition of a mantra (Transcendental Meditation). We describe each of the 
Meditation Tree practices in the following paragraphs, noting the chapters where one can 
find a more complete account of their contexts, histories, and effects on the mind and body.

In Hinduism, we have well- known practices such as yoga, which, stripped down to its 
essence, is a technique of concentration on a single point (ekāgratā), often involving 
breath control and physical postures, that aims to reveal the true nature of the self as 
brahman (God or ultimate reality), or to identify with a more personalized god, such as 
Śiva (see chapter on Hinduism and Meditation: Yoga). There are various descriptions of 
the effects of this meditation technique that leave little doubt about its expected trans-
formation of consciousness:

When [someone], having made his mind (manas) completely motionless, without 
dissolution or distraction, goes to a state without mind, that is the highest place. The 
mind has to remain suppressed until it is destroyed in the heart. This is knowledge, 
this is liberation; the rest, on the other hand, is bookish proliferation. The bliss, puri-
fied by concentration, which arises when the spotless mind (cetas) has been made to 
enter into the self, cannot be described with words.

(From the Maitrāyaṇīya Upanis ̣ad, 6:34; Buitenen, 1962, p. 105)
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Figure 1.1  Meditation Tree with examples of practices from various Eastern (right side) 
and Western (left side) traditions, and the modern therapeutic techniques (middle top). 
Hinduism: Ekāgratā (concentration on a single point), Prān ̣ayāma (breath control), Kula 
visualization (focusing on the chakras). Buddhism: Meditation on the Foul (visualizing a 
decomposing corpse), Samatha (calm- abiding meditation) and Vipassana (direct- insight 
meditation), Koan (reflecting on paradoxical statements). Daoism: Inner Cultivation (apo-
phatic meditation), Fuqi (ingestion of qi energy), Neidan (internal alchemy). Judaism: Letter 
Permutation (technique of combining Hebrew letters), Merkabah recitation (reciting angelic 
names), Hitbodedut (focusing on intense religious emotions). Christianity: Prayer of the 
Heart (continuous repetition of a short prayer); Divine Light contemplation (meditating on 
God’s light), Lectio Divina (varied techniques focused on sacred scriptures). Islam: Dhikr 
(repetition of key phrases focused on God), Muraqaba (contemplation of the “inner” heart), 
Samaʿ (meditation on religious music). Therapeutic: Relaxation (focusing on contraction 
and relaxation of muscles), Transcendental Meditation (mantra recitation), Mindfulness- 
Based Therapies (focusing on flow of awareness).
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In contrast, we find other techniques, like those developed in Tantra schools, which 
emphasize the use of detailed visualizations and mantra recitation. In the West, a well- 
known image for this type of meditation is the representation of the human body with 
an internal axis of energy circles (cakras, commonly known as chakras), starting at the 
root of the spine and ending at the crown of the head. In the Kula visualization 
 practice, one progressively opens these energy centers to flood the body with a special 
nectar that grants the meditator physical immortality (see chapter on Hinduism and 
Meditation: Tantra).

Mixed meditation practices are common in other traditions. In Daoism, ingestion 
meditation (fuqi) aims to bring various energies (qi) into the body, by using visualiza-
tion, chanting, and the swallowing of saliva. By contrast, the earlier inner cultivation 
Daoist methods, which aimed to attain unity with the Dao, used techniques that focused 
one’s attention on the breath and progressively emptied the mind and cut off sensorial 
perception:

Unify your attention
Don’t listen with your ears, listen with your mind;
Don’t listen with your mind, listen with your breathing
Listening stops at the ears; the mind stops at what it can objectify
As for your breathing, it becomes empty and waits to respond to things.
The Way gathers in emptiness.
(From the Zhuangzi 3; Graham, 1981. See chapter on Classical Daoist  
Meditation: From 400–100 bce).

