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START A REVOLUTION, INCITE HAPPINESS!


Delivered with fearless candor and disarming humor, Lama Marut introduces a simple set of exercises that offers a revolutionary yet wholly practical approach to creating and sustaining happiness in a complex modern age.


Integrating the ancient teachings of Tibetan Buddhism into the everyday grind, A Spiritual Renegade’s Guide to the Good Life presents a fresh take on our quest for a joyful existence. Each chapter includes an action plan designed to elicit true happiness and forge a clear path toward fulfillment. You’ll learn how to:


• transform problems into opportunities;


• set yourself free from fear and anxiety;


• unburden yourself of past resentment;


• create an action plan for true happiness.


Further explore the concepts of a spiritual renegade lifestyle through Microsoft Tags within this book, which link to online videos of Lama Marut discussing each of his concepts firsthand. This book is bound to disrupt your suffering, disturb your dissatisfaction, and elicit a deep-seated contentment. Happiness is in your hands.


“Lama Marut skillfully and eloquently describes how happiness naturally emerges as a reward of authentic spiritual practice. A marvelous guide for those choosing to walk on joy’s path.”


—Michael Bernard Beckwith, author of Spiritual Liberation


    

        Watch the book trailer of Lama Marut!
A spiritual life should be dangerous. . . to your unhappiness!


         


        More life-changing videos inside.
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Lama Marut is an ordained Buddhist monk, a university professor, a surfer, and a motorcycle enthusiast. With a unique mixture of erudition and earthiness, conviction and openness, he offers practical, honest, and sensible advice that is accessible to all—from the irreverent to the devout.





    [image: image]  [image: image]


MEET THE AUTHORS, WATCH VIDEOS AND MORE AT
SimonandSchuster.com
THE SOURCE FOR READING GROUPS




[image: image] BeyondWordsPublishing
[image: image] BeyondWordsPub


COVER DESIGN BY DEVON SMITH
AUTHOR BIO IMAGE BY BARBARA SIMUNDZA







[image: image]




WATCH VIDEOS WHILE YOU READ


Visit A Spiritual Renegade’s Guide to the Good Life
YouTube channel at
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Preface:


A Manifesto
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This book is for desperados.


It’s for those who know life is short and who are tired of wasting day after day in low-level unhappiness as they wait for the next high-level version. It’s a book for those who are desperate enough to take up arms and make revolutionary inner changes in their lives before it’s too late.


It’s a book for people who wish to be duped no longer, who urgently want to be happy and who have figured out that the usual methods on offer in the modern world don’t work. It’s a guide for those tired of trying to become well-adjusted to a perverse society and who are willing—even eager—to deviate from the norm.


It’s for those fed up with both the dead end of modern consumer-capitalist ideology based on selfishness and greed, and the toothless, self-absorbed navel-gazing of many contemporary spiritual self-help books. It’s for those looking for a hard-core, triple-x, no-nonsense, and supremely practical guidebook to how to live the good life.


And it’s for people who believe they can do it.


It’s for those who are weary of feeling victimized and powerless. It’s a book for heroes and heroines—people too afraid to revert back to the old, ineffectual ways or to run away from what might actually succeed.


This is a book for warriors. It’s for people ready to take the bull by the horns and stop coddling their depression, anger, endless desires, jealousy, and pride. It’s for those itching for the big rage-in-the-cage smack-down with their own mental afflictions, their true enemies, the demons that undermine the happiness we all seek.


It’s for those who know that half-assed efforts bring half-assed results—and who are prepared to go full-assed.


If you’re ready to get medieval on your suffering, this book might be for you.


The book is for those who’ve wised up to the callowness of being too cool to admit that we all just want to be happy—who know the way to be truly individualistic and stand apart from the crowd is to realize that we’re all the same.


It’s for those willing to be un-fabulous, and not for those too trendy to see that the quest for radical contentment is not just another trend.


It’s for people who won’t be taken in by an anti-happiness backlash, where, absurdly, being tormented and miserable is embraced as a sign of sophistication and depth.


This book is for the truly compassionate—the big-hearted, not the faint-hearted—the ones who have figured out that being happy is neither superficial nor selfish but the sine qua non, the indispensable ingredient, for living a meaningful life of service to others.


It’s for those who have observed that if we are to save others from drowning, we first need to learn how to swim.


