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Abstract

Modern life pushes many people into a restless search for meaning yet the chase keeps slipping away the moment they think
they have caught it. This paper turns toward Buddhist thought to examine why this happens and how a different way of seeing
as quiet, steady, a little radical can open space for a gentler relation with one’s own mind. Much of today’s anxiety comes from
the habit of assuming that meaning has to be built somewhere outside through success, attachment, speed or the endless fear of
falling behind. That habit is strong. It keeps tightening the mind. One short moment of tension becomes a pattern. A pattern
becomes a story. And soon the story feels like fate. Buddhist philosophy approaches this problem from another angle. It
suggests that meaning appears when the mind stops chasing itself, when attention meets experience without forcing it into
fixed shapes and when a person gradually learns that stability grows from seeing impermanence clearly rather than escaping it.
This is not an idea meant only for monks. It is something that can happen while standing in a bus queue or while drinking tea
alone in a room or while watching anger rise and soften without acting on it. Small shifts, but powerful. A simple breath taken
with awareness can change the direction of an entire hour. It matters. The article brings together core Buddhist insights on
suffering, craving and insight next to psychological reflections on modern existential fear. It also explores mindfulness as a
practical discipline that trains the mind to stay with the rawness of life without being drowned by it. The aim is not to offer a
formula but to show how the art of being fragile, unpolished, alive may allow meaning to unfold on its own.

Keywords: Buddhism, meaning, existential anxiety, mindfulness, suffering, craving, impermanence, awareness, modern life,
art of being

Introduction are late to the meeting (Turkle, 2015) ?7, The crisis is not
Meaning slips away quietly in the 21% century and it material. It is existential. It arrives not from poverty but
happens even while people live inside bright rooms from an overfed mind that never gets time to digest
surrounded by faster screens and softer chairs which is anything. Many are busy, but busy in ways that stretch them
strange because comfort was supposed to solve the inner thin; many succeed, yet feel hollow; many interact, yet feel
ache but somehow does not and many discover this only unseen. And the more this happens, the more people search
after running through years of study, work, scrolling, hoping for meaning not as a luxury but as a kind of psychological
that something will click and tell them who they are, why oxygen. One feels this everywhere like on train rides, in
they feel uneasy and why every morning seems heavier than classrooms, in offices, in tired conversations late at night
the last. The world today moves at a speed that used to people who whisper about exhaustion in a half-joking tone
belong only to storms; information rushes in from because naming it directly feels too heavy. The search for
everywhere crowding the mind until it becomes difficult to meaning has always followed humans but the tone today is
hear one’s own thought and this constant noise sometimes different; it carries urgency, almost a restlessness as if the
thrilling, often exhausting creates a kind of existential collective mind senses that something essential has drifted
anxiety that is subtle at first but quickly grows sharp out of reach. This restless search is universal as it cuts
especially when a person notices the gap between the life across income, age and culture and often leads people
they imagined and the life they keep returning to every toward spiritual-philosophical traditions that offer a stable
evening (Bauman, 2007) Bl People feel lost even with all ground or at least a quiet one where the mind can breathe
the tools that promise connection; they speak to many but and see itself clearly. Buddhism enters here not as an exotic
rarely feel spoken to and in that strange absence something practice from the past but as a system of insight that speaks
begins to hollow out the centre of ordinary days. A person surprisingly well to the problems of this time especially to
can buy anything, talk to anyone, go anywhere and still the feeling of being overwhelmed by desire, comparison and
wake up with the sense that something essential is missing. uncertainty. The early Buddhist texts show a world full of
It is a quiet fear. It grows slowly. And it changes how suffering minds long before smartphones existed which
people carry their bodies, how they sit in a room, how they makes the tradition strangely familiar, almost contemporary
look at morning light. Modern life keeps repeating the idea in its ability to diagnose inner turbulence (Rahula, 1974) 23],
that happiness is something to be collected like money, like And when the Buddha described dukkha as the basic unease
awards, like more digital applause but the deeper need for woven through existence, he was not speaking only about
purpose does not follow the same rule and when individuals physical pain but about this very tension the feeling that life
compare their inner confusion with the perfect images is slipping away without ever becoming fully one’s own.
circulating online, they often feel even more adrift as if Reinterpreting Buddhist ideas for modern life is not an
everyone else has cracked the code of living and they alone attempt to drag ancient wisdom into a world it never
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imagined; rather, it is a way of noticing how some truths
remain steady even when technology shifts everything else.
For example, mindfulness today is often packaged as stress-
reduction but its deeper purpose in Buddhist thought is to
reveal the transient nature of experience which cuts directly
into the heart of existential anxiety by showing that
emotions, fears and even identities rise and fall like weather
patterns (Analayo, 2003) 2. Impermanence becomes not a
threat but a kind of relief because once a person grasps that
nothing stays fixed including the self they keep trying to
perfect they begin to loosen the tight grip that makes life
feel so heavy. This loosening does not give answers but it
makes room for them. And in that space, something shifts.
Buddhist thought insists on returning to being, to immediate
awareness, to the breath, to the texture of simple experience
and this move, though small, interrupts the endless chase for
external validation that fuels so much inner suffering
(Gethin, 1998) 4. Sometimes a person sits quietly for one
minute and realizes the mind has not been quiet for years.
One moment can show the whole pattern. And the moment
after that becomes a doorway. At the same time existential
anxiety in the contemporary world does not disappear
simply because one reads Buddhist teachings; people still
struggle with career pressure, loneliness, uncertain futures
and the hard task of making choices when everything is
possible yet nothing feels meaningful. But Buddhist
philosophy provides tools gentle steady tools that help
people stay present without drowning in thought. When the
mind learns to observe itself, the storm loses some of its
force. That is enough for a start. A small shift. A breath. A
pause. And from these tiny openings, larger insights arrive
such as the understanding that meaning is not a distant goal
but a lived practice shaped by attention, compassion and
clarity (Harvey, 2013) 1. Meaning becomes something a
person does, not something they wait for. This paper is an
attempt to explore these concerns through a Buddhist lens
not as a rigid doctrine but as a living perspective that can
speak to the fractured rhythms of modern existence. It asks
why meaning feels so hard to find, how digital life
magnifies inner confusion, why the self feels more fragile
now, and how mindfulness, ethical living and the
understanding of impermanence can help individuals face
the uncertainties of today with a steadier heart.

