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Meditation, Brain Changes, and Nonduality

• Meditation brings significant changes to the brain, improving 
mental well-being and cognitive functions.

• These changes support nonduality, the concept that 
everything is interconnected and the perception of 
separateness is an illusion. It is a core idea in many 
meditative traditions with ethical implications.

• Specific examples and studies supporting these claims will be 
provided.
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Increased Gray Matter

• Mindfulness meditation increases gray matter density in the 
prefrontal cortex, a region of the brain associated with 
complex thinking, attention, and personality.

• Summary: Meditation enhances brain regions responsible for 
cognitive functions.

• Analogy: Just as exercising a muscle leads to its growth, 
regular meditation strengthens and enlarges key areas of the 
brain.

• Lazar et al. (2005) – Study showing increased gray matter in 
meditators via fMRI images.
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Default Mode Network (DMN)

• The Default Mode Network (DMN) is like the brain's "default 
setting," active when we are lost in thought, remembering the 
past, or imagining the future. Key regions include the medial 
prefrontal cortex, posterior cingulate cortex, angular gyrus, 
and hippocampus.

• In experienced meditators, reduced DMN activity leads to 
greater present-moment awareness.

• Summary: Meditation reduces activity in the DMN, enhancing 
present-moment awareness and focus by calming self-
referential thinking.

• Analogy: Think of the DMN as a busy traffic intersection. 
Meditation helps to reduce the traffic, making the mind calmer 
and more focused.

• Brewer et al. (2011) – Study showing reduced DMN activity in 
meditators.

4/11



Stress Reduction and Cognitive Health

• Meditation decreases activity in the amygdala, the brain’s 
stress center, and lowers cortisol levels, the hormone 
associated with stress.

• Enhances connectivity between brain regions involved in 
attention and executive control, such as the prefrontal cortex 
and the anterior cingulate cortex.

• This improved connectivity leads to better cognitive function 
and emotional regulation.

• Summary: Meditation reduces stress and supports cognitive 
and emotional health.

• Analogy: Imagine the brain as a city. Meditation improves the 
communication pathways, like upgrading roads and bridges, 
leading to smoother traffic flow and less congestion.

• Hölzel et al. (2010) – Study showing decreased amygdala 
activity; Tang et al. (2012) – Study showing improved 
connectivity.
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Understanding Nonduality
• Nonduality reveals the direct experience of interconnectedness 

within consciousness through mindfulness and meditation.
• It focuses on perceiving reality as a seamless whole, beyond 

theoretical or metaphysical beliefs.
• Illusion of Separation: The sense of being a separate self is an 

illusion, created by the mind's tendency to create distinctions.
• Example: Imagine a wave in the ocean. The wave appears 

separate, but it is always part of the ocean. Similarly, we seem 
separate, but we are part of the same reality.

• Everyday Analogy: You are not just the one having experiences; 
you are the experience itself, interconnected with everything around 
you.

• First-Person Experience: Nonduality transcends philosophy; it is a 
direct experience that can be experienced through practice in 
meditation, then once you learn how you can experience it any time 
you remember.

• Analogy to Flow State: While the flow state, often experienced in 
sports or artistic activities, involves being fully immersed and losing 
the sense of self temporarily, nonduality is a deeper realization of 
interconnectedness that can be experienced in everyday life through 
meditation.

• Vago & Silbersweig (2012) – Study on self-transcendence through 
mindfulness.
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Nonduality and Ethical Implications

• Nonduality suggests the self is an illusion and there is no 
inherent separation between self and others.

• Meditation's impact on the DMN helps dissolve the sense of a 
separate self, fostering interconnectedness.

• Increased gray matter density in the prefrontal cortex 
enhances complex thinking and understanding, supporting 
ethical behavior.

• Reduced activity in the amygdala and improved connectivity 
between brain regions lead to better emotional regulation and 
empathy.

• Summary: Nonduality promotes ethical living through 
interconnectedness, supported by the brain changes induced 
by meditation.

• Analogy: Just as recognizing that all parts of a forest are 
interconnected can lead to better conservation efforts, 
understanding our interconnectedness can lead to more 
ethical behavior.

• Research by Damasio (1999) linking emotional regulation with 
ethical behavior.
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Transcending the Ego

• Meditation practices that reduce DMN activity help dissolve 
the ego.

• The DMN's reduced activity leads to a decreased sense of a 
separate self, aligning with the nondual perspective of 
interconnected beings.

• This reduction in ego fosters greater empathy and 
compassion, as individuals feel less separated from others.

• Summary: Reducing ego enhances empathy and 
compassion.

• Analogy: Think of the ego as a pair of glasses that distort 
your view. Meditation helps you see clearly without the 
glasses. 

• Research by Vago and Silbersweig (2012) on the reduction of 
ego through meditation.
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Enhanced Empathy and Compassion

• Compassion-based (metta) meditations increase activity in 
brain regions associated with social cognition and emotional 
regulation, supporting the nondual view by fostering a sense 
of interconnectedness and ethical behavior.

• Summary: Compassion meditation enhances social and 
emotional brain regions.

• Analogy: Just as practicing an instrument improves your 
ability to play music, practicing compassion meditation 
strengthens the brain regions associated with empathy and 
compassion.

• Lutz et al. (2008) – Study on regulation of neural circuitry of 
emotion by compassion meditation.
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Conclusion

• Meditation changes the brain in ways that support nonduality.
• It reduces activity in self-referential brain networks, enhances 

empathy and compassion, and promotes overall well-being.
• Summary: Meditation fosters interconnectedness and 

transformation by changing the brain in ways that support 
nonduality.

"Our minds are all we have. They are all we have ever had. And 
they are all we can offer others." - Sam Harris

"True meditation is about being fully present with everything that 
is—including discomfort and challenges. It is not an escape from 
life." - Stephen Bodian

"The ego is an exquisite instrument. Enjoy it, use it—just don't 
get lost in it." - Ram Dass

“Compassion is the basis of morality." - Arthur Schopenhauer
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