
 

 

  



 

 

 
 

Be A Valuable Human. 
 

Live A Life With Purpose. 

 

 

 

 

Dr Jonathan Frost 

 

 

  



 

 

 

 

 

Copyright Jonathan Frost © 2025 

 

The right of Jonathan Frost to be identified as the author of this work 

has been asserted in accordance with the copyright designs and patent 

Act 1988  

 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, 

stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form or by any 

means electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording and/or 

otherwise without the prior written permission of the publishers. This 

book may not be lent, resold, hired out or otherwise disposed of by 

way of trading any form, binding or cover other than that in which it is 

published without the prior consent of the publishers.  

 

Paperback Printed by BookVAULT Publishing 

ISBN: 9781806210022  



 

 

Table of Contents 
 

Preface 1 

1 Be Self-Aware and Mindful 3 

2 Raise the Next Generation 8 

3 Support Your Community and Practise Compassion 11 

4 Tell Stories 15 

5 Leave the World As You Found It - Ethical Conduct 19 

6 Be Creative 24 

7 Learn Continuously and Seek Enlightenment 29 

8 Pursue Joy and Wonder 35 

9 Embrace Impermanence - Die Well with Dignity 41 

Conclusion 47 

 

  



 

 

Acknowledgements 
 

 

 

 

 

 

My Sheffield community. 

My mentor Kain Ramsay. 

My global Achology friends. 

 

 

  



 

 

Dedication 
 

 

 

 

 

 

To My Family, Lorraine, Peter, Ben, Grace, 

Jodie, Jay, Emma, Ruben and Elora 

 



Be A Valuable Human 

 

1 

 

Preface 

In the quiet moments between the noise of modern life, we 

occasionally glimpse profound truths. These truths – sometimes 

uncomfortable, often transformative – invite us to reconsider what it 

means to be a valuable human in today's world. 

Let us begin with honesty: we have a harmful effect on the 

environment simply by existing within western civilization. Our daily 

conveniences come with unintended consequences from industrial 

growth that ripple through ecosystems far beyond our sight. This 

recognition must not paralyse us with guilt but awaken us to 

responsibility – to see clearly so we can act wisely. 

Life starts as a game of chance. None of us controls what hand of 

cards we're dealt at birth – our genetics, our early environment, our 

initial circumstances. Some begin with royal flushes of privilege and 

opportunity; others with hands that seem impossible to play. Yet the 

true measure of a life isn't found in these starting cards but in how we 

play them. 

Everything changes when we move from a consumption to a creator 

mindset. When we stop defining ourselves by what we acquire and 

begin identifying with what we contribute, we discover wellsprings of 

meaning that material success can never provide. Creation – whether 

of art, solutions, relationships, or positive change – connects us to 

something larger than ourselves. 

And throughout it all, health is everything. Our bodies are not merely 

vessels for our ambitions but the foundation upon which all 

experience rests. By nurturing physical and mental wellbeing, we 



Be A Valuable Human 

 

2 

 

maximise not just our longevity but our capacity to engage deeply 

with life's possibilities. The mind that would contemplate wisdom 

needs a body that can sustain its journey. 

In the pages that follow, I offer no easy answers or rigid doctrines. 

Instead, I share what I've learned through decades of questioning, 

practicing, failing, and beginning again. My path has taken me from 

physics research to teaching, from corporate work to community 

service, always seeking what makes a human life truly valuable. 

The Buddha taught that three things cannot remain hidden: the sun, 

the moon, and the truth. Though we may temporarily turn away from 

uncomfortable realities, they persist in their quiet insistence. My hope 

is that this book helps you face these truths not with despair but with 

the calm courage that leads to meaningful action. 

We live in what many call a "meta-crisis" or "poly-crisis" – a time 

when ecological, social, economic, technological, and psychological 

challenges converge. Yet precisely because of these challenges, I feel 

excited to be alive in this unique moment in history – a time that will 

demand our true humanity, character, and community spirit to survive 

and thrive. 

The journey toward becoming a valuable human is never-ending – not 

a destination but a continual unfolding of deeper understanding. We 

never arrive at complete wisdom; we just keep walking, step by step, 

breath by breath, with mindful intention. 

Walk this path with me – not as a follower but as a fellow explorer of 

what matters most in this brief, precious human life.  
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1 Be Self-Aware and Mindful 

It is the middle of Winter, I wake before the sun, greeting each new 

day with a quiet acknowledgment of its preciousness. This habit of 

early rising is my first act of mindfulness—a recognition that each 

morning offers a fresh beginning. As I sit quietly, feeling my breath, I 

reflect on how Buddhist teachings have transformed my understanding 

of what makes a human life valuable. 

The Buddha taught that mindfulness is the path to liberation. Not an 

occasional practice, but a way of being—fully present to each moment 

without grasping or pushing away. For many years, I misunderstood 

this, believing mindfulness was about achieving some special state. 

Now I see it is simply about being awake to what is. 

In my physics research days, I pursued fundamental understanding of 

the universe with passionate intensity. I believed that technological 

advancement would save humanity—that if we could just understand 

quantum mechanics more deeply or harness fusion energy, our 

collective suffering would diminish. The equations were elegant, the 

laboratories impressive, but it was decades later that I realised 

something was missing. I became self-aware at a new level, I realised 

that we're not in entirely logical. We often act on emotion and justify 

our actions later with Logic.  

On the way I thought I could do the greatest Good by becoming a 

teacher. Unfortunately I found that my creativity and enthusiasm for 

science were not appreciated. Fortunately I learned a lesson about 

myself. While teaching a class of thirty unruly teenagers during my 

teacher training, a mentor observed that I remained "admirably calm" 

amidst the chaos. This observation surprised me and gave me cause 



Be A Valuable Human 

 

4 

 

for hope. In my youth, I would have reacted with frustration or anger 

when faced with such disruption. Yet somewhere along the path, I had 

developed the capacity to pause—to create what Buddhist teachers 

call "the gap"—that brief moment between stimulus and response 

where freedom resides. 

This is what the Buddha meant by self-awareness—not merely 

knowing one's preferences or personality traits, but developing the 

capacity to witness one's own mind in action. When a student was 

disruptive, I observed my arising irritation without becoming 

consumed by it. This wasn't suppression of feeling but an 

acknowledgment that allowed for a considered response rather than a 

habitual reaction. 

I've come to understand that two seemingly contradictory ideas can 

coexist harmoniously: acceptance of where we are and recognition of 

infinite possibility. The Buddhist teaching of tathatā or "suchness" 

encourages us to see things exactly as they are—not as we wish them 

to be or fear them to be, but in their naked reality. When I accept the 

present moment fully—whether pleasant or unpleasant—I 

paradoxically become more capable of wise action that can change 

future moments. 

This leads to what may be Buddhism's most profound teaching: we are 

responsible for our own fate, reflecting my mentor's demand that we 

take full responsibility for our actions. The Sanskrit word karma, often 

misunderstood in Western culture, simply means "action." Each action 

shapes the field of possibilities for what comes next. The only thing 

we truly control is our decision in this moment, right now. Not the 

past, not the future outcomes, but the quality of attention and intention 

we bring to the present. 
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'The past is history, the future is a mystery, and this moment is a gift. 

That is why this moment is called 'the present' - Deepak Chopra 

I've found that this understanding of self-responsibility isn't a burden 

but a liberation. When I catch myself blaming external circumstances 

for my suffering, I can pause and ask: "What is my contribution here? 

What choice do I have now?" Peace follows. 

My journey of self-awareness has revealed that it's not lack of 

technology holding us back as a species, but a lack of wisdom and 

purposeful reflection on our core values. The Buddha recognised this 

2,600 years ago when he taught that desire outpacing wisdom leads to 

dukkha—suffering or unsatisfactoriness. We have created marvellous 

technologies without developing the collective wisdom to use them 

skilfully. 

