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The Wisdom of Healing, by David Simon, M.D., is an engaging, thoroughly practical guide to the
many benefits of mind body medicine, in particular those derived from the ancient Indian
medical system known as Ayurveda. In Ayurveda, David Simon has found a system based on
individuality--on our unique responses to food, exercise, stress, medicine, surgery, and a wide
range of external factors. By using the mind body questionnaire that begins on page 51 of The
Wisdom of Healing, you can establish your own mind body type and find a daily routine that is
ideally suited to creating optimal health for you. In these pages you will also learn how to use
food as medicine; relaxation techniques; healing breath and neuromuscular exercises;
techniques for detoxification, purification, and rejuvenation; and strategies for addressing such
specific conditions as reproduction and pregnancy, aging, diabetes, heart disease, cancer, and
chronic pain. Intermingled with medical advice is the story of the author's journey as a young
medical student, his disappointment with the traditional emphasis on the mechanics of disease
and diagnosis, and his discovery of a medical science that focuses on the patient in its
strategies for achieving and maintaining optimal health. By integrating this book's information
into your life you will become as nature intended--restored to optimal health in body, mind, and
spirit, free to experience the joy in every moment.

From the Publisher"I believe The Wisdom of Healing will become a classic of great value to both
the general public and health care professionals. Along with Perfect Health, it is essential
reading for those wishing to understand and apply holistic concepts of health to real-life
challenges."--Deepak Chopra, M.D."I hope this understandable book will be read open-
mindedly not only by those who are sick and those who do not want to become sick, but by
those who manage health care organizations."--George Freeman Solomon, M.D.,Professor
Emeritus of Psychiatry and Biobehavioral Sciences, U.C.L.A.--This text refers to an alternate
kindle_edition edition.From the Inside Flap"We are in the midst of a health revolution," says
Simon. "There is a perplexing disparity between the amazing medical miracles we have
available to us and the growing dissatisfaction with our modern health care system. We have
paid an emotional price for the high technology medicine of our time, sacrificing humane caring
for efficiency. And we are paying an ever increasing financial price as well."The Wisdom of
Healing is divided into three sections, each one designed to integrate the healing sciences of
the east and west. Dr. Simon begins by exploring the importance of mental well being on
physical health and continues with his insight into the world of the ancient Indian tradition of
mind body medicine known as Ayurveda, which includes such treatments as food, herbs,
breathing, purification and rejuvenation. He concludes by recommending simple mind body
prescriptions that can be incorporated to daily life.Never before has there been such an in-depth



look into the study of applying ayurvedic medicine to some of the most fatal diseases of this
century. In The Wisdom of Healing, Dr. Simon breaks new ground in the affirmation that our
mental state influences our physical well being. --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition
edition.Excerpt. © Reprinted by permission. All rights reserved.Creating a Universe:"Each thing
we see hides something else we want to see."--René Magritte"The world is moving too fast,"
lamented the successful middle-aged stock broker. He had worked hard to achieve his senior
status and his top floor view office, but now complained, "I just don't feel I can keep up with all
the changes that are happening." He was having trouble sleeping and getting a migraine
headache almost daily. Although they were annoying during the week, they became almost
explosive on Saturday mornings requiring him to stay in bed a good part of each weekend. He
gained partial relief by drinking coffee-- consuming almost six cups each day. Although his
house was paid for, his pension fully funded and his children's college funds well stocked, he
hadn't taken a real vacation in over four years. From a Western perspective, this man was
having caffeine-withdrawal headaches, exacerbated by his irregular sleep-wake pattern. From
the Ayurvedic point-of-view this poor man's life was being ruled by movement without rhythm.
The air element (Vayu) had become excessive and was carrying him away. He needed to come
back down to earth (Prithivi) , and recapture his steadiness, stability and balance that had
always been his character. He needed to remember what he was really made of and return to his
true nature. In every culture throughout history, human beings have speculated as to how the
world began, and about the principles that continue to structure and govern it. Our fundamental
human interest in the beginning is not just of a metaphysical nature. There has always been a
sense that, by thinking about how things began, we can understand the powers that are still at
work in our daily experience of the world. In the ancient world these cosmic speculations were
generally quite poetic and metaphorical. A Chinese creation myth, for instance, describes the
universe as originating from a gigantic hen's egg, while a Norse myth refers to a primordial cow
emerging from a block of ice. Both these stories imply that animals are vehicles through which
supreme powers express themselves, and this veneration of animals manifested itself elsewhere
in art, religion, and even in early medicine. The Judeo-Christian tradition describes the
beginnings of the universe in more abstract terms, with the disembodied voice of God
commanding, "Let there be light." Anthropologists debate the extent to which the peoples of
the past thought that their myths literally described the process of creation. In the case of the
Scandinavian peoples and their story of the "ice cow," for example, its clear that the myth was of
primarily symbolic significance, and that its importance was in the psychological and perhaps
subconscious connotations evoked by the narrative, rather than as a depiction how the universe
really began. But now, at the end of the twentieth century, there is no doubt that cosmologists
believe the current scientific model of creation is intended to describe "what really happened."
According to the so-called Big Bang theory, the universe began when an entity of
incomprehensible density exploded, generating the matter which comprises the galaxies and
propelling it outward at unimaginable speeds. Over time, primordial matter cooled and



condensed resulting in galaxies, stars and planets. Most cosmologists believe that the universe
will continue to expand, doubling its known size over the next ten billion years. Will gravitational
forces eventually overcome the expansion of the universe leading to a contraction back to the
center? This concept of an oscillating universe that expands and contracts over eons of time
evokes the Vedic image of a breathing cosmos--the exhaling and inhaling of Brahman, the
primordial creator. Modern cosmologists continue to debate the ultimate fate of our
universe. Despite some dissenters, the Big Bang theory is the prevailing explanation of the
origin of the cosmos. But although it seems to fairly accurately describe the universe as we
perceive it, the theory raises the question of what preceded the cosmic explosion? Where did
the original entity come from? How long did it exist before exploding? What caused it to
suddenly break apart? Scientists respond to these inquiries in various ways. To the physicist
Steven Hawking, such questions are very understandable but scientifically naive. Asking what
came before the Big Bang, he has said, is like asking what's north of the North Pole. And yet,
great scientists, including Albert Einstein, have not so readily dismissed these questions as they
searched for a unified theory that would define the essential "stuff" our of which the universe
arose. Ayurveda teaches that consciousness is, in effect, the unifying principle that
physicists are seeking. Consciousness is the organizing essence of the universe which
simultaneously transcends and creates the world we perceive. The essential "stuff" of the
universe is actually non-stuff. But this essential "non-stuff" is not the same as emptiness, for
within it is contained the potential for all that was, is and will be. The seen world has its roots in
the unseen field of pure potentiality -- in consciousness. From this primal consciousness, the
elements that make up the universe come into being. Western science has not yet named this
unifying essence and might be reluctant to embrace the terms consciousness or pure
potentiality. Yet, when we look at the original Ayurvedic term for this primordial state from which
the universe arose, the Sanskrit word, Avyakta, simply means "Unmanifest." Contained within
the Unmanifest is the impulse to create, known in Ayurveda as Prakruti or nature. In essence,
Ayurveda simply describes the universe as arising from a field of potentiality that has an intrinsic
nature to create. Modern physics also describes the universe -- consisting of time, space
and matter -- as arising from a timeless, spaceless point. This is the culmination of a long
tradition in Western thought. Pre-Socratic philosophers such as Heraclitus asserted the
existence of a basic substance from which all things came and to which all things returned.
Heraclitus called this primordial essence logos, which is the root word of logic and intelligence.
The logos of Heraclitus can be understood as a cosmic governing and generating principle
analogous to the primordial Consciousness of Ayurveda, and here the Western and Eastern
traditions begin to sound very much alike. The Ayurvedic concept of creation describes not
only the beginning of the universe, but a continuing creative process which is occurring at every
moment. Ayurveda teaches that the entire universe unfolds through the interaction of three vital
principles, which in Sanskrit are known as the Gunas. They are Sattva, the creative principle;
Rajas, the principle of maintenance; and Tamas, the principle of destruction. Everything that we



perceive through our senses, from elementary particles to galaxies, is born, has a life span, and
eventually dies. In this dynamic cycles, the Gunas are the principles that are continuously
expressing themselves. According to Vedic philosophy, the three Gunas interact to create
both subjective and objective realities. In the subjective realm, the five sense organs, five motor
organs, and the conscious mind are brought into being. On the objective side, the Gunas give
rise to five great elements, or Mahabhutas and five subtle elements, or Tanmatras, the quanta of
perceptual experience that feed our five sense organs. The five great elements are the codes of
nature that compose the world of perceived forms.The Vedic sages derived their insights into the
nature of reality without benefit of sophisticated scientific instruments. They simply looked inside
themselves, and discovered the secrets of the universe within their own physical beings and
their consciousness. Their understanding of the world in terms of five great elements is at once
simple and profound. Though this perspective is of ancient origin, the concepts are relevant to
our current understanding of reality, and can even illuminate our understanding of Western
scientific principles. We can, for example, describe chemical reactions as the application of the
fire principle, or energy, to systems composed of the earth element, or atoms. This increases the
movement principle (the wind element) of the atoms, causing a reorganization of bonds (the
water element), which results in a new substance. Similarly, in nuclear reactions a powerful
acceleration of the movement principle (the wind element) within a system overcomes strong
intranuclear bonding (the water element), liberating tremendous amounts of energy (fire) as
subatomic particles are released from their bondage. The theory of the five elements can be
applied to human social systems as well. The fast paced lives we live in the West, which are
expressions of the wind principle, are disruptive to the social cohesion (water) that bonds
members of families, communities, or other organizations that are expressions of the earth
principle. The absence of a unifying social fabric results in chaotic releases of emotional energy
(fire) that are the bases of the unprecedented levels of violence in our society today. By
beginning to think of the world in terms o... --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition
edition.About the AuthorDr. David Simon has had a lifelong interest in healing. He is also a
graduate of the Chicago Pritzker School of Medicine. Dr. Simon received his neurology training
at the University of Colorado Health Sciences Center. In 1993 Dr. Simon was appointed
the Medical Director for The Chopra Center for Well Being and has primary responsibility for
numerous scientific research programs in progress including studies on the role of mind body
approaches in prenatal care, heart disease, and cancer. He is the recipient of a grant for the
National Institutes of Health, Office of Alternative Medicine to study the potential benefits of a
mind body medicine program on improving health and reducing medical costs. --This text refers
to an alternate kindle_edition edition.From the Back Cover"I believe that The Wisdom of Healing
will become a classic of great value to both the general public and health care professionals.
Along with Perfect Health, it is essential reading for those wishing to understand and apply
holistic concepts of health to real-life challenges."--Deepak Chopra, M.D. --This text refers to an
alternate kindle_edition edition.Read more

http://www.neutronbyte.com/api/Wa18oYTP/e/Jpjo/OPMw/rWPXe/The-Wisdom-of-Healing-A-Natural-Mind-Body-Program-for-Optimal-Wellness


