
 This is an excellent example of how a per-

son can sculpt the brain in a good way, re-

sulting in the increased ability to self-regulate 

the nervous system. This climber trained his 

pre-frontal cortex to stay in control of the 

amygdala. Each time he climbed that mountain 

without needing the ropes (even though he 

had them handy) his prefrontal cortex got 

stronger and the amygdala’s power to hijack 

the brain got weaker. Unfortunately for most 

of us, it’s exactly the opposite.  

 When exposed to the constant stress of 

daily life, the amygdala often increases in size. 

The bigger the amygdala gets the more sensi-

tive we become to stress. Here you have the 

beginnings of a vicious cycle.  

 This is similar to the problem with insom-

nia which elevates the stress chemical, cortisol, 

which in turn, keeps us alert and vigilant. (The 

amygdala is often referred to as the center for 

stress AND vigilance. This explains why it con-

trols the release of cortisol into the blood-

stream.) Insomnia often becomes chronic 

when this vicious cycle kicks into full gear: The 

more sleep you lose, the higher your cortisol 

levels go. The higher your cortisol levels go the 

harder it is to sleep. And this becomes another 

method by which we sculpt the brain in a neg-

ative way.  

  

 Last month we began talking about the 

Triune brain and its strange hierarchy, where 

even though the thinking brain (or Prefrontal 

Cortex) sits at the top of that hierarchy, some-

times the midbrain (the home of the amygda-

la and the stress response) can take over in 

what best-selling author, Dan Goleman, likes 

to call an amygdala hijack.  

 We showed you how someone like a 

mountain climber (in this case, Alex Honnold, 

star of the documentary, FREE SOLO) can self-

regulate his own nervous system and prevent 

being hijacked, even while climbing a 3000-

foot cliff with no ropes or safety equipment. 

By practicing that same climb with ropes and 

safety equipment handy if he needed it, this 

climber was able to literally change his brain, 

laying down new neural pathways that even-

tually allowed him to feel comfortable enough 

to make the climb with no ropes and no safe-

ty equipment.   
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 Activities like meditation, yoga, deep 

breathing and prayer, can move the needles 

in the other direction. These activities help to 

reduce the size of the amygdala and increase 

the size of the prefrontal cortex. In the same 

way that the climber uses his prefrontal cor-

tex to control the amygdala, any meditative 

activity is providing the same opportunity to 

sculpt our own nervous systems. Every time 

we bring ourselves back from a distracting 

thought while meditating, for example, we 

are practicing using the prefrontal cortex to 

control the mid-brain.    

 So even an activity as simple as medita-

tion can sculpt the brain, strengthening our 

prefrontal cortex, while reducing the size of 

the amygdala. So the brain can change – and 

particularly our sensitivity to stress – in either 

direction. We can either spend our days bath-

ing in our stressful distractions, giving our 

amygdala the chance to grow and making us 

more sensitive to stress, or we can constantly 

practice controlling our attention, mindfully 

bringing it back to the world we are living in 

right here and now.  

 Mindfulness expert Jon Kabat Zinn calls this 

“paying attention on purpose.” And this practice 

makes us less sensitive to stress. It’s no coinci-

dence that researchers like Sara Lazar of Harvard 

have proven that a regular practice of medita-

tion and or yoga increases the grey matter in the 

prefrontal cortex and reduces the size of the 

amygdala. That’s the science behind therapeutic 

forms of relaxation and their ability to sculpt our 

own nervous systems. Next month, we’ll look at 

how this same research out of Harvard helps us 

understand how stress and relaxation affects 

epigenetics, gene expression and telomeres, 

turning on (or off) certain genes that make us 

more or less vulnerable to anxiety. 
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