My spiritual practice and meditation have become anchors in this 

understanding. Each morning in my greenhouse, I cultivate awareness 

not as an end but as a means—a way of preparing myself to meet 

whatever arises with presence and compassion. The practice is never 

perfect. Some days my mind races through plans and worries. Other 

days, I drift into pleasant memories or fantasies. The value isn't in 

achieving some ideal state but in noticing again and again when I've 

wandered, then gently returning to presence. 

I've discovered that I very rarely hold a grudge overnight. This natural 

inclination toward forgiveness—what Buddhists would call khanti or 

patience—allows me to start the day fresh with a mood of optimism 

and gratitude and awe. This isn't mere temperament but the fruit of 

practice. I repeatedly observe how resentment creates suffering within 
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my own mind, and I've learned to release it not for others' sake but for 

my own freedom. 

We live in what many call a "meta-crisis" or "poly-crisis"—a time 

when ecological, social, economic, technological and psychological 

challenges converge. Yet precisely because of these challenges, I feel 

excited to be in this unique time in history that will demand our true 

humanity, character, and community spirit to survive and thrive. The 

Buddha taught us to face challenges directly, not to escape from them, 

but to approach difficulties with a clear mind and a compassionate 

heart. 

Being valuable as a human doesn't mean achieving great things in the 

world's eyes. It means bringing the quality of mindful presence to 

whatever we do—whether teaching unruly teenagers, conducting 

scientific research, or simply talking with a neighbour. Value comes 

not just from what we create but from the consciousness we bring to 

each moment. 

The journey toward enlightenment is indeed never-ending—not a 

destination but a continual unfolding of deeper understanding. Even 

the Buddha, after his awakening under the Bodhi tree, continued to 

walk the path mindfully for forty-five years. We never arrive at 

complete understanding; we just keep walking, step by step, breath by 

breath. 

In this practice of mindful awareness, I've found a way of being that 

not only includes and transcends the drive for academic and technical 

achievement that marked my earlier life. To be valuable is to be 

awake—to my own patterns of thought and emotion, to the needs of 

those around me, to the beauty and suffering of our world. In that 
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awareness lies the possibility to respond with wisdom and compassion 

to whatever arises, moment by precious moment. 
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2 Raise the Next Generation 

I sit straight on my office chair, morning light slanting through the 

window as I reflect on my journey. The Buddha taught us that true 

value comes not from what we get but from what we give, and 

perhaps nowhere is this more evident than in how we nurture those 

who will follow us. 

My own path has been shaped by countless hands. My parents 

instilled in me the virtues of frugality and careful stewardship, 

teaching me to scrimp and save not out of miserliness but mindful 

distaste of waste. They gifted me a travel mindset—curiosity about the 

world beyond our doorstep and respect for different ways of life. Their 

reverence for our heritage planted seeds of identity that grounded me 

through life's storms. 

As a Cub Scout, I learned early in life that happiness flows from 

service. “Think of others before yourself" and "do a good deed every 

day" weren't just slogans but practices that rewired my understanding 

of joy. Fair play wasn't merely about following rules but recognizing 

that cooperation meant more fun for all. 

My gym teacher's wisdom has served me well: If somebody wants to 

fight, run away—there's always somebody bigger than you out there. 

I've come to see this not as cowardice but as skilful means as an 

individual, knowing when to engage and when to create space for 

reflection. I have a different strategy to deal with persistent bullies, but 

that is a whole different story. 

My university tutor's statistical approach to romance—There is 

probably more than one young lady out there who was perfect for 

me—taught me that attachment to a single outcome often breeds 
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suffering. I find that the world offers abundance when I release my 

grip on specific expectations. 

The Buddha taught that dana (generosity) is the foundation of spiritual 

practice. Throughout life, I've discovered the profound truth in this 

teaching through my own acts of giving to younger generations. 

As a father, I found joy in teaching simple cake cooking to my 

children and their classmates at the local primary school. The 

mindfulness required to measure ingredients, the patience needed to 

follow steps, the shared delight in creating something together, the 

role of a dad in a traditional mum’s role—these lessons set an example 

far beyond baking. 

When my daughter was small, I volunteered as an assistant Cub Scout 

leader, passing on the values that had shaped me. Now she has grown 

into a compassionate adult who gently guides me toward greater 

ethical awareness, reminding me to maintain my vegetarian path 

whenever I stray. The student becomes the teacher—this is the 

beautiful cycle of generations. 

As a school teacher, I recognised children uncomfortable in the 

playground's chaos and ran a lunchtime Lego club as sanctuary. In 

Buddhism, we call this karuna—compassion that responds directly to 

suffering. Those calm spaces allowed children to build not just with 

plastic blocks but with communication, confidence and connection. 

As a PhD guide, I've learned that true teaching is not filling empty 

vessels but lighting flames. When I practise right speech, clean 

language—honest, helpful, harmonious, and timely—I see students 

flourish not through my knowledge but through their own awakening 

wisdom. 
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The Buddha spoke of four immeasurables: loving-kindness, 

compassion, sympathetic joy, and equanimity. In raising the next 

generation, I practise all of these. I extend genuine goodwill toward 

young people's development. I help them find their hidden skills. I 

respond with compassion to their struggles. I take delight in their 

achievements without attachment. And I am calm and proud when 

they choose paths different from what I might have envisioned. 

My daughter's gentle corrections about my diet remind me that raising 

the next generation is not a one-way transfer but a dance of mutual 

growth. When young people challenge us to live by our highest 

values, they become our teachers. 

As I get older, I recognise that I am merely a link in a chain of 

transmission. What matters is not that future generations remember 

my name but that they embody the wisdom and compassion I've tried, 

however imperfectly, to cultivate. 

The value of a human life cannot be measured in possessions or 

achievements but in how we reduce suffering and increase joy for 

those who will inherit this world after us. In this understanding, I find 

both purpose and peace. 

  



Be A Valuable Human 

 

11 

 

3 Support Your Community and Practise 

Compassion 

I wake before dawn, and watch my breath appear and disappear in the 

cool morning air as I make my way to the allotment. The dew-covered 

path reminds me that everything is connected—the earth, the growing 

things, the road and all of us who tend this shared space. As a member 

of the allotment committee, I've learned that community isn't just a 

concept but a living, breathing ecosystem that requires our care. 

Compassion is central to Buddhist ethics and the explicit practice of 

compassion extends beyond community to all sentient beings. 

Buddhists often cultivate compassion through meditation and daily 

practice, and aim to reduce the suffering of others wherever possible.  

To give without expecting anything in return is considered a virtue in 

Buddhism. It can be in the form of material gifts, time, or sharing 

wisdom. When my allotment neighbour got tired last spring, I brought 

out the rotovator and prepared his plot without being asked. The 

Buddha taught that we should act with compassion before others even 

express their suffering. I see my hedge cutting and greenhouse fixing 

not as favours but as expressions of our interdependence. In Buddhist 

terms, this is practicing karuna—compassion that responds actively to 

suffering—and dana, the generosity that expects nothing in return. 

I still remember my first Sheffield Cathedral sleepout. The cold bit 

through my layers as I lay on the hard ground, listening to the city's 

nocturnal rhythm. It was just one night for me, but a reality too many 

face daily. This practice of putting oneself in another's position reflects 

the Buddha's teaching that to understand suffering is the first step 
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toward alleviating it. Awareness isn't complete until it moves us to 

action. 