Praise for The Wisdom of Healing“I hope this understandable book will be read open-mindedly
not only by those who are sick and those who do not want to become sick, but by those who
manage health care organizations.”George Freeman Solomon, M.D.,Professor Emeritus of
Psychiatry andBiobehavioral Sciences, U.C.L.A.“Dr. Simon distills the vast wisdom of healing
from the ancient Ayurvedic system of India and places it at the fingertips of the modern Western
reader. His book is one of the most important additions to the literature of Ayurveda in modern
times and should be read by all who are interested in this profound subject.”Dr. David
Frawley,author of Ayurveda and the Mind“Ayurveda encompasses the healing of the body, mind,
and consciousness of each individual in his or her day-to-day life and in daily relationships. As a
practical text for self-healing, Dr. David Simon’s book guides both the professional and the
layman through his integral approach and his own wonderful journey toward total
healing.”Vasant Lad, B.A.M.S., M.A.Sc.,author of The Doctor’s Book of Ayurvedic Home
RemediesCopyright © 1997 by David Simon, M.D.Introduction copyright © 1997 by Deepak
Chopra, M.D.All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any
form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any
information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the
publisher.Published by Three Rivers Press, a division of Crown Publishers, Inc.,201 East 50th
Street, New York, New York 10022.Member of the Crown Publishing Group.Originally published
in hardcover by Harmony Books,a division of Crown Publishers, Inc., in 1997.Random House,
Inc. New York, Toronto, London, Sydney, AucklandTHREE RIVERS PRESS and colophon are
trademarks ofCrown Publishers, Inc.Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication DataSimon,
David, M.D.The wisdom of healing : a natural mind body programfor optimal wellness / by David
Simon.p. cm.Includes bibliographical references (this page)1. Medicine, Ayurvedic. 2. Holistic
medicine. 3. Health.I. Title.R605.S565 1997615.5′3—dc21 97-9296v3.1ContentsCoverTitle
PageCopyrightList of IllustrationsForeword by Deepak Chopra,
M.D.AcknowledgmentsIntroduction: Twenty-First-Century Health CarePART IConsciousness:
The Raw Material of the Universe1. Healing the Healer2. Creating a Universe3. Personalizing the
Universe4. The Origins of Health and DiseasePART IIBeyond Illness, Toward Wholeness5.
Restful Alertness—Eavesdropping on Silence6. Accessing the Inner Pharmacy Through the
Doors of Perception7. Healing Breath and Neuromuscular Integration for Optimal Fitness8. Food
as Medicine9. The Wisdom of Herbs10. Understanding Biological Rhythms: The Keys to
Balance11. Detoxification, Purification, and Rejuvenation12. Responsibility, Compassion, and
FreedomPART IIIThe Science of Mind Body Interactions in Illness13. Psychoneuroimmunology—
Mind, Body, and Immunity14. Mind Body Interactions in Digestive Disorders15. Mind Body
Interactions in Diabetes16. Mind Body Interactions in Heart Disease17. Mind Body Interactions
in Cancer18. Mind Body Interactions in Reproduction and Pregnancy19. Mind Body Interactions
in Women’s Health—Menstruation and Menopause20. Mind Body Interactions in Fatigue and
Chronic PainEpilogue: Celebrating Life, Transcending DeathAppendix AReferencesAbout the
AuthorIllustrations2.1 Creating the Universe3.1 Layers of Life4.1 Health and Disease6.1 Shri



Yantra7.1 Nadi Shodhana7.2 Sitali7.3 Sun Salutations7.4 Yoga in a Chair13.1 Communicating
Immunity13.2 Immune Defense System13.3 Immune Feedback13.4 Neti Pot15.1 Stress and
Blood Sugar18.1 Stress and FertilityForewordDEEPAK CHOPRAIn the world of forms and
phenomena, change is the only constant. In life, change proceeds in the direction of evolution—
how more can be accomplished with less energy expenditure. Human evolution has moved
through several epochs over the past several million years, from the hunter-gatherer stage to the
Agricultural Age, on to the Industrial Age and now, the Information Age. Each age has had its
own worldview—its own paradigm—which defines the expectations and limitations of the people
living in the period. I believe that the transition from the Industrial Age to the Information Age has
again resulted in a transformation of our worldview. We are beginning to see, thanks to
information technology, a paradigm shift from a material worldview to a consciousness-based
worldview. We are beginning to understand that what exists at the essential core of matter is
information and energy. I hope and believe that the Information Age is going to be the stepping-
off point for the Age of Consciousness. What is consciousness, if not information and energy
that has become alive with self-referral? In other words, consciousness is information that
responds to feedback, which is also information. Through this self-referral loop, consciousness
influences its own expression in more abstract and unpredictable ways, and in this process,
consciousness becomes intelligence.This underlying nonmaterial basis for existence is already
taken for granted in the information technologies of our civilization—fax machines, cellular
phones, satellite television transmissions, and the Internet. These tools of our age demonstrate
the basic premise of our time, which is that the essential nature of the material world is not
material; that the essential stuff of the universe is “nonstuff”; that the atom, which is the basic
unit of matter, is not a solid entity, but a hierarchy of states of information and energy in a huge
void.This profound and valuable knowledge has been missing from our biological sciences. Our
current health-care system needs to integrate this understanding of consciousness in order for it
to evolve to the next phase. Our current therapeutic interventions in medicine are based upon a
mechanistic view of life that views the human body as a physical machine with consciousness
as the epiphenomenon. Although modern medicine has made great advances, saving millions of
lives through sophisticated technology and pharmaceuticals, it has come at a high price. Modern
medicine has not evolved sufficiently to deal with the underlying causes of disease in our
society. There is a need, therefore, for a system of health care that is truly holistic.This book by
Dr. David Simon offers a new vision of health care that embraces the best of East and West. It
brings together the insights of ancient healing wisdom with what we know about the workings of
nature through the window of science. Wisdom requires knowledge and experience and this
book provides the keys to both.I have known David for more than ten years and have worked
closely with him for the past five. Together, he and I have developed courses that have trained
thousands of physicians, nurses, and other health professionals in the principles and practice of
mind body medicine. As a result of these courses, we have certified hundreds of health-care
providers to teach “The Magic of Healing,” which is being taught to thousands of people all



across the world. In my opinion, Dr. David Simon is the most qualified person to translate the
ideas and concepts that I have been exploring and writing about for the past ten years into
practical programs that anyone—health-care professions and the general public—can
access.There has been a need for this book for many years. Dr. Simon has painstakingly
researched every statement made in this book and diligently gathered the scientific evidence
that documents the benefits of the techniques of mind body medicine that he explores in each
chapter. I believe The Wisdom of Healing will become a classic of great value to both the general
public and health-care professionals. Along with Perfect Health, it is a valuable companion for
those wishing to understand and apply holistic concepts of health to real-life challenges.David, a
remarkably talented physician, is the medical director of The Chopra Center for Well Being in La
Jolla, California, and has been responsible for creating a number of health-care programs with
me that are based upon a holistic perspective of the human being: “Magical Beginnings,
Enchanted Lives,” a course for pregnant mothers; “The Healing Heart Program,” for people
facing heart disease; and “Return to Wholeness,” for people confronting cancer. These programs
are being embraced by health-care organizations and providers around the world. The Wisdom
of Healing, by David Simon, takes us a giant step closer to bringing the principles and practices
of integrated mind body medicine fully into the mainstream of society and health care; I am
privileged to be associated with him at The Chopra Center for Well Being and in all the work we
do together on behalf of that larger goal.AcknowledgmentsThis book has provided me a
precious opportunity to recount my personal healing journey. Along my path, countless guides
have shared their love and wisdom with me—to these souls I am deeply grateful.I wish to
express special gratitude:To the wonderful team of dedicated people who have made The
Chopra Center for Well Being a spiritual intensive care unit;To my extended family at Infinite
Possibilities International for their commitment to an enlightened world;To my dear friends and
colleagues, Jude Aluce, Margo Anand, Donna Anton, Brent BecVar, Bruce BecVar, Brian
BecVar, Bija Bennett, Rama Birch, Ginna Bragg, Ray Chambers, Mallika Chopra, Rita Chopra,
Heidi Clark, Diane Cook, Manjari Ehrlichman, William Elkus, Rebecca Flynn, David Frawley,
Annie Frensdorff, Jeremy Geffen, Tom Gegax, Becky Hanson, Carol Hyde, Jan Kinder, Paul
Johnson, Sunil Joshi, Vasant Lad, Karen Martin, Mary Maskell, Sarah McLean, Paige Megna,
Chuck Meier, Catherine Miller, Vidya McNeill, Muriel Nellis, Richard Perl, Candace Pert, Carolyn
Rangel, Tom Rautenberg, Marcia Ross, Adriana Silva, Sylvia Sepielli, Deepak Singh, Geeta
Singh, Ira Strongin, Clara Toro, Francis Warner, and Barbara Wheeler for their unwavering
dedication to our shared vision of healing the world;To my adored tribe of infinite possibilities co-
dreamers, Stephen Bickel, Arielle Ford, Debbie Ford, Danielle Dorman, Roger Gabriel, Nan
Johnson, Adriana Nienow, Gayle Rose, and Kimberly Wise;To Mitch Sisskind and Peter
Guzzardi for their resolute pursuit of excellence;To Deepak for his inspiration, wisdom, and
vision;To my divine parents, Myron and Lee Shirley, for their boundless nurturing and for instilling
in me the values of service and integrity;To my beloved Howard, Dana, and Samantha for their
constant love and support;To my dear Lori, Bruce, Judy, and Al for their loving acceptance and



