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I am the one who creates my own happiness.


I am the one who creates my own unhappiness.


Nobody except me creates my happiness or my unhappiness.









PREFACE


Everyone Has the Right to Be Happy


In my Dharma talks, I often ask people: ‘Are you happy?’. Few answer ‘yes’.


Many people worry and suffer because of personal issues, emotional damage, relationship conflicts, frustration, stress caused by lifestyle and social pressures, or anxiety about the future. Many changes and events occur throughout our lives, and often things don’t turn out the way we think we want them to. We want to be loved, but we may end up getting hurt. People we care about may treat us poorly or even betray us. Nothing happens without a reason, but the reason is not God’s will or even punishment for a sin committed in a previous life. Often, we must accept that we simply do not know the reasons why things turn out the way they do. But if we could identify where our suffering comes from, we could easily find a way to overcome it and free ourselves from suffering entirely.


A big part of our unhappiness comes from our inability to let go. Imagine, for example, that a stranger swears at us as we pass in the street. This is much the same as someone handing us a bag of rotten rubbish as they walk by. For some reason, instead of just putting it down and walking away, we hold the bag tightly, even rummaging through its contents, for the rest of our lives. We say to ourselves, ‘That person swore at me, slighted me and harmed me.’ We wonder why they did that, whether we did something to provoke such behaviour. We wonder whether we deserved it or may be angry we allowed such an insult.


When we cling to such negative feelings, we can never access the path to happiness. If a person actually tried to hand us a real bag of rotten rubbish, we would certainly refuse to take it. If we were to accept it by mistake, we would most likely be disgusted and immediately throw it away. Unfortunately, often the results of insults or other types of harm are negative feelings we continue to hold deep in our hearts. These feelings make it difficult for us to be truly happy no matter how hard we may try.


Happiness faces many obstacles, such as unfulfilled desires, bad habits, living in an unjust society and even our own thoughts. If our suffering arises from negative thoughts, we should try to change this habit of negative thinking. If we suffer from a relationship that has gone sour, we should examine the cause of the failure and take steps to correct the situation. If we believe that our social system is the problem, we should first try to adapt to the current system. If we are certain that society is, in fact, the actual source of our problems, we should find ways to make some real change in the society we live in. However, most of us just continue to complain without making any real effort to change our situation. As a result, the world around us doesn’t change and neither do our circumstances, and we continue to be miserable.


Everyone born into this world has the right to be happy.


For more than thirty years, I have mainly focused on how individuals should cultivate positive attitudes through their own practice, as a way of affecting change for those who do not recognize or exercise this right to be happy, and who therefore live in a state of suffering. In this book, I will also discuss social change, another positive action we can make towards happiness. Ultimately, our happiness will be whole and complete only when our individual, internal attitudes (the seeds of happiness and fulfillment) and our external social conditions (the soil in which these seeds are sown) are cultivated together.


Attaining individual happiness and working towards a decent and just society are not two separate, distinct aspirations. The lone efforts of a single individual are unlikely to make significant improvements to the world. Better external conditions alone are unlikely to make any individual happy. Happiness and unhappiness are the combined result of a person’s attitudes and general wellbeing as well as their environment and surroundings. We must look within and reflect on ourselves before blaming others for our problems and any sense of discontent. We must also take responsibility for improving our own surroundings and situation as much as we are able. Ultimately, both will benefit us. We must also accept that no matter how ardently and sincerely we commit to leading a good life, each of us is bound to suffer when things go wrong in the world around us. Complacent thoughts like ‘As long as I am not being harmed, it’s all right,’ or ‘That couldn’t possibly happen to me,’ will not protect us.


To take our first steps on the path to happiness, we must commit to accepting responsibility for our own lives and our own happiness. Each of us is an insignificant entity, less than a speck of dust floating in space, but when we become the masters of our own lives, we can change ourselves and our world.


When we commit to changing the world for the better, for everyone’s benefit, rather than just aiming to lead a good life for personal gain, we simultaneously take steps towards both our own contentment and the improvement of the wider world. The possibility of happiness becomes a reality, rather than a dream. Being helpful to the world and to others around us increases our own personal happiness.