As a city farm charity trustee, I've seen how connecting urban 

dwellers with the seasons of nature and food production creates 

ripples of positive change. The farm serves as a modern sangha—a 

community where people from diverse backgrounds gather in shared 

purpose. The Buddha emphasised the importance of sangha as the 

fertile soil in which seeds of awakening can grow. When children 

from concrete neighbourhoods delight in a newly hatched chick or 

taste their first freshly picked tomato, I see small awakenings 

unfolding. 

My forty-nine blood donations might seem like a clinical transaction, 

but I approach each one as a meditation on connection and 

community. As the needle enters my arm, I look away and don’t 

visualise my blood flowing into someone I'll never meet, someone 

whose suffering might be eased by this simple act, because I’m 

squeamish. But you get the point. The Buddha taught us that all beings 

are connected in a web of causes and interconnections; my blood 

becomes part of another's healing journey, though we remain 

strangers. 

Local litter picking—five pieces a day—is a moving meditation 

practice. Each wrapper or bottle I collect is a small act of caring for 

our shared home. Mindfulness brings me fully into the present 

moment, and the repetitive nature of the task allows for 

contemplation. I've come to see that environmental care is inseparable 

from care for all living things; the Fifth Precept of "refraining from 

intoxicants" extends to not poisoning the earth that sustains us all. 
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When I refurbish laptops for local kids and refugees, I'm practicing 

what Buddhists call "skilful means"—using my particular abilities to 

address specific needs. Digital access has become as essential as 

physical shelter for education and connection. As I wipe old drives 

and install fresh operating systems, I reflect on how these machines 

will create new possibilities for learning and connection. Technology 

itself is neither good nor bad; what matters is the intention behind its 

use. 

My work as a Cambridge and Ely bike fixer emerged naturally from 

my own cycling practice. The Buddha encouraged us to find the 

Middle Way between indulgence and asceticism; bicycles embody this 

balance—simple transportation that harms neither the rider nor the 

environment. When I fix a broken chain or true a wheel, I'm not just 

repairing a machine, I'm supporting someone's independent movement 

through the world. 

Wooden pallet and crate recycling might seem humble, but it connects 

to the Buddhist and entrepreneurial principle of seeing value where 

others see waste. Each nail I carefully remove, each board I salvage, 

becomes part of something new—a garden planter, a bookshelf, a 

compost bin. This practice reminds me that nothing is permanent - 

forms change, but essence continues. What was packaging becomes a 

home for growing things. 

The charity shops where I both donate and buy create a cycle of 

giving and receiving that feels deeply aligned with Buddhist 

economics. When I pass along items I no longer need and find 

treasures others have released, I participate in a system that values 

sufficiency over excess. The Buddha taught that attachment to 
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possessions leads to suffering; charity shops offer a middle path 

between waste and accumulation. 

These practices haven't made me perfect. I still experience anger when 

I find fresh litter alongside a path I cleaned yesterday. I still struggle 

with impatience when a laptop proves particularly stubborn to repair. 

But the Buddha never asked for perfection—only honest effort and the 

willingness to begin again. 

What makes a human life valuable isn't grand achievements but 

moment-by-moment choices that reduce suffering and increase well-

being—our own and others'. Community support isn't separate from 

Buddhist practice; it is the practice. When we truly understand that 

there is no separate self, compassionate action flows naturally as water 

moves downhill. 

Each night as I lay down to sleep, I review the day's actions in the 

gentle light of awareness. Did I cause harm? Did I alleviate suffering? 

Did I contribute to the welfare of the community? The answers aren't 

always what I wish, but asking the questions keeps me on the path. 

Tomorrow brings another opportunity to wake before dawn, to breathe 

mindfully, and to step forward in service. 
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4 Tell Stories 

I sit near my newly planted apple and pear trees, listening to the rustle 

of leaves that witness countless lives of wild birds unfold. The Buddha 

himself was a master storyteller, using parables and narratives to 

illuminate the path. What makes us valuable, I've come to understand, 

is not just the wisdom we gain but how we share it through the stories 

we tell and the stories we live as role models. 

Stories have always been the bridge between experience and meaning. 

They transform isolated incidents into shared wisdom. The Buddha's 

Jataka tales—stories of his previous lives—weren't merely 

entertainment but vessels carrying profound truths about compassion, 

impermanence, and the consequences of our actions. 

My own life has become a collection of stories that I now see as 

teachings, though I didn't recognise them as such when I lived through 

them. 

I remember traveling with friends overland to Ankara by train and bus, 

a journey of both external and internal discovery. When we reached 

the border crossing between Greece and Turkey, we found ourselves 

stranded—no public transport in sight and taxis charging impossible 

sums. As we stood reviewing our options, a stranger approached us. 

He offered a lift to Istanbul, requesting an unusual payment: a promise 

to do the same for someone else in the future. 

This random act of kindness embodied what Buddhists call dana 

paramita—the perfection of generosity. The man didn't seek 

immediate reward or recognition. He created a ripple of compassion 

that would extend beyond our encounter. We accepted his offer, and 

accepted a responsibility to keep that ripple moving outward. 
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The Buddha taught us that our actions create trees that will eventually 

bear fruit. That stranger at the Turkish border planted a seed of 

generosity that continues to grow and branch in ways I'll never fully 

know. When I share this story, I'm not just telling a travel anecdote—

I'm teaching about the interconnected nature of all our actions. 

Another story lives in my body's memory, teaching me about the 

nature of fear and presence. I've always been squeamish about 

blood—the sight of it can make me feel faint and my vision blur. 

Medical programmes on television send me fleeing from the room. Yet 

this aversion vanishes in moments of genuine emergency. 

I was standing on a train platform when a woman raced to catch a 

departing train. In those days, the heavy doors had to be opened by 

hand. She missed the handle, slipped and fell, and her head struck the 

platform concrete with a sickening sound. Blood soon pooled beneath 

her. 

Without thought or hesitation, I knelt beside her and applied pressure 

to the wound. My hands moved with a certainty that bypassed my 

usual revulsion. In that moment, there was no "me" being squeamish 

and no separate "other" bleeding—just a direct response to crisis. 

The Buddha spoke of the difference between pain and suffering—pain 

being the inevitable physical sensations of life, suffering being our 

mental resistance to what is. In that emergency moment, I experienced 

pain (the distress of seeing someone injured) without the added 

suffering of self-consciousness or aversion. This is what Buddhists 

call "bare attention"—direct awareness without the overlay of 

personal narrative. 
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These stories reflect what the Buddha meant by Right Speech—

communication that is truthful, helpful, and timely. Stories can heal 

when they reveal both vulnerability and wisdom. They become 

bridges connecting isolated experiences into shared understanding. 

The Buddha's own enlightenment story begins with his sheltered life 

as Prince Siddhartha and continues through his encounters with 

sickness, old age, and death. It wasn't his royal birth that made him 

valuable to humanity, but his willingness to face suffering directly and 

then share what he discovered through accessible stories and 

teachings. 

In telling my stories, I'm not seeking to glorify myself or claim special 

virtue. Rather, I'm offering them as the Buddha offered his 

teachings—as a raft to help cross the river. Once the river is crossed, 

the raft is no longer needed. The story serves its purpose when the 

reader or listener recognises their own capacity for generosity or 

presence within it. 

I've learned that the most valuable stories aren't always dramatic. 

Sometimes they're about the ordinary moments when we're fully 

present—a shared meal, a conversation where we truly listen, a 

moment when we notice the changing light on leaves. The Buddha 

encouraged his followers to be "islands unto themselves," not in 

isolation but in mindful awareness of their own experience as it 

unfolds. 

Storytelling in the Buddhist tradition isn't about constructing a fixed 

identity or personal mythology. It's about illuminating the truths of 

impermanence, interconnection, and the possibility of freedom from 

suffering. A valuable human life might be measured by the stories we 
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leave behind—not grand achievements but moments when we were 

fully awake to life's wonder, rarity and preciousness. 