The Human Condition and Existential Questions

Modern life arrives wrapped in bright promises yet leaves
many people with a quiet sense of purposelessness that sits
under the skin and keeps returning at odd hours almost like
a shadow that refuses to move even when the source of light
changes and this strange condition often feels heavier today
because the world around us demands speed, constant
display of achievement and a steady performance of identity
that keeps draining the inner space where meaning once
grew slowly (Frankl, 1959) [, People wake up with a
checklist in their minds not a direction in their hearts. The
burden of choice which earlier philosophers called freedom
has begun to feel like weight instead of possibility, since
being told that “everything is open for you” creates a gap
between what a person could do and what they actually do
and this gap expands silently until individuals start thinking
something is wrong with them rather than with the pressures
placed on them (Heidegger, 1962) [*8l. Capitalism pushes
people to define themselves through work, status and
visibility, and technology intensifies this by keeping
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individuals in a constant loop of comparison, distraction,
subtle self-doubt etc.; the moment people pause, their
screens pull them back into motion. Too much motion. The
self loses its center. Loneliness happens not only because
people are physically alone but because connections become
thin, fast, and often shaped by algorithms that keep feeding
images of lives no one truly lives and this breaks the texture
of inner stability that earlier societies protected through
ritual, community and predictable rhythms (Turkle, 2011)
[26] |dentity turns into something people have to maintain
almost like a fragile profile rather than something that
emerges from lived experience. It flickers. It feels unstable.
At the same time the pace of life, the constant need to
update oneself and the pressure to move upward place
individuals into what Camus (1955) 8 once described as the
absurd loop of running without knowing the destination
except that today the running is digital, social, economic and
deeply emotional. Western existentialism tried to understand
this  condition by highlighting human freedom,
responsibility, the strange tension between wanting meaning
and living in a world that does not guarantee any of it;
thinkers like Frankl (1959) 1Y saw suffering as a place
where meaning can be created while Heidegger (1962) [
described human existence as being thrown into a world
where we must shape ourselves through choices and Camus
(1955) [ argued that even without cosmic meaning people
can still carve out a sort of human dignity through honest
confrontation with life’s absurdity. But those ideas,
powerful as they are often remaining intellectual for many
people today and life keeps slipping through their fingers
because thought alone cannot carry a person through the
daily grind of uncertainty. Something more embodied is
needed. Here, Buddhism enters not as a religion demanding
belief but as a kind of experiential psychology that teaches
people how to sit with their minds, observe the storm of
thoughts without entering each one and slowly loosen the
grip of unhelpful patterns that make the modern condition so
intense (Gethin, 1998) (4, Buddhism begins with the simple
observation that suffering exists dukkha and this suffering is
not limited to pain or clear sorrow but includes the restless
dissatisfaction that keeps modern individuals feeling ‘not
enough,” even when they have more options than previous
generations (Rahula, 1974) 231, The Buddhist view suggests
that much of existential anxiety arises from craving for
certainty, craving for recognition, craving for permanence in
a world that moves like a river and never stops shifting its
banks. This insight doesn’t reject Western existential
questions but reframes them like instead of asking “What is
the meaning of my life?” Buddhism asks, “How does the
mind create the feeling of meaninglessness in the first
place?” a shift that feels small yet opens a radically different
path. Mindfulness which has now become common but
often loses its philosophical depth in corporate settings is
originally a practice meant to help individuals see their
mental habits with clarity and compassion so they stop
fighting the mind and instead understand its motions, and
this practical approach becomes crucial at a time when
digital noise keeps pulling attention in every direction and
fragments the self even more (Analayo, 2003). A person
who sits quietly even for a few minutes each day starts
noticing the patterns that make them feel lost; they discover
that loneliness expands when the mind keeps chasing
approval and anxiety grows when thoughts race toward
future outcomes that may never happen. Very simple
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insights. Yet they touch the root. The Buddhist standpoint
does not promise a dramatic revelation or a single meaning
for all people; rather it suggests that meaning grows when
the mind becomes steady enough to witness life directly,
without being pushed around by fear or constant
comparison. This shift can feel subtle. But powerful. In
many ways, the 21% century crisis of identity mirrors the old
Buddhist insight that the self is not a fixed entity but an
ever-changing process of sensations, thoughts and actions
shaped by causes and conditions, and when people cling to a
rigid image of who they should be, suffering increases
(Harvey, 2013) 71, Technology sharpens this clinging by
turning identity into a performance for others while
capitalism intensifies it by tying self-worth to productivity
and both forces make individuals feel like they are never
enough. So the modern person stands at a strange crossroads
like Western existentialism offers language for the search,
while Buddhism offers practices for navigating the search.
People need both. Yet Buddhism may feel closer to daily
life because it deals directly with the restless mind that
wakes up every morning and wonders why it still feels
incomplete even when nothing is objectively wrong. The
modern human condition is marked by speed, instability and
endless choices but also by the possibility of turning inward,
watching the play of thoughts and discovering a quieter
ground of being that does not depend on external
achievements. Meaning grows slowly there. And once it
begins, it keeps growing.

