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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT
ARE YOU HAPPY NOW?


“Here’s some real news – a self-help book that actually gives you some help! It doesn’t make you think that you are doing EVERY-THING wrong, but shows you how you can – with simple adjustments in your way of thinking – make everything (in life) much easier for yourself. At the same time, the book is filled with easy-to-understand case stories so you better understand Barbara Berger’s wise points. The book ends with 10 simple exercises that are designed to help you change your view of life. And Berger isn’t even holy…clearly a MUST read!”


Cosmopolitan magazine


“Feeling blue and grumpy has long been on its way out – and it’s in to be happy. And now help is on the way in Barbara Berger’s new self-help book Are You Happy Now? The book is divided into 10 sections, each of which points to an important step along the way to a happier and more authentic life. The book ends with a series of exercises to achieve this. Very practical. The book is easy to read and gives easy-to-understand guidance in positive thinking. The book will surely give people who are worried about life a real ‘aha’ experience.”


Femina magazine


“The point is that it’s not outer circumstances that make us happy and this book gives us 10 practical suggestions as to how we can use this understanding in our daily lives.”


Berlingske Tidende (Denmark’s biggest newspaper)


Are You Happy Now? was the book-of-the-month selection. “We’ve had great success with Barbara Berger’s books in the book club over the years and I can promise you that Are You Happy Now? is the most interesting and easy-to-read book Barbara has ever written. The title is a provocative question that really makes you think. I wish that I always jumped out of the bed in the morning with a smile on my lips, but the truth is I don’t. But with Barbara’s 10 Ways (which are based on her life’s wisdom both as a private person and as a spiritual seeker), it really is easier. I had so many ‘aha’ experiences when I read Barbara’s many examples – and by using her practical tools, I really am starting to think differently. Because whether we are happy or unhappy all depends on our thoughts. Try Barbara’s 10 Ways and watch how happiness comes pouring in!!”


Agneta Gynning, Editor in Chief Livsenergi Book Club (Sweden)
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Introduction


This book came about when I was lying on my sofa one afternoon thinking to myself…“OK Barbara, now that you’ve been through so much and are getting older, what do you need to remember to live a happy life? If you would sum it all up, what would it be? What do you need to know to get you through the rest of your life in a better way?”


So I wrote this list.


I wrote down the points that I thought were important. Just to see if I could sum it up for myself. And then I started writing down why I thought each of these points was important – again just to explain it to myself. I thought if I could explain it to myself then maybe I would remember the points better. And then maybe I’d be able to live the remainder of my life a little more wisely, a little more peacefully, a little more happily.


Because you see, looking back, I could see how much of my life I spent worrying about stuff or being nervous and insecure about stuff or not really enjoying the fullness and richness of my life. I had to admit that to myself. Because it seemed to me – in retrospect – that even though I’ve had a wonderful, exciting life, I was often worried about something or afraid of something or anxious about something. And look what happened! I got here anyway. Despite all the worries! Somehow I made it to today. I might not be able to tell you exactly how, but here I am anyway. Sitting right here in front of my computer. Maybe a bit worse for wear, but sitting here just the same! So what did I learn from all of this?


In other words, what does it take to live a happy life?


This is what I’ve found out so far – and am trying to live.


Maybe it can help you too!









Where’s the proof?
When I do the things in this book, I feel happy!




The 10 ways:


Accept what is


Want what you have


Be honest with yourself


Investigate your stories


Mind your own business


Follow your passion and accept the consequences


Do the right thing and accept the consequences


Deal with what is in front of you and forget the rest


Know what is what


Learn to see beyond impermanence













No. 1
Accept what is


The number 1 cause of suffering and unhappiness is wanting life to be something it’s not.


This basically is our main problem. We want life to be something it’s not. We want the impossible.


Just think about it.


Don’t you want the impossible? Like living forever in this body? Don’t you want that? And don’t you want to feel good all the time, and look great, and be in control too? And don’t you want to be strong and healthy and never get sick or tired or be in pain? And wouldn’t you like to succeed at everything you do? And have everyone love and respect you no matter what? And wouldn’t you like to…Well yes, the list is rather long when you think about it, isn’t it?


But the reality is that life isn’t like that. Do you know anyone who has lived forever and never died? Or someone who never got sick and never grew old? Probably not because the reality is that there is no one. The reality is that bodies come and go and that they break down, grow old and die. That’s just the way it is.


And as for love and approval, the reality is people don’t love and approve of us all the time no matter what we do, and we often don’t succeed at what we’re doing even if we try really hard. That’s just the way it is.