caring;To my cherished son, Max, for his extraordinary courage and spirit; And, to my darling,
Pam, for her unconditional love and acceptance.IntroductionTwenty-First-CenturyHealth
Care“Something we were withholding made us weak,Until we found it was ourselves.”Robert
FrostIn ancient India, the doctor wore his money bag on his belt. As he made his rounds through
the village, he visited each home. If every member of the family was healthy, the head of the
household placed a coin in the doctor’s bag. If, however, someone in the home had fallen ill, the
doctor was held responsible for not providing the necessary knowledge to the patient. The cost
of herbs, special foods, or specific therapeutic treatments was paid for by the doctor. Thus was
born the first health maintenance organization (HMO).We are in the midst of a health revolution.
With modern medical technology we can penetrate the genetic code to reveal the broken
molecule that underlies an inherited illness, we can see changes in the brain’s metabolic activity
that underlie thoughts and intentions, we can focus gamma rays to carve out a brain tumor
without cutting the skin. Yet more than one in three Americans seeks out unconventional health
care for illnesses ranging from chronic pain to cancer. There is a perplexing disparity between
the amazing medical miracles we have available to us and the growing dissatisfaction with our
modern health-care system.Since entering medical school almost twenty-five years ago, I have
felt discontent with our prevailing approach to health and disease. My expectations upon
entering medical school were great, but I found my training disappointing. I wanted and
expected to be taught the sacred principles of health. Instead, I learned about interesting
aspects of disease. I expected to learn from professors of medicine who were models of humility
and compassion, and instead I saw them revered mainly for their problem-solving skills, as if
healing were a branch of mechanical engineering. At times I was deeply demoralized that the
notion of human beings as fully conscious, spiritually aware creations had been totally lost from
the medical model of life and health.Over the last few years, however, I have been encouraged
by the new awareness of health issues that is growing in our society. Increasingly, people are
expecting their health-care providers to be more than master disease technicians. The concept
of doctor as teacher is returning.What do we really want from our healers? We want the best
acute treatment available when needed. If a child develops a high fever and an earache at two in
the morning, we want instant access to a competent physician and an effective antibiotic. If we
are in a serious automobile accident, we want to have state-of-the-art X-ray equipment available
to diagnose our broken bones and expert orthopedic doctors to set them straight. We want our
providers to show compassion, whether we are suffering with cancer or an annoying muscle
spasm. We want our doctors to practice what they preach, radiating health in their own lives. We
want to be taught what we can do to avoid illness and the ravages of aging. And we want it all to
be inexpensive and easy!These are tall orders, and thus far we have had to accept
compromises. We have paid an emotional price for the high-technology medicine of our time,
sacrificing humane caring for efficiency. And we are paying an ever-increasing financial price as
well. It is reassuring that our highly skilled surgeons can clean out or bypass blocked blood
vessels to the heart, or transplant an organ, but now we are finding that there is often not enough



money in the bank to provide these treatments. As a result, a vast transformation is underway in
the way we look at health and health care.One effort to change our approach to health is the rise
of managed care. Although the theory behind health maintenance organizations (HMOs) is to
provide incentives to doctors and hospitals to keep people healthy, there is growing concern that
the effort to save money sometimes leads to withholding appropriate care. Although it will
require a fundamental shift in the way both patients and physicians think about health care, I am
convinced that an answer to these problems is now available. To put it succinctly, the solution
lies in providing people with the means and the information they need to make lifestyle changes
that will diminish the need for expensive medical care. Rather than rationing our limited
resources, we can reduce the need for those resources by empowering human beings to lead
healthier lives.This doesn’t mean encouraging people to abandon medical care for alternative
providers. Although I believe there is great potential value to acupuncture, massage,
homeopathy, nutritional counseling, and other alternative approaches, I don’t think an alternative
health-care system is going to solve all our problems. Throughout my exploration of healing
technologies since my premed days, I have been struck by the fact that, in every system of
health care, some people get better and some do not. The problem lies at the heart of almost
every therapeutic approach in every tradition, from every historical period, and from every area
of the globe: No matter where we look, the patient is always the passive recipient of the healer’s
efforts. To use a metaphor from our own part of the world, the doctor always pitches and the
patient always catches.I am suggesting that it is time for the patient to step up to bat. I have
witnessed chiropractors who adjust spinal subluxations, homeopaths who choose the correct
tincture, acupuncturists who place needles into blocked meridians, and herbalists who treat
symptoms with specific botanical preparations. Although these alternative approaches to illness
have demonstrable value, they do not represent a real shift in the doctor-patient relationship.
While most natural-medicine traditions emphasize disease prevention through healthy life
choices, the day-to-day practice of these healing arts often fails to make knowledge about health
an important component. For the most part, the patient remains the passive recipient,
relinquishing authority to an all-knowing healer.I vividly remember my experience with an
herbalist who was offering consultations at the rate of thirty people an hour. I waited along with
one hundred others until I was ushered into the small office of the medicine man. Without asking
me any questions, he felt my pulse for about twenty seconds. He whispered that I had “too many
thoughts” and dictated a prescription to his assistant. I was escorted to the next room, where
several bags of herbal tablets were filled for me. I paid about twenty-five dollars for the herbs—
there was no charge for the visit—and I was sent on my way.The most fascinating thing to me
about this experience was listening to the other patients describe their own brief visits.
Reactions like “He seemed able to thoroughly read me,” or “I felt better just by his touch,”
impressed me because the most common complaint I was hearing about medical doctors was
that they weren’t spending enough time with their patients. In some subtle yet profound way, and
in just a few minutes, these people felt that a need had been met. It seemed to me that a spiritual



connection had been made between patient and healer and that this experience had a powerful
effect.Although I understand the potent benefits of a visit with a medicine man, I doubt that this
type of consultation will find widespread acceptance in the West. Increasingly, Westerners ask to
be respected partners in their health care and I don’t believe my patients would be fully satisfied
with a healing encounter without knowledge of how to sustain and expand the experience.
However, the feeling of being accepted, understood, and acknowledged as a fellow human
being must be an integral part of every exchange with a doctor. My vision of health care for the
next millennium values the best of Western scientific medicine while embracing the essence of
the great healing traditions. Acknowledging the integral link between healing and spirit, we also
need to empower people with the knowledge and practical approaches to improve their own
health.To accomplish this, we need to make the experience of health care relevant to patients’
emotional lives. A visit with a healer/doctor ought to be inspirational and even spiritual on
occasion. Here the ancient healing traditions have much to offer, for in their definitions of health
they include not just body and mind, but spirit also. This is vitally important, because genuine
good health means more than having normal laboratory studies. It’s a dynamic state of well-
being in every sense. It’s joy in the gift of living a human life.In this book, I want to share with you
my experiences of the healer’s art as it has been understood around the world. In the ancient
wisdom traditions of India, Tibet, and China I have found both profound philosophical concepts
and practical techniques for combining concepts of body, mind, and spirit into a comprehensive
definition of health. Throughout my medical career I have worked to integrate the theory and
practice of these ancient health sciences into my medical practice in the West.My first exposure
to an Ayurvedic physician left a lasting impression on me. A gentle, humble vaidya (doctor of
Ayurveda) had been visiting the United States for just a few weeks and intuitively seemed to
understand the deeper needs of Westerners. His demeanor radiated compassion and I was
surprised at how often his polite exploration of the issues underlying a person’s problem elicited
tears. His kind-hearted nature encouraged trust, which allowed those seeking his counsel to
gain a deeper understanding of the source and meaning of their concerns. With his simple
explanations and encouragement, the steps to recovery seemed readily attainable.Each patient
was given basic advice about diet, exercise, and daily routine. A few Ayurvedic herbs were
usually prescribed along with information on when and how to take them. He encouraged people
to begin a daily spiritual practice and often suggested they spend time alone in nature.The
information he provided was at once simple and profound, but the most powerful aspect of his
therapy was his own presence. Although he was seeing several patients each hour, there was a
timelessness about him that made each person feel his only concern was for his or her well
being. More than an expert on health, he seemed to be a living representative of a healthy
person, balanced in body, mind, and spirit. In this man, I saw the possibility that a physician
could be more than a technical master of pathology—a doctor could guide his patients to health
through his actions, words, and being.For the past four years I have had the privilege and
opportunity of devoting my full time to the development of The Chopra Center for Well Being.



This program is unique in its mission of integrating holistic concepts and practices into a
mainstream health-care system. We are finding growing acceptance of these holistic principles
as complementary, not alternative, to standard medical care. Patients are no longer acquiescing
to a passive role in their recovery processes, but are actively seeking every possible means to
activate their internal healing systems. It has been my experience that a combination of mind
body approaches and best-quality, appropriately administered medical care provides the
optimal opportunity for healing. And when there is not an effective standard medical approach to
a problem, mind body medicine offers hope and options at minimal cost with often surprising
results.Beyond “A Pill for Every Ill”This new view of health seeks to expand, not overthrow, the
prevailing paradigm. Contemporary health science sees the human body as a physical machine
that has inexplicably learned to manufacture thoughts. But if we think of the human body that
way, as a flesh-and-bone thought-manufacturing machine, then we are viewing consciousness
as a side effect of matter. Feelings, desires, instincts, falling in love, being moved by poetry or
music—all are understood as by-products of biochemistry. Moreover, just as emotions are seen
as by-products of molecules, so are sickness and health.Science has attempted to understand
the mechanics of disease in the hope that by disrupting those mechanics, disease can be
eradicated. Thus, if we can learn how bacteria multiply, we can presumably use antibiotics to
interfere with that process and before long there won’t be any more infections. If we know how
cancer cells replicate their DNA, we can interfere with that process too, and then we won’t have
cancer anymore. If we know how cholesterol is manufactured in the liver, we can intervene in the
process of cholesterol development, and heart disease will soon follow cancer into the dustbin
of history.While this model of the body has been extremely useful in acute intervention, has
saved many lives, and has made great improvements in the general state of public health, it has
only partly fulfilled our intentions. For example, the mechanical or materialistic model has not
significantly affected morbidity and mortality from chronic disease in society at large, nor has it
influenced the age-adjusted mortality from illness. It has very effectively succeeded in getting rid
of certain epidemics, but other epidemics have appeared in their place. We no longer have polio,
smallpox, and malaria, but we do have cardiovascular disease, stroke, cancer, degenerative
disorders, AIDS, drug addiction, and alcoholism.It is now also clear that treating illness with a
purely mechanistic approach very frequently sows the seeds of illness for the future. It has been
estimated that over 1.5 million people develop hospital-acquired infections each year in the
United States, and many thousands die from antibiotic-resistant bacteria.1 The cost of caring for
these iatrogenic, or treatment-related, infections is estimated to reach to three billion dollars per
year.2,3 More than one-half of all antimicrobial drugs may be prescribed inappropriately.4 This
has created a situation in which problems that recently were considered easily treated, such as
common staph or strep infections, are now resistant to antibiotics and are striking with lethal
force in immunocompromised patients.Since 1928, when Alexander Fleming’s observation of a
mold that contaminated his bacterial cultures led to the discovery of penicillin, we have
proceeded under the assumption that there is a “pill for every ill.” Recent studies have shown