The later Daoist development of neidan (literally, “inner pill”) is known as a form of 
internal alchemy, where various techniques are used to transform the qi energy until 
one becomes identified with the Void (Dao). One of these techniques employed detailed 
visualization of the qi circulating through body points, usually mapped onto energy 
meridians, and ending in the navel region (see chapter on Daoist Meditation: From 100 
ce to the Present).

Another technique found in many traditions involves not only mental visualization 
but the contemplation of an object. The focus may be on a painted image or a statue, but 
can also take more unusual formats, such as the “contemplation of the foul,” that is, a 
decomposing corpse, as found in Buddhism. In Tibetan Buddhism, the meditation 
practice known as as chöd (meaning “cutting or severance”) may combine looking at a 
corpse while using rhythmic instruments and visualizing one’s own body being 
chopped into pieces and offered to demons and gods. The purpose of this practice was 
to sever attachment to the physical body and attain freedom from the fear of death (see 
chapter on Buddhist Meditation in Tibet: Exoteric and Esoteric Orientations).

Other types of contemplation are more minimalist and aim to cut through directly to 
the vision of God. Within Eastern Christianity seeing the Light of God is both an experi-
ence of spiritual insight and a contemplation exercise:
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[The elder] asks: “What did you see, my child?”
— : “A light, my father, a sweet sweet light; and my mind does not know how to 
describe it to you . . . At once the space of my cell vanished and the world disappeared. 
I was left alone with this light . . . There was ineffable joy, which is still in me, and 
great love and desire, so that streams of tears flowed out of me, as you see now.”

(Ethical 5 in Alfeyev, 2000, p. 22; see chapter on Eastern  
Christianity and Meditation)

To reach this stage of contemplation, though, it was a pre- requirement to engage in 
other meditative exercises to purify one’s heart. A preferential practice, which also 
occurs in Western Christianity, is the recitation of the Jesus Prayer— “Lord Jesus Christ, 
Son of God, have mercy on us sinners”—though shorter versions are often used, such as 
“Lord, have mercy.” This can be said verbally, murmured, or mentally, and practiced 
seated and in combination with focused breathing, but ideally it becomes a ceaseless 
repeated meditation throughout everyday life (see chapter on Western Christianity and 
Meditation).

Using meditation in order to achieve a vision of God, or of supernatural angelic 
beings, can be found in many traditions. In Judaism, by the thirteenth century we find 
descriptions of various techniques used for this aim, which included an original medita-
tion method of “letter permutation” that consists of mentally combining Hebrew letters 
taken from biblical verses: “to turn them over and roll them quickly until your heart is 
warm with the rolling. And when you feel that your heart is very warm . . . you are ready 
to accept the [divine] affluence” (Abulafia, 2001, p. 67). This technique was followed by 
rhythmic recitation of the letters using particular breathing patterns and accompanied 
by the slow swinging of the head (see chapter on Judaism and Meditation).

Overall, the Jewish meditative tradition places a particular emphasis on the Hebrew 
alphabet and language in order to attain closeness with God. A Merkabah technique 
(third to seventh centuries ce) included learning the names of angels who guard the 
heavens, as one journeyed upward, but this was preceded by a period of fasting, sexual 
abstinence, and meditative techniques such as the repeated recitation of divine names. 
Hitbodedut, an eighteenth- century Hasidic practice, used an array of emotional tech-
niques, such as expressing sorrow, longing, and actual weeping, while talking to God, in 
order to abandon one’s ordinary self and commune with the divine.

The Islamic tradition likewise emphasizes communion with God as the goal of medi-
tation practice. One fundamental meditation exercise, dhikr, uses the repetition of key 
phrases invoking God, particularly its testament of faith: La ilaha illa ʾllah (“There is no 
god but God”). There are different forms of doing this, either vocally or mentally, and 
with various levels of complexity by adding breathing patterns or particular bodily pos-
tures. Take the example of these dhikr instructions from an eighteenth- century Sufi 
master from Delhi:

