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As a mental health clinician, I too often can pride
myself on the internal work that I’ve done,
naturally viewing it as a way to maximize my
mental health, and thus be able to help my patients
achieve the same. The biblical “pride goeth before
a fall” comes to mind as I
write about the effect a
recent three-week trip to
southern Africa had on
my health, especially
p h y s i c a l l y .  T h e
experience led me to
wonder about this aspect
of my integration.

In retrospect, it’s obvious
that the time spent
getting to Africa was an
immersion.  The two
back-to-back, eleven-
hour flights from San
Francisco to London,
t h e n  L o n d o n  t o
Johannesburg, and then
another two-hour flight
from Jo’Burg to Krueger
National Park were
disorienting. Sleep was minimal. Our bodies
were stiff; our minds in a fog. We had
literally been dropped into a very different
way of being with our defenses minimized.

Approximately 95% of our time in Africa was
either in the bush or on savannahs. The lodges
were comfortable and wide open to the
surrounding vistas—and animals.  The silence was
broken only by the animals or the staff, who never
seemed to need to speak as loudly as Americans
do. TV, cell phones, radios, iPods, the Internet
were all absent. The pervasive quiet, the hush, was
stunning. At night, the stars filling the Southern
sky were breathtaking.

Our data-seeking attention was caught by the
sounds of the animals and birds—the trumpet of
the elephants, the roar of the lions close by in our
camps, the drumming of a herd of ubiquitous
impala running past. This was no weekend

camping trip. Without realizing it, day
by day, week following week, we
became in tune with the life, and
death, struggles of Africa.
 
Each day we would go on game drives
with five or six of our companion
travelers.  Silence was sometimes
required in order to not startle the big
cats or zebra or giraffe we spotted.
Requiring even more attention were
the game walks—no more than five or
six tourists, walking in single file, with
armed guides at the head and back of
the line. We were told to walk in
silence so that we wouldn’t alarm the
rhino or elephants we were hoping to

see.  The
hour-long

walks became
an experience
a k i n  t o
meditation, all
of our senses
attuned to the

potentially
dangerous

noises of the
bush.

Then we returned to the “First” World. On
reflection, I realize that the long flights, in reverse,
still did not provide enough re-entry time to
prepare me. I was assaulted by the noise, by the
fast pace, by the bombardment of data, by the loud
voices, by the inanity of products being hawked on
the air.  My body and mind reeled.
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Always reliably healthy, within a couple of days of
being back in the U.S., I contracted the flu, and
concurrently had an allergic reaction to some anti-
viral meds, which covered my body surface with
itching hives. Ten days later, I had the worst bout
of food poisoning I have ever experienced. What
was going on? I felt like my body was trying to
literally throw off some toxins.

I knew this had everything to do with me and my
inability to rebalance when I was transported from
the African culture, with its extreme novelty for
me, back to my own.  In so many ways, walking in
Africa encouraged mindful living, while returning
to America created a
demand for auto-pilot
responses, in order to
deal with the sensory
overload.

I’ve always enjoyed the
irony of my name—Bea.
It is at the same time a
label that is reminiscent
of a busy social insect, as
well as a reminder to just
be,  to  l ive with
awareness in the moment
and minimize the doing. Africa fostered my
capacity to live in a state of being, while our
culture pulled me back immediately to the doing.  I
believe my body was assaulted by the too quick
transition, which resulted in dis-ease.

However, my awareness of the immune enhancing
benefits of a mindfulness meditation practice also
had me wondering. How might an active
mindfulness practice have tempered the shock of
moving so quickly between cultures? Have others
had similar re-entry difficulties when they returned
from long retreats or this kind of travel? Can the
speed of that re-entry also contribute to dis-
integration?

In the past, I had meditated almost daily. During
the last few years, however, I had relinquished that
practice. Mindfulness practices are known to
enhance our prefrontal cortex functions, which
include regulation of body systems and balancing
emotions, among others.  Talking about the
research on neural change and health benefits that

reliably occur in those who meditate regularly, Dan
Siegel (2007) says, “The finding that the degree of
left brain shift correlated with the degree of
positive immune function, enables us to see how
mindfulness not only helps us feel good and
recover from negative feelings more quickly, but it
can actually improve our medical health” (p. 32).

Could it also help us rebalance more quickly? Jeff
Hawkins (2004) reminds us that our minds help us
maintain stability by creating invariant
representations that let us predict what will happen
in the future based on the encoding of past
experience. When the incoming sensory

information is novel
and cuts across many of
our anticipations about
what will come next,
we can find our system
struggling to keep up
with the flood of new
awareness. Dan Siegel
(2007) expresses it this
way.  “When the mind
g r a s p s  o n t o
preconceived ideas, it
creates a tension within
the mind between what

is and what ‘should be.’ This tension creates stress
and leads to suffering” (p. 77).

Using Dan Siegel’s (2007) wheel of the mind
imagery, I can imagine that if I were operating on
the rim with these novel experiences, immersed in
the details without the ability to hold the entire
experience from the hub, it might be taxing for the
mind/body system.  In this case, my experience in
Africa was nourishing and supportive of inner
balance, so I seemed able to integrate the initial
degree of change.  However, the rapid return to
noisy America dysregulated my delicate system.  I
do wonder if a well-developed mindfulness
practice would have made it possible to have more
of a “hub” awareness, both observing and
experiencing, making it possible for me to
maintain more mental, emotional, and physical
balance at both ends of my journey. I do believe
such balance would have minimized the buffeting I
experienced, at the very least.

Another way we can think about mindfulness is to
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consider it a form of intrapersonal attunement, a
way to befriend ourselves.  Research has shown
that two neural correlates emerging from the
practice of mindfulness are increased prefrontal
thickness, and more balance between the activity in
the right and left prefrontal regions. As Dan Siegel
(2007) says, “Neural integration, carried out in part
by these frontal regions, may be essential for
creating self-regulational balance” (p. 40).

My experience naturally makes me wonder about
all of us living in our First World of sensory
overload.  Because we are so adaptive, we do
somehow manage to survive in the rush of our
lives.  However, how many people are actually

thriving?  How much of the dis-ease in our culture,
both mental and physical, might be attributable to
our difficulty in dealing with too much sensory
input?  It seems certain that evolution hasn’t
caught up with how fast we are moving. Perhaps
mindful awareness practices can help us remake
our brains and help our bodies accommodate what
currently is.  An even more hopeful thought is that
mindfulness may help us remake society into a
more humane habitat for body, brain, mind, and
relationships, one meditation at a time.

As I now make plans for my next adventure, this
time to Russia for three weeks, a mindfulness
meditation practice will be part of my itinerary!

Bea Armstrong is a licensed marriage and family therapist with a private practice in Campbell, CA. An MFT since 1992, she
works with adults and couples, and specializes in patients who have experienced sexual trauma, especially as children. Trained in
psychodynamic psychotherapy, she also studied self psychology, control mastery theory, and intersubjectivity. For her, the search
for a relationally based approach, but one grounded in hard science, has come together with interpersonal neurobiology. A former
newspaper journalist, she has also run for political office, and delights in her relationship with her adult son. You can contact Bea
at www.beaarmstrong.com.

“It is no longer the
survival of the
fittest, but the

survival of
compassion.”

Terry Tempest
Williams,

naturalist
and author
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