that between fifty and eighty percent of the adult population in the United States and England
swallows a medically prescribed chemical every twenty-four to thirty-six hours.5,6 Over one-third
of patients in a university hospital may be suffering from iatrogenic diseases.7 If a study of
hospital-acquired injuries from New York is typical of the United States, 180,000 people die each
year of iatrogenic injury, the equivalent of three jumbo-jet crashes every two days.8 It is known
that the number one cause of drug addiction in the world is not street drugs, but medical
prescriptions legally prescribed by physicians. And, despite our presumption that the standard
practice of Western medicine is scientifically based, studies suggest that less than half of
medical interventions are supported by solid scientific evidence.9,10The materialist model of the
body focuses on disease mechanisms rather than the basic life functions of the human mind
body system. These life functions are simply what we do every day, eating, breathing, digesting,
metabolizing, and eliminating. Mind body medicine emphasizes the crucial influence of
consciousness on each and every one of these processes. If they are effortless and
spontaneous, there is health; and conversely, the origins of disease can be found in a disruption
of the spontaneity and effortlessness with which the life functions occur.What “Holistic” Really
MeansThe recognition of consciousness or spirit as a central factor in the etiology of an illness is
the fundamental distinction between the healing traditions of the East and conventional Western
health care. Although I’ve found much that is valuable in all the healing traditions, what ultimately
attracted me to the Ayurvedic medicine of India was its all-inclusiveness, its willingness to put
the welfare of the patient above any doctrinal or ideological imperatives. Simply put, Ayurveda
advocates whatever restores or strenghtens the health of the patient and whatever retards or
eliminates the process of disease.One of the first patients I saw at The Chopra Center was a
delightful man who worked as a massage therapist at the Esalen Institute in northern California.
For several years he had been troubled by a tingling sensation in his face, and as someone who
was thoroughly at ease with alternative approaches to health care he had sought help from
chiropractors, acupuncturists, and homeopaths. Each doctor had prescribed a course of
treatment that provided temporary relief, but his symptoms invariably returned.This patient now
came to us hoping to try an Ayurvedic approach—but as I listened to his story, I became
increasingly concerned that he might have a rare brain tumor. After providing his history and
allowing me to examine him, he asked me for my thoughts as an Ayurvedic physician. I replied
that I fully supported the use of natural approaches when appropriate, but in this instance I
recommended a brain MRI scan as soon as possible. Although the massage therapist was
understandably dismayed, he agreed to the study because he trusted me as a holistically
oriented doctor. In fact, the scan did show a small tumor on his hearing nerve, which was
successfully removed neurosurgically without any complications.To me, this was a successful
application of mind body medicine. There is a saying that runs, “If the only tool you own is a
hammer, everything looks like a nail,” and all too often this is true of health care. For medical
doctors, the hammer is a prescription pad; for chiropractors, it is a spinal adjustment; for
acupuncturists, it is a needle; for homeopaths, a miasmic tincture. My concept of truly holistic



health care is ensuring that the correct tool is available for the task at hand, and using that tool,
whatever it may be. And very often—but not always, as illustrated by the case described above—
the most powerful tool is not anything on the outside, but rather the healing powers of the
patient’s own body, mind, and spirit.It is encouraging to note that the World Health Organization
has defined health as not merely the absence of disease, but as a state of physical, mental, and
emotional well being.11 It is now time to add a fourth element: spiritual well being. We could
even go further and redefine health as a higher state of consciousness—a state in which we
open ourselves to entirely new categories of creativity and vitality, including the ability to
influence biological processes through the power of our own awareness.Information and
EnergyThe idea that something as subtle as our attention can influence something as concrete
as our physical body may at first be difficult to accept. Yet, our whole concept of what is “real” is
changing today. Our technology—fax machines, cordless phones, computers, and television—is
based on a new understanding of reality. All these technologies have evolved from one
paradoxical idea: that the essential nature of the physical world is that it is not ultimately physical;
that the atom, for example, which is the basic unit of matter, can also be seen as a network of
information and energy.A flower, for example, is made up of information and energy. The energy
is the raw electromagnetic, gravitational, and atomic forces that allow the flower to be perceived
by our senses; the color, shape, texture, and fragrance are the specific packages of information
that are available to our consciousness. Consciousness is also information and energy, but it is
more than that. Consciousness is alive—it is living information and energy. We can refer to it as
intelligence, although the intelligence manifested by a flower is in many respects different from
that of an animal or human being.Ayurveda teaches that intelligence is information and energy
that is self-referral. Self-referral means the ability to learn through experience to reinterpret and
influence one’s choices. When, through our intelligence, we make different choices, we change
the energy and information that enters our mind and body and by so doing, we transform who
we are.The human body is really a river of intelligence. And like a river that is always changing
despite the appearance that it is the same, our human bodies are undergoing continuous
transformation. We replace almost all the atoms in our body each year. From reconstituting our
stomach lining every week to the calcium and phosphate in our bones every few months, our
physical structure is in constant and dynamic exchange with the world around us.This may not
be the way we are used to perceiving our bodies, but sensory experience is often unreliable. Our
senses tell us that the earth is flat, yet we know that it is round. Sensory experience informs me
the earth is the center of the universe, yet I know that it is just a tiny speck of matter in a remote
corner of the galaxy. If we could see the human body as it truly is, rather than through the filter of
human sensory experience, we would see it as a field of energy and information.If we conceive
of our bodies as fixed physical structures, it makes sense to intervene with surgery to remove
broken parts or add medications to alter the body’s chemistry. If, however, we begin to grasp the
nature of a human life as a magnificent network of intelligence, entirely new possibilities for
healing can be considered. From this perspective, we can influence health through our choices



and interpretations: through the food we ingest, the emotions we experience, the sensory input
we are exposed to, the daily patterns and rhythms of our lives. We can re-create ourselves by
changing the quality of our experiences.The Roots of Mind Body MedicineAlthough these
concepts may have been discredited in some circles as being “New Age,” the roots of mind body
medicine are in time-honored healing traditions from around the world. As I learned in medical
anthropology classes in college, as long as human beings have existed, we have sought means
to offset the suffering caused by injury, illness, and aging. In prehistoric times extended families
came together into clans and tribes, enabling the emergence of specialized roles, of which the
medicine man was among the earliest. Traditional healers had to begin by resolving their own
health issues, through which they gained firsthand experience about sickness and recovery. The
knowledge of how to utilize nature’s gifts to heal was passed down from generation to
generation, eventually becoming systematized in the great ancient healing traditions.Medical
historians recognize a number of major traditional health systems whose roots go back
thousands of years. The medical science of ancient Greece is identified with Hippocrates, who
was born about 450 B.C. He considered health to be a natural state that could be lost through
forsaking a balanced lifestyle. Hippocrates emphasized moderation as the road to a sound mind
and body and resolutely preached the need to be in harmony with nature. Although many
medical students recite the Hippocratic oath at the time of graduation, the basic principles of
Greek medicine that integrated body, mind, and spirit have been relegated to footnote status in
today’s medical schools.The major healing traditions of the East are intimately interwoven,
sharing many common principles and therapeutic interventions. Tibetan medicine’s origins go
back approximately twenty-five hundred years to the time of the Buddha. Medicine provided an
opportunity for Buddhist monks to practice compassion, help relieve suffering, and convert the
comforted to their spiritual path. The classical Tibetan medical treatise, Tantra of Secret
Instruction on the Eight Branches, the Essence of the Elixir of Immortality, is commonly known
as The Four Tantras. Magnificent pictorial texts that depict a detailed Tibetan understanding of
anatomy, physiology, and embryology expound the origin, diagnosis, and treatment of disease.
Virtuous conduct, a healthy diet, and regular daily and seasonal routines are promoted for a long
and healthy life. If you fall ill, Tibetan medicine includes a vast herbal pharmacopoeia. Although
under severe threat from Chinese occupation, Tibetan medicine is still widely practiced in its
native land and has spread to Nepal, India, and recently to the West. Tibetan medicine is a rich
and elegant healing system that deserves the attention of healers around the world.Traditional
Chinese Medicine (TCM) became familiar to Americans after President Richard Nixon’s visit to
China in 1972. Although most widely known for acupuncture, TCM includes an extensive herbal
pharmacy. The earliest known oriental medical text, The Yellow Emperor’s Classic of Internal
Medicine, dates back as far as 2600 B.C. Westerners were exposed to acupuncture in the
seventeenth century when Jesuit missionaries to China returned with amazing accounts of
doctors curing patients by placing needles in their skin. Oriental medical doctors hypothesize
that life energy, called chi, flows throughout the body within specific pathways, or meridians. This



vital force circulates as a result of opposite forces, known as yin and yang, that are continuously
seeking a dynamic balance. Illness results when the life force is obstructed or when the polar
principles become imbalanced. Traditional Chinese Medical practitioners have gained
considerable credibility in the West and are now commonly members of pain-treatment teams.
Although Western scientists may have difficulty with the concept of chi traveling through invisible
channels, there is a growing body of evidence supporting the role of TCM in the treatment of
neuromuscular and arthritic pain, post-surgical pain, menstrual cramps, nausea from
chemotherapy, and drug addiction.12,13,14,15,16Ayurveda, which means “science of life” in
Sanskrit, may be as ancient as humankind. Although its precise origins have been lost in the
mists of history, one thing can be said with certainty about this comprehensive, philosophical,
eminently practical system of health science: Ayurveda is very old. The Rig Veda, a collection of
more than one thousand poetic hymns that includes many of the central concepts of Ayurveda,
was composed between 1200 and 900 B.C. Thus, the Ayurvedic system was already centuries
old during the time of Charaka, the most celebrated of the ancient physicians of India, who lived
around 700 B.C.In his book known as the Samhita, which is the principle source for our
knowledge of his thinking, Charaka described a gathering of the most learned men of India who
came together in the foothills of the Himalayas to discuss the problem of disease. They agreed
that disease was spreading misery and death and was standing in the way of humanity’s
achieving spiritual enlightenment, the true purpose of existence. In the Charaka Samhita, the
sages elected a delegate to call upon the celestial being known as Indra, who then revealed the
science of life to the great sage, Bhardwaja. In this way the principles of Ayurveda are described
as coming to mankind directly from the gods. From the very beginning Ayurveda was intended to
serve spiritual as well as physical purposes.For anyone reading the Samhita and other ancient
Ayurvedic texts today, many of the books’ ideas seem amazingly sophisticated and up-to-date.
The Charaka Samhita, for example, includes a carefully formulated classification of diseases
and their treatments, as well as sections on anatomy and embryology, nutrition, and herbology.
In all, Ayurveda’s understanding of human health is every bit as comprehensive as the healing
systems of ancient Greece and China, though these have, until recently, received far more
attention from Western historians.It would be wrong, however, to imagine that there was rivalry
or competition between the health sciences of the various ancient civilizations. Early physicians
were eager to learn from one another, and the extensive trade routes of the ancient world made
it surprisingly easy for them to do so. Ayurvedic texts had probably been translated into Greek by
the time of Hippocrates, who would have been familiar with the work of Indian physicians. The
expansion of medical knowledge that occurred during the Han dynasty in China (circa 200 B.C.)
must also have been influenced by the earlier developments in India.It’s unfortunate that the
ancient world’s willingness to share and accept medical knowledge from various cultures did not
extend into more recent times. During the medieval period Ayurvedic medicine began to be
forcibly replaced by alternative systems imposed by the ruling classes, and its decline
accelerated after the conquest of India by Moslem invaders in the twelfth and thirteenth