In fact, in the life most of us are living, things just happen. Events and people just pop up, so to speak, in our experience. And that too is the way of it. Most of it is quite beyond our control. One day raining, the next day sunshine. What do we have to do with it? One day people come and the next day they go away. Always changing it seems, people and things. Always changing. There might be a lot of explanations as to why it’s like this, but whatever the explanation, the reality is that life just seems to move along all by itself and things happen. The reality is that you’re here now, a part of it, a part of this changing landscape. For whatever reason. In this particular body, which does all kinds of fascinating things, like take you on trips, wash dishes, make love, go to work, drive cars, and which also gets sick, breaks down, grows old, and finally dies.


It’s a great mystery, but mystery or not, that is the way of it.


What a life!


So what’s to worry?


Why can’t we just let it move along at its own pace and enjoy the ride instead of mucking it up all the time? Which is what a lot of us do, or at least it’s what I often do.


How do we muck it up? Mainly we muck it up by fighting the way of it.


In short, we muck it up by resisting what is.


We muck it up by telling ourselves stories about how things should be when the reality is that things just aren’t the way we think they should be. Period. Full stop.


Resisting is stressful


So what does this have to do with happiness?


A lot. Because it’s very stressful to resist what is. It’s very stressful and tiring to fight reality all the time. And that’s precisely what we’re doing when we think that things should be different from what they are. We’re resisting this moment. We’re saying no to what is. We’re basically saying the sun should be shining when it’s raining. And you know how much that helps. What can you do about the rain? The only thing thinking it should be sunny when it’s raining does is make you feel frustrated and unhappy. Better to deal with it and buy an umbrella! This is not difficult to see when it comes to the weather. But what about when it comes to all the other areas of our lives like our relationships, for example, or our bodies? What happens when something breaks down and you think it shouldn’t? What happens then? You resist what is. And how does that make you feel?


An experiment


Let’s try a little experiment.


Just think how you would feel if you didn’t resist what is, just for a few minutes. And I’m not joking when I make this suggestion. In fact it’s a very interesting experiment. So let’s try it and see how would it feel if we didn’t resist what is, if we simply couldn’t resist the way things are. If we could just for a moment allow things to be exactly the way they are, without fighting them.


If you play around with this idea or mind shift, you will discover that it can be quite liberating.


So please give it a try.


You can start by putting this book down and letting yourself feel this thought, this shift in perspective, for the next couple of minutes. Just say to yourself, “For the next couple of minutes, I’m not going to fight what is. I’m just going to totally let whatever is happening, be. Whatever it is, I’m just going to accept it.” If for example you have a headache or you’re not feeling well, you could say to yourself, “I’m not going to fight the fact that I have a headache and am feeling lousy. I’m not going to resist my headache or what my body is doing at the moment. I’m not going to resist the discomfort I’m feeling and think that there is something wrong with me because I don’t feel as good as I think I should feel. Nor am I going to tell myself a story about what this feeling of discomfort might mean. I’m not going to imagine that I’m coming down with the flu or have a brain tumor. No I’m just going to let it be and accept what’s going on right now. Without having any opinion about it at all.” Please give it a try right now.


When you do this for a couple of minutes, you will probably experience a huge sense of relief almost immediately. No matter how lousy you may be feeling, the moment you accept what is, you will feel everything in you relaxing and falling into place. You will feel peaceful. It’s quite amazing what happens when you shift your focus.


Why? Because the way it is, is the way it is. And this is what is at this very moment. And when you accept what is, you find strangely enough, that all there is left is a feeling of peace, and then you feel happy despite your troubles!


Only a thought in your mind


So we discover that all our experiences are just thoughts in our minds. When we resist what is by telling ourselves that things shouldn’t be the way they are, we make ourselves feel bad. That’s really all there is to it. Events both inner and outer are just that – they are events. But it is our interpretations of these inner and outer events that make us feel good or bad, happy or sad.


Most of us are unaware that we are doing this when things happen. We don’t realize that something happens and then we immediately click into our interpretations of events or our stories, which are often dire predictions based on past conditioning and beliefs about life that we’ve never questioned. And that’s where the fight with reality begins – and all the anguish that goes with it.


