
Happiness in this world? Is it really possible to be truly 
happy here and now? Yes, the Buddhism of Nichiren 
Daishonin assures us that we can achieve a state of 

great happiness whatever our present circumstances.
At the beginning of this series of articles about practising 

Buddhism, perhaps it is worth starting with the question of 
what we mean by happiness. There is a very broad range 
of things that people mean by happiness, and many words 
that are used to express the state of happiness. It could be 
pleasure, or joy, or rapture. It could be satisfaction, hope, 
or confidence. It can be a memory about the past, a feeling 
in the present or an anticipation for the future, and each of 
those time frames can give a different aspect of happiness. 
Happiness can be about a physical response to something, 
or a mental attitude. This first article will look at what the 
Buddhism of Nichiren Daishonin refers to as happiness, and 
how that relates to the practice of Buddhism.

Of course we live in a time when there is an awful amount 
of suffering in the world. Many people simply cannot believe 
that they could be living a happy life; for very good reasons 
their perspective on life is that this is a world of suffering, 

and there is not much that can be done about it. This sense 
of powerlessness is such a common aspect of life, but it 
is nothing new. This was also a commonly held perspective 
when Shakyamuni Buddha sought to resolve the question 
of human suffering. The answer, we learn from Buddhist 
teachings, is that in fact, despite the reality of the challenges 
of life, every single one of us can find profound happiness in 
our lives.

The first thing to say about happiness from a Buddhist 
perspective is that we are told that there are two sorts: 
relative happiness and absolute happiness. Relative 
happiness concerns the things in our environment that 
might make us happy. When we say things like: ‘I’ll be happy 
when such and such an event happens’, we are expressing 
relative happiness. It means that our happiness is relative to 
our circumstances. When our happiness depends on things 
outside of ourselves, perhaps our friends or family, our jobs or 
our income (or lack of it), it is an aspect of relative happiness. 
Similarly, we may compare ourselves to others, and our 
happiness could depend on the conclusions we draw having 
made the comparison. We often expend a lot of effort in trying 
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to improve these external things, and while we may be content 
for a short period of time, a common tendency is for this kind 
of happiness to fade when other external conditions change. 

The aim of Buddhist practice is to make a shift from relying 
on those things in our environment to make us happy, and 
instead to discover the other sort of happiness: drawing on our 
own inner resources so that we establish a resilient state of 
life which is not swayed by anything. 

In this way we experience happiness, regardless of our 
circumstances. This absolute happiness certainly does 
not mean that we then stoically put up with unsatisfactory 
situations, but instead we use the energy and creativity of this 
kind of happiness to do something about transforming those 
situations. In fact, it is more than happiness; it is reaching 
a state where just being alive is itself a great joy. This is the 
case even if we have a long-standing health problem, which 
seems impossible to transform and which may also affect 

our ability to do things as much as we used to. However, 
despite our physical limitations, we can still maintain a 
strong and positive state of life, and this is another aspect of 
absolute happiness. 

When I was a teenager and wondering about growing older, 
I used to think that the purpose of being an adult was to 
create a life where there were no problems (or certainly as few 
as possible). It seemed to me that if I could create a series 
of protective boundaries through which the challenges and 
difficulties of life could not bother me, then I could be happy. 
As I grew older, though, I realised that this was not going to 
happen. Not only did it seem impossible to anticipate all the 
problems that might arise, but also guessing the order they 
might appear so as to be ready for them was a huge and 
frankly insurmountable challenge.

When I was 21 my life changed dramatically. I was involved 
in a road accident, when the motorcycle I was travelling on was 
involved in a collision. A car driver had thought there was a gap 
in the traffic and started to turn, and instead of a gap found 
the motorbike, me and, most crucially, my leg. I found myself 
face up on the pavement wondering what had happened and 
why my leg was at such a strange angle. The impact had 
fractured the tibia and fibula of my right leg and the plans 
I had for that summer were very dramatically put on hold. 
Fortunately, this accident happened very close to an excellent 
orthopaedic hospital and I received wonderful treatment. I then 
started a long period of convalescence. In all it took about a 
year before I was walking again without crutches or a stick. 
At first this was all incredibly frustrating. But then something 
happened which was very significant for how things developed.
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Many people simply cannot believe 
that they could be living a happy 
life; for very good reasons their 
perspective on life is that this is a 
world of suffering, and there is not 
much that can be done about it
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A couple of months after the accident, I was introduced to 
Nichiren Buddhism. I was told that chanting would make a 
difference to my life, and most importantly it would change how 
I felt about this accident. I was shown how to chant, and given 
things to read that would explain what Buddhism was about. I 
started the journey which is still unfolding today, but which has 
been the most incredibly fulfilling process, every step of the way.