The Buddhist Diagnosis of Human Suffering: Dukkha
and the Anxiety of Being

The Buddhist explanation of suffering grows slowly in the
mind when one begins to see that the word dukkha is far
wider than ordinary pain because it points to a restless
unease that follows a person even during moments that
appear bright on the surface and as scholars keep reminding
us this unease is woven into the structure of life itself rather
than appearing as an accident (Rahula, 1974; Gethin, 1998)
[14.231 Modern people often describe this unsettled feeling as
anxiety without a clear cause, a strange pressure that rises
inside the chest during quiet evenings or after a long day of
trying to meet demands that never end and Buddhism reads
this as a sign that the mind keeps searching for permanence
in a world that refuses to stay still. Everything moves. The
Buddha called this anicca, the mark of impermanence and
once a person starts noticing how quickly a mood changes
or how a desire fades after being fulfilled, the depth of this
insight becomes almost disturbing, since the habit of
expecting stability has grown deep in our bones (Harvey,
2013) 1, This is why meaninglessness far from being a
vague philosophical problem becomes a sharp form of
dukkha because when the world feels unstable and the self
feels shaky, individuals grasp for something firm to hold yet
whatever they catch slides out of their hands. It hurts. And
the hurt increases whenever we try to freeze experiences
into fixed shapes mostly because the changing nature of life
clashes with our craving for things to remain as we want
them to remain. This craving or tanha is not only the desire
for objects but the desire for emotional protection, for
predictable outcomes, for identities that do not shift with
time and this creates a strange inner tension that keeps
pulling the person in opposite directions, one side wanting
control and the other side knowing control is impossible
(Bodhi, 2000) ™. The anxiety that emerges from this gap is
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not a flaw in the personality; it is part of the human
condition and Buddhism treats it almost like a psychological
wound that needs patient understanding rather than
judgment. Still, the Buddha did not stop at anicca because
the second mark dukkha identifies the subtle grinding
friction that appears when life refuses to match our
expectations and the more desperately we cling to the image
of how things should be, the more intense the friction
becomes. Right at the center of this teaching sits the third
mark anatta or non-self, which is perhaps the most
unsettling for modern minds shaped by ideas of individual
autonomy and fixed identity. The self that people defend so
fiercely is in the Buddhist view a flow of thoughts,
sensations, memories, reactions and social conditioning that
keeps changing from moment to moment yet we insist on
treating it like a solid object, a kind of inner rock that
guarantees stability. It is not. And when that illusion begins
cracking, existential anxiety rises quickly because
individuals are taught to build meaning upon the idea of a
permanent ‘me,” and when that foundation becomes
unstable the entire structure of meaning starts shaking. You
can feel the tremor. Scholars like Collins (2019) [ and
Garfield (2015) ™31 show that the Buddhist analysis here is
not abstract metaphysics but a careful psychological
observation as the more tightly a person clings to a fixed
self-story the more fragile they become when life interrupts
that story. Something always interrupts it. So existential
anxiety in this sense comes from the friction between the
fluid nature of lived experience and the rigid personal
narratives we build to protect ourselves from uncertainty.
When the narrative breaks, suffering shows its teeth.
Craving (tanha) deepens this struggle and Buddhism treats
craving not as immoral but as a habit born from confusion
about the nature of things. People crave relationships to stay
the same, crave youth to hold its shape, crave admiration,
power, pleasure, emotional certainty and even spiritual
progress and whenever these cravings remain unfulfilled
which happens, often they create a tightening in the mind
that turns into frustration, sadness, fear or numbness. It is a
very familiar cycle. You want something, you imagine it
will complete you, you chase it, you get it and suddenly it
loses its shine; then something else appears desirable and
the chase restarts leaving you tired but unable to stop. This
is samsara as an emotional pattern rather than a cosmic
realm (Analayo, 2003) . And right there in that loop
meaning begins to feel thin because the person does not live
the present; they live the next desire and then the next until
exhaustion replaces clarity. Many modern people report
feeling empty after achieving goals that were supposed to
bring satisfaction and Buddhism would say that the
emptiness comes from attaching meaning to conditions that
keep shifting which makes meaning fragile and easily
broken. One moment of loss money gone, relationship
cracks, career falls, health dips and the meaning collapses.
Too fragile. Daily life displays these patterns with painful
clarity. A person scrolls endlessly on a phone at midnight
hoping for something maybe stimulation, maybe distraction,
maybe a small escape from the feeling of being stuck and
though the images keep coming the mind grows more tired
not more alive. Someone else waits for a message that never
arrives and feels rejected not because the message itself
matters so much but because their self-worth got tied to a
response that remained outside their control. Another person
enters a relationship with hope burning high, only to realize
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that fear also enters the same space, fear that the closeness
may fade or that someone else may come closer and this
fear becomes a kind of quiet dukkha that eats joy from
inside. These experiences are common. They show how
craving and impermanence intertwine to produce anxiety
because no emotional state stays firm long enough to match
the fantasies built around it. And when the mind refuses to
see this clearly, suffering gets worse. In Buddhism, the
anxiety of being arises mostly because the mind wants a
world that does not change, a self that does not slip and a
meaning that does not collapse yet reality answers
differently each day sometimes gently and sometimes
without mercy. Modern existential thinkers like Heidegger
and Camus saw the same instability but responded by
describing the absurdity of existence or the necessity of
choosing meaning through action; Buddhism moves in a
different direction by asking individuals to investigate the
very mechanism that produces their anxiety (Heidegger,
1962; Frankl, 2006) [1? 18 Instead of searching outside one
looks directly at the mind and sees how thoughts arise and
vanish, how emotions expand and pass, how the ‘I’ keeps
shifting its shape depending on the situation. This close
observation softens the grip of craving because the person
begins noticing the gap between wanting and getting,
between fearing and actually being harmed, between the
story of who they think they are and the flow of experience
unfolding moment by moment. It gives space. And when
space enters the mind even a little, the anxiety loosens. Not
completely but enough for breath to move more freely.
Enough to see that suffering has conditions and therefore
can be understood. A calm insight, almost quiet enters. This
is Buddhism’s diagnosis of existential anxiety like not a
curse, not a failure, not a sign of weakness but the natural
outcome of misunderstanding life’s changing, unstable,
selfless nature. Understanding this does not magically solve
the struggle yet it opens a path where meaning can be built
differently with less clinging, less fear, less expectation that
life should behave according to our desires. One step at a
time. And in that slow, uneven movement, something like
freedom begins.