As I continue my journey, I collect stories not as possessions but as 

teachings to be offered when they might benefit others. I've learned to 

listen deeply to the stories others share, recognizing that each person 

is both student and teacher. In this exchange of narratives, we weave 

the fabric of sangha—community bound by shared understanding. 

The Buddha taught us that Right Speech includes abstaining from idle 

chatter. This doesn't mean becoming silent or solemn, but ensuring our 

words serve a purpose beyond self-aggrandisement. When I tell the 

story of my border crossing or my moment of emergency response, I 

try to do so with an intention to inspire similar actions in you. 

The true value of human life may lie not in what we accumulate or 

achieve, but in the stories we live that might illuminate the path for 

others. Each act of kindness, each moment of presence, each instance 

of overcoming our conditioning becomes a story worth telling—not to 

glorify ourselves, but to remind one another of our shared capacity for 

awakening. 

As the hawthorn hedge leaves continue their rustling, I know my own 

small stories join countless others across time and space. Like drops in 

an ocean, they merge into the great narrative of human striving toward 

freedom from suffering. This, perhaps, is how we become truly 

valuable—by living stories worth telling and telling stories worth 

living by. 
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5 Leave the World As You Found It - Ethical 

Conduct 

I open my eyes to the morning light filtering through orange canvas. 

The tent walls glow golden in the dawn, and for a moment, I'm 

transported back to my earliest camping experiences—back before I 

was even born. My mother carried me within her as she and my father 

backpacked on the English South Coast, their footprints washed away 

with the tide, leaving no trace of their passing. 

This principle of treading lightly was my first learning, received 

before I could even comprehend words. Pick a common wildflower, 

yes, but only one or to and never disturb the roots. The Buddha spoke 

of anicca—impermanence—the understanding that nothing remains 

unchanged, that we are merely temporary caretakers rather than 

permanent owners of anything in this world. My parents embodied 

this wisdom in their wonder of minimalist travel and showed me that 

true richness comes not from what we possess but from how fully we 

experience each moment. 

As I sip my morning coffee, I reflect on how this early lesson has 

shaped my understanding of what makes a human life valuable. In 

Buddhist teachings, we learn that attachment creates suffering, not just 

attachment to material things but to fixed ideas about how things 

should be. The path of non-attachment doesn't mean abandoning 

responsibility—quite the opposite. It means engaging fully while 

recognizing the impermanent nature of all things. 

My father understood this when he supported the organization Men of 

the Trees. He knew he wouldn't live to see saplings grow into a mature 

forest, yet he planted anyway. Now I continue this tradition by 
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supporting international forest-growing projects, understanding that 

the trees I help plant will outlive me by centuries. There is profound 

joy in acting for a future we won't personally witness—a recognition 

that we are part of something larger than our individual lives. 

Working with my colleague on biochar brings this understanding into 

practical action. His Fire to Life project rebuilds soil structure, grows 

food sustainably, and provides local employment and income. The 

process transforms plant waste into fertility through a sequence like 

Amazonian terra preta that mimics natural cycles. In Buddhist terms, 

this work embodies dependent origination—the understanding that all 

phenomena arise in dependence upon multiple causes and conditions. 

The carbon in biochar was once atmospheric CO2, then plant matter, 

and now becomes stable soil carbon and supports new life. 

At my city allotment, I've established a few simple rules that reflect 

this philosophy: minimum plastic, no herbicides or pesticides, no 

burning waste, and leaving some weeds for wildlife. These practices 

aren't about perfection but about mindfulness—being aware of how 

my actions ripple outward. The Buddhist concept of ahimsa (non-

harm) extends beyond humans and animals to include all living 

systems. When I allow a patch of nettles to remain for butterfly larvae, 

I'm practicing compassion for living things that many people don’t 

even consider. 

The Buddha taught that all beings desire happiness and wish to avoid 

suffering. This understanding naturally expands our circle of care 

beyond our immediate concerns. It's why I've made a pledge never to 

fly again—I recognise that the convenience of rapid travel creates 

suffering through climate disruption that falls hardest on those least 

responsible. This wasn't an easy decision in our globally connected 
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world, but it aligns with what Buddhists call "right action"—

behaviour that stems from understanding our interconnectedness. 

Buying almost all my clothes from charity shops is another practice in 

non-attachment and mindful consumption. Each pre-loved garment 

represents resources already extracted, labour already expended. By 

extending the life of these items, I reduce demand for new production 

while supporting charitable causes. The Buddha encouraged his 

followers to use the four requisites (food, clothing, shelter, and 

medicine) with wise reflection, taking only what is needed and using it 

with care. 

My pledge to avoid MDF in DIY projects stems from the same 

understanding. Materials that cannot be recycled or composted create 

a burden that extends far beyond my lifetime. The Buddhist teaching 

on karma—that actions have consequences that unfold over time—

encourages consideration of these long-term impacts. By choosing 

materials that can return to the earth when their usefulness ends, I 

honour the cyclical nature of existence.  

The Buddhist principle of ethical conduct goes beyond supporting the 

community and encompasses Right Speech, Right Action, and Right 

Livelihood. Ethical conduct forms the moral foundation upon which 

wisdom and mental discipline are built. It is closely related to the 

seven generations thinking of indigenous peoples around the world. 

None of these practices make me perfect or superior. I still create 

impacts I cannot fully mitigate. The plastic handle of my trowel will 

outlast me. The metal in my bicycle required mining. Even the most 

mindfully grown food involves some displacement of wild species. 

The Buddha never taught that we could live without impact—only that 
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we should be aware of our impacts and strive to reduce harm where 

possible. 

What makes these practices valuable isn't their perfection but the 

intention and awareness behind them. The Buddhist path is not about 

achieving some ideal state but about moving in a beneficial direction 

with clear vision. Each time I remember to bring my own bag to the 

market or repair rather than replace, I cultivate habits of mind that 

extend beyond the specific action. 

The principle of leaving the world as we found it might seem 

impossible—after all, our very existence changes the world around us. 

But I've come to understand this teaching more deeply. It's not about 

making no mark but about ensuring that our inevitable impacts 

contribute to rather than diminish life's possibilities. It's about passing 

through this world with gratitude rather than entitlement, with care 

rather than carelessness. 

As I pack up my tent, I shake out the groundsheet carefully, returning 

fallen pine needles to the forest floor. I check the site one last time, 

removing any trace of my presence. This small ritual connects me to 

all who will come after—the walkers who will enjoy this same view, 

the animals who will reclaim the space once I've gone, the trees that 

will continue their slow growth in my absence. 

The Buddha taught that all conditioned things are impermanent—

including our bodies and the identities we construct around them. In 

recognizing this truth, we find not despair but liberation. We are freed 

to participate fully in life's unfolding without the burden of 

permanence. We become valuable not by stamping our names on 

monuments but by nurturing the conditions for all beings to thrive. 
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As I shoulder my rucksack and walk down the muddy path, I watch 

my footprints appearing and disappearing—temporary marks that will 

vanish with the next rain. This impermanence doesn't diminish the 

value of my journey but enhances it, making each step precious 

precisely because it cannot be held onto. To be a valuable human is to 

walk this way through all of life—fully present, lightly impactful, and 

deeply grateful for the brief miracle of being here at all. 
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6 Be Creative 

I stand in my workshop, surrounded by the remnants of wooden 

pallets waiting to be transformed. A shaft of afternoon light 

illuminates sawdust dancing in the air, and I'm reminded of how the 

Buddha spoke of all phenomena as constantly in flux, never fixed, 

always becoming something new. This understanding of 

impermanence opens a doorway to creativity that I've walked through 

countless times, though I never considered myself particularly arty. 