As I try and remember those early days, while I was 
convalescing and trying to chant, and reading about Nichiren 
Buddhism, a few things stick in my memory. First, chanting 
did make me feel different. I hadn’t had a miracle cure as 
a result of chanting, but, yes, I did feel differently about my 
circumstances. On one level I realised that I was actually 
very lucky that the accident hadn’t been any worse. I also 
started to think about how I had been living my life before 
the accident, what I had been doing, and also what I had not 
been doing with my life. I started to realise that although I 
had previously thought that I was being very creative, actually 
I was not fulfilling my potential. Perhaps I needed to have the 
accident in order to see what more I could do with my life. Of 
course these are questions that are very subjective, but they 
are things that occurred to me.

Another thing I remember learning in those early days 
was about the question of happiness. As I mentioned, I had 
thought that a successful life was one with no problems in it. 
But as I read around the writings of Nichiren Daishonin, I came 
across an expression which had a very strong impact on me. 
I read that true happiness is not a question of not having any 
problems at all, but rather of developing the confidence that 
when a problem arises, it can be transformed. In fact, I was 
told that any problem can be transformed. This was a radically 
different approach to problems, and I saw it live in the lives of 
the people who were practising Buddhism. 

I went to my local monthly discussion meetings and I 
heard people share their experiences of having transformed 
challenging aspects of their lives. Different people from 
different backgrounds had used chanting to draw on their 
inner resources and effect amazing changes in their lives. An 
important aspect of these tales was not just the fact that the 
problem had transformed but rather the question of what the 
challenge had done to the individual, and the lessons that 
had been learned from it. Usually, they had learned something 
important about their attitudes to life and had grown through 
the experience. It was much more than chanting to get rid of 
negative situations; it was a process of growing in all sorts of 
ways as a human being.

Quite soon after deciding that I wanted to make Buddhism a 
part of my life, I went on an SGI course with about forty other 
young people, which enabled me to deepen and strengthen 
my understanding and practice of Nichiren Buddhism. The 
whole course was very memorable, and most of it was very 
enjoyable. One day, though, I found that lots of things were 
pushing my buttons and I can remember being very upset. 
Someone noticed that I wasn’t quite as happy as I had been 
before and they asked if I would like to talk with someone 
about this. I said yes, and a meeting was arranged with one 
of the leaders of the course. I can remember sitting in a room 
pouring out all the things that were bothering me. 

Looking back over a quarter of a century I cannot for the life 
of me remember what those things were, but I can remember 
the calm and patient response. I had probably taken fifteen or 
twenty minutes to explain why I was upset. Finally, this wise 
and compassionate person started to speak and give me 
guidance. I remember that at first I was upset by the answer 
because it didn’t seem to have any obvious bearing on what I 
had been telling him. The first words that I heard were: ‘When 
you start to learn to surf…’ And I can remember thinking, 
‘What on earth is he talking about? I haven’t been asking for 
tips on how to surf!’ But then he went on. 

The guidance went something like this: ‘When you start 
to learn to surf, it is very difficult to get your balance on the 
surfboard. You climb on, and you fall off. You climb on, and you 
fall off. Eventually you get your balance and you can start to go 
out on the small waves. You fall off. You climb on, and you fall 
off. Eventually you master the small waves and you start to go 
out on the medium waves. You fall off. You climb on, and you 
fall off. Eventually you master the medium waves and you can 
start to go out on the big waves.’ 

At this point, as I think back, I think of those impressive 
Hawaiian-style curving waves, but he didn’t mention that. 
Instead, he went on: ‘In Buddhism, you have discovered the 
surfboard for life, and you have just fallen off. Get back on.’ As 
I said earlier, I cannot remember the reason why I was having 
this conversation with this experienced Buddhist, but I can 
very clearly remember this guidance. 

Buddhism provides us with the ability to ride the waves of 
life. The sea of life is never going to be completely flat and 
calm. There are always going to be waves and the way to live 
a happy and fulfilled life is not to pretend that there aren’t. 
Instead, it is better to learn to ride them and to enjoy the 
process. It is about recognising our own personal individual 
weakness, and developing ourselves so that particular trait 
becomes our greatest strength. It is about finding the inner 
energy and creativity to develop a vision for our lives and then 
striving to achieve it. Then, when the biggest waves of all 
come, those which the Buddha sought to resolve because they 
can cause us the greatest suffering, then we can face even 
old age, sickness and death with an enlightened perspective. 
This then, learning to surf the waves of life, developing this 
confidence within, is what it is to be truly happy. This, together 
with encouraging others to surf the waves of life too, is 
absolute happiness. ■
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The sea of life is never going to be 
completely flat and calm. There are 
always going to be waves and the 
way to live a happy and fulfilled life 
is not to pretend that there aren’t. 
Instead it is better to learn to ride 
them and to enjoy the process
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