This book is based on the conversations shared in my Dharma Q&A sessions, and it tells the story of people who escape from the suffering they are experiencing to become free and happy. The content of this book is not an abstract or philosophical explanation – it contains specific conversations between me and the questioner. These conversations explore problems that occur in real life, and they demonstrate the process of finding realistic solutions to these everyday problems. My hope is that this book will be a guide towards happiness for those of you searching for hope, those feeling drained by life and living, those who have suffered pain because of relationships or other circumstances, and all suffering needlessly while trying to make sense of this seemingly irrational world.


Ven. Pomnyun Sunim
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Part 01


Why Doesn’t Life Go According to Plan?


People waiting at a bus stop will each have different thoughts going through their heads. One may be feeling hurried and anxious. They may be checking the time, wondering, ‘Why isn’t the bus here already?’ Another may be blaming someone else for their current anxiety, thinking ‘I would have been on time for the earlier bus if I hadn’t had to answer the door while I was getting ready this morning.’ A third person may be consumed by a completely different worry, thinking, ‘This bus is taking ages to arrive, it’s bound to be crowded by now.’


Such negative thinking is habitual for some, but others manage to maintain a positive attitude. Positive people likely wait patiently for the same bus. They may be thinking to themselves, ‘I can’t make the bus arrive any sooner by fretting and worrying about it.’ When they finally do catch the bus only to find it uncomfortably crowded, they are more likely to think, ‘Even though I can’t sit down, thank goodness I was able to get on the bus.’


A continuous stream of such moments flows through the lives of many of us. Unfortunately, we waste much of our precious time and energy feeling anxious and fretful in the moment, then regretting it later.


When we wrestle with difficulties in this way, we are failing to live in the present because we are focused on wishing for things to get better in the future. Even when everything is going fine, we become anxious that something bad may happen to disrupt our peace or good fortune. We may fail to enjoy even a moment of true happiness as time races past us.


Choice and Self-Contradiction


Throughout our lives, we make the choices we think best based on the information available to us. In hindsight, we often come to realize that our choices did not lead to the best possible outcomes. We hope that marrying will make us happy, but marriage might cause unhappiness. You might have a child, expecting a resulting sense of fulfilment, but the realities of parenting might lead you to envy others who do not have children to take care of. A person may start a business hoping to make a good amount of money, but instead end up struggling with debt. We often feel regretful and miserable when things don’t turn out the way we hoped and intended. We are left longing for control over our lives rather than feeling as though we are simply swept along by the currents in the world. Are we actually in control of our own lives?


Once there was a man who hoped to attain enlightenment, so he left his home, his assets, his work and position in society, and his loved ones in order to become a monk. After years of practice at a temple, he came to believe that it would be impossible to attain enlightenment if he continued to live within a community of monks. He felt he didn’t have enough time to practice because he had to do chores, cook meals, and perform the various tasks that go hand in hand with communal living. He thought it would be better to leave and go alone, deep into the mountains, so that he could devote himself entirely to his practice, uninterrupted and fully focused.


So the man left the other monks and travelled alone, far into the mountains, to a spot 10 kilometres from the nearest village. There he built a thatched cottage to live in. When he needed food, he walked down to the village. But rather than finding the freedom to practice, the man discovered he actually now spent more time working than he had at the monastery. The cottage required frequent repairs, and the man often needed to make the 20-km (12½-mile) round trip to source food from the village. Furthermore, walking such long distances wore out his shoes, and he needed to make new ones more often than he had before. Living alone like this, he found that he had much less time than before to devote to his practice.


To make matters worse, the man soon became ill. He consulted a doctor, who told him that his illness was caused by malnutrition and if he was to regain his strength, he should drink milk every day. But walking to the village and back for milk every single day was too time-consuming, so the man bought a pair of goats.


Keeping the goats saved him the trouble of making a daily trip to the village, but the man found that the goats led to even more chores. He had to tether the goats to prevent them from wandering off, and he had to supply enough food for them. The goats provided the milk he needed for his health, but tending to their needs left him with even less time to practice. In order to solve this new problem, he hired a goatherd. But the goatherd required payment.


Previously, during his alms round, the man had only to request enough to provide food for himself. But now he needed more, as he needed to provide for the goatherd as well. So his alms round took up much more time. He knew he couldn’t continue this way.