Meaning in Buddhism: Not a Goal but a Way of Seeing

Meaning in the Buddhist sense rarely behaves like the grand
prize many modern people hope to seize after years of
running through a maze of choices because the tradition
keeps turning the seeker back toward the quiet fact that life
is happening right now and that what we call ‘meaning’
usually rises from how clearly we see rather than from what
we reach for, a stance that feels surprisingly simple at first
but grows dense once one notices how long the mind has
been trained to chase things outside itself (Rahula, 1974)
1231, A strange thing happens at this point the drive to find an
external purpose loosens before we fully understand why
and we realize that we’ve been collecting explanations the
way some people collect old coins, trying to buy a sense of
solidity with narratives that never stay still and early
Buddhist teachings often respond to this habit by asking us
to sit with the raw movement of experience instead of
polishing our conclusions about it (Bodhi, 2000) 1. There is
a change of direction here a mild and almost accidental turn
when one sees that the Buddha did not instruct his followers
to search for hidden cosmic meanings but rather to cultivate
a kind of seeing that notices the flux and stops expecting
final answers from a world built on impermanence (Gethin,
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1998) I, This can sound bleak to someone raised on stories
of destiny or personal mission yet the moment awareness
rests on the breath or on the twinge of longing in the chest,
the idea of meaning shifts; it becomes a living process
something breathed and acted not a trophy placed on the far
shelf. Meaning becomes a practice. A thing done. A way of
leaning toward the world. And while this may feel vague to
the modern mind shaped by productivity and measurement,
mindfulness traditions repeatedly suggest that clarity grows
when we stop pushing experience into prefabricated shapes
something Buddhist psychology frames as the difference
between grasping and knowing (Analayo, 2003) . A short
sentence fits here. It matters. Because the abruptness helps
underline the Buddhist suspicion that meaning collapses
each time when we try to freeze it into a statement big
enough to hold everything. The practice of awareness,
especially in vipassana and Zen streams invites the
practitioner to widen attention until small sensations like
warmth in the palms, tension around the eyes, the tight
flutter in the ribs become teachers in their own right and
meaning sprouts in these tiny recognitions like green shoots
appearing through cracked pavement which suggests that
meaning emerges not from deciding what life should mean
but from staying close to what it is at the very moment it is
lived (Suzuki, 1970) %1, The clarity that shows up here is
rarely dramatic; it’s fragile, reachable, almost shy yet it
carries a weight that sits next to the search for meaning
without collapsing under it. Frankl’s existential analysis
which sees meaning as something discovered through
responsibility and orientation toward values comes close to
this point but remains grounded in the notion of selfhood
and purpose as stabilizing anchors (Frankl, 1959) [,
Buddhism gently disagrees or perhaps not disagrees but
moves sideways as if stepping out of the frame. Where
Frankl sees a person, who must create a response to
suffering the Buddha sees suffering itself as an opening to a
more direct perception of reality and the meaning that arises
is not owned by the self but appears in the quiet of non-
clinging. This divergence becomes clearer when noticing
that Frankl’s thought trusts the individual’s capacity to
shape meaning in relation to the world whereas Buddhist
thought trusts the dissolving of the craving that makes the
individual feel separate from the world in the first place. Yet
both traditions converge in one delicate insight like
suffering forces a shift in awareness and in that shift
something meaningful shines through for a moment before
the mind tries to grab it again. Still, to let go is hard. The
metaphysical burden grows heavy when we keep believing
that life should hand us a single story about who we are and
how we should live, so Buddhist teachings cut through this
weight by reminding us that meaning appears when the
mind stops insisting on something permanent and lets itself
return to the bare unfolding of events (Harvey, 2013) 71, A
few meditation teachers describe this as seeing with the
‘heart-mind,” a phrase that sounds poetic but simply points
toward direct experience unfiltered by the usual
commentary and many practitioners report moments of faint
yet steady insight while sitting in silence when the breath
settles and a thin thread of understanding appears neither
mystical nor dramatic only honest. And honesty changes
things. The shift from meaning-seeking to meaning-making
begins at that point where attention touches experience
without trying to fix it and everyday life provides countless
examples like stirring tea while noticing the warmth around
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the cup, walking to work while feeling the ground push back
against the soles, pausing before speaking in an argument
and noticing the tightening throat small gestures that turn
into anchors. They are simple. They teach without fanfare.
In monasteries in Myanmar and Sri Lanka novices often
sweep the courtyard each morning not because the courtyard
must be free of leaves at every moment but because the act
of sweeping reveals the rhythm of movement, contact and
attention, which creates an unspoken understanding that
meaning grows from how one meets the world rather than
from chasing accomplishments that fade before nightfall
(Sharf, 2014) 4. Similarly, in Zen practice, the act of
bowing before meditation is not symbolic but practical; it
reminds the body to soften and opens a tiny space where
meaning can appear through humility rather than ambition.
These case examples echo across Buddhist traditions and
keep returning to the same strange truth as meaning blooms
when the search falls quiet not because life becomes easy
but because the mind stops demanding a final message from
a world that is always changing. And this is where the
Buddhist perspective feels unexpectedly comforting to the
modern seeker because instead of telling us to find our
purpose somewhere out there, it invites us to sit still and
notice the breath sliding in, sliding out, carrying its own
small teaching like be here, see clearly and let meaning
come in its own time.