One should sit cross- legged with the back straight, the eyes closed, and the hands 
resting on the thighs. One then uses the big toe and the next toe of the right foot to 
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firmly grip the sciatic nerve (rag- i kimas) that runs behind the left knee. Putting 
pressure on this will produce enough warmth in the heart to generate purity 
(tasfiya) . . . This will reduce the temptations and pollutions that plague the heart. 
Taking up this position, one should perform the meditation with single- minded 
heart and with assertive voice, either saying the words aloud or keeping silent as is 
suitable to one’s situation and disposition. (Kugle, 2012, p. 59)

One other Islamic practice includes meditating on religious music (samaʿ). Various 
types of samaʿ have been developed, such as qawwali music from South Asia, where 
singing is usually accompanied with intense percussion. A more contemplative tech-
nique, the muraqaba, is a meditation strictly focused on the “inner” heart (sirr): this is 
understood as the unique point that connects the physical to the divine world, and is, in 
itself, an organ of awareness (see chapter on Islam and Meditation).

These are only some examples of meditation techniques across traditions. We have 
picked these ones to illustrate the breadth of concentration methods employed, often in 
combination with breathing exercises or postures, or music and images, which can be 
practiced silently or vocally. A more detailed description, along with that of other prac-
tices and their history, can be found in the respective chapters in Part II.

So far, we have focused on the description of the practices without offering much of 
the underlying context. Various debates have inevitably arisen throughout the centuries 
about the uses and aims of meditation. In the remaining part of this section, we would 
like to touch upon three points of friction or controversy.

First, we have already alluded in the previous section (The Meaning of Meditation) 
that meditation in our times has become almost synonymous with the idea of non- 
analytical or non- rational contemplation. However, religious traditions emphasize the 
study of sacred texts as a necessary requirement, generally above that of meditation 
practices, in order to achieve spiritual transformation. And the use of more analytical 
techniques can also be found in meditation, whether through the use of startling or par-
adoxical statements, such as the koan in the Chan and Zen traditions (see chapter on 
Chan Buddhism and Meditation), or in the multi- layered technique of lectio divina, 
which purposed to engage all rational, affective, and imaginative faculties, moving from 
the study of scripture into communion with God (see chapter on Western Christianity 
and Meditation).

A second point concerns the reflections about the experiences resulting from medita-
tion, often embedded in intricate religious arguments. For example, the “Divine Light” 
contemplation became the subject of a major controversy in the Eastern Christian reli-
gious tradition: was this a true vision of God’s light, or something from one’s deeper 
mind—or even a delusion? These reflections gave rise to particular literatures on what 
could go wrong with one’s meditation practice, in the sense that it either prevented one’s 
spiritual development or led to psychological problems (see chapter on Meditation 
Sickness). It is important to note that meditation techniques were part of a wider struc-
ture of ideas and, in this sense, one cannot read descriptions of meditation practices as if 
they were modern self- help manuals; they are always embedded in a rich fabric of ideas 
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that were used to examine and validate the meditation experiences and guide the 
spir it ual development of the practitioner.

A final point concerns a more academic discussion about the commonalities and dif-
ferences between the processes and results of these techniques. The question about 
results is often framed like this: Can we speak of these varied techniques as many differ-
ent paths leading to the same experience or outcome? As editors, we have exercised pru-
dence on this matter and firmly avoided adopting or denying a single final state of 
meditation experience. We leave it to the reader to decide after reading this volume.

As to the commonalities between the processes of meditation, it is not too hard to find 
similarities between techniques across traditions. For example, practices similar to the 
Theravada Buddhist techniques of samatha (tranquility) and Vipassana (insight) can be 
found elsewhere—the early Christian “watchfulness” approximates Vipassana; and 
samatha as a form of intense, focused meditation, is found across all major religious tra-
ditions. But there are also plenty of culture- specific aspects and idiosyncrasies, either in 
the performing of the technique or the frame in which it is embedded, which guide the 
meditation experience. Thus, while not denying various commonalities, which are justi-
fied given our shared bio- psychological structure, as well as by the historical influences 
of meditators who learned from other traditions, we simply do not have the evidence to 
ascertain that these exercises all do or do not work in the same way. If anything, the cur-
rent evidence suggests that various meditation techniques stimulate different brain 
regions (see chapters on Meditation and the Brain and Psychophysiology of Meditation) 
and that different individuals may react in contrasting ways to meditation techniques 
(see chapter on Individual Differences in Meditation Outcomes).