Either we scare ourselves to death or we drive ourselves crazy with all our ‘shoulds’. ‘I should be feeling better.’ ‘I should have more energy.’ ‘I should be able to do this.’ We’re very good at beating ourselves up with all our ‘shoulds’. But reality is what it is and the rest is all just thoughts in our minds. And our thoughts are nothing more than our interpretation of what is happening. They are not the direct experience itself, but only our interpretation. And it’s our interpretation that we are living. How often are we living an experience directly, without the filter of our thoughts and opinions?


When I understood this, I suddenly saw life and everything that is going on in a new light.


I saw how much my own resistance to what is was causing me pain and anguish. I saw how my own interpretation and stories were preventing me from experiencing life directly and from seeing events for what they are. This new awareness has helped me to begin to see things more directly, without my old stories.


Nothing external…


That was when I understood that external events and things cannot disturb us. This may be a very difficult concept to understand and accept when we first hear it, but it is true nevertheless. Nothing external can disturb us because the truth is we are only experiencing our own thoughts and stories – and almost never the reality that is before us. We think and tell ourselves stories about what events, people, and things mean and then we get to live our stories. This is our only experience.


We tell ourselves that this event means this or that and that this is something bad, dangerous, or life threatening and then we experience it. But the event is just the event – with no opinion or intrinsic value one way or the other. And this holds true for all events, including death.


If this is the first time you’ve met this concept, you will probably find it shocking and extremely challenging. I know because I still find it shocking and extremely challenging even though I’ve been contemplating this for quite a while now. It’s difficult to understand and accept because it’s such a radical shift in perspective from everything we’ve learned and were taught to believe about life. But that doesn’t make it any less true.


And if it is true, the consequences are very far-reaching and, fortunately for us, very liberating.


If it is true, and my experience demonstrates for me that it is, it means for example that if you or I have a serious illness like cancer or multiple sclerosis or any other so-called ‘serious’ problem or handicap we can be just as happy as someone who doesn’t have these so-called problems. Because it is only our interpretation of what is happening that can make us unhappy. Only the story we are telling ourselves about what our situations mean can make us unhappy. Because the truth is that at this very moment, no matter what our problem, we are still breathing, we’re still here, and life still is. Our unhappiness arises the minute we compare ourselves to other people or to what we think we should be doing and feeling at this particular moment. But if we stop comparing, what’s left?


If we drop our thoughts about the meaning of what’s going on, what do we have? And I’m not talking about right or wrong here, but just about what is actually going on.


The first thing I always notice – when I let go of my thoughts about the meaning of what’s going on – is that suddenly it gets very peaceful. The second thing I notice is there’s only me here now. And that’s about it. This moment with whatever is. The sun on my face for example. Or this moment, doing the dishes. This moment, gazing at the flowers in the vase next to me. Or this moment, sitting in front of my computer.


That’s about it.


Plain and simple.


Life.


Peace.


Happiness.


The truth is you and I can lead happy lives regardless of our situation. Because when we drop our interpretation of events, we find that happiness is our nature. Our natural state. It’s what we are. We may have been brought up to think otherwise, to think that our happiness depends on our health, on outside circumstances, on our good looks, or on the amount of money we have in the bank, but it’s just not true.


We can live happy lives regardless because happiness is our innermost nature. It has nothing to do with health, money or success. In fact, it has nothing to do with anything outside of us because we can only experience our own thoughts, which means nothing external can influence our happiness one way or the other unless we allow it to. Only our interpretations of what’s going on can influence our experience. That in fact is what your life is. Your life is your interpretation of what’s going on. My life (or we could say my experience) is my interpretation of what’s going on. And that means we have nothing to deal with but our own thoughts – and that nothing but our own thoughts can prevent us from living a happy life right this very moment.


It’s a mind-boggling discovery isn’t it? That we have nothing to deal with but our own thoughts? And even though I have been saying this for years in all my books, the ramifications of this discovery just keep expanding for me as my understanding of this simple statement – we have nothing to deal with but our own thoughts – continues to grow.


Unhappiness is only a thought in your mind.


Once I got over the shock of discovering that unhappiness was just a thought in my mind, I realized that without the thought, without my interpretation of events, where was the unhappiness?


What about pain?


So I tried to take this discovery one step further. To the worst we can imagine, like pain. And I asked myself what is pain? And I realized that pain too must be a thought because without the thought of pain, where’s the pain? For example, if we’re in pain and we fall asleep, what happens to the pain? Think about it. If you have a headache and you fall asleep, where’s the pain? Where does it go while you are sleeping and not thinking about the headache? And then you wake up and the headache is back. Or what about when you’re at work and have a headache and then you get so involved in what you’re doing that you forget the headache for a while, but as soon as you think about it, it’s back. So the question is what happens to the pain when we don’t think about it? Which again made me see that without thought, what is there? Where’s the pain without the thought?