centuries. Later, beginning in the eighteenth century, Ayurveda was almost completely
suppressed by India’s British rulers. Tragically, one conqueror after another has seen Ayurvedic
learning as a threat to his political control, rather than as a resource for linking the Indian nation
with its proud heritage and for bettering the health of its people.When India gained
independence from Britain in 1947, the way was opened for a revival of Ayurveda’s long-
suppressed tradition. It is only very recently, however, that the science of life has at last begun to
receive the interest that it deserves, not only in India but around the world. Western medicine is
now beginning to acknowledge that we must treat the person as well as the disease, that we
must recognize the underlying causes of ill health and try to address them even before
symptoms appear, and that good nutrition, appropriate exercise, emotional well being, and
spiritual fulfillment are as important to human health as drugs or surgery. These principles, of
course, were well understood by even the earliest Ayurvedic physicians. While it’s regrettable
that their insights have been cast aside for many hundreds of years, it’s also heartening to see
how the situation is beginning to change for the better. Through The Wisdom of Healing, I hope
to accelerate this change by offering detailed knowledge of Ayurvedic medicine to an audience
of both laypeople and health-care practitioners. Moreover, by integrating Ayurvedic insights with
the most advanced concepts of Western science, I hope to at last make possible the physical,
emotional, and spiritual well being that was the highest purpose of Charaka and the ancient
sages of India.The new model for health offered in this book embraces the best of the objective,
scientific interventions of Western medicine with the subjective, holistic approaches of the
ancient healing traditions. It empowers and honors the inherent healing power within us all,
acknowledging the imperishable linkage between body, mind, and spirit. Health is then
understood as the return of the memory of wholeness. Healing is a lifelong process of unfolding,
without clear beginnings and with no anticipated end. For me, coming to understand this has
been a journey of discovery, and in these pages I hope you will find the fruits of that
journey.PART ONECONSCIOUSNESS:THE RAW MATERIALOF THE UNIVERSEThe ideas
that structure mind body medicine are both old and new. They are derived from the profound
insights of physicists and molecular biologists whose work was done in this century, or even in
just the past few years—but they are also grounded in a Vedic conception of the universe that is
thousands of years old. Breakthroughs of twentieth-century science such as relativity theory and
quantum mechanics were anticipated in surprising detail by the ancient seers of India. My
purpose in Part I of The Wisdom of Healing is to show how these ideas from widely separated
times and places form a new vision of health, of life, and even of matter itself. Vedic philosophy
in general, and in particular the science of health known as Ayurveda, sees human life as an
inseparable part of a continuum that extends outward to include the most distant galaxies of the
universe and inward to the faintest energy traces of subatomic particles.The model of an
endlessly flowing reality in which elements blend and turn back upon themselves like ocean
waves is a vision that contemporary physicists share with ancient poets and philosophers—but it
stands in contrast to the materialistic, mechanistic conception that forms the basis of Western



health care. While I do not for a moment deny the enormous achievements of the prevailing
mechanistic approach, it is equally obvious that many fundamental health problems remain
unsolved, and in recent years serious new problems have appeared for which medical science
as yet has no answer. I believe a consciousness-based understanding of human health can
transcend the limits of mechanistic thinking. By presenting this vision of a consciousness-
created reality, I hope to offer a new instrument for healing at a time when there is a very clear
need for it.1Healing the Healer“Science cannot solve the ultimate mystery of Nature …because
in the last analysis we ourselves are part of the mystery we are trying to solve.”Max PlanckI am
six years old and running a 104°F fever. It seems I have inadvertently loaned my body to a
community of viruses that has seized the opportunity to expand its population rapidly. Even
watching My Little Margie on television does not appease the aching in my muscles. My mother
is particularly concerned because the St. Joseph’s Aspirin for Children that she has been
pumping into me every four hours has had a minimal effect on my alternating fevers and chills.I
notice that Mom is frantically cleaning up the house because the doctor is coming. Dr. Benjamin
Stein, noted suburban pediatrician, is making a house call and my mother wants the Simon
household to mirror the antisepsis of Northshore Memorial Hospital. My father has called several
times today to see how I am feeling and has come home an hour early from work to be here
when Dr. Stein arrives. Mom has just completed the finishing touches on my bed, puffing up the
pillows and pulling the bedcovers tight across my chest, when the front doorbell rings,
announcing the arrival of the doctor.Looking into my ears, he remarks that there are no potatoes
growing in my acoustic canals and, tapping on my knees, reassures all in attendance that I am
still alive and kicking. After a few minutes of tender probing, poking, looking, and listening, he
declares with authority that I have “a bug that is going around.” It requires no antibiotics (no
shot!) and the doctor promises my much-relieved parents that I’ll be better in a couple of days.
He scribbles a prescription for some cough syrup and tells my mother to call him toward the end
of the week.Dr. Stein departs and within hours my fever breaks, the toxic invaders seem to
vanish from my body, my parents breathe a sigh of relief, and the red-breasted robins resume
their song outside my window.This is one of my earliest memories of healing. Although it
happened decades ago in a Midwestern suburb, the visit from Dr. Stein has much in common
with encounters that have taken place between patients and doctors for hundreds of years in all
parts of the world. For centuries a physician’s words, gestures, and simple nostrums were the
only available responses to illness, but despite his limited ability to affect the disease process
directly the doctor was honored, appreciated, even loved. And his patients often recovered.At
least in the emotions that are evoked, the typical encounter between doctor and patient is largely
unchanged today. Seeing a physician is always a fundamentally regressive experience for a sick
person. It’s as if you’re once again a little boy who has tried and failed to button your coat by
yourself, or a toddling one-year-old girl who can’t walk across the room without help. You call for
help—not because you want to, but because you must.For most people, then, a meeting with a
doctor is colored by powerful feelings of hope and fear. This is as true for an Eskimo fisherman



meeting with his tribal shaman as it is for a Manhattan businessman visiting his cardiologist.
Every patient naturally hopes that his or her problem isn’t serious or that it can be resolved
easily. This hope often translates into a deeply held faith on the part of the patient, a trust that the
doctor possesses special knowledge that allows him to make a sick person feel better, to cure
illness, and to prolong life when life is threatened. The patient’s faith, in turn, gives the physician
extraordinary authority. One sometimes hears it said of a doctor, occasionally with bitterness but
just as often with awe, “He thinks he’s God!” A joke that most second-year medical students
learn captures this sentiment.A recently departed gentleman standing in line at the pearly gates
became irritated when a young, bearded, long-haired fellow in a white coat, swinging a
stethoscope, walked past the waiting line right into heaven. When the man complained to the
sentry angel that it wasn’t fair that the chap was allowed to bypass the waiting line just because
he was a doctor, the angel dismissed his protest, saying, “That wasn’t a doctor, that was God.
Sometimes he just likes to play doctor.”For the most part, the physician’s authority and even
much of his healing power has always derived from the patient’s hope and belief that the doctor
can make things right. But healing is only one of the hopes that a patient focuses on a physician.
For many people, particularly as they get older, the doctor may be the only person who offers a
caring relationship. Aging in America almost always includes isolation, death comes to be feared
as the ultimate solitary experience, and the doctor can be the last person who stands between
the patient and that self-locking door. Often the doctor is not just a surrogate parent, but a whole
surrogate family—someone who provides attention, affection, and appreciation. When people
become unhappy and frustrated, it’s often because they’re emotionally deprived, and that alone
can give rise to physical illness with all its consequences.From the doctor’s point of view, hope
and fear are also the central emotions of an encounter with a patient, though of course the
doctor cannot disclose these feelings. Again, this has remained unchanged for hundreds of
years—but now some new, important elements have been added to the equation. With the
unprecedented advances in scientific medicine in the last thirty years, there has been an erosion
of what might be called the ceremonial, or perhaps even the theatrical, sides of medicine. I mean
theatrical in the most elevated sense: not as falsification, but as a performance in which the
doctor provides a kind of catharsis for the patient’s needs, just as can happen in an encounter
with great art of any kind.In his very thoughtful book entitled How We Die, the surgeon and
medical historian Sherwin Nuland writes at some length about the place of hope in the doctor-
patient relationship.1 As his title suggests, Nuland’s book is concerned principally with cases in
which chances of recovery are very remote. Nonetheless, he suggests that there is much to
hope for even in so-called hopeless cases. There is much a doctor can hope to accomplish for a
patient who is not going to get well, and there is likewise a great deal that such a patient can
hope to achieve for himself or herself. Serenity, insight, the sharing of love with family and friends
—these are not just sentimental clichés. In a very real sense, they are what life is all about,
despite the fact that they can’t be detected by an MRI scan.Unfortunately, in recent years there
has been a general hardening on both sides in the relationship between doctor and patient.