He thought that perhaps it might be better for him to marry, so he would have someone to help with everything that needed to be done. And so, before too long, he married. Now his wife took care of the goats, so he didn’t have to pay the goatherd anymore. And his wife took care of their home, so he didn’t need to spend time on housework. Now, finally, he could concentrate on his practice.


Then his new wife became pregnant.


And so, the man who left his home, his work and his loved ones to become a monk in the hope of attaining enlightenment ended up getting married, having children, and scraping together a living to provide for his wife and children.


Hearing this man’s story, you might think him foolish. But most of us live our lives the same way. We think that our choices are good at the time we make them, but looking back we can see that those decisions were shortsighted, and perhaps that in making them we forgot our ultimate goal and purpose. If a person marries, they should live accordingly. If a person leaves home in search of enlightenment, they should also live accordingly. If we were to keep such a clear perspective on life, we would suffer less, but we are often tempted by the promise of easy solutions when we face problems. Suffering from the rigours and responsibilities of daily life, we might decide instead to seek enlightenment. Having devoted our lives to the process of attaining enlightenment, we might realize that this too brings its own difficulties. We may start to envy a layman’s life and find ourselves thinking, ‘This practice is too hard.’


We may also make foolish decisions, like the monk in the story who lost track of his bigger goal as he looked for solutions to more immediate problems. Faced with this reality, we have two options. The first is to disregard our ultimate goals and live instead according to the situation in which we find ourselves. There is really nothing wrong with this approach. The other option is to return to the path towards our ultimate goal the moment we realize that we have deviated from it.


Out of habit, people may say things such as, ‘I will be happy when I have more money,’ or ‘I will be happy when I find a life partner.’ But when the time comes that they make more money or they settle down with a life partner, many find that they are still not happy. Before having children, many think they will be happier when they have a child. But then, once they have a child, it is hard work and they become convinced that they will be happier when their child starts school, when they will have more time. Next, they think they’ll be happy when their child passes their exams, or is offered a place at a particular university. When their child leaves for university, the person still continues to postpone their own happiness, believing that they will be happy when their child gets a good job, then when their child gets married, then when they have a grandchild, or when their grandchild grows up and becomes independent. Throughout their lives, people keep changing the conditions they think they need to be happy. As a result, they may die without ever having tasted happiness.


Wealth, work, fame, family, friends or the lack of them, are not the root cause of suffering, nor are they the ingredients for happiness. Sometimes, we believe that these things will make us happy; at other times, we think they bring us pain and suffering. If we bounce back and forth between these two extremes, we will never be free of suffering.


If you’re married, instead of being dissatisfied and worrying, it would be better to think, ‘I have a spouse, a home, a job. I have nothing in the world to envy. My life is the best.’ If we accept our life as it is, we will become content. Rather than resolving to change the way we think about our situation starting tomorrow, or perhaps the day after tomorrow, we have to learn to be happy here and now.


In life, there is no single answer that will always be the right choice. We live as we choose to. But we hesitate when making choices because we don’t want to be responsible for unwanted consequences. We cannot know what the future will hold, just as we cannot say for certain that life is ultimately good or bad. We have choices, and inevitably the responsibilities that result from the choices we make. Accepting responsibility for our own choices means accepting the consequences. If we truly accept the consequences of our actions, we won’t be miserable or resentful, no matter the outcome.


Between the Real and the Ideal


Sometimes we may feel that we are being left behind, or missing out, while others fulfil their dreams, enjoy success, have fun, and live their lives to the fullest. Our inner conflict is amplified when our hopes and dreams have to be sacrificed because of particular circumstances.


A person in their thirties might complain that they had to give up on their dreams in order to make a living, and facing this reality might make them very unhappy. ‘If I had the means,’ they might grumble, ‘I would return to studying so I could pursue my dream career, but now that I’m married and have a child, I can’t afford to quit my job and follow that dream.’ They would likely end up wondering if abandoning their dream is the right thing to do.


Many of us believe that we’d be happy if we had the job our skills were best suited to. Aptitude is vitally important to some jobs, but less so for others. It was my dream to become a scientist, and I thought that I had a talent for it. I never even imagined that I would become a monk. I have endured much torment and inner conflict over the years, living as a Buddhist monk rather than as a scientist.


