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Smiling warmly in the newly opened Shaolin Institute
in New Orleans’ Gentilly neighborhood, kung fu
grandmaster Shi Deru radiates the confident humility
of the intrinsically powerful. He has been practicing
meditation since growing up in China’s Shaolin Temple,
where kung fu, Zen (Chan), and meditation flow and
blend together: “Kung fu is a way of Chan expression,
a way of meditation to recover your true-self.” Having
completed both a medical degree in traditional Chinese
medicine and an MA in exercise physiology in the U.S.,
he is particularly able to understand and explain the
wellness benefits of meditation. Stress is key, and Deru
points out that “Countless studies have shown the effect
of stress on the body, both mentally and physically,
and [how] it can manifest itself into different diseases
such as high blood pressure or hypertension.”
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A Healthy State of

By Claudia S. Copeland, PhD

he idea that meditation is a healthy activity has been around, continuously and across the
globe, since ancient times. (The word has the same etymological roots as “medical”—the
Latin “mederi” meaning “to heal”.) Only recently, though, have biomedical scientists begun
to understand the mechanisms underlying meditation’s beneficial effects, and the broad
power of this simple practice to enhance health. The acceptance of meditation’s power to promote
health is steadily growing among Western medical practitioners. Moreover, spurred by the burgeoning problem of chronic conditions like cardiovascular disease and diabetes, even health insurance
companies have become interested in exploring this ancient practice.
Meditation is a single term for a variety of methods, some recently developed, some ancient,
that involve quieting and focusing the mind in order to achieve mental and physical benefits.
Two of the most popular and well-known meditation methods are concentrative meditation (a.k.a. focused
attention meditation) and mindfulness meditation (a.k.a. open monitoring meditation).
Concentrative meditation, which includes transcendental meditation and guided imagery/visualization, focuses the mind through
concentration on a repeated mantra, image, or idea.
Mindfulness meditation, which includes Zen meditation, is
based on cultivating a sense of awareness of one’s thoughts, feelings, breath, and/or environment. Encouraging nonjudgmental
awareness or observation of thoughts, emotions, and/or perceptions, this method is akin to a type of focused listening. Qi gong, tai
chi, yoga, and walking meditation use movement as an additional
point of focus to cultivate a meditative state.
What these different practices share is the achievement of a
state of calm focus that both relaxes and energizes the body. This
is not a sleepy or “zoned out” trance state. On the contrary, a recent
EEG study of Zen meditation by German and Italian researchers
Hauswald et al., suggest that it is a highly active state of mind. In
the words of Shi Deru, “To meditate is to let [the life energy of the
body] freely balance and flow.” One practitioner described it as the
state you would want to be in if you were a samurai warrior—calm,
focused, and highly aware; that is, not frenzied or agitated but not
drowsy or lethargic, either.
For those of us who hold no ambitions to be samurai, kung fu

“To meditate is to let [the
life energy of the body]
freely balance and flow.”
– Master Shi Deru

temple defenders, or any other kind of warrior, though, is it worth
the effort to cultivate this state? Is this really a practice for ordinary
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“rest and digest” parasympathetic functions. Blood vessels in skeletal muscle dilate
while those in gastrointestinal organs, kidney, and skin constrict, diverting the body’s
resources to maximize defense in the face
of a threatening force. Whereas our bodies evolved to move into the sympathetic
state while in danger, and then move back
to the parasympathetic state, the pressures
and complexities of modern life can lead to
staying in the sympathetic state for unnaturally long stretches.
Dr. Parada asserts that while a state of
“sympathetic overdrive” might accelerate
productivity and performance in the shortterm, it is harmful in the long-term. When
in a constant state of stress, the body is not
allowed enough parasympathetic time, and
processes like repair and healing suffer. It
also leads to maladaptive immune system
activation. Chronic stress leads to chronic
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Shi Deru (Shawn
Xiangyang Liu, left) with
fellow Shaolin Temple
grandmaster Shi DeYang
(Shi WanFeng), both
decedent disciples of the
late Great Grand Master
of the Shaolin Temple Shi
SuXi. Shaolin Temple,
Zhengzhou, China.

spectrum of the disease, but we really should
start these things as young as possible.”
According to Dr. Parada, most people don’t
realize how much stress they are under and
what a profound effect it can have. “You have
to motivate people very kindly to become
aware that they do have stress in their lives,”
she says, adding that stress can take many
different forms, and that there are good
stressors and bad stressors. “There can be
family tensions, work tensions, relationship
tensions, and financial stress, which can be
a very big one”, but “even good changes in
life, like a new job or a new child, can have an
effect on the body physiologically.” Meditation, as well as other tools like biofeedback,
can help foster this kind of awareness and
help induce the relaxation response needed
to balance the stress.
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