Many younger patients, for example, are now much more sophisticated about medicine than
was true when doctors still made house calls for childhood illnesses. Well-informed about the
differences among viruses, bacteria, and parasites, well-read in the popular literature of health
and self-help, a new generation of patients is unlikely to accept just any medical advice or
prescription. Rather than viewing the doctor as a healer or even a type of clergyman, a new
generation of patients today is just as likely to see the healer as a businessman and view him
with some of the same skepticism one might bring to an encounter with a salesman or
repairman.The doctor’s orientation is also growing more hard-edged. Few doctors routinely visit
the homes of sick children anymore—what would be the point? The fevers and chills associated
with common childhood infections will go away by themselves, and if the symptoms persist, an
office provides a better setting to run the tests that will yield an accurate diagnosis. This shifting
of focus and responsibility from intuitive diagnosis to quantified test results has transformed and
largely eliminated the “bedside manner” that was historically so important to the doctor’s art.This
brings up an important point. I believe that with the unprecedented development of scientific
medicine over the past fifty years, the primary focus of doctoring has shifted toward formulating
a precise diagnosis and away from providing the comfort and compassion that for so many
centuries were the only options. My medical training taught me that reaching a precise diagnosis
was what distinguished real doctors from quack healers who provided therapy without knowing
what diseases they were treating. I was taught to make use of advanced diagnostic tools to
explore living anatomy and physiology, and to accept the dominance of high technology in
interactions with patients. I accepted the premise that a temporary inconvenience to the patient
was a reasonable price to pay for gaining information that could ultimately be beneficial.A CAT
scanner, for example, functions optimally at a temperature of 65°, and can process one patient
every twenty minutes. While watching my patients move through such a scanner, I have
sometimes had the impression that people are being served to rather than by technology, and
I’ve found myself wondering how or if we could humanize the process without losing the critical
information the machines provide. But the underlying premise of current medical science is that
we must understand the mechanism of disease in greater and greater detail in order to intervene
in ways that are more and more precisely targeted, as if healing were analogous to the “smart
bombs” and computer-guided missiles of modern warfare. Indeed, many doctors do adopt the
role of officers in an army mobilized against disease, and hospitals are in fact organized along
quasimilitary lines, with chiefs of staff and chains of command.While this approach has led to
unprecedented advances in treatment for a wide range of human afflictions, we have also
witnessed the development of a widening gulf between the human experience of medicine and
its marvelous technological arsenal.Today it has become increasingly difficult for doctors to
navigate between their traditional roles as healers and their new requirements as master
disease diagnosticians and destroyers. To put this in more philosophical terms, instead of
viewing the patient as another fellow being, the patient is in danger of becoming an object in the
physician’s eyes. This not only robs the patient of his essential being, it also cuts off the



physician himself from a source of life and love in his work. And as Sigmund Freud, one of the
great physicians of our century, rightly suspected, the opposite of love is death. In this sense, the
powerful technology of modern medicine can itself be a source of suffering and pathology, both
for patient and doctor as each is less nurtured by their interactions.In light of contemporary
medicine’s emphasis on precise identification of disease processes, it’s useful to remember that
the word diagnosis derives from a Greek root meaning “to know thoroughly.” In Ayurvedic
medicine, this definition is understood to refer to the patient as well as to his or her pathology—
and perhaps the physician’s own level of self-knowledge would even be factored into a
genuinely thorough diagnosis. These are elements that cannot be printed out by a computer, but
they are vitally important to the healing process. With medicine’s emphasis on the intricacies of
disease and the associated technologies, we have devalued the nonquantifiable aspects of
doctoring, and we are in danger of forgetting that health is more than the mere absence of a
documentable illness.It is important that the spiritual practice of medicine keep pace with the
astonishing surgical and medical technologies of the late twentieth century. Radical and almost
miraculous interventions are now available for conditions that once were hopeless, but the
human spirit needs care to match that provided for the body.In this connection, every doctor has
seen cases of medical triumph but emotional failure. A few years ago, a retired engineer was
diagnosed with advanced pancreatic cancer. Most often, such a diagnosis is more or less the
end of the story. But this patient had been “a fighter” all his life. Rather than simply get his affairs
in order, he sought other opinions. A famous surgeon told the dying man about a new procedure
that had been known to save the lives of some patients with his condition. Of course, it was
radical surgery, and would require a total change in the person’s way of life, assuming he
survived the operation. But the rage this old engineer had felt all his life, which may even have
contributed to his illness, also got him through the surgery and a long stay in intensive care. But
that rage did not permit him to make peace with his diminished pace of living, nor did he turn to
the spiritual tradition in which he’d been raised, which might have aided him in his daily routine.
He was alive, but he was a deeply unhappy man. The technology “saved” his body, but his spirit
had not been healed.On other occasions, a seriously ill patient may arrive at an outcome that is
negative in narrow medical terms, but can be seen as successful in a broader sense. I recall a
middle-aged man from Colombia who spent a week at our center after being diagnosed with
advanced liver cancer. His personality was quite similar to that of the retired engineer described
above. He was a combative person who had abused his body throughout his lifetime, while
denying that someday there would be a price to pay. When his doctors told him that he was
about to die, however, something changed in him. For the first time he began to concern himself
with a spiritual element in his life, and it was this new viewpoint that brought him to us. While
there was little we could do for the cancer that was taking over his body, we were able to
introduce him to meditation and other integrated mind body techniques that made the end of his
life not just more comfortable, but truly healing in terms of his relationship with the people
closest to him, and even in the way he felt about himself. When we received a letter from his



family informing us that he had died, we were of course disappointed that medical science had
been unable to cure his illness, but it was extremely gratifying to learn that during his last months
he had been, in the words of his wife, “the happiest I had ever seen him.”This man’s physical
body had succumbed to his illness, but his self was something more than his muscles, bones,
and internal organs—and I believe that this larger self had been well served. Although in this
instance the benefits of spiritual healing did not slow his already well-advanced disease, in many
less dire cases the mind can do much toward healing the body.Although the fathers of the great
medical traditions around the world entreated us to remember that health was a dynamic
interplay of spirit, mind, body, and environment, modern medicine’s material view of human
beings placed the highest priority on that which could be readily perceived and measured—the
physical body with its tissues, cells, and biochemicals. Since we couldn’t readily explain it,
scientists stopped acknowledging the important role our minds have on physical health and
disease. Yet, most of us know that our minds can influence our health, even if science has
historically been unwilling or unable to validate this.I can clearly remember my first glimpse of
the mind’s power to influence health:I’m eleven years old and at a YMCA overnight summer
camp that seems to me more like a Marine recruit-training depot. This is the first time I’ve been
away from home for more than a couple of days and I am not a happy camper. I don’t like getting
up for the five o’clock morning run ending with a dive into freezing Lake Chippewa. I don’t like
sleeping on the bottom of a bunk bed with my upstairs neighbor needing to go to the latrine a
dozen times each night. And I’m more than a little tired of singing, “Michael, row your boat ashore
—hallelujah!”By the third night, I’m committed to escaping this place at any cost and decide that
the next morning I am going to feign the worst cold of my life so that my parents will have to
rescue me. I fall asleep mentally rehearsing my agony. When I am awakened by the morning
bugler I am surprised at how genuinely awful I feel. My throat is raw, my glands are swollen, and
my body is on fire. I stumble into the infirmary, where the nurse diagnoses me with strep throat. A
few hours later I’m in my parents’ Chevy heading back to home sweet home. Although I’m feeling
miserable, I’m amazed at my power to “really” make myself sick.In the last decade a series of
exciting discoveries has revolutionized our understanding of the mind body connection. These
revelations have bridged the gap between natural healing technologies and modern
biochemistry and physiology.More than sixty different chemical messengers—known as
neurotransmitters or neurochemicals—have been identified as “communicator molecules”
because of their ability to conduct biological information throughout the physiology. Every
thought, feeling, and experience that is generated in the mind correlates to a cascade of
physiological and chemical changes in the body. These are awesome discoveries. For the first
time it has been revealed that intangible, nonmaterial information can be transformed into a
physical reality. Moreover, it has now been shown that a number of chemicals previously
believed to originate only in the brain are actually produced by cells in other organs of the body.
Since many of these substances are associated with cognitive and emotional processes, we
recognize that intelligence is not localized in the central nervous system. We can now say with



certainty that even such organs as the stomach and the liver are “thinking” entities. The entire
body is a complex network of energy and information, which we in turn experience as
consciousness.A fascinating demonstration of this occurs when we go for a time without water.
Every cell in our body becomes aware of our dehydrating state and responds to the best of its
ability to conserve moisture. Our lungs release less water vapor in our breath. Our sweat glands
reduce the amount of perspiration we produce. Our kidneys retain water so we produce more
concentrated urine. Finally, when the congregated chorus of our bodily tissues’ cry for water is
loud enough for our conscious mind to pay attention, we have the thought, Hmmm, I’m pretty
thirsty. I think I’ll get a glass of water. (And with our first swallow, our cells must breathe a
collective sigh of relief!)Ayurveda teaches that consciousness is the basis for our experience of
material reality, and twentieth-century physics is very much in agreement. Unfortunately, it’s very
easy to misunderstand and perhaps vulgarize the real meaning of this. The idea of a
consciousness-based reality, for example, doesn’t mean that “there’s nothing out there unless I
think there is”—nor does it mean “whatever I think about is going to be out there.” Try as hard as
you like to focus your consciousness and your intention on materializing a new Rolls-Royce in
your driveway, but when you look out the front door you’ll probably be disappointed. We are
human beings, after all, and while our consciousness is indeed powerful, it is not all-powerful.By
way of contrast, the Bible tells us that God said, “Let there be light,” and there was light—so for
the Creator, mere intention instantly expresses itself as reality. Although no one that I know has
yet reached that level, intention really does have organizing power. If you want to have a new car
—even a Rolls!—and if the flow of that information through your consciousness is unobstructed,
your desire will naturally express itself, for example, by your working in a job that creates
sufficient income for you eventually to buy the automobile.In a similar way, people can naturally
maintain physical well being by living in a way that fosters good health. Nature provides certain
internal signals, and when we heed them we are much more likely to have all our desires fulfilled.
This does not mean that we never experience anger or destructive thoughts and feelings. But if
we look deeply and honestly inside ourselves, there’s usually a quiet voice directing us that
allows us to structure the sequential steps to get our desires met. If we’re also getting toxic
external messages that distract us from our inner wisdom, genuine satisfaction will always
remain elusive. We’ll always be looking outside ourselves for the solutions to what are essentially
internal needs.In the great Vedic epic known as the Bhagavad-Gita, universal intelligence in the
form of the god Krishna reveals to the warrior Arjuna a field of pure potentiality where the flow of
Nature’s intelligence organizes the universe. Here everything has a purpose, though from an
individual perspective we may not be able to perceive it. And Arjuna quite naturally asks the
question, “If Nature is organizing everything for a purpose, why do I have to do anything at all?
Why not just let Nature take care of it?”Krishna responds by saying that this is the ultimate
paradox of life: that we are always subject to the direction of a cosmic intelligence, but at the
same time we must make choices and assume control of our lives. As Krishna puts it,
“Established in being, perform action.”To live with both universal and individual consciousness is