Major Achievements in the Study of 
Meditation: Overview of 

Handbook Contents

The various sections of this Handbook address major achievements in our understand-
ing of meditation across many fields, from history to anthropology to neuroscience. 
Part I surveys the field in two major ways: by examining how meditation techniques 
have been adapted in the East- West encounter (chapter by Richard King) and how psy-
chological science has played a key role in the study of its effects for the past 50 years 
(chapter by Doug Oman). This overview hints at the contrast between modern applica-
tions and the religious origins of meditation, a dynamic tension that runs through this 
volume in different ways. These adaptations were started by religious traditions over one 
hundred years ago, and the current popularization of meditation has not only branched 
into the therapeutic and self- help world, but there is a feedback into the religious tradi-
tions that started these techniques. In this expanding growth process many questions 
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arise about the origins and purpose of these techniques, as well as its ethics, meaning 
and consequences.

Some of these questions are dealt with in Part II, which surveys the history and devel-
opment of meditation techniques across the world’s major religious traditions: 
Hinduism: Yoga (Wernicke- Olesen) and Tantra (Flood); Judaism (Persico); Christianity: 
Eastern (Hovorun) and Western (Laird); Islam (Kugle); Buddhism: Theravada (Shaw), 
Tibetan (Halkias), and Chan (Zhu); and Daoism (Roth; Komjathy). These chapters con-
vey both the richness and tensions of the various religious schools of meditation, 
stretching back for hundreds of years. These traditions are not static: some practices 
have gone through changes and innovations, while others have been mostly forgotten. 
The scholarship underlying these chapters includes updated information on relevant 
meditation texts that were recently discovered, which has deepened our understanding 
of the development and practice of meditation.

Many readers, even those familiar with the scientific study of these techniques or the 
history of one tradition, are likely to find themselves fascinated by the kaleidoscope of 
meditation techniques. Some are simple but, more often, the preparations are complex 
and long, or the practices are combined so one ends up with sequences of concentration, 
visualization, recitation, and breathing exercises. We tend to think, by contrast, that 
simplicity is the mark of modern meditation and that this is something that can be 
taught in an eight- week course, or even accessed without prior expertise via a phone 
app. The religious disciplines from which these techniques derive were often the con-
verse, involving many years of dedication and discipline from adepts who were not try-
ing to survive, thrive, and prosper within the stressful modern world, but were actively 
renouncing and escaping from such worldly involvement. At the same time, the reader 
will probably also be surprised to find the plurality of motivations to engage with medi-
tation, and how more utilitarian aims are as old as meditation techniques. For example, 
in the classical Daoist text, Zhuangzi, we find a criticism of those who practice medita-
tion techniques with the sole aim of prolonging their longevity, instead of seeking 
deeper self- transformation:

To huff and puff, exhale and inhale, blow out the old (breath) and take in the new, 
do the (gymnastic positions of the) “Bear Stride” and the “Bird Stretch,” and to be 
interested in nothing more than longevity, these are the methods of those who prac-
tise the “guiding and pulling” exercises, those who nourish the body and who try to 
attain the longevity of Ancestor Peng. . . . But to attain longevity without guiding and 
pulling, to forget everything and yet possess everything, to be serenely without limit 
yet have many wonderful things follow you, this is the Way of Heaven and Earth, the 
Potency of the Sage.” (Zhuangzi 15; Graham, 1981)

There are some unanswered questions and areas that are not covered in detail in this sec-
tion, or elsewhere in the Handbook. For example, while death is a subject of meditation 
practices, we don’t have a chapter specifically covering meditation on death or medita-
tions for the dying. Likewise, although meditation stimulates various altered states of 
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consciousness, which are described throughout the Handbook, there is no single 
chapter focusing on these in a more structured way.

