
Applied Buddhism 
 

All sentient beings want happiness.  This truth is hard to argue.  Of 
course we want other things as well, and we care about the world around 
us.  However, when we really think about it, each individual is motivated 
to the greatest extent by personal interest – in other words, our mind’s 
intent is on finding happiness.  Is there anything wrong with wanting to 
be happy?  Buddhism says no, but along the way, we screw it all up – 
our actions are not in line with our goal. 
 
There are very few of us who actually become entirely happy, to say 
nothing of humanity as a whole.  There is suffering, disappointment, 
violence, cruelty, and betrayal everywhere we look.  That doesn’t mean 
the opposite is happening too, but they are obviously incomplete.  We 
tend to cultivate negative emotions and there are serious consequences 
to this.  The worst consequence is that our negative emotions harm 
others.  The other tragedy inherent in our negative emotions is that in 
appealing to these emotions to find happiness, those same emotions 
deny us of the possibility of happiness.  
 
Therefore, the challenge is to find the correct causes of happiness and 
act on these true causes, rather than our negative ones – avoid the 
negative path.  Everything we do and everything we have has a cost 
attached to it – this is a basic cause and effect relationship. 
 
The problem with finding the right causes of happiness is not in 
understanding or intelligence – everyone is capable of the righteous path.  
Everyone can figure out what actions cause suffering, but we never really 
actively engage in the solutions.   
 
Our mind is flooded with disturbing emotions.  In the cultivation of these 
negative emotions, one can never feel physical or mental peace.  The 
practice of meditation can slowly reduce and then remove the cultivation 
of such emotions.  There are six primary negative/disturbing emotions 
that cause most of our problems.  They are: 
 

1. Ignorance 
2. Attachment/Desire 
3. Anger 
4. Jealousy 
5. Pride 
6. Avarice 

 
Each of these has a warning attached to it in Sanskrit.  Those warnings 
are translated roughly as follows: 
  



Ignorance – One cannot find true accomplishment – not  
understanding makes it impossible to achieve. 
 
Attachment/Desire – One will find no time of contentment. 
Anger – One will never have harmony within ourselves and with  
Others.  The result is suffering based on disharmony. 
Jealousy/Envy – One will not find a time of well-being, peace of 
mind. 
Pride – One will never appreciate others and will never be pleased 
by (value) anyone else. 
Avarice – One will have no time or feeling of plenty.  There is a 
constant feeling that what we have is not enough – anxiety and 
fear of losing one’s things. 

 
At the same time that these six emotions overtake us, there is a subtler 
undercurrent of negativity that floods the brain – wisps of thought, or a 
constant low-level negativity directed against the self and others.  For 
example, pride may lead to a distrust of others – no faith that others will 
fulfill their obligations.  Therefore you belittle or disrespect them by 
treating them as inferiors who need help or need “someone competent” to 
do things for them.  By the way, parents often engage in this behavior 
and it usually drives their older kids crazy (lack of faith/respect). 
 
What is the source of all this negativity? 
 
The answer is that we have an intense fixation on the self.  We are simply 
self-absorbed.  Because of this fixation we have an intense desire for 
happiness “for ourselves.”  Thus, our happiness is more important than 
the happiness of others.  It is this fixation that causes the six negative 
emotions.  For example, anger is a reaction to the thought “this is not 
good for me.”  It is the same with the other five.  “I am more important 
than any other individual.”  The greater the fixation, the more 
pronounced the problem. 
 
This is the source of our failure to find happiness.  One cannot 
accomplish the goal of happiness through a singular concern for the self 
– which is the elimination of our own suffering.  If one can exhaust these 
six emotions and can end this self-fixation, only through this path may 
one find true happiness.  The elimination of the six emotions means an 
elimination of suffering.  If we can get rid of the primary enemy of self-
fixation, our lesser enemies will be healed as well.   
 
How do we achieve this? 
 
Everything we do is directly or indirectly based on the belief that “I am 
more important than others.”  We act based on what is for “my benefit.”  



One can say, yes, but I do community service and I volunteer to help 
others.  What is the motivation for such action – is it a pure and selfless 
concern for the well-being of others, or is it because community service is 
required to graduate, looks good on a college transcript, can be rewarded 
by recognition, offers a tax break, or gives you a good feeling within 
yourself?  Is there truly such thing as a selfless act?  Perhaps, but the 
point is we must actively engage our mind to decrease this self-
absorption.  It can only happen with work and practice.  Our way of 
thought must change to be “what is needed for others?”  We still want 
happiness, but we don’t find it through the self, but we find it by looking 
out for the happiness of others.  This is what the Buddhists define as 
true love and compassion.  This love and compassion is the true path of 
happiness.  We must develop a true desire   that all people find 
happiness.  Through the process of this mentality shift, our self fixation 
decreases, thus our negative emotions as well.  They are not completely 
removed, but their effects are less “heavy and sharp.”  We learn to 
control them more easily.  Negative emotions make one like ground 
frozen solid in the winter – bound up with tension and a refusal to yield.  
With spring comes release and relaxation – one truly breathes. 
 
Here is the method: 
 
Our goals through meditation are to a.  See all beings as equal to us, and 
b. sincerely desire happiness and well being for others.  For, all beings 
are the same.  We feel love for a few, indifference to the vast majority, 
and hostility to another few.  We must cultivate a love for all beings 
equally – even those we despise.  This has staggering implications 
because it is both an enormous task and because it means that to harm 
another is to harm all, and oneself, equally.  It is pure sincerity and this 
is exceedingly rare.     
 
At first, these thoughts are forced, insincere and contrived.  However, as 
one practices, these thoughts become more and more natural and 
sincere.  It is hard work.  However, remember that our body has not 
always been with our conscious – it is new to us, because we have only 
had it for this one life, so we can learn to master it. 
 
“The most sublime treasure is contentment.”   
 
We start our practice by settling the mind.  To do this, we engage in 
shamata meditation.  This is a meditation of abiding and calmness.  The 
only way to develop love and compassion is to settle the mind first.  
Shamata meditation is a preliminary meditation.  The purpose is to focus 
and relax.  After we do this, we will engage in the meditation of 
compassion, which is called Tonglen meditation. 
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