However, since leaving home at 16 to live as a monk, I’ve tried to apply the principles of scientific thinking to my life in a new way. I didn’t believe in the baseless precepts of religion, so I distanced myself from them. I thought hard about the question, ‘What can I do to help people more easily understand the Buddha’s teachings?’ This is why, in my Dharma talks, I try to deliver the Buddha’s teachings coherently and logically. No matter what kind of work you do, it will always be affected by your personal beliefs and strengths.


However, when you believe you have an aptitude for science, you may come to believe that you need to have a job related to science in order to find your work fulfilling. This is a fixed notion. You can’t be sure that your aptitude will only fit the specific jobs you happen to know about or have in mind. Instead, when you commit and apply yourself, you will find that you can use your talents and abilities to perform well in any job.


I often tell young people who are looking for work to do what they really want to do. I tell them to do something for which they have a passion, something that makes them excited. Young job seekers should think carefully about the true meaning of these words. They should explore the kind of work that will suit them personally, rather than pursuing professions that seem to promise money, social status, power or security. If someone discovers a job that they really find appealing and believe they would be good at, they should explore it. They should pursue such opportunities even if it seems unlikely they will make a lot of money doing so. They should not waste time worrying about whether or not such opportunities are ‘good’ jobs. The occupations that we typically label as ‘good’ are not necessarily ‘good’ for everyone. One should not blindly follow a career path just because the majority of people recommend it as ‘good’. Rather, you should seek work that feels ‘good’ to you.


That said, it is not necessary to torment yourself trying to work out what your passion is, or what you would like to devote your life to, if you are not sure. Some people have a passion for one particular thing, and some do not. Perhaps being without a particular passion enables you to be content with whatever work you find. This would allow you greater freedom. Those on the highest level of enlightenment live this way – cooking when cooking is required, doing laundry when laundry is needed, delivering a lecture when a lecture needs to be given, and doing farm work when farm work has to be done.


Greater freedom is possible when we do not insist on a rigid or strict approach. Most people cannot attain such freedom, so they try to focus on at least one thing and try to do it well. So, right now, you don’t really have to worry about not wanting to do anything with passion or liking anything in particular.


Moreover, you shouldn’t despair if you are not currently able to do the one thing that you believe you want to do. Perhaps you would love to study design, for example, but your current situation means this is not possible. Instead you could try to incorporate the ideas and principles of design into your current work, instead of agonising over not being in a position to pursue design as an independent career at the moment.


Let’s say you become a monk. Wouldn’t you still have the opportunity to practice design? You could incorporate your interest into your lifestyle and your practice, learning more about the design of monks’ robes, exploring the layout of the monastery garden, or studying the modernized temple designs created to preserve the structures’ traditional beauty. The kind of job you do is not really the most important thing – it is your attention and the interests and skills you bring to your job that matter. If you work on whatever happens to come your way, you will be able to find your particular skills and make good use of your talent.


Ignoring your present reality while searching for your dream, and pursuing only future happiness, is like trying to build a castle in the air. But focusing only on making a living in the present will leave you without hope for the future. People agonize over whether to pursue their ideals or focus on their present circumstances. However, the relationship between future ideals and present reality does not need to create tension. Acknoweldge both. Plant your feet firmly in reality, while you raise eyes towards your ideals.


In the late 1980s, I opened a Dharma centre. My aspiration was to break away from the common practice of seeking good fortune, and instead focus on studying the Buddha’s original teachings and attaining enlightenment. Prior to opening the centre myself, I tried to apply this aspiration to an existing Korean Buddhist temple – my attempt led to conflicts. At that temple, it was customary to pray for blessings and perform ancestral rites in the hope of receiving good fortune, but I refused to participate. People complained about me to the abbot. They said, ‘If this monk continues to refuse these prayers and rituals, we will lose all our lay Buddhists.’


As a result, I had no choice but to leave the temple and open a small Dharma centre of my own, in which I started to spread the Buddha’s teaching. Did many people recognize my good intentions and come to the centre? No, they didn’t.


At first, I handed out leaflets that read, ‘I have opened a Dharma centre. Please, come to study the Buddha’s teachings.’ About ten people came to the centre, but after a disappointed look around the tiny centre, they left and never came back. Still, I didn’t give up and kept handing out leaflets.