It’s a book for those who realize that we don’t just stumble upon happiness; that happiness, like everything else, doesn’t happen without reason, nor does it arise simply by positive thinking based on a magical law of attraction. It’s for those who know that happiness can only be brought about through rationality, self-discipline, and persistence, and who are willing to roll up their sleeves and get to work.


This book is for those intelligent enough to discern what will really be effective and what won’t, and who care about themselves and others enough to seriously commit to creating a sane, healthy way of life—and who know that in an insane world, a sane person might very well appear disordered.


It’s for those desperate enough to want to make their spiritual practice into a tiger—fast and powerful—and give the beast some real teeth, so armed and dangerous that when the mental afflictions like anger, pride, and jealousy see it coming, they pee in their pants.


It’s for those who are done playing footsies under the table with secularism, materialism, and consumerism, hoping such flirting might lead to something more, perhaps even a meaningful relationship someday.


It’s for people who regard themselves as strangers in this strange and profane land, who are like illegal aliens in a world stripped of all values and meaning.


It’s for those whose papers are definitely not in order when it comes to the status quo.


This book is for desperados, rebels, and insurrectionists willing to pit themselves against a life defined by perpetual dissatisfaction, egoism, and greed.


Is it for you?


Are you ready yet?


Are you desperate enough to really want to incite happiness in your life?
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A Spiritual Renegade’s Guide to the Good Life summarizes what I’ve learned from my spiritual teachers about how to live. I am especially grateful to Geshe Michael Roach for the years of training freely given. How do you thank those who have taught you the only thing that really matters? Namo gurave.


The book would probably never have been written without the unwavering encouragement, critical intelligence, persistent dedication, and perfect example of Cindy Lee.


David Fishman spent hours and hours of his time expertly editing the prose and helping me hone the ideas. I am so lucky to have such a good friend whose talents, obvious and undercover, perpetually amaze.


Katherine E. Fleming for many years urged me to write a book like this, and helped me envision it.


Thanks to Carmencita Penaloza and Catherine Eaton for years of work organizing volunteers to help with transcriptions of oral teachings. And I am immensely grateful to those who took the time and effort to do the tedious work of transcribing: Mitch Aase, Sarah Class, René Miranda, Irma Gomés, Lauren Benjamin, Mira Kingsley, Margaret Remington, Grace Sullivan, Julie Upton, Morgan Adrian, Stephané Dreyfus, Carie Yonekawa, Anne Meyer, Stacey Fisher-Doyle, Mary Kay Dyer, Alvin Lee, Eric Smith, Jesse Fallon, Beverle Deerfoot, Jennifer Zipse, Douglas Smith, Jessica Perry, Rylan Perry, Zorie Barber, Denise Deniger, Karl Whiting, Cassandra Delarios, Michael Penque, Shadi Mogadime, Kate Manfredi, Patti Lounsbury, Lindsay Satchell, Ava Gerber, Terry Flowers, Eric Lucero, Christine Buchanan, Sherry Kajiwara, Krista Williams, Stephane Kirkland, Kathryn Polster, Daylin Wade, Lisa Dawes, Lora Rose, Karen Husak, Susan Lowell, Caroline Dow, Shannon Elliot, Stephanie Culen, Tamara Lovare, Elizabeth Toulan, Lindsey Dorrniro, Tam Moyer, Cole Thimsen, Jill Dunphy, Ellen Huang, Bonnie Krims, Susie Kavanagh, Angela Alaura, Ryan Dally, Mira Fairlight, Patty Fish, Jo-ann Lowney, Beth Lombardi, Anne Deneen, Jennifer Smyth, Christina Collins, and Kareen Nikiris. If you helped with the transcribing and your name inadvertently is not listed here, it doesn’t mean I’m not incredibly grateful.


Thanks also to June Maker, Lauren Benjamin, Karl Whiting, Denise Deniger, Stacey Feldman, and Alicia and Tony Tolbert for their research assistance, and to David Simmons, Rick Blue, Cindy Lee, and Darin McFadyn for their professional work on the video tags, laboring under short deadlines.


For help with my somewhat shallow understanding of Christianity, I am indebted to my spiritual friends, the Reverends Anne Deneen and Brian Baker.