one of life’s great challenges. As individuals we eat breakfast, put gasoline in our cars, and do
hundreds of other mundane tasks in the course of a day—but we can also be aware of being
established in something that transcends the everyday world. There is a very practical benefit to
this dual perspective: When you encounter obstacles in your daily life, then you can look beyond
them and try to adopt the larger viewpoint.As for doctors forced into aloofness or even isolation
by the stress and structure of their role as physician, it’s useful to remember the words of Galen,
one of the earliest Western physicians, who observed that, “Where there is love of man, there is
also love of the [physician’s] art. For some patients, though conscious that their condition is
perilous, recover their health simply through their contentment with the goodness of the
physician.” There is no larger picture without an intimate perspective. And just as life is more than
a collection of vital signs, health is both a condition, a desire, and a cherished belief.Similarly,
society’s evaluation of the medical profession derives not only from improved statistics on the
survival rates of cancer patients or heart-attack victims, but from the feelings people have for
their doctors as healers and as human beings. In their preoccupation with technological
advances, many physicians have abandoned their traditional roles as bearers of compassion,
wisdom, and even a unique kind of love. Although doctors are exasperated by the way the
people seem to have devalued them despite medicine’s improved statistics, it really is well within
their grasp to regain public esteem and perform the clinical feats that technology has made
possible.During the late 1950s the polio epidemic is in full force. Parents are in a state of panic,
fearing that the crippling virus lurks in every public place waiting to attack their vulnerable
children. No one knows exactly how the disease is contracted, or what one must do to escape it,
but many theories are circulating. The beach is deemed an especially dangerous place,
especially if one comes into contact with another person’s towel, and drinking water from public
fountains is also considered hazardous. Although I remain healthy, my father develops a stiff
neck and a fever. He is rushed to the hospital and, shockingly, I soon learn that my dad has
polio.As time passes my mother assures me again and again that Dad is doing well. Yet it’s
impossible to ignore the anxiety in her voice, and my father spends more than a month in the
hospital. One day, at last, a car pulls up to our house and my father appears. He painfully makes
his way toward the doorway, helped by two medical attendants and a cane. Later I’m captivated
by his stories of the doctors and nurses who saved his life. As he describes enduring a series of
spinal taps, I envision him pierced in the back by a yard-long needle.Why did my father get sick
while I remained unaffected? Why did he recover from polio, while others were severely disabled
or even lost their lives? I asked myself these questions many times during the period of my
father’s illness and recuperation, and in my practice today I continue to ask them in a hundred
different variations. I don’t pretend to have found conclusive answers, but I’m convinced that the
questions themselves can help reveal the supremely important connections between body,
mind, and spirit. And I further believe that, by understanding these connections, we can begin to
discover the most basic secrets of well being.Modern medicine can recognize and describe
illnesses with great precision. It can also recognize health, though this is considerably more



difficult to define. But we really know very little about what lies between sickness and wellness.
When, for example, does an illness really begin? Is there a moment when we’re healthy and
another when we’re sick, or are we always somewhere in a gray area between health and
disease? Do “germs” enter our bodies like an invading army breaching a wall, or are we always
inhabited by organisms whose destructive potential is only activated when some other variable
comes into play? Should we rely principally on objective tests—everything from thermometers to
MRI machines—to tell us when we’re sick, or can imbalances be perceived subjectively even in
the absence of objective signs and symptoms? Patients have come to expect decisive answers
from their doctors to important questions like these, but the truth remains much less clearly
defined than we might wish.The ambiguity that creeps into an honest consideration of sickness
and health is also present in the distinctions between genuine prevention of disease and simply
early detection of it. Western medicine has greatly improved its ability to discover the beginnings
of illness—but what we consider “early signs” can be seen by other traditions as quite advanced
stages of the disease process. I happened to be in India when President Ronald Reagan’s colon
cancer was discovered and treated by surgery. When the president’s physicians expressed pride
that the malignancy had been found at any early stage and had been prevented from spreading,
an Ayurvedic doctor pointed out that, while he did not disagree with what was being said, the
problem might have been avoided altogether if someone had spoken to Mr. Reagan about his
diet forty years earlier.My medical training taught me to approach new patients from a “worst-
case” perspective. If I were examining a patient who complained of facial numbness, for
example, my first priority would be to rule out the presence of a brain tumor or degenerative
neurological disease. If someone reported rectal bleeding, I would investigate the possibility of
colon cancer. While this is certainly a sensible and prudent approach, in actual practice it can
foster an unfortunate psychology in the physician, especially one who is seeing scores of
patients every day. Once we’ve checked for the most dire possibilities and eliminated them, we
may find ourselves precipitously deciding that nothing at all is wrong. Quite often, in fact, doctors
feel a certain disdain for patients who present suspicious symptoms without grave underlying
medical problems. These patients can be seen as crying wolf—but just because there’s no wolf
at the door of someone’s house doesn’t mean that the roof isn’t leaking, or that there aren’t
potentially serious cracks in the foundation. I once treated a young woman who arrived in the
emergency room with an apparent epileptic seizure. Although it was soon evident to me that the
problem was psychological rather than neurological, after talking with the patient it was also
equally clear that the severe emotional difficulties in her life needed to be addressed. If they
weren’t, she would soon return to the emergency room with genuine physical problems that
would be much more difficult to deal with—the effects of an attempted suicide were certainly
one possibility. I know firsthand how overburdened doctors can resent patients who “waste our
time” with pseudo illnesses. But the greater waste of time, to say nothing of the greater danger to
the patient, really begins when we succumb to the all-or-nothing mind-set that can pervade
contemporary health care. But that mind-set is inevitable in a system that attempts to



understand people according to a purely mechanistic model of human health and the human
body.My intention here is not to minimize the successes of Western medicine, but to illuminate
the sources of some great frustrations that patients and doctors feel, frustrations that I have
experienced in my own practice. Again and again doctors meet patients who manifest, in body
and in spirit, the effects of decades of self-destructive behavior. Yet many of these patients have
seen no reason to consult a physician as long as they could at least still get out of bed each day.
For millions of people, the time to see the doctor—or even to think about health issues at all—is
when they’re thoroughly, painfully, and perhaps desperately “sick.” And for doctors, overworked
and often under increasing financial pressure, it’s difficult to spend time with people who are in
the narrow sense symptom-free. Again, no one is to blame for this. It’s simply the direction in
which contemporary medicine has evolved, but I believe we can all benefit by changing that
direction.One of the most useful concepts in Vedic philosophy is pragyaparadh, which can be
translated as “the mistake of the intellect.” Pragyaparadh refers to the tendency of many people,
and especially those who are very intelligent, to perceive or create divisions and distinctions
where none ought to exist. Pragyaparadh can be found in the rigid dichotomy we’ve created
between “being sick” and “being well,” and it is also at the heart of other aspects of modern
medicine. When, for example, we isolate and extract the “active ingredient” from an herb, when
we refine it and concentrate it and market it as a drug, we are splitting off one element of a
complex natural substance. What is the effect of doing this? What are the assumptions that
underlie the process? How do these assumptions express themselves in other aspects of
modern medicine? And most importantly: What can be gained by resisting our passion for
making finer and finer distinctions, and by adopting a more holistic approach to illness, to
therapies, to patients, to people, and to life?I’m convinced it’s important to ask questions like
these, although as a doctor I’ve been trained to make pronouncements. Pronouncements are
also what our patients have learned to expect from us, and they’re what many patients frankly
demand. In the warfare model of clinical medicine, patients are not only the “civilian population,”
but also the very battlefield itself. The struggle is being waged in their bones and tissues. Once
this version of medicine has been accepted, the idea of the good doctor as a hard-hitting,
decisive General George Patton follows quite naturally. Not someone who listens, but someone
who gives orders.The average time that a patient actually spends with a doctor during an office
visit has been shrinking for many years. Doctors often cite financial pressure as a reason for
seeing as many people as possible, but to a large extent this is a self-perpetuating problem.
When I was doing my residency in neurology, I participated in a weekly clinic for seizure patients
together with four other residents. Since more than fifty patients, most of them from low-income
backgrounds, would typically appear at the three-hour clinic, a doctor was rarely able to spend
more than five minutes with any individual. On one occasion, I examined a young epilepsy
patient who was very uncomfortable taking his medications. Swallowing the pills made him feel
different from other kids, stigmatized, and consequently he either pretended that he’d taken
them or simply refused outright. Without the medications, of course, he experienced seizures



and often required emergency hospital admittance. I spent approximately twenty minutes with
this patient and his parents, listening to their concerns and explaining how the medications
would actually reduce the level of difference the boy felt from other kids. By preventing the
seizures and keeping him out of the hospital, the pills would free him to lead a normal life. After
our talk, the young patient seemed much less anxious about his condition, and agreed to take
the medications on schedule.This seemed like a reasonable expenditure of my time, since a
twenty-minute conversation with a resident was surely less costly to the hospital and the entire
health-care system than repeated emergency-room admissions by an uninsured patient.
Immediately after talking with this boy, however, I was chewed out by the furious chief resident
for slowing down the assembly line of the seizure clinic. I felt like a foot soldier who had provided
his general with an inadequate “body count.”When my father was being treated for polio, the
doctors of whom he spoke so highly were hardly able to play the roles of generals. The support
of the medical team was considered essential to my dad’s recovery, yet its objective participation
was limited to confirming the diagnosis of polio and prescribing physical therapy. Still, their
explanations, counseling, and encouragement continue to be seen by my parents as critical to
his recovery.Even when specific medical interventions were not able to affect the course of an
illness directly, the health-care team continued to provide comfort and support—and this was
seen as an extremely important activity by both doctors and patients. Today, we have developed
new diagnostic techniques that can make fine discriminations among pathologies, as well as
drugs and procedures that can directly influence the course of an illness. But there has been a
price. We have come to neglect the person who actually has the disease.In searching for an
alternative to the metaphor of doctor as battlefield commander, several options have presented
themselves. For example, I once knew a very fine surgeon who, after grappling with the same
problem, concluded that his job was not unlike that of an airplane pilot, and that if he could
establish himself in that role with his patients, everyone’s interests would be well served.
Patients would instinctively trust him in a highly compliant way, and wouldn’t bother him with
questions—after all, no one boards a 747 with a dozen inquiries for the person flying the plane.
The night before major operations, my friend would visit his patients in their hospital rooms.
Everything about his manner and bearing conveyed absolute confidence and competence—and
his parting words were always, “Just relax, and leave the flying to us.”Although the doctor-as-pilot
model may well be appropriate for individuals facing surgery, it does relegate the patient to a
thoroughly uninvolved, almost sheeplike role with respect to the authority figure who controls the
powerful and incomprehensible machines. Is this really the feeling that we want to foster in
people who are trying to get well? Very often a passive attitude about health has contributed to
their becoming ill in the first place.At one time I felt that a doctor should really be more like a
gardener, and in some ways I still believe this is a useful metaphor. A gardener doesn’t really
grow his plants and flowers; rather, he builds a setting in which they can flourish. Although
Nature is not really “rooting” for the roses any more than the crabgrass—nor, perhaps, for a
patient any more than a malignancy—the caregiver does everything he can to create an