As to unanswered questions, an obvious one for which there is no easy answer is: how 
old are meditation techniques? The oldest recorded traditions are from Hinduism 
(Atharvaveda, c. 1000 bce; see chapter by Wernicke- Olesen), which includes allusions 
to mantra recitation, and Daoism (Zhuangzi, from third century bce; see chapter by 
Roth), with descriptions of the focused attention and breathing practices of inner culti-
vation. It is unclear, though, how much earlier the meditative oral tradition is, as well as 
the continuity and differences with older shamanic practices. One possibility is that 
meditation simply continues earlier shamanic practices, which aim to stimulate ecstatic 
states of consciousness; another possibility, though, is that the development of medita-
tion is relatively recent in human religious history, and it happened alongside the major 
religious traditions with their emphasis on self- examination and finding meaning in 
one’s life. When early in the preparation of this Handbook we consulted with specialists 
on the religious practices of indigenous cultures, they concurred that meditation was a 
non- existent or uncommon practice in these contexts. Likewise, in his description of 
shamanic practices, Eliade (1966, p. 417) considers these to be substantively different 
from meditative techniques like yoga: “But let us emphasise once again the structural 
difference that distinguishes classic Yoga from shamanism. Although the latter is not 
without certain techniques of concentration . . . its final goal is always ecstasy and the 
soul’s ecstatic journey through the various cosmic regions, whereas Yoga pursues ensta-
sis, final concentration of the spirit and ‘escape’ from the cosmos.”

What is unclear in this explanation, though, is whether the different goals entail dif-
ferent processes of meditation. It is not entirely clear that it does, and there may be more 
continuity between shamanistic and religious meditative practices than we presently are 
aware of. This is a fascinating, neglected topic, and we hope that future research will 
shed light into it.

Part III of the Handbook extends the previous section in various ways. It looks at the 
development of therapeutic meditation practices throughout the twentieth century 
(chapter by Nathoo), it looks more deeply at the uses of visualization techniques in 
Buddhist meditation (chapter by Yamabe), it explores similarities and differences 
among techniques and consciousness states from the Hindu Yoga and Christian tradi-
tions (chapter by Carmo Silva), and it analyzes how meditation brings about alterations 
to the self in rather creative, sometimes unexpected, ways (chapter by Frazier).

In Part IV we have included thematic approaches to the study of meditation, rang-
ing from biology and neuroscience to psychology, sociology, and anthropology. These 
chapters portray the explosion of interest in meditation from a range of specialists, 
and they provide fascinating information, though not always what we would expect. It 
is clear that there are major gaps in our knowledge of meditation, regarding its effects 
on our mind and bodies, but also on who uses it and how. For example, demographic 
surveys with national representation samples are rare, but one undertaken in the USA 
tells us that the religious group that reports to use meditation most often is not 
Buddhist or Hindu but that of Jehovah’s Witnesses (see chapter by Hackett). 
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This  shows that meditation has different meanings: for this group, meditation is a 
form of reflecting on God’s qualities. Another finding that some will find surprising is 
that Asians or Asian- Americans are less likely to meditate than Whites (36 percent), 
Latinos (49 percent), or Blacks (52 percent). This mirrors the use of meditation in Eastern 
cultures, which has historically been the practice of a minority, mostly of monks and 
nuns, while most of the religious population engages with prayer and devotional rites.

Other chapters highlight how meditation has become either a key component of 
religious Buddhist life in the West (Starkey), or how Christianity has revived ancient 
contemplative practices (Christie). In addition, there are chapters with the updated 
evidence on brain (Fox & Cahn), psychophysiological (Dorjee), and psychological 
(Lomas; Buric, Brazil, & van Mulukom) correlates and effects of meditation, which 
describe what we know and what we yet don’t. We also include a more speculative 
chapter on the psychology of meditation in Yoga and early Buddhism (Sedlmeier & 
Srinivas), and we end this subsection with a chapter reviewing the role of meditation 
in improving control and self- regulation, written by a pioneer in the psychological 
study of meditation (Shapiro).