I prepared a three-month Buddhist lecture programme and invited a famous monk to the opening ceremony. Five people came that day, but after the first lecture, only one remained. After planning a three-month course of study and receiving such poor attendance, I’m sure most people would have cancelled the programme. I delivered the lecture series to the one remaining student for the entire three months.


After the first lecture series ended, the one person who had attended brought several acquaintances to the Dharma centre. I handed out more leaflets; ten more people came and five of them stayed. I gave the three-month lecture programme to these new students. This is how the Dharma centre began and slowly grew, to become the Jungto Society of today.


I was penniless at the time, so how was I able to keep the Dharma centre open? On the days I didn’t give lectures, I worked part-time at a local academy as a maths instructor, and I used the money I earned there to cover the expenses of running the centre. I continued doing this for the next four years and only stopped once the Dharma centre was finally able to support itself financially.


If I had given up because the situation felt difficult, I wouldn’t have been able to take the path I wanted to follow. Even when we are sure of our dream for the future, we may sometimes doubt whether we are on the right path. At times like these, we must work hard in the present, while simultaneously considering how things might be different in ten years’ time. We should think carefully about the best way to face each day’s challenges. Simply waiting passively will not bring about a positive future.


We build a reality from our dreams for the future by engaging with and overcoming challenges arising along the way.


Escaping the ‘False Sense of Self’ Prison


People complain about their lives not going their way or the world not working in their favour. Are they satisfied with themselves? No. It seems that most people who are not happy with the direction of their lives are not satisfied with themselves either. Even those who appear to have relatively few problems, and seem to live in enviable circumstances, often feel this ongoing sense of dissatisfaction. Why is that? When we are not satisfied with ourselves, the reason is often not that we’re not good enough, but rather than we set overly high expectations for ourselves. The dissatisfaction we experience results from falling short of these high expectations.


We feel that we’re not good enough. We think we are, or should be, exceptional people. Stuck within this perception of ourselves, we feel certain we must be superior to others. But when the facts of our lives and lifestyles do not fit with this perception, when reality does not justify our belief that we must be better than others, we become frustrated. Thus, we oscillate between blaming others for our frustration and blaming ourselves for our own perceived incompetence and failures.


A man once asked me for advice. He had spent much of his life resentful that he had been born into a poor family but at the same time felt guilty for entertaining such thoughts. ‘All my life,’ he said, ‘I’ve blamed my family’s poverty on the incompetence of my parents. Once I began to practice, I stopped blaming my parents. Instead I regretted my resentment, and I have since repented a great deal. Now I feel unhappy about myself and feel depressed and guilty about my previous resentment. I blame myself. How can I move past my regret in order to accept myself as I am?’


If you have repented about previously resenting your parents, it is fine tell yourself that your parents have given you a lot and that it was foolish to resent them. But you should go no further. If you blame yourself for having resented your parents, you’re just shifting the target of your resentment from your parents to yourself. That is not the solution.


Just as blaming your parents is not the attitude of a practitioner, neither is clinging to your regrettable past thoughts or behaviour. Continuously berating yourself for your actions will not obliterate them, or make you feel better. Instead, if you continue to blame yourself, you will become despondent. If these feelings worsen, you may even fall into a depression.


Depression is like a deep swamp. Once you are seized by a certain thought, it will engulf you quickly, and it will feel utterly real. At such times, shake your head, and consciously work to free yourself from the quagmire of such ideas. If you feel depressed while sitting, stand up and move around to change your mood. Take a bath, go for a walk, stretch your body, or complete some small tasks around your home or garden. Shake yourself out of that state of mind, so those depressing thoughts cannot take hold again.


We tend to fall into the trap of only believing we have made progress if we are able to reach the lofty standards our egos set for us. But this expectation does not benefit us. If you think that way, feeling satisfied with yourself becomes impossible. Happiness begins with accepting yourself as you are, acknowledging your current state and finding a way to be positive about it.


If you fall down, you are the one falling. If you get angry, you are the one getting angry. If we think of ourselves as the kind of person who doesn’t stumble or doesn’t lose our temper, it is painful to accept that we do. Since we cling to a self-image that we have formed, we become displeased. We are so full of our false sense of self that we come to feel ashamed of our real selves.