Mindfulness (Sati):
Awareness

Mindfulness is talked about everywhere now almost
casually yet the word carries a depth that slips away when it
is packed into wellness slogans because in early Buddhist
thought sati meant a kind of remembering that pulls a
scattered mind back to what is happening now without
decoration or escape and this remembering becomes a
steady anchor when life moves too fast and anxiety begins
to swallow the edges of one’s sense of being (Analayo,
2003) 2. Modern people keep searching for hacks to calm
down yet mindfulness refuses to become a hack; it opens a
different doorway where anxiety loses strength not because
it is defeated but because it is seen clearly and the seeing
itself changes the inner climate. Sometimes it shifts slowly
almost like a curtain lifting. Sometimes sharply. Sati, when
understood as the act of witnessing works as a grounding
movement, a turning of attention toward the body, the
breath, the flicker of thought and this turning carries a
gentleness that makes the mind less eager to fight its own
restlessness. The Buddha spoke of mindfulness as the path
to freedom because it reveals the unstable nature of
experience and makes the mind familiar with its own
patterns instead of running from them (Bodhi, 2000) .. And
here something interesting appears as observation dissolves
anxiety far better than reasoning does, probably because
anxiety feeds on movement, on resistance and on the
endless stories the mind builds to justify fear. Reasoning
tries to fix the story; observation steps out of it. One step is
enough. The mind quiets in its own time. Neuroscience
unexpectedly supports this very old insight. Researchers
note that mindful attention reduces amygdala activation,
increases prefrontal regulation, loosens the grip of threat-
based reactions so that the body stops bracing for invisible
dangers (Davidson & Goleman, 2017) [°, The shift is small
at first but real. You feel it when your shoulders drop
without being told to. You feel it when a thought that
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usually explodes in five directions just sits there and fades.
It’s not magic; it’s training. The Four Foundations of
Mindfulness explained in the Satipatthana Sutta offer a
simple daily structure that turns a drifting life into one that
has continuity because each foundation keeps the attention
connected to something real and immediate like the body,
feelings, the mind and the broader field of phenomena
(Analayo, 2003) 2. Working with the body is often the
easiest entry because the body is always there, breathing on
its own time; when you notice the breath moving in the
chest or belly the mind stops running so fast even if only for
a moment and that moment is already a change. Feelings
come next not emotions in a dramatic sense but bare tones
of pleasant, unpleasant, neutral sensations that rise
constantly and shape choices without our knowing.
Becoming aware of these tones softens their impact. The
third foundation, mind, asks a person to look at the quality
of consciousness itself whether it is tense or calm,
contracted or open; sometimes this is uncomfortable and
sometimes it feels like turning on a light in a room you
forgot you had. And the fourth foundation, phenomena,
widens the attention to patterns such as impermanence,
reactivity and craving helping the mind understand why it
does what it does without sinking into self-blame. Daily life
becomes easier when mindfulness slips into ordinary
moments. A person sitting at work, drowning in
notifications can pause for half a breath and the room
expands a little. A conversation that normally creates
defensiveness becomes less sharp because listening happens
before reaction. In relationships the practice becomes a kind
of quiet honesty; you see the urge to interrupt or to seek
approval or to withdraw and the seeing weakens the urge. In
self-care it brings a strange sort of steadiness where you
don’t try to escape discomfort immediately which then
makes stress more manageable and helps the mind return to
tasks with less fear of failure. Anxiety isn’t removed; it just
stops running the whole show. This matters because modern
people often feel fragmented as if attention is torn into many
threads and mindfulness gently pulls the threads back into a
single stream that flows through the day. Continuity returns.
Purpose hides in continuity, not in big revelations. The
reason mindfulness works in this almost quiet way is that
sati doesn’t push away anything; it lets experience unfold as
it is and strangely that is enough to weaken the panic that
meaning is slipping out of reach. Buddhist texts repeatedly
point out that suffering grows when the mind clings or
resists and mindfulness makes clinging visible making
resistance softer until the inner space becomes wide enough
to hold anxiety without collapsing under it (Gethin, 1998)
(141, People usually try to think their way out of despair but
mindfulness suggests feeling the breath instead because
thinking often adds more layers to the mess while attention
to the present moment cuts through the layers. There is also
an ethical thread woven into sati like awareness naturally
sharpens sensitivity to one’s actions, speech and intentions
which often reduces the guilt and confusion that feed
anxiety in the first place. When a person is mindful, they
notice the impulse to speak harshly before the words land
and this micro-pause is enough to create a different outcome
small, but the day changes shape. And there are days when
mindfulness feels dull or pointless yet practice continues
and those days matter too because they build the long-term
habit of returning to the present even when nothing feels
special. Meditation traditions offer countless small
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examples. In Theravada settings, practitioners often begin
by anchoring awareness in the rise and fall of the abdomen;
the mind wanders, returns, wanders again but the return
becomes a kind of homecoming. In Zen the act of sitting
upright with open awareness becomes a lesson in being fully
present without chasing meaning outside the moment; a bird
call or the sound of a door closing becomes part of the
sitting. In Tibetan practices visualization and breath
awareness often mix guiding attention gently back to the
sensory world. And all these methods point to the same shift
as anxiety softens when the present moment becomes vivid.
Mindfulness doesn’t promise a perfectly calm life but it
brings a person into the middle of their life with clarity and
from that place anxiety begins to loosen its grip.