So I tried to experiment with pain too to see what happens. Instead of just going to sleep, I tried consciously changing my focus when I was in pain. And I found that the pain didn’t disappear when I consciously changed my focus but that the quality of the pain did change. And I discovered something else: I found that when I think about a pain, I am mostly resisting the pain and that when I resist pain it definitely gets worse. Now what do I mean by resisting pain? By resisting pain I mean telling myself a story about the pain and what it might mean. For example, if I’m in pain and I get in a panic and think things like, “Oh this is awful. What’s wrong with me? Is my condition dangerous? Will it last a long time? What if it gets worse! What will happen if it gets worse? Could it be something serious like cancer? If it’s something serious I might die!” Or one of the many other scary thoughts we think when we are in pain. I found when I do this the pain definitely seems to intensify and get worse.


This discovery made me wonder how much of the suffering we associate with pain has to do with the physical pain itself and how much it has to do with the stories we are telling ourselves when we are in pain. So now when I experience pain, I try to be with myself without telling myself a story about what the pain could mean for my life and my future. I try to be with the sensation in the present moment and allow it, without going into a panic. When I am able to do this, I find the nature of the discomfort changes. The pain doesn’t go away, but the intensity lessens.


If this rings a bell for you, I suggest you give it a try the next time you experience pain. See if you can just be with your discomfort in the present moment. Take your medicine and take whatever other practical steps are necessary to deal with the situation, but see if you can drop the story you are telling yourself about the consequences of the pain you are experiencing. Just forget all about it. Don’t project anything into the future, but stay in the present moment. Because the truth is that you are in the present and you cannot know for sure what the pain means or what is going to happen. All you can know for sure is that you are here now and that there is discomfort. And then see what happens.


What a sage says


In my studies, I found this interesting analysis of the difference between pain and suffering in a talk by the famous Indian sage Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj,




“Pain is physical, suffering is mental. Beyond the mind there is no suffering. Pain is merely a signal that the body is in danger and requires attention…Pain is essential for the survival of the body, but none compels you to suffer. Suffering is due entirely to clinging or resisting; it is a sign of our unwillingness to move on, to flow with life.” From the book, I Am That – Talks with Sri Nisargadatta Maharaj.





Concepts don’t help


Since this is a book about happiness, we’re not looking at our concepts of right or wrong but simply at what makes us happy or unhappy. So it’s not a question of whether or not you should be in pain, nor is it a question of whether it’s fair that you are in pain. We’re not talking about fair; we’re talking about reality. We’re talking about what is. And if you are feeling pain, well then that’s your reality – whether or not it’s fair. And if being in pain is your present reality, what is the best way to deal with this situation? It’s definitely not by scaring yourself to death or by telling yourself it’s not fair and that you don’t deserve to feel this way. What good is a story like that going to do for you? How is a story like that going to improve the quality of your life when you are in pain? What is your day going to be like when you tell yourself things like this?


The truth of the matter is that if we want to be happy with the way our lives really are at this moment, we will probably have to question and go beyond some of our most cherished beliefs and concepts. Because what good are these beliefs and concepts doing if they are making us unhappy? What can we use them for?


The little girl in Afghanistan


When we discuss this, one of my friends always asks me, “What about the little girl in Afghanistan who got her leg blown off by a landmine?” Well what about the little girl in Afghanistan? Does our story about how unfair life is improve the quality of her life in any way? And I’m not saying we shouldn’t do everything we can to ease suffering and make this world a better place. I’m just saying that her reality right now is one leg. That’s reality. Nothing we can do can change that or bring her leg back. And who’s to say if we aren’t just projecting our own fears and stories about how we think life should be on this little girl? We can’t know for sure what she is thinking and experiencing. But let’s say it’s true that she is telling herself the same story that we’re telling ourselves about how unfairly life has treated her. How will that story help her live her life when her reality is one leg? Nothing is going to change the reality of her one leg. So what are we saying? Are we saying that because she only has one leg, she has less life than you or I? Does it mean she’s condemned to eternal unhappiness because she’s only got one leg? Is her life an utter waste because she’s only got one leg or what? Is there no joy for her because she’s lost her leg? Because if that’s the story we’re telling (or she’s telling), that’s even crueler than the loss of her leg!


The reality is, with or without her leg, she is here and there is life.


The reality is, with or without her leg, she has as much life as anyone else.