Your real self is neither good nor bad, but if your self-image seems better to you than your real self, then you’ll feel you are not good enough. If your self-image seems worse than your real self, you’ll feel that you are someone special.


When your self-image is too high, you will find it difficult to tolerate your real self. As a result, you may blame yourself for failing to live up to the false image you have created. You can be mentally healthy only when your self-image corresponds to your real self, when you understand the reality of yourself and accept it. This is why mentally healthy people do not despair, even in the face of difficulties.


When we think, ‘I don’t seem to know much about this problem. I’ll study it and work out how to overcome it,’ we can accept and think positively about ourselves and make a little more effort to change. But if you have a self-image that is much better than your real self, you can’t satisfy yourself no matter how hard you try. In the end, you will despair and think, ‘I am useless.’ In short, the level of your happiness varies greatly depending on how you see yourself.


What happens if you believe that you will be able to run 100 metres in 13 seconds, when in reality, it may take you 20 seconds? Running the 100 metres in 20 seconds might not be a problem, but if you have decided you should be able to do it in 13 seconds and find that you can’t no matter how hard you try, you will blame yourself and feel that you are failing.


Feeling insecure or inferior is an inevitable result of delusions of grandeur. Your conceit and false perceptions about your life as overly significant will in fact make you miserable. There is no special meaning to existence. As people learn this, some begin to question whether there is any reason to live, or they say, ‘Isn’t it sad to live in this world if existence has no meaning?’


All beings, including human beings, have no special meaning. Meaning is simply conjured by human consciousness. Concepts such as ‘valuable’ and ‘worthless’, ‘virtuous’ and ‘evil’, ‘good’ and ‘bad’, heaven and hell, the Buddha and God, are all value judgements created by human consciousness to try and make sense of the world and to try and regulate the way we should live.


Just as the caterpillar spins a cocoon then locks itself away inside, so humans imprison themselves within concepts of their own creation. Charcoal and diamonds, both made of carbon, have no intrinsic value, yet people assign value to them. When the weather is so cold that you could freeze to death, charcoal will be much more useful than diamonds. People may become miserable if they believe they should shine like diamonds, but if they change their views and aspire to be useful, as charcoal can be, they may lead worthwhile lives and make a difference to others.


The same is true when people evaluate others. If someone who doesn’t know anything about me comes to my Dharma talk without any expectations, they might walk away thinking, ‘Wow, he’s great.’ Perhaps they expected my ability might be about 50, but after listening to my Dharma talk, they decided that my ability is in fact closer to 100, so their evaluation is very positive. Another person might attend my Dharma talk, having heard that I am a renowned monk, and they may expect my ability to be 150. After listening to my talk and deciding it doesn’t meet their high expectations, they may think, ‘There was nothing special in his talk. I don’t see what all the fuss was about.’ My ability is still 100, but the listener with low expectations will be more satisfied, whereas the one who came with high expectations will be less satisfied.


Sometimes, when we look at someone else’s behaviour we wonder, ‘Why on earth would they do that?’. We feel frustrated or confused about this other person, because their actions do not fit the specific image we have created for them. Based on our own standards, their behaviour might seem unsatisfactory or misguided. But the truth is that the standard against which we have been measuring that person is nothing more than our own illusion.


You might believe your spouse to be a certain type of person or assume that your child should act a certain way. Your family may therefore disappoint you because you are measuring them against an arbitrary framework that you have created and that you now require them to fit into. Just as we should not expect too much of ourselves, we should not expect too much of others. We should instead accept others as they are.


The fact is that you are not all that special, and neither are others. If you feel dissatisfied with others because they don’t meet your standards, the problem is not theirs but yours. The problem is in fact your level of expectation.


You need escape the prison created by your false sense of self. Instead of making a resolution to be a certain way, become aware that regrets and self-blaming come from an illusory sense of self. This awareness is the first step to freeing yourself.


Just become aware of yourself, that’s all. Don’t hate yourself. If you hate yourself for making mistakes, you have foolishly defined yourself as someone who must not ever make any mistakes. Forgive yourself for making mistakes, just as you should forgive others for making mistakes.