Compassion, Interdependence and the Social Dimension
of Meaning

Modern people keep circling around the idea of meaning as
if it were some solitary fire hidden deep inside themselves
yet whenever they look closely the flame flickers because
the world around them feels too scattered and perhaps this is
where Buddhist thought steps in with a different kind of
simplicity saying that meaning grows when one stops
guarding the self like a small fortress and begins to sense
how everything breathes together. The Buddha’s insight into
pratitya-samutpada or dependent arising almost sounds
abstract at first, though the idea is actually quite plain like
nothing stands alone, not our feelings, not our goals, not
even the stories we keep repeating to remind ourselves who
we are and when this relational texture becomes clear the
search for meaning shifts from an inward chase to a
movement toward connection (Gethin, 1998) 4. People
often assume meaning is a private treasure but Buddhism
keeps suggesting that life deepens when the edges between
‘I’ and ‘you’ soften a little and this softening which
sometimes happens unexpectedly in moments of shared joy
or shared trouble becomes an opening where the weight of
existential loneliness starts to lift. Compassion or karuna
becomes the natural response that rises from this awareness
of connection; it isn’t pity and it isn’t sentimental kindness
but a kind of sensitivity to the fact that others hurt, hope and
struggle in ways that echo our own, and once that lands in
the body even for a few breaths, the inner walls loosen
(Harvey, 2013) 1. Meaning widens. Something inside
relaxes. A small but clear shift happens because ‘I’ is no
longer the only center of concern. In this sense compassion
is not a moral rule but an experience that reorganizes a
person’s understanding of what really matters and the
strange thing is that it often grows quietly sometimes while
sitting with a friend in turmoil, sometimes while listening to
a stranger’s story, sometimes while doing a simple act like
offering tea and these small gestures start weaving an
unseen thread that keeps life from feeling too isolated or too
pointless. Buddhist thinkers like Thich Nhat Hanh often
remark that understanding interdependence is like waking
up to the fact that the boundary between oneself and the
world was thinner than assumed and once this awareness
appears compassion becomes almost instinctive because
harming others begins to feel like harming one’s own mind
(Hanh, 1998) 1261, Even the psychological sciences confirm
something similar like people who practice compassion-
based meditation show reduced anxiety and increased
emotional steadiness partly because compassion moves
attention away from obsessive self-focus which is one of the
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main engines of existential unease (Keng et al., 2011) 24,
When attention shifts outward not in avoidance but in
genuine openness the inner noise quiets. The mind stops
contracting around its own fears. Life feels less like a sealed
room. Ethical living or sila plays a quiet but essential role in
this entire movement toward meaningfulness, though many
people think of ethics as a list of rules; yet in early Buddhist
thought sila functions more like a grounding practice that
keeps the mind from becoming tangled in guilt, deception or
the hollow excitement of constant wanting (Bodhi, 2013) [,
When a person lies, cheats or acts from spite their mind
becomes noisy and restless; when they act with care,
honesty or gentleness the mind becomes clearer and, in that
clarity, life acquires a steady rhythm where meaning can
settle. Ethical living reduces friction inside the self. It brings
a clean kind of simplicity that lets one see others more fully.
And meaning, in this sense, becomes relational rather than
symbolic a kind of quiet coherence between one’s intentions
and one’s actions. This coherence once felt often becomes
its own source of purpose. People who live ethically tend to
feel more grounded because they are not constantly
negotiating with their own conscience and that
groundedness radiates outward subtly shaping their
relationships and communities. Communities both monastic
and lay embody another part of this picture. Many people
imagine Buddhist monks as retreating from the world yet
monasteries in places like Thailand, Sri Lanka, Ladakh etc.
function as social hearts where teaching, caregiving and
hospitality flow every day forming networks of mutual
support that give individuals a sense of belonging and
direction (Hevia, 2012) ¥, Even lay communities shaped
by Buddhist values often operate with this same gentle
interdependence as neighbors cook for each other during
illness, young people learn meditation together, adults
gather for mindful service projects and these collective
rhythms reduce the sharp edges of modern isolation.
Something simple but real happens in such spaces because
people realize they matter not because of achievement but
because they participate in a shared fabric of life and this
participation keeps meaning alive. The sense of ‘we,” which
is often missing in urban modernity, returns. Compassion
also becomes socially transformative when practiced in
groups. When communities act from karuna, they create
conditions that help individuals avoid the hollow chase of
self-centered meaning-making. A caring community
becomes a mirror in which each person sees parts of
themselves reflected in others and this reflection helps
dissolve the pressure to invent a grand personal purpose.
Instead, purpose begins to grow through shared work like
preparing meals, cleaning spaces, caring for elders,
supporting children, tending to the sick or simply being
fully present with another person who feels lost. These
small acts twist together to form a sturdy thread of meaning
that doesn’t rely on dramatic events or philosophical
breakthroughs. The Buddha’s teachings repeatedly
emphasize that human flourishing does not happen in
isolation and even enlightenment often romanticized as a
solitary achievement unfolds within a web of teachers,
companions, supporters and conditions that make the path
possible (Analayo, 2003) @, Real examples from monastic
and lay communities reinforce this. In Plum Village
practitioners often share stories of finding meaning while
washing dishes together mindfully or while sitting silently
during community tea because these shared practices remind
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them that life becomes fuller when lived with others. In Sri
Lankan villages, lay devotees often describe how simple
rituals like lighting lamps, chanting, offering food etc. give
their days a pattern that feels both intimate and cosmically
old offering a sense of belonging that cuts through
existential uncertainty. In the Tibetan tradition, practitioners
frequently speak of discovering meaning while caring for
aging monks or while supporting younger novices
recognizing that these acts root them in something larger
than personal ambition. These stories show that compassion
is not a lofty ideal but a daily choreography of mutual care
and in this choreography, existential anxiety loses its tight
hold. Meaning then becomes something that grows between
people not inside one person alone. When compassion flows
through relationships when interdependence becomes more
than a concept when ethical living steadies the heart and
when communities embody shared responsibility, the crisis
of meaning loosens and something calmer takes its place a
sense that life can be lived with purpose without forcing the
self to invent it. And this, perhaps, is the quiet promise
Buddhism keeps offering that meaning expands when the
self opens.