Creativity in Buddhism isn't mainly about aesthetic expression but 

about responding skilfully to conditions as they arise. The Sanskrit 

term upaya, often translated as "skilful means," points to the Buddha's 

creative adaptability in teaching—using different approaches for 

different audiences, crafting parables perfectly suited to specific 

listeners. This creative responsiveness is available to all of us in every 

domain of life. 

My own creative path has unfolded primarily through practical 

problem-solving. During my years in physics research, I found myself 

drawn to questions others considered settled or impossible. When 

colleagues insisted that a p-type Schottky device couldn't be created, 

something in me questioned not their expertise but the boundary they 

had accepted. Working against conventional wisdom, I made the 

device they thought impossible. This wasn't mere stubbornness but a 

willingness to see possibilities where others saw limitations. 

The Buddha taught that our perceptions are shaped by our 

conditioning, our cultural surroundings, our limiting beliefs—by what 

we've been taught is possible or impossible. True creativity often 

begins with suspending these assumptions, with what Zen 
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practitioners call "beginner's mind." This open awareness allowed me 

to develop a counter-intuitive form of surface-emitting laser using a 

novel etching technique. I wasn't smarter than my colleagues; I was 

simply less convinced that we had tried all possibilities. 

These technical innovations weren't motivated by ambition or 

competition but by fascination with the possible—a quality the 

Buddha might have recognised as samma sankappa or "right 

intention." When our creative efforts spring from wholesome 

intentions like understanding or service rather than greed or self-

aggrandisement, they align with the Buddhist path regardless of their 

specific form. 

This alignment between creativity and compassionate intention 

became clearer to me when my daughter started playschool. I see the 

need for sturdy, safe play equipment, so I designed and built a wooden 

sitting in car for the children. As I worked, selecting heavy chipboard 

and reinforcing joints, I wasn't just building an object but creating a 

plaything for joy, imagination, and safety. The Buddha taught that 

actions motivated by generosity and kindness generate positive karma; 

this simple wooden car became a vehicle for beneficial action that 

extended far beyond its physical form. 

The Buddhist practice of mindfulness—present-moment awareness 

without judgment—enhances creativity by helping us notice what 

others might overlook. This attentiveness led me to fix a hi-fi system 

door closer with nothing more than a paper clip. The conventional 

approach would have been replacement or a specialised repair, but 

mindful observation revealed that a simple bent wire could make it 

work. This exemplifies what Buddhists call "dependent origination"—

understanding how conditions come together to create specific 
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outcomes and how changing even one small condition can transform 

the result. 

My method for safely glazing old greenhouses with used 

polycarbonate sheets emerged from this same attentive problem-

solving. The conventional approach is thin horticultural glass sheets 

and spring clips, but this violated the principle of "reduce, reuse, 

recycle" that resonates deeply with Buddhist ethics and is not child 

safe. By developing a new approach, I preserved both material 

resources and the embodied energy of the existing aluminium 

structure—a small act of environmental compassion. 

The tables, workbenches, and shelves I craft from recycled pallets 

represent creativity in service of non-attachment. Buddhism teaches 

that clinging to objects as if they had fixed, inherent existence causes 

suffering. When I transform discarded shipping materials into 

functional furniture, I'm practicing this teaching directly—seeing not 

"pallets" and "tables" as separate, permanent categories but a flow of 

materials taking different forms according to conditions and needs. 

The Buddha spoke of the Three Marks of Existence: impermanence 

(anicca), unsatisfactoriness (dukkha), and non-self (anatta). Creative 

work brings all three into focus. We witness impermanence as 

materials transform; we are not satisfied when our execution falls 

short of our vision; we experience selflessness when we enter the flow 

state where "I" seems to disappear and the work creates itself through 

us. 

This understanding liberates creativity from the burden of ego. My 

most fulfilling creative moments aren't about proving my capabilities 

or receiving recognition but about participating in a process larger 
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than myself. When I developed a form of velocity modulation 

transistor, the breakthrough came by relaxing a technical condition, 

not from striving but from a moment of relaxed attention—what 

Buddhists might call samadhi or meditative absorption. The self-

consciousness that inhibits creativity dissolved, and that allowed 

insight to arise naturally. 

The Buddha's teachings on the Middle Way—avoiding extremes of 

asceticism and indulgence—apply beautifully to creative work. 

Creativity flourishes neither under harsh self-criticism nor uncritical 

self-satisfaction but in the balanced awareness that acknowledges both 

strengths and limitations with equanimity. When a project goes awry, I 

try to meet the disappointment with the same equanimity I bring to 

success, recognizing both as temporary states rather than definitions of 

my worth. 

I've come to see that creativity isn't a special talent possessed by a 

fortunate few but a natural expression of human consciousness in 

everybody when freed from habitual patterns. The Buddhist practices 

of mindfulness and meditation cultivate precisely this freedom—not 

by adding something new but by removing the obstructions that block 

our inherent creative capacity. 

To be valuable as a human doesn't require grand masterpieces or 

innovations that history will remember. It requires creative attention to 

whatever situation presents itself, whether designing a semiconductor 

device or fixing a hi-fi door. The value lies not in the product but in 

the quality of presence we bring to the process—the care, the 

awareness, the beneficial intention. 
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As I shape a plank salvaged from a discarded pallet, feeling the wood 

yield to the plane, watching curls of timber gather at my feet, I'm 

practicing what Thich Nhat Hanh called "interbeing"—the recognition 

that nothing exists separately from everything else. The tree that grew 

for decades, the hands that assembled the pallet, the commerce that 

transported it, and my own efforts in transforming it are all part of an 

interconnected process. My creativity doesn't begin or end with me 

but flows through me, connecting past and future in this present 

moment of mindful making. 

This, perhaps, is how creativity becomes a spiritual practice—not 

through what it produces but through how it transforms the creator. 

Each creative act, however humble, cultivates the qualities the Buddha 

most valued: awareness, responsiveness, non-attachment, and 

compassion. As we learn to see new possibilities in old pallets or 

broken systems, we practice seeing new possibilities in ourselves and 

our world—and this seeing is the first step toward positive change. 

As the afternoon light fades from my shed, I set aside my tools with 

gratitude for this day's creative work—not because it will last forever 

(it won't) or because it's particularly remarkable (it isn't), but because 

the mindful creativity it represents is one small, worthy contribution to 

the endless transformation of all things. 
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7 Learn Continuously and Seek Enlightenment 

I stand at my study window, watching the early morning light change 

the colours of the garden. The Buddha often spoke of the mind as a 

garden—requiring constant attention, weeding of unwholesome 

thoughts, and cultivation of beneficial qualities. This metaphor 

resonates deeply with my understanding of continuous learning as a 

spiritual practice, a way of being that makes a human life valuable. 

Daily spiritual practice is central to Buddhism, commonly manifesting 

as meditation. It's through these practices that one cultivates the 

qualities necessary for enlightenment or Nirvana—the ultimate 

cessation of suffering and end of the cycle of rebirth. That moment of 

stillness in my study or in my greenhouse is a prompt, a pattern 

interrupt that brings me back to the present, to self-awareness, to live 

in the now. 

The Buddha himself was revolutionary in encouraging his followers to 

question everything—even his own teachings—rather than accept on 

blind faith. "Be a lamp unto yourselves," he urged, suggesting that 

true wisdom comes not from memorizing doctrines but from direct 

investigation of experience and self reflection. This spirit of enquiry 

has guided my journey from the concrete world of physics to the 

subtle realm of modern applied psychology. 