Resolve instead that when you fall, you will get right back up and continue on your way. Rather than blame yourself for falling, try not to fall again but at the same time acknowledge that it may happen. Starting today, you can practice accepting yourself as you are. Be kind and generous to yourself. Then, you will gradually and naturally become kinder to and more accepting of others.


All beings in the world are neither perfect nor imperfect. Because we prefer to think that we are special, we paradoxically come to feel that we are small and worthless. Human beings, animals, grass and stones all just exist. Humans are animals, not all that different from squirrels and rabbits. Human consciousness is just a little different to that of other animals. As far as we know, squirrels and rabbits don’t suffer due to their thoughts, so it seems wrong for humans to suffer because of the thought that life is hard. Imagine how shackled humans must feel if they envy a bird’s ability to fly.


We are just like the grass and the ants. We are both insignificant and also precious. Once we truly understand and accept this, we can live peacefully without caring about what others think of us, and without interfering in the lives of others.


The Secret to Happiness


Once a lay Buddhist said to me, ‘I have made donations to temples countless times, but this has not brought me any blessings. If it was guaranteed that donating $1 would return $100 in equivalent value to me, I would donate so much more.’


Desiring $100 in return for donating $1 at a temple is no different from gambling in a casino. Even without praying for material rewards, the things that people ask for in prayers offered to the Buddha at a big temple are sometimes just as absurd. Many people wish to gain a great deal with minimal effort. For instance, they pray for their child, who has poor grades and does not work hard in school, to be admitted to a good college. Or they pray for good health without wanting to exercise and eat a healthy diet.


If you pray this way, you are bound to invite misfortune. The desire to work only a little but to receive a lot is the mindset of a thief. This outcome requires that someone else must sacrifice what would have otherwise been due to them. For example, should your child who does not work hard and achieves only poor grades be admitted to a good college, someone else’s child who has better grades may be denied admittance to that college.


It makes sense that such prayers should go unanswered, but people do not consider whether their request is unreasonable. Instead, they end up blaming the Buddha or God when they do not get what they want.


People usually pray for things they believe it would be difficult to achieve on their own, which makes it very unlikely that their prayers will be answered. As a result, their lives are filled with more pain, or at least disappointment, than joy.


Of course it would be pleasant if everything always went our way, but in reality, it doesn’t. The belief that we just have to want something badly enough for it to happen is delusional and greedy. When something we want to happen doesn’t, we then have a choice about whether to be unhappy, whether to cry and cling to our thoughts of what we want, or whether to move on and to live happily despite what has happened or not happened.


Must our lives be miserable if what we hope for doesn’t happen? No. We suffer not because what we wish for doesn’t happen, but because we believe that it should. If we can free ourselves from this way of thinking everything will be just fine, whether our wishes are fulfilled or not.


Even if we work hard to achieve what we want, it is no guarantee that things will always turn out the way we had hoped or expected. The result of our work is influenced to some degree by our own efforts, but also by the circumstances that surround us. When we understand this, we can avoid such deep disappointment on the occasions we don’t succeed in gaining the results we want.


Enduring mistakes and even despair can actually make us stronger. When plants keep growing without being trimmed, they may grow leggy, fail to bear fruit, and are easily broken. When they survive pruning, or severe weather, plants may grow stronger and develop more successfully.


Whether what we want comes true or not, we can experience happiness during the process of working toward it. Most of us think that we can be happy and free only when everything turns out the way we want it to, once we actually achieve our goals – but often this is not possible. Sometimes, external circumstances make it possible for things to go our way, and other times, they make it unlikely. If our own happiness is permanently dependent on external conditions or circumstances, we can never be completely happy. Still, we cling to the desire that things should turn out the way we want, so naturally, we are sometimes unhappy.


Consider a farmer who spends an entire evening preparing to spray the crops in his fields early the next morning. Spraying is not effective on rainy days, so the farmer prays to the Buddha before he goes to sleep: ‘Dear Lord Buddha, I plan to spray my crops tomorrow, so please don’t let it rain.’ Waking up to rain the next morning, the farmer complains, ‘I had planned to spray pesticide today. The weather has been fine all week, and today of all days, it rains! Obviously it is no use praying to the Buddha.’
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