The Art of Being: Presence, Simplicity, the Everyday
Sacred

The art of being looks strangely ordinary at first sight
almost too soft for people who live inside loud schedules yet
this is precisely why Buddhist thought comes back to simple
living again and again because a person drifting through
constant noise forgets how to feel the ground under the feet,
how to breathe without trying to win anything, how to watch
a leaf fall without turning it into a productivity lesson and
many teachers in the Buddhist world keep reminding that
the good life grows out of the smallest actions rather than
grand ideas about purpose (Nhat Hanh, 1999) [,
Something shifts the moment one pays attention to the way
the body lifts itself from a chair or the way the next breath
arrives without demand. Life slows. And in that slowing
meaning takes shape, though not in the heavy philosophical
sense but in a softer, quieter shape that comes from simply
letting moments be moments without stretching them into
something bigger than they are. This sounds unusual today
because modern people have been trained to search for
something distant, some extraordinary event but the
Buddhist way keeps turning the gaze to the everyday
insisting that the sacred hides in the plain sight of tea being
poured or footsteps brushing the floor. There is a gap
between how people imagine meaning and how Buddhist
practice approaches it and this gap keeps many individuals
restless, always chasing the next feeling of achievement
while the tradition gently whispers that the real depth may
be right here in the next breath. Sometimes a breath is
enough. In Zen, this becomes almost an art form where the
tea ceremony appears so simple that newcomers wonder
what the big deal is yet every tiny gesture carries a quiet
intention, every pause between movements settles the mind,
and this deliberate slowness pulls the attention back to what
is already happening rather than to a future that refuses to
arrive on time (Aitken, 1990) M. The style of these
ceremonies often feels strangely slow to modern eyes but
that slowness forces a kind of inner honesty, a noticing of
how hurried and anxious one has been and this is where the
teaching of suchness tathata begins to breathe showing how
each thing has its own presence needing no decoration or
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explanation simply standing as itself in the open light of
awareness (Rahula, 1974) 231, Suchness does not ask for
approval. It just is. And once a person begins to see life that
way something inside loosens because the pressure to
constantly interpret everything drops away letting actions
glow with their own small dignity, whether one is washing
dishes or walking to work, both of which become small
places where meaning quietly forms itself without any loud
declaration. Many people think this style of living is passive
yet it carries a curious strength, a grounded stability because
when attention returns to ordinary actions the mind stops
spinning stories about success and failure allowing the self
to dissolve for a moment into simple being which is a gentle
kind of freedom rarely felt in busy urban lives today
(Gethin, 1998) 141, And this freedom grows in small pockets
when one eats mindfully instead of scrolling, when one
speaks slowly enough to hear the tone of one’s own voice,
when one notices how impatience rises and falls like a
wave. Even walking changes; the foot touching the earth
delivers a small shock of reality and the body remembers
that movement itself can be meaning not just a way to reach
the next task. People overlook this because modern culture
trains them to think meaning must be earned almost like an
achievement. But Buddhist teachers often say meaning is
not earned; it is uncovered in the present moment again and
again, and the uncovering is the practice (Bodhi, 2005) B,
The mind resists this simplicity. It wants something more
complicated, something dramatic, which is why it keeps
running after new goals and forgetting how to sit with a
single sip of tea. But the heart softens when the noise fades.
This softening is the art of being. It is not about escaping the
world; it is about returning to it with clearer eyes allowing
small experiences to touch the mind without immediately
turning them into problems to solve. And in this return,
meaning takes on a different nature one that doesn’t depend
on grand narratives but grows quietly like a seed in soil that
was always there. Strangely enough, this ‘quiet meaning’
feels fuller than the meaning people chase through ambition
and when Zen monks speak about finding the extraordinary
in the ordinary, they are pointing toward this fullness where
each activity becomes a doorway to presence not because
the activity is special but because attention is whole. The
shift seems small yet it changes everything. Work becomes
less of a burden because the mind stops running ahead of the
hands; relationships deepen because listening stops being
rushed; even boredom softens because the moment no
longer needs to entertain because it only needs to be seen.
People often think deep meaning must come from deep
thought but in Buddhist practice deep meaning often comes
from deep attention and when the two join the everyday
becomes a place where one can breathe with a sense of
belonging. Sometimes a single mindful breath is enough to
make the world feel less hostile. The sacred grows there.
Not in temples alone but in Kitchens, streets, buses and
desks cluttered with unfinished work because once the mind
stops fighting the moment, the moment stops feeling like an
enemy. That is the art of being. Simple, yes. But never
shallow.

Practical Framework: A Buddhist Model for Meaningful
Living

A practical framework for meaningful living when seen
through a Buddhist lens does not appear like a clean
staircase with equal steps but more like a winding path that
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people keep walking with moments of clarity, long stretches
of confusion and sudden small insights that shift everything
and this whole movement begins the moment a person stops
pretending that anxiety is a private failure and starts seeing
it as part of being human in a fast world where too much
choice keeps the mind tense and scattered, a point many
psychologists note although Buddhism said it long ago
when it spoke of dukkha as the ground of ordinary life
(Rahula, 1974) 23 and this recognition is not pessimism but
a kind of opening where someone admits “yes, things feel
heavy,” and somehow this honesty loosens a tight knot
because when suffering is not denied, the mind becomes a
little softer almost like the way water flows more easily
once the blockage is removed and from here the next
movement appears by itself when one observes desire and
fear in small, daily moments like the urge to check the
phone again, the fear of missing out, the push to compete for
space even in friendships all of which mirror what the
Buddha called tanha, the pulling forces that distort how
meaning is formed (Gethin, 1998) [ and this simple
watching slowly shows that many needs are not real needs
which feels strange at first but later gives a surprising sense
of lightness; still, watching alone is not enough because the
mind jumps from thought to thought in a restless loop, so
presence has to be grown in tiny ways through daily
mindfulness exercises like feeling the body before opening
the laptop, taking one conscious breath when irritation rises
or pausing for three seconds before replying to someone and
this practice of just returning again and again is what
classical texts refer to as sati, the remembering that brings
the wandering mind back into the present moment (Analayo,
2003) [ and some days it feels easy while other days it slips
away yet even imperfect practice changes the tone of life
because the present becomes less blurry although presence
without ethical grounding becomes delicate and unstable so
Buddhism insists that meaning grows where discipline
grows not as punishment but as a gentle shaping of one’s
day through small promises kept like sleep on time, speak
truthfully, reduce harmful talk, spend money with care
because these actions create a direction and direction slowly
becomes purpose, a point emphasized in early Buddhist
ethics where sila is described as the soil in which clarity
blooms (Harvey, 2013) [*71 and when someone begins to live
with these small disciplines compassion quietly enters as a
natural extension rather than a moral order, since the more a
person sees their own suffering without shame the more
they sense the suffering of others and this makes isolation
weaker almost dissolving the lonely feeling that modern life
keeps producing and this movement toward others is what
thickens meaning inside daily life because caring creates
threads of connection and connection keeps the heart steady;
Buddhist communities, both monastic and lay show this
vividly shared meals, shared work, shared silence where
identity softens and people feel held by something larger
than themselves (King, 1999) and even outside religious
settings everyday acts of kindness have the same effect like
listening fully to someone or offering help without
calculation which produces a quiet inner warmth that lingers
longer than pleasure. Yet another thread in this framework
is the practice of letting go of a fixed identity which sounds
abstract until one notices how much stress comes from
protecting some rigid story about “who I am,” a burden the
Buddha diagnosed as clinging to self (anatta), a habit that
tightens the mind (Bodhi, 2000) ™ and when one slowly