From my earliest memories, I've been drawn to understanding how 

and why the world works physically. This curiosity led me naturally 

toward mathematics, physics, and chemistry in school. The Buddha 

taught that there are two types of questions worth pursuing: those that 

lead to liberation from suffering and those that help us navigate 
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conventional reality. My scientific studies primarily addressed the 

latter, helping me comprehend the material world we inhabit. 

When I arrived at Imperial College London for my physics degree, I 

experienced what Buddhists might call "finding the sangha"—a 

community of practice. Among like-minded geeks, I felt at home for 

perhaps the first time. The Buddha recognised the importance of 

supportive community in any serious pursuit, noting that noble 

friendship is the whole of the spiritual life, not merely half of it. Many 

of my fellow physics students  share my newly found interest in 

Buddhism, and started their careers as I did with fundamental values 

of truth-seeking through careful observation and analysis. 

Specializing in semiconductor physics for a decade and a half 

represented what Buddhists would call "going deeply" rather than 

"going widely." There's a story of a meditation master who was asked 

why he taught only one technique when so many were available. "If 

you want to dig a well," he replied, "better to dig one hole a hundred 

feet deep than a hundred holes one foot deep." My extended focus on 

semiconductors allowed me to contribute meaningfully to this field. 

The Buddha spoke of the importance of both pariyatti (theoretical 

understanding) and patipatti (practical application). When I set up my 

own business, I needed to learn the practical aspects of domestic 

computers. This integration of theory and practice embodies the 

Buddhist understanding that knowledge becomes wisdom only when 

applied to real situations. The theoretical understanding of 

semiconductor physics found practical expression in experimental 

systems that tested actual theories. 
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Yet despite these accomplishments, I realised at the age of fifty 

something that there was something missing and knew I had to learn 

about people, to become a people person. This recognition reflects the 

Buddha's teaching on balanced development—that we must cultivate 

both wisdom (pañña) and compassion (karuna). My scientific training 

had developed analytical intelligence, but I'd neglected the equally 

important emotional and interpersonal dimensions of human 

experience. 

Training courses in NLP (Neuro-Linguistic Programming) and the 

diploma in modern applied psychology through Achology represented 

a significant shift in my learning journey—from studying external 

phenomena to investigating the nature of mind itself. The Buddha 

taught that ultimately, all suffering and happiness originate in the 

mind. By understanding how our minds create our experience of 

reality, we gain the power to transform suffering at its source. 

In Achology, I found a community of mindful people that want to 

make the world a better place, from a human mindset perspective. 

This resonates with the Buddha's vision of sangha not merely as 

people who gather together but as those who share a commitment to 

awakening and serving others. The Mahayana Buddhist tradition 

particularly emphasises the bodhisattva ideal—dedicating oneself to 

the liberation of all beings, not just personal enlightenment. 

My learning journey exemplifies what Buddhists call the Middle 

Way—avoiding extremes. I neither clung exclusively to my familiar 

field of physics nor abandoned it completely for psychology. Instead, I 

integrated diverse forms of knowledge, recognizing that different 

questions require different methodologies. The Buddha taught this 
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pragmatic approach, using various methods depending on what would 

most benefit the listener. 

Continuous learning as a spiritual practice involves several key 

qualities that the Buddha emphasised. First is the willingness to 

acknowledge what we don't know—what Zen practitioners call 

"beginner's mind." When I ventured into psychology after decades in 

physics, I had to set aside my identity as an expert and become a 

beginner again. This humility opens us to new understanding. 

Second is the quality of ardency—a sustained enthusiasm for truth that 

keeps us engaged despite difficulties. Learning semiconductor physics 

wasn't always exciting; it involved countless hours of meticulous 

experimentation and reading. Similarly, developing people skills 

requires practicing uncomfortable conversations and facing my own 

social limitations. The Buddha praised ardency as essential for any 

worthwhile pursuit. 

Third is the quality of discernment—the ability to distinguish helpful 

from unhelpful learning. Not all information contributes to wisdom or 

alleviates suffering. When exploring psychology, I had to evaluate 

various approaches critically, just as the Buddha encouraged his 

followers to test teachings like a goldsmith tests gold—by cutting, 

rubbing, and melting it to verify its quality. 

Finally, there is the quality of generosity—learning not just for 

personal advancement but to benefit others. The Buddha taught that 

wisdom becomes fully perfected only when shared. My technical 

knowledge allowed me to create innovations that served practical 

needs in fundamental physics research; my developing interpersonal 
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skills enable me to support others in their growth. True learning flows 

outward in service. 

The integration of scientific and psychological understanding has 

helped me recognise that the Buddha was, in many ways, an early 

empiricist—basing his teachings on direct observation rather than 

speculation or revelation. His approach to investigating suffering and 

its causes parallels the scientific method, though applied to subjective 

experience rather than external phenomena. 

As I continue learning in my seventh decade, I've come to see that the 

most valuable knowledge isn't accumulated information but the 

capacity for present awareness—what Buddhists call mindfulness. 

This quality of attention allows us to learn continuously from each 

moment, each interaction, each success and failure. It transforms life 

itself into our teacher. 

The Buddha spoke of dhammavicaya—investigation of phenomena—

as one of the seven factors of enlightenment. This spirit of enquiry 

doesn't end with formal education but becomes a way of engaging 

with every experience. When I observe a reaction in myself that seems 

disproportionate, I can investigate its causes with the same curiosity I 

once brought to physical experiments. When I encounter a perspective 

that challenges my assumptions, I can explore it with genuine interest 

rather than defensive rejection. 

To be valuable as a human isn't about knowing everything but about 

maintaining this quality of open, continuous learning—recognizing 

that wisdom is not a destination but a journey that unfolds breath by 

breath, question by question, insight by insight. The Buddha's last 

words encouraged this perspective: "Strive on with diligence." Not 
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"You have arrived" or "The learning is complete," but an 

encouragement to continue the investigation with unwavering 

attention. 

As the morning light completes its transformation of my garden, I 

prepare for another day of learning—perhaps from a book, perhaps 

from a conversation, perhaps from silent observation of my own mind 

in reflection. The specific form matters less than the quality of 

awareness I bring to it. In this continuous unfolding of understanding 

lies the true value of a human life. 
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8 Pursue Joy and Wonder 

As we pursue joy and wonder, it's essential, from a Buddhist 

perspective, not to become attached to them. Attachment leads to 

suffering. Understanding the impermanent nature of things helps one 

to appreciate them without clinging to them. 

I wake up early, drawn to the window by the first hints of dawn. As I 

step outside into the fresh air, breathing deeply, I experience a simple 

joy that arises without effort or striving. This daily ritual connects me 

to what the Buddha called mudita—a sympathetic joy that delights in 

existence itself. Being valuable as a human, I've discovered, isn't just 

about what we accomplish but about how fully we open ourselves to 

the wonder that permeates ordinary moments. 

The Buddha spoke of different types of happiness: the fleeting 

pleasure of sensory experiences, the contentment that comes from 

ethical living, the joy of meditative states, and the unshakable 

happiness of liberation. While complete liberation may be a distant 

shore, the cultivation of joy and wonder along the path makes the 

journey itself meaningful. As the Dhammapada teaches, "Happy 

indeed we live who are free from hatred... Happy indeed we live who 

dwell in the present moment, with a mind free from craving." 

During my years of physics research, I experienced a distinct form of 

joy when theory came to life as a laser I made shone brightly, or an 

electronic device behaved the way it was supposed to. This was not 

merely satisfaction at a successful experiment but a glimpse into the 

underlying order of reality—what Buddhists might call dharma in its 

broadest sense. When observable phenomena align perfectly with 
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mathematical prediction, there's a harmony that points toward the 

interdependent nature of all things. 