Concerning more social dimensions, we cover the growing interest in studying 
meditation from a sociological perspective (Pagis), the popular Vipassana meditation 
retreats, which are probably less secular than they appear (Rahmani), and where med-
itation might be heading as a post- modern movement (Bazzano).

The first section of Part V covers modern applications of meditation, whether as form 
of physical or mental health therapy. In this respect, by far the most- well- researched 
meditation types are those based on mindfulness (Goyal & Rusch) and Transcendental 
Meditation (Orme- Johnson). In addition, we have chapters that reflect on how religious 
meditation can be used therapeutically (Brazier) and how a meditation framework may 
allow for a different understanding of mental illness (Dobkin & Monshat). The focus of 
the remaining chapters of Part V is on broader applications of meditation, specifically 
on prison (Auty), education (Brown), and as part of social- political movements and 
protests (Gleig). The work presented in these chapters is more contentious than that of 
the previous therapeutic section, in part because they deal with wider applications that 
involve either children or vulnerable populations, but also because there has been, thus 
far, less research on these topics.

Part VI, the final one of this volume, covers debates and controversies in meditation. 
It is unusual to give prominence to such topics in a thematic Handbook but, as one reads 
through these chapters, it becomes clear that these matters are intrinsic to the medita-
tion traditions and have been discussed for centuries. We start by reviewing the growing 
literature on the adverse effects of meditation and how to understand and deal with 
these in a way which is more centered on the person and relies less on systems of mental 
health diagnosis (Lindahl, Britton, Cooper, & Kirmayer). This is followed by a review of 
similar challenging experiences in the Jewish, Christian, and Islamic meditative tradi-
tions (Fisher), and by a detailed account of how the Buddhist tradition has addressed 
these difficulties, which are sometimes understood as “meditation sickness” (Ahn), for 
over fifteen hundred years.
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These chapters portray meditation in a much less tamed format than is usual: its 
dynamics and outcomes can be very different from what is reported in a self- help book 
or in a therapeutic intervention guide. Yet, if we think about it carefully, this untamed 
character is hardly unexpected if one considers the potential of these techniques for 
deep self- transformation. Not only that, the occurrence of such adverse events gives us a 
glimpse of how limited our understanding of the human mind still is. If our minds were 
simply a muscle that we exercised, we would be able to quite accurately predict strained 
or sore outcomes. But we can’t predict or control these difficult meditation experiences 
in the same way as we can understand an overworked muscle. Perhaps this untamed 
side of meditation, which escapes our attempts to make of it a fully controlled well- being 
tool, might pave the way for a more complex understanding of the human mind.

If the chapters in this part of the volume somewhat disrupt the one- sided, benevolent 
view of meditation that has become common in the West, given its association with 
well- being, the chapter by Brian Victoria adds a wider lens to this disruption, by its 
depiction of how Zen spiritual ideas and meditation techniques were used by the 
Japanese military during World War II. It is timely to bring this evidence to the surface, 
as it meets ongoing debates about the use of meditation techniques stripped of their 
ethical basis, and of the potential extent of their application—such as by military taking 
part in armed conflict.

The final chapters tackle two different matters: the problems that arise when using a 
modern cognitive psychological and neuroscience language to explain the workings of 
ancient meditation techniques (Purser & Lewis), and the claims of extraordinary abili-
ties and paranormal powers arising from meditation practice that are often mentioned 
in ancient meditation texts (Cardeña).

To conclude, the field is evidently vast. We have attempted to give an indication of 
major boughs and roots of the tree, but we have not traced every root, branch, and twig. 
We were also constrained by the state of the research on meditation; while much effort 
has gone into studying its psychobiological effects, there is considerably less work on its 
broader, interpersonal, and societal implications, for instance as an educational or peace-
making tool. Nonetheless, the reader will surely find here dimensions she or he has not 
formerly been aware of and will be stimulated to continue with further investigation, 
thought, and study whether the interest be personal, professional, spiritual, or historical.
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