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How We Find Help through Buddhism

Rev. Lambert Tuffrey
— Throssel Hole Buddhist Abbey, Northumberland – UK —

When we first encounter Buddhism as the result of a 
personal search for meaning in our lives, we can feel 

straight away a deep connection with what we meet. We can 
feel an immediate sense that in practicing the teachings of the 
Buddha and his disciples there will be a great benefit both for 
ourselves and for others too.

I’d like to explore what that benefit has been for me (and is 
now), the stages that training seems to pass through in my expe-
rience, and the ways in which we can each find help through our 
shared practice.

Meditation is for me.

In remembering the first weeks and months of my discov-
ery of Buddhism as a living, rather than book-based practice, I 
remember visiting different Buddhist groups and experiencing 
the slightly different approaches each group took to the teach-
ing of Buddhism. I remember above all the relief that meditation 
brought, the feeling of having put down an enormous weight, 
the realisation that I had been acting like Heracles carrying the 
weight of the world on my shoulders.

All my introductions to Buddhism included the teaching 
of mindfulness.1 This was a great place to start. In the begin-
ning meditation gives us a pause in the pain that we feel, a break 
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from the stress in our lives and a good feeling of physical well-
being. Mindfulness extends this benefit into the rest of our day. 
I well remember the feeling of bliss that I carried around with 
me while doing late night supermarket shopping on the way 
home from evening meditation sessions!

I have since learned that in Buddhist doctrine, mindfulness 
is classically analysed using a fourfold classification;
• Mindfulness of thoughts
• Mindfulness of feelings
• Mindfulness of physical sensations
• Mindfulness of dharmas (or in this context 
 — circumstances)

Together these categories are known as the four foundations 
of mindfulness. I like to think that they are the four ways in which 
mindfulness is a foundation, both for a happy life and for medita-
tion. 

Bringing them to bear on my life gave me the time I needed 
to step back from the edge of nihilism and actually ask; ‘What is 
this suffering for me? What can I do about it?’ After practising 
meditation with other people, for the first time in my life there was 
the knowledge, not only that there is suffering, but that there is the 
practical possibility of an end to suffering. The knowledge of this 
possibility gave me the chance of a new start in life.

Meditation is for others.

I began practicing meditation seriously at a small temple in 
central London. The first night of my first weekend retreat I felt 
so overwhelmed by the strangeness of the experience and my 
own inadequacy, that when time came to prepare my bedding I 
dithered between unrolling it, intending to stay, and then roll-
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ing it up again, intending to leave. Eventually a fellow retreatant 
asked me gently if everything was okay. It wasn’t, but I decided 
to stay.

For each of us to a greater or lesser degree it is a revela-
tion, brought about through sharing meditation practice and our 
deep sincerity of purpose, to find that we are not alone in the 
experience of suffering; that we are not, and could not ever have 
been, uniquely unfortunate. To realise this is to recognize com-
passion. 

We recognize and become able to articulate the heartfelt 
wish to be of benefit to all beings, to help others and to find 
an end to suffering; not just on our own (for ourselves), but 
together with everyone else, together with all things. 

Mahayana Buddhism traditionally expresses the high 
ideals of this sense of deep connectedness through the four 
Bodhisattva vows;
• However innumerable beings may be, I vow to save them 

all.
• However inexhaustible the passions may be, I vow to trans-

form them all.
• However limitless the dharma may be, I vow to comprehend 

it completely.
• However infinite the Buddha’s truth is, I vow to realize it.

Meditation is for no-one.

Idealism however can lead us astray. If we start to measure 
our self -worth by the tangible help we can give to others then 
we will have lost our rootedness in meditation; we will have 
made ‘helping others’ into the object of our desire, or the new 
purpose of our life to which we cling like a limpet. The Bud-
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dha’s second Noble Truth says, ‘Clinging is the cause of suffer-
ing’, this helps us to recognize the way forward. 

While I was practicing meditation with a group in London, 
I worked for an employer who took on refugees to work in his 
warehouses and workshops. I felt he underpaid them and treated 
them poorly, so I attempted to organise a union in order to help 
them. In doing so I came into conflict with my employer, and 
eventually our disagreement led to an argument which resulted 
in my dismissal. I took my case to an employment tribunal and 
won compensation, but the fact remained that a union had not 
been formed and I had been of little actual benefit to anyone. 
Why was that?

One of the Precepts of the Buddha, as enumerated in The 
Kyōjukaimon is; “Do not be angry.” When we break the pre-
cepts it is a sure sign that our actions are based on attachment, 
and thus are unlikely to be effective. By becoming embroiled in 
an argument with my then boss, I had disregarded my wish to 
keep that precept.

Learning to see the attachments and aversions that play 
out in our relationships with others, we see that we are still 
creating the causes of our own suffering. We learn to see more 
clearly how we turn again and again to our familiar dependen-
cies; the good opinions others hold of us, our pride, a self-right-
eous belief in the value of our own convictions, etc. etc.

When we are willing to look, in meditation, for a true ref-
uge — one that doesn’t waver whatever comes, we find that there 
is nothing to be attached to, nothing to fear. Even if we look for 
a refuge that we think will serve us as a more reliable depend-
ence, still we find, to our surprise that there is nothing there.
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 If we can open our heart to this, we can know that this 
‘empty refuge’ fills the lack of certainty we sought to assuage 
through being of some benefit to those we imagined to be in 
need of our help. If we ask ‘Who is it that benefits from medita-
tion and Buddhism?’ the answer comes; ‘There’s no-one there; 
no permanent unchanging person, no substantial ever-existing 
thing’.

Freed through our recognition of ‘the empty refuge’ from 
being driven by our attachments and aversions, we re-enter rela-
tionships with a heart more open to other people, better able to 
let these relationships benefit each of us. This is because there 
is an ‘effect’ that flows from the ‘cause’ that our training has 
initiated; a real and fulfilling understanding. This is indeed a 
deeper help that meditation and Buddhism has brought us: A 
joy beyond words.

Meditation is for now.

However, there is still the potential to regress from the 
freedom we have glimpsed. If we cling to the belief that we 
have found life’s meaning and resolved forever the question that 
originally brought us to search for help through Buddhism, then 
again we will experience suffering; because clinging, no matter 
how subtle, is still the cause of suffering. If we try to justify our 
attachment to the recognition of what is true, then, as R.M. Jiyu 
says in her commentary on The Kyōjukaimon; “…the house-
builder of the house of ego will again pick up his tools and, 
before you know it, there will be a great structure from which 
you must again escape.”

There is always further to go in meditation, but should we 
despair that to do so we must let go even of what we know our-



The Journal of the Order of Buddhist Contemplatives56

selves to have glimpsed, then we must again ask ourselves; ‘Do 
I want to take meditation deeper?’

To let go, even of ‘having let go’, is to practice the knowledge 
of truth in the moment of the present. Here there is neither past, 
nor future, nor even a thing we can call the present. It is just to do 
what is needed. 

Here, there is no longer a past to which we can attribute pre-
vious stages of meditation, nor is there a future to which we can 
apply a deeper understanding of meditation. Here there is the con-
summation of our training, and the ever unfolding exploration of 
the help that meditation and Buddhism are always showing us.

Notes
1.   Because the word ‘mindfulness’ can be misunderstood to mean a 

sort of self-conscious carefulness, in our tradition we use the phrase 
‘every minute meditation’. Please see R.M. Daizui’s explanation 
in Every Minute Meditation, available to download at http://www.
shastaabbey.org/teachings-publications_sereneReflection.html.