environment that benefits one and restricts the other. But I became less fond of the gardener
comparison because it too places the patient in a passive stance with respect to the physician.
Plants do indeed grow—while airline passengers just sit there—but neither have any real give-
and-take with the individual who is responsible for them.Today I believe that a physician should
really be a kind of teacher. A teacher imparts knowledge and perhaps even wisdom to students,
but often gains as much as he gives. A teacher asks questions, but encourages pupils to ask
challenging questions of their own. Moreover, a good teacher fosters love of learning by loving it
himself. He is not only a giver of wisdom, he is an example of it.I think this metaphor works quite
well, although there is also a very personal reason for my attraction to it. It was a teacher who
first led me to question some ideas that had always seemed very much like certainties.I’m in the
seventh grade, and we’re talking about non-Western civilizations in social-studies class. Our
teacher, Mr. Shakow, brings up the concept of meditation. He reminds us that in our society an
active mind is most highly prized because we believe that having plenty of thoughts leads to
creative innovations and technological advances. But he adds that, strange as it seems, there
are people in India, Tibet, and Japan who believe that having a silent mind is the ultimate and
most difficult of life’s goals.My energetic, all-knowing classmates and I snicker at the idea that it
could possibly be difficult to stop thinking, but this attitude quickly fades when we are asked to
close our eyes and see how long it takes before a thought enters our minds. My cockiness
evaporates as I realize that no matter how hard I try I can’t shut off the constant stream of
thoughts that is always coursing through my head.And then yet another thought appears: “Uh-
oh, what if they’re right!”Our society prizes action, invention, accomplishment. The triumphs of
this value system are all around us, and it would be foolish to minimize the benefits of Western
society’s emphasis on practical results and applied intelligence. The wellspring of these
achievements is the “active mind” that Mr. Shakow spoke of in his seventh-grade classroom, but
it’s interesting to note that even within the Western tradition, the qualities of mind that are most
admired have changed over time. A prodigious memory, for example, was once thought to be the
true marker of high intelligence, and learned men and women of the past took it for granted that
they should know entire books by heart. Today we attach similar importance to mathematical
and scientific ability: If you’re good at math, if you can perform calculations quickly and
accurately, then you’re really smart. When test scores of American schools are measured
against the educational systems of other countries, it’s now the “hard science” areas of the
curriculum that are emphasized and worried about.In this environment, the notion of creating
silence in the mind—of slowing it down, or even bringing the onrushing train of thought to a
complete halt—may seem unnatural or perhaps self-destructive. Nature gave us brains, after all.
Since the purpose of a brain is to think, the more we think and the faster we think the better off
we’ll be. Like a child holding his breath, we may choose to amuse ourselves by trying to “not
think” for a few moments, but the idea that there could be some profound benefit in this is quite
outside our orientation. Beginning with that experiment in social-studies class, I found myself
trying to integrate my conventional academic aspirations with a fascination and growing respect



for the ideal of the quiet mind—a mind in which every thought that arose expressed clarity,
perspective, and integrity, free of the anxious noise reflecting static, fear, and confusion.Perhaps
because of my early impressions of the medical profession, I had always known I would be a
doctor. However, I majored in anthropology as an undergraduate, with a special interest in the
healing arts of non-Western cultures. I discovered that in societies throughout the world, the
medicine man or shaman has traditionally been viewed as a figure capable of traversing the
physical, emotional, and spiritual planes of existence in search of means to benefit suffering
patients. For this purpose, practitioners could draw upon a vast array of therapeutic
accoutrements, including chant, massage, visual symbols, foods, herbs, and scents. Cultural
ideology, collective beliefs, and even highly dramatic performances contributed to the creation of
a healing atmosphere.For me, these were more than academic interests. I began a daily
meditation practice during my sophomore year as an undergraduate, and in the three months
between college and medical school I embarked on a program that included eight hours a day of
meditation. By the end of that summer, I was convinced that I was ready to begin my formal
medical training at the University of Chicago. After all, I had taken not only organic chemistry, but
had written a thesis on shamanism as well, and had spent months deep in meditation. How
much better prepared could I be?But in medical school, of course, there would be no talk of
anything “sacred” about doctoring or anything else. The word healer was never used, nor was
health, spirit, humanity, caring, compassion, or love. During my months in dissection rooms,
biochemistry laboratories, and genetics lectures it became clear that modern medicine was
about fixing a physical machine known as the human body. The power of the mind was barely
acknowledged as relevant to health, and any references to the “quiet mind” were best made very
quietly indeed.When I tried to introduce my spiritual interests into this environment, even these
efforts seemed to increase the pressure. As a freshman medical student, I arranged for Dr. Hans
Selye to appear at medical grand rounds. The great Canadian researcher was the preeminent
authority on the harmful effects of stress, and faculty and students packed the auditorium for his
noon lecture. Unfortunately, Dr. Selye was nowhere to be seen. Close to panic, I raced to a
telephone and called his office in Montreal, where his assistant assured me that she had most
certainly dropped him off at the airport the day before. But where could he be? Lost or
kidnapped, perhaps. My long-standing interest in visualization now produced a clear image of
myself apologizing to the entire school for this inexplicable confusion. When I returned to the
auditorium, however, I was stunned to discover that Dr. Selye was there and had begun the
lecture in my absence. Out of breath, my heart pounding, I got to my seat just as the world’s
leading expert on the stress response was describing its mental and physical components. He
could have called me to the lectern as a case in point.Over the next four years I was perceived
as somewhat eccentric by my classmates, yet by the time we graduated I had instructed about a
quarter of them in the techniques of meditation. The demands of medical school gave proof to
the saying that “there are no atheists in foxholes.” If they believed that some relief might come of
it, my fellow students were quite willing to partake of methods that they might otherwise



intellectually reject. In at least one case, even an eminent professor was open to explore this
approach. Though born in India, Dr. Napoleon DasGupta had shunned meditation and the
teachings of Ayurveda until he met me, a Jewish American third-year medical student. Like most
cardiologists, Dr. DasGupta suffered from extreme stress. He asked me to teach him meditation
as a relaxation technique, then took to it at once and practiced it regularly. I vividly recall a
moment when I was waiting for an elevator in Billings Hospital. The elevator door opened and
there was Dr. DasGupta, attended by his retinue of cardiology fellows, residents, interns, and
medical students. The professor’s face lit up when he saw me. He turned to his entourage and
declared, “This is Dr. David Simon, my guru.”When first encountered in seventh-grade social
studies, the concept of meditation had seemed like an intriguing but remote notion. It was a little
mind game, like closing your eyes and trying not to think of a white elephant. Certainly,
meditation had appeared to be far from the goals of an aspiring doctor in an achievement-
oriented educational system. Now, at the other end of that system, the capricious notion of a
mind at rest was demonstrating practical benefits of its own. Moreover, it soon became clear that
these benefits could extend beyond the anxieties of medical students and their even more
stressed-out professors:During my first year of medical school, I search for a project that will
draw upon my interest in the relationship between mind and body. I approach a cardiologist, Dr.
Suzanne Oparil, who is studying stress and hypertension, and although she is skeptical as to the
outcome, she agrees to sponsor me for a research project teaching meditation to inner-city
African American women who have high blood pressure.Soon I recruit a group of ten women
and instruct them in a mantra meditation technique. They all agree to return a few days later for a
follow-up session, but only half of the women actually do so. When I ask about the others, I hear
stories of children injured in fights and of people evicted from their homes. And of the five
women who have returned, only two have practiced their meditation. Clearly, with these subjects
I am directly confronting the challenge of translating theory into reality.Focusing on this core
group of five women, I try to explain the benefits of taking time each day to quiet their minds and
rest their bodies. After we participate in a group meditation, each woman promises to practice
the technique for at least twenty minutes each day.I continue to follow them for the next six
months, and throughout this time they keep their commitment to daily meditation. Over the
period of the study their blood pressure falls an average of fifteen points, reducing or eliminating
their need for blood-pressure medication.2Like a number of leading American universities, the
University of Chicago was situated in the midst of an economically depressed urban
environment. The area around the school was physically run-down, and so were the people who
lived there. Without diminishing the importance of dealing with the material conditions in that
part of the city or the tangible needs of the people who lived there, it seemed impossible to
ignore the emotional and spiritual devastation that accompanied life in the area. The
medications that were routinely supplied to hypertensive patients were no more effective in
fundamentally bettering their lives than were the minimal resources of jobs, good housing, and
healthy food that were available in the area around the university.My experience with the five



inner-city women provided an important insight. Just as a human being can be financially
deprived or poorly fed, he or she can be emotionally and spiritually undernourished or
malnourished as well—and the importance of this should not be underestimated. Mind body
medicine is valuable not just as a gentler philosophy, but because it provides powerful and
affordable alternatives to standard drug treatments. This can be especially valuable in areas
where economic resources are scarce, and it’s certainly a more humane approach than is
typically found in overworked big-city hospitals, where the perception of the environment as a
“battleground” carries over to the doctors who are treating the “casualties.”
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disease and how to restore balance without necessarily using western medicine's drugs. Simon
does acknowledge that for many purposes, western medicine provides excellent care.
Balancing one's mind, body, and spirit can help prevent many illnesses and diseases.”

Laura Errera, “A very worthy read!. Great book chock full of wonderful information!”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Four Stars. A good reference tool.”

heather, “Great. A give my mother wanted she was very satisfied with how it looked as was I
when she responded the way she did. Would buy from them again”

Susan J. Becque, “Five Stars. Wonderful read.”

Ebook Tops Reader, “Five Stars. This is an amazing book with healing information for every area
of your life.”

Rachel C, “Four Stars. nice book”

The book by David Simon has a rating of  5 out of 4.8. 15 people have provided feedback.
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