This sense of wonder extends beyond my scientific work. I find 

myself amazed at how anything works, how humanity has 

collaborated to get where we are to produce all the things we have 

now, even though we now know it's come at a great environmental 

cost. This balanced perspective—appreciating human ingenuity while 

recognizing its shadow—reflects the Buddha's Middle Way between 

naive optimism and cynical despair. We can cultivate wonder at 

human achievement while acknowledging with clear eyes the 

suffering it sometimes creates. 

One of Buddhism's most profound teachings is that everything arises 

from causes and conditions. Nothing exists independently or 

permanently. This understanding can spark a deep appreciation for the 

miraculous web of interdependence that manifests as our world. When 

I am in awe of every germinating seed and feel joy to see those first 

leaves appear, I'm witnessing this principle directly. The seed contains 

neither leaf nor flower nor fruit, yet given the right conditions, all 

unfold in their time—a perfect expression of dependent origination, 

our interconnected world. 

The Buddha encouraged his followers to cultivate four "divine 

abodes" or brahmaviharas: loving-kindness, compassion, sympathetic 

joy, and equanimity. Of these, sympathetic joy—delighting in the 

happiness of others—might be most evident in my experience that 

probably the greatest joy is playing with young children, seeing such 

hope, curiosity, fun at every new experience, from toy to book to park 

to playground to bike to shop. The unfettered delight of children 
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discovering their world reminds us of our own capacity for wonder 

before it became clouded by habitual perception. 

At the allotment, I witness the transformation of waste ground into a 

habitat for wildlife, an orchard, a flower garden, a food store, an 

outside gym, a community. This regeneration embodies the Buddhist 

understanding that nothing is fixed or permanent—that with skilful 

attention, even neglected spaces can blossom into multifaceted 

sources of benefit. The community aspect particularly reflects the 

Buddha's emphasis on sangha—the importance of supportive 

community in nurturing positive qualities. 

Similarly, at the city farm, I see joy where there is genuine inclusivity, 

where caring staff help service users do purposeful and useful 

valuable tasks around the farm with pride. This setting illustrates the 

Buddhist principle that true happiness arises not from passive 

consumption but from meaningful contribution. When people of 

diverse abilities engage in purposeful work together, they experience 

what psychologists now call "flow" and what Buddhists might 

recognise as an aspect of samadhi—absorbed, wholesome 

engagement. 

The Buddha taught that joy is not merely a pleasant by-product of 

practice but an essential quality to cultivate. In the factors of 

enlightenment, piti (rapture or joy) follows energy and precedes 

tranquility. Without this uplifting quality, spiritual practice can 

become dry and dutiful rather than vibrant and liberating. Joy 

energises the path, making it sustainable through inevitable 

challenges. 
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What makes the pursuit of joy and wonder valuable from a Buddhist 

perspective is not the feeling itself but the liberation it brings from 

hindrances like greed, hatred, and delusion. When I delight in a 

germinating seed, my mind naturally releases its grasping for more 

complex or expensive pleasures. When I share in a child's discovery, 

resentments and grievances temporarily dissolve. In these moments of 

genuine wonder, the boundaries of self fade away, offering a taste of 

what the Buddha called anatta—the understanding that no fixed, 

separate self exists apart from the flowing process of experience. 

This doesn't mean pursuing only pleasant experiences. Buddhism 

recognises dukkha—suffering or unsatisfactoriness—as a fundamental 

characteristic of conditioned existence. But within this understanding, 

we can still cultivate what Thai forest master Ajahn Chah called "a joy 

in the heart that is independent of all conditions." This joy arises not 

from getting what we want but from a deep appreciation of life as it 

unfolds, pleasant or unpleasant, easy or difficult. 

I've found that joy and wonder flourish when I approach experience 

with what Zen practitioners call "beginner's mind"—seeing without 

the filter of preconceptions. The morning air feels fresh because I'm 

not comparing it to yesterday's air or thinking about tomorrow's 

weather. The germinating seed amazes because I'm fully present with 

it rather than cataloguing it based on past observations. The laser 

experiment thrills because I witness it directly, not just confirming 

what I already know. 

The Buddha spoke of appropriate attention (yoniso manasikara) as 

attention that leads toward liberation rather than entanglement. The 

joy and wonder I'm describing arise from this quality of attention—

seeing ordinary phenomena not as boring or given but as miraculous 
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manifestations of causes and conditions, worldly interdependence and 

entanglement. A single tomato on the allotment embodies sunlight, 

soil, water, seed genetics, human care, and countless other factors 

converging in this unique expression. Seen this way, how could it not 

inspire wonder? 

This perspective transforms everyday life into a field of discovery. 

The Buddha encouraged his followers to be "islands unto 

themselves"—not isolated from others but grounded in mindful 

awareness of their own experience. When we attend this way to the 

taste of morning tea, the feeling of a breeze on skin, the sound of birds 

at dawn, these ordinary experiences become gateways to extraordinary 

appreciation. 

To be valuable as a human being we cultivate this capacity for joy and 

wonder not just for personal fulfilment but as an offering to others. 

Joy is contagious; our genuine delight can awaken others to the 

wonder available in their own lives. This becomes a form of dana—

the generosity that the Buddha placed at the foundation of spiritual 

practice. We give not just material resources but the gift of 

appreciation, helping others see the extraordinary within the ordinary. 

As the sun rises fully now, illuminating the garden where seeds wait 

beneath the soil, I prepare to move through another day with this 

question: How might I approach each moment, each interaction, each 

task with the freshness that invites joy to arise? Not grasping for 

special experiences, not rejecting mundane ones, but meeting life as it 

comes with the wonder of a child and the wisdom of one who 

understands its preciousness and impermanence. 
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This, perhaps, is how we become truly valuable—by embodying an 

appreciation so genuine that it awakens others to the wonder hidden in 

plain sight, all around us, in every breath, every seed, every moment 

of this fleeting, precious human life. 
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9 Embrace Impermanence - Die Well with 

Dignity 

I sit beneath the oak tree where my mother's remains now nourish the 

soil, and watch the play of light through leaves that weren't here when 

she first arrived. The Buddha began his spiritual journey when 

confronted with the realities of old age, sickness, and death—

reminders of impermanence that most of us prefer to ignore. Yet I've 

come to understand that to embrace this impermanence, including my 

own inevitable death, is not morbid but liberating. It clarifies what 

makes a human life truly valuable. 

The Buddha taught that all conditioned things, everything in our 

interconnected world, are impermanent (anicca), inherently 

unsatisfactory (dukkha), and without fixed self (anatta). These three 

marks of existence weren't meant to depress us but to awaken us from 

the slumber of assumption—the unexamined belief that we will 

always remain as we are, that our loved ones will always be with us, 

that our bodies and minds will continue functioning reliably. We 

accept these truths to live more genuinely and prepare ourselves to die 

with greater dignity. 

My father died soon after retirement, peacefully in his sleep, before I'd 

had time to really talk to him properly as an adult to adult. This 

common regret reflects what Buddhists call pamada—a kind of 

heedlessness that assumes there will always be more time. The 

Buddha urged his followers to practice appamada—a vigilant 

awareness that life is short and uncertain. Each conversation, each 

moment of connection becomes precious when we recognise it might 

be our last. 
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When my mother died about ten years ago after many years of 

progressive dementia, I experienced a different kind of loss—the 

gradual disappearance of the person I knew while her body remained. 

I was most upset when she began not to recognise me, mistaking me 

for her dead husband. This speaks to our deep attachment to identity 

and recognition—both our own and others'. The Buddhist teaching on 

anatta (non-self) addresses this painful attachment, suggesting that 

what we call "self" is actually a flowing process rather than a fixed 

entity. When we grasp at permanence in an impermanent process, 

suffering inevitably follows. 