80

www.multiappliedjournal.com

loosens this grip by allowing identity to be more fluid
sometimes confident, sometimes confused, sometimes
strong, sometimes cracked the anxiety around failure and
comparison drops a little and this freedom shows up in
small ways like the willingness to start again after a setback,
the courage to admit a mistake, the ease of changing
direction without feeling like a traitor to one’s past and this
fluidity grows deeper when a person reflects on
impermanence not as a sad idea but as a way of seeing
beauty in moments that do not last and though
impermanence can feel painful, it also gives life freshness
reminding people that nothing they fear or crave stays fixed
for long,which softens the tight grip on control and brings a
calm acceptance described in many Buddhist teachings on
anicca (Gethin, 1998) 4. Because life keeps changing,
inner refuge becomes necessary and meditation becomes the
home one carries everywhere not as an escape but as a
return to the body, breath and awareness, and with practice
this refuge becomes steady enough to hold difficult
emotions without breaking something many modern clinical
studies also note when describing the effect of mindfulness
on anxiety (Kabat-Zinn, 2005) 2 and though meditation
seems silent its fruits appear loudly in daily life as fewer
impulsive reactions, more patience, a clearer sense of what
truly matters and a deeper trust that meaning is something
lived, not hunted. When these strands come together

recognizing suffering, observing desire, cultivating
presence, grounding behaviour in ethics, practicing
compassion,  relaxing  the  self-story,  respecting

impermanence and building an inner refuge they create a
lived model of meaning that does not depend on big
achievements or dramatic revelations but grows inside
ordinary hours and each part reinforces the others like
presence makes compassion easier, compassion makes
identity softer, softness makes discipline sustainable,
discipline makes presence deeper creating a cycle that feels
more like a gentle spiral than a straight line. Real-life
examples show this well like when someone overwhelmed
at work pauses for a breath and notices tension in the chest;
they decide to speak honestly but kindly in a meeting; later
they help a colleague who is struggling; that night they
reflect on how small choices shaped the day; waking the
next morning they feel a bit more grounded not because life
became perfect but because inner clarity increased by a
small measure and this is how meaning enters life quietly,
through repeated acts, shaped by awareness, woven through
compassion, held by humility, supported by practice. It is
never owned. It is lived.

Conclusion

In the end when you look closely at the way people move
through the twenty-first century with phones buzzing, minds
scattered, relationships stretched thin you start to sense that
the hunger for meaning has turned into a kind of global
ache, a restless swing between excitement and dread and
this is precisely the terrain where Buddhist thought feels
strangely at home because it does not rush to fix the ache
with a grand story and instead walks straight into it with a
flashlight made of awareness offering a simple but radical
shift from What is the meaning of life? to How am I living
right now?, a question that cuts through noise and brings a
person back to their breath in a way that many modern
therapeutic systems are only beginning to rediscover. People
assume that meaning must come packaged in a narrative tied
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to success or identity or some heroic version of themselves
yet Buddhism offers something less glamorous and far more
stable a way of being that grows from moment-to-moment
presence where anxiety loosens once you stop chasing the
future like a shadow you can never grab and this shift
though small in words flips the entire search because instead
of forcing life to reveal its purpose, you learn to meet life as
it appears raw and unscripted, and something quiet begins to
unfold on its own. Modern crises like climate grief, digital
overstimulation, the loneliness of crowded cities, the
pressure to perform on every front make old philosophical
structures feel heavy; they crack under speed and people
sense this collapse but cannot articulate what is missing so
the mind keeps looping in fear, and here again the Buddhist
frame of impermanence, interdependence, compassionate
awareness fits like a missing key not because it solves all
problems but because it teaches how to stand inside them
without drowning. Psychology today speaks of cognitive
distortions, rumination, emotional regulation yet these are
close cousins of what the Buddha mapped out long ago
when he described how craving, aversion, delusion spin the
mind into a storm; it’s startling how similar the patterns are
though explained in different languages and this overlap
suggests that the future of mental health will probably lean
more toward embodied awareness than abstract
explanations, since people don’t heal simply by
understanding something they heal when they can sit with
their experience without being swallowed by it. Education,
too, seems ready for this turn; students crave direction but
resist rigid answers and a Buddhist-informed approach
could help them develop steadiness, curiosity, the ability to
hold uncertainty without panic which if you think about it,
might be the real literacy needed for the coming decades.
There is something soft but powerful in the way Buddhist
practice treats each moment as complete not perfect but
complete and this small idea has the potential to reshape
routines as how a person wakes, how they listen, how they
work, how they rest etc. because meaning stops feeling like
a distant mountain that only special people climb and
becomes something woven into a cup of tea, a slow walk, a
difficult conversation handled with patience, a breath taken
before anger erupts; everyday acts turn into reminders that
life is always happening now and this is where meaning
hides. The world is fragmented yes and probably will
remain so because technology will grow faster than wisdom
if we let it but this does not doom us for fragmentation only
becomes unbearable when we cling to the idea that the self
must be whole, permanent, certain and Buddhism almost
tenderly invites us to question that belief and discover that
fluidity is not a threat but a relief an opening rather than a
collapse.
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