The reality is, with or without her leg, she has the great gift of consciousness.


I think part of our resistance to reality in situations like this with the little girl in Afghanistan stems from our cherished belief that a whole body and material comfort are prerequisites and fundamental requirements for living a happy life. That seems to be one of our most cherished beliefs here in the West. And again I am not saying we shouldn’t work for social justice and to ease suffering and improve life for everyone on earth. That is not what I’m saying. What I’m saying is we need to question this concept – that a whole body and material comfort are necessary for our happiness. We need to ask ourselves if we can really and truly know that this is true. If happiness is our nature, can we know for sure that without a whole body and the material comforts of life, we are doomed to unhappiness? Can we know for sure that if we are missing a leg and don’t have running water, a fancy kitchen, and a refrigerator filled with food that we are doomed to unhappiness? Because if that is true, then we are saying that the poverty-stricken little girl in Afghanistan with one leg blown off is, now and forever, cut off from life and happiness! And how can we know that that’s true?


Nothing passive about it


But you ask, does accepting what is, mean becoming passive in the face of life? Does accepting what is, mean just saying ‘yes’ to everything and not dealing with suffering or doing what’s needed to make yourself or other people feel better? Does it mean you can’t act or work to improve conditions and life on earth?


At first glance, many people might feel that accepting what is seems to mean passivity, but in reality it means just the opposite. Why? Because when you see what’s really going on clearly and calmly, when you are able to see what is happening at this moment, without being hysterical or resisting what already is, you are in a much better position to deal with the situation in the best possible way.


If you are walking down the street and someone has a heart attack right in front of you, that is what is. You can’t change that by yelling and screaming and being hysterical won’t do the person much good nor will thinking ‘Poor man, this shouldn’t have happened. He doesn’t deserve this.’ But being fully present and calmly calling an ambulance will help him. And so will loosening his clothes, making him comfortable, holding his hand, and doing whatever your heart and wisdom tells you to do.


And this is true for all the other big and little things and events we resist in our daily lives. Instead of wasting so much of our energy resisting what is, we can choose to be present and deal as kindly and as wisely as we can with what is happening.


Whatever is happening is what should be happening.
Why? Because it is happening.


When we start working with these ideas and watch and observe our minds and our thoughts, we discover that without our stories and concepts about what ‘should’ or ‘shouldn’t’ be happening in our lives at this moment, our true nature is revealed to us. And we find happiness right here in the present moment in all its mystery, wonder and glory.


Happiness is our nature.


Which leads to the next point…










No. 2
Want what you have


The number 2 cause of suffering and unhappiness is wanting what you don’t have.


Are you suffering from what I call the ‘never good enough’ syndrome? Are you always wanting more than what is? And are you beating yourself up because you don’t have it? Are you convinced that what you had before was better than what you have now? And that what you have now is not as good as what your neighbors have or what your best friend has. Are you also quite sure that your health isn’t as good as it used to be and that the weather isn’t either. Do you have a sneaking suspicion that the weather was better in the good old days? And that the state of the economy was too? Or at least the state of your economy was? And when it comes to your clothes, do you feel that they’re not as good as your friends’ clothes nor is your sofa come to think of it. Not to mention your TV which isn’t the latest model with the latest hi-tech finesses either. Also do you feel that it’s unfair that your rent is higher than it used to be and that the cost of living just keeps going up just like the prices in the supermarket?


Or maybe you feel that life was more exciting when you were younger or that life will be more exciting when you get older? Or that life will be more satisfying when you graduate from university and get a good job or when you get married and have a family. Or maybe you’re convinced that if you had a boyfriend/girlfriend you could count on everything would be so much better and you’d finally be safe. Does any of this sound like you? If it does, then you’re suffering from what I call the ‘never good enough’ syndrome!


No wonder you’re not happy!


Think about what’s going on in your mind! It’s a war zone! It’s a constant battle with reality. No wonder you feel stressed and unhappy.


If this is anything like you, maybe it’s time you ask yourself what good all these constant comparisons are doing you? How do they and your stories and expectations improve the quality of your life here and now? The reality is your rent and the cost of living are going up. The reality is your health isn’t as good as it used to be and your TV isn’t the latest model and your sofa is worn out. The reality is you don’t have a wife and kids and the perfect family. So let’s face it, according to the stories you’re telling yourself, you’re never going to be OK or happy. And it’s all because of the stories you’re telling yourself about how your life should be, when the reality is your life isn’t like that.
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