My reflection on these experiences has led to a clear-minded decision: 

My children have my permission to send me to Switzerland if they see 

that I'm losing my faculties because I've seen the pain and suffering in 

so many people trying to care the best for their elderly parents as 

dementia takes them away as human beings. This choice embodies 

what Buddhists might call wise compassion—care not only for my 

own dignity but for the wellbeing of those who would otherwise bear 

the burden of my care. The Buddha taught that true compassion 

includes oneself as well as others; sometimes the most compassionate 

choice for all involved is to release attachment to extending life when 

quality of life has diminished irreversibly. 

The way we approach death reflects our deepest values. My mother 

chose to be buried in a forest with an organic casket, and I'm intrigued 

by the possibility ending up in a mushroom-based container, feeding a 

tree. These choices align beautifully with the Buddhist understanding 

of interdependence. Our bodies, like all physical forms, are merely 

borrowed elements that will return to the great cycle of matter and 

energy. The ego may resist this dissolution, but something deeper in us 
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recognises its rightness—the same wisdom that appreciates the beauty 

of fallen leaves nourishing next spring's growth. 

In many Buddhist traditions, practitioners regularly contemplate five 

remembrances: that aging, illness, death, and separation from all we 

love are unavoidable, and that our actions are our only true 

possessions. This contemplation isn't meant to induce despair but to 

cut through delusion and awaken urgency for what matters most. My 

stated goal "to die after having done the best I can to inspire the next 

generation to work together with purpose, how to become valuable 

human beings" reflects this clarified priority. 

The Buddhist approach to dying well begins not at the end of life but 

in how we live each day. The Pali word for mindfulness—sati—

originally meant "remembering" or "recollection." What we're 

remembering is not just the immediate task at hand but the larger 

context of our brief existence. This remembering infuses ordinary 

moments with extraordinary significance. When I cut vegetables for 

dinner, I do so mindfully, aware that this simple ability to prepare 

nourishment will not always be available to me. This awareness 

doesn't diminish the experience but enhances it. 

Dying with dignity requires preparation, not just practical 

arrangements but internal cultivation. The Buddha encouraged his 

followers to develop qualities that would serve them well at life's end: 

generosity that loosens the grip of possession, ethical conduct that 

prevents regret, mental cultivation that familiarises the mind with 

letting go. These practices don't guarantee a painless death but can 

transform how we experience whatever process unfolds. 
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In some Buddhist traditions, practitioners visualise their own death 

daily—not as a morbid fascination but as a realistic acknowledgment 

that awakens appreciation for the present. I've adopted a simpler 

version of this practice: each night before sleep (itself a kind of 

temporary death), I review the day with the question, "If this were my 

last day, would I be at peace with how I lived it?" This reflection 

constantly realigns my priorities toward what truly matters. 

The Buddha himself demonstrated dignified dying. When he knew his 

death was approaching, he continued teaching, made necessary 

arrangements for the community's continuation, and faced his final 

moments with equanimity. His last words encouraged his followers 

not to cling to him or his physical presence but to continue practicing 

with diligence: "All conditioned things are subject to decay. Strive on 

with diligence." This exemplifies dying not as a failure but as a final 

teaching on impermanence. 

The Tibetan Book of the Dead suggests that dying presents a unique 

opportunity for liberation if the mind can remain aware through the 

dissolution of physical and mental processes. While this advanced 

practice may be beyond most of us, it points to a profound 

understanding: death isn't merely an end but a transition, and how we 

meet it matters. Even for those who don't believe in literal rebirth, the 

quality of presence we bring to our final moments represents the 

culmination of our life's development. 

I've observed that those who die most peacefully are often those who 

have lived most authentically—not necessarily achieving great 

worldly success but embodying their deepest values. The regrets of the 

dying rarely centre on missed career opportunities or material 

acquisitions. They more often involve relationships neglected, 
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authentic expression suppressed, or courage not taken when needed. 

Buddhist practice, with its emphasis on mindfulness and compassion, 

helps address these potential regrets before they become fixed 

realities. 

My father's sudden death, while peaceful for him, left conversations 

unfinished for me. My mother's gradual disappearance through 

dementia taught me that physical presence without mental recognition 

creates its own form of grief. These experiences have clarified my 

understanding of dying well: it includes not just physical comfort but 

relational completion—the opportunity to express love, resolve 

conflicts, and offer forgiveness where needed. 

The Buddha taught that all beings seek happiness and wish to avoid 

suffering. This simple truth applies to the dying process as much as to 

any other phase of life. Dying well means minimizing unnecessary 

suffering—both physical, through appropriate palliative care, and 

psychological, through acceptance rather than desperate grasping. 

When pain cannot be avoided, it means meeting it with equanimity 

rather than resistance, understanding it as a natural process rather than 

a personal affront. 

To die with dignity requires recognizing when it's time to release the 

healing project and embrace the dying process. Many modern medical 

systems struggle with this transition, continuing aggressive 

interventions long past their benefit. The Buddhist Middle Way 

suggests neither artificially prolonging life nor hastening death, but 

meeting each moment with clear seeing and appropriate response. 

The contemplation of my own eventual death doesn't diminish my joy 

in living but rather intensifies it. When I truly acknowledge that each 
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encounter might be my last, ordinary interactions become 

extraordinary. The morning light through windows, the taste of tea, the 

voice of a loved one—all are revealed as the miracles they always 

were, previously obscured by the assumption of continuation. 

As I sit by my mother's resting place, I watch new life emerge from 

the soil she has become, I understand more clearly what makes a 

human life valuable. It isn't duration but quality of presence. It isn't 

accumulation but generous giving. It isn't avoiding death but 

embracing the full cycle of existence with grateful wonder. And 

perhaps most importantly, it's nurturing in others—especially the 

young—the capacities for presence, generosity, and wonder that will 

outlive our physical form. 

The most dignified death is one that completes a life lived with 

intention—not perfect but authentic, not without struggle but rich with 

meaning. When my time comes, whether suddenly like my father or 

gradually like my mother, I hope to meet it neither clinging nor 

rejecting, but with the same open awareness I'm practicing here and 

now, under this oak tree, as the afternoon light shifts and changes, 

teaching impermanence with every passing moment. 
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Conclusion 

As our journey through these pages ends, remember this simple truth: 

you are uniquely and wonderfully made. There has never been, nor 

will there ever be, another person with your precise combination of 

talents, perspectives, and experiences. The great challenge—and joy—

of your life is to discover where your unique gifts fit best in our 

interconnected world. 

Your journey has given you insights and wisdom that others 

desperately need. The struggles you've overcome, the lessons you've 

learned, the moments of clarity you've experienced—these are not 

merely personal milestones but potential signposts for fellow 

travellers. Your experiences, when shared authentically, become 

lanterns that illuminate paths for others who walk through similar 

darkness. 

Now comes your task: to communicate these insights with clarity and 

compassion. Find your voice—whether through conversation, writing, 

art, mentorship, or simply how you live your daily life. The world 

doesn't need perfect messengers, just honest ones who speak from 

both heart and mind. 

Take solace in knowing you are not alone in your values. There are 

millions of people across our planet whose core beliefs align with 

yours—people who value mindfulness over distraction, compassion 

over indifference, creation over consumption, and purpose over mere 

existence. When you articulate your position clearly and live it 

consistently, these kindred spirits will recognise and find you, creating 

connections that amplify your impact far beyond what you could 

achieve alone. 
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Remember that being a valuable human isn't a destination but a daily 

choice—a practice renewed with each sunrise. May you find joy in 

your uniqueness at every daybreak, courage as you share your truth, 

clarity in your expression, and a community with your values. 

The world is waiting for your contribution. 