I am grateful to my literary agent, Molly Lyons, who never gave up on the project, and to Ava Gerber for helping me find Molly. The book was vastly improved thanks to the ministrations of my editors, Henry Covey and Emily Han.


Thank you to Douglas Paul Smith who inspired some of the visual imagery used throughout this book.


To those who have been so generous with their gifts, support, and hospitality over the past years, I remain in your debt. You know who you are, and so do I.


And I am especially thankful to all my students, who have taught me so much.


I used to live in


A cramped house with confusion


And pain.


 


But then I met the Friend


And started getting drunk


And singing all


Night.


 


Confusion and pain


Started acting nasty,


Making threats,


With talk like this,


 


“If you don’t stop ‘that’—


All that fun—


 


We’re


Leaving.”


—Hafiz


(Translation by Daniel Ladinsky)




Introduction:


Inciting Happiness
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I believe that the very purpose of our lives is to seek happiness. That is clear. Whether one believes in religion or not, whether one believes in this religion or that religion, we all are seeking something better in life. So, I think, the very motion of our lives is towards happiness.


—His Holiness the Dalai Lama


YOUR MISSION (SHOULD YOU CHOOSE TO ACCEPT IT)


Unless you’ve been sleepwalking or running on automatic pilot, you’ve probably wondered at some point, “What, exactly, is the purpose of my life?”


The answer is simple. It’s to be happy. There is no other point; there is no other reason for your existence. It is what you were put here to do. It’s your mission.


Disappointed? Were you hoping for something more complicated, more onerous, more burdensome?


Does some part of you rebel against the idea that the purpose of life is to be happy?


We will never be happy unless and until we think it to be a worthwhile goal. So it’s crucial to begin a book on how to be happy with an investigation of why.


I suspect that our resistance to considering happiness to be the supreme goal in life derives from one or both of two sources. We might think that happiness is a superficial aspiration in comparison to other more profound objectives. And/or we might think that the pursuit of happiness is self-centered and not befitting the higher spiritual ambitions that should take precedence when it comes to the ultimate meaning of life.


Let’s start by investigating the first objection to the idea that the purpose of life is to be happy. Is happiness a shallow, superficial goal in comparison to others?


Having spent much of my life in the academic world, I know that many people in the most intelligent, talented, and artistic sectors of our society seem to embrace this notion. In such circles, there is a certain suspicion of those who come off as “too happy.” In light of the deeper, more profound realities of the world—the inequities and injustices, disparities in wealth, power and its abuses, and so on—cheerfulness seems both simplistic and insensitive.


Happiness, in a word, is for airheads. Sophisticated, intelligent people should know better. Metaphorically donning berets and living in garrets like the classically tortured sensitive souls of the past, some intellectuals and artistes (and those wannabes who look up to them) spurn happiness as unworthy of their erudition and their worldliness.


There is a trickle-down effect as such an attitude filters into popular culture and mixes with the rebellious posturing of the young and disaffected. The current fashion of wearing clothes with skulls all over them and the Goth/punk style of dressing in all black, replete with tattoos and piercings of pretty much every loose flap of skin—these are the outer signifiers of the belief that it is somehow cool to be unhappy.


A first cousin of these cultural discontents is another group of people who have also linked their identities to suffering. The admirable solidarity with the world’s oppressed among sensitive political liberals and radicals has engendered an ethos of victim-hood among some. Being the (continuing) casualty of childhood trauma, of discrimination, of alcoholism and other substance abuse, and so on, provides some in our current time and place with both their sense of individuality (“I am a victim of abuse”; “I am a recovering alcoholic”) and a sense of belonging to a group of similarly victimized sufferers.


For this segment of our culture, the idea of happiness is deeply suspect (“Don’t ask me to forget my pain and become just another ‘happy idiot’!”). For these folks too, it is not cool to be happy, for the pursuit of happiness would seem to involve denying those very realities of their past from which they derive their identities.


As we will see in chapter 4, forgiveness (one of the essential qualities of a truly happy person) does not mean forgetting. Happiness will not come from ignoring the pain and suffering in your own life, past and present, or in the lives of others. In fact, recognizing the suffering of life is a precondition of genuine happiness. The intellectuals and artistes; the rebels, punks, and Goths; and those who have identified themselves as victims are right to this extent: life is suffering, as we will investigate in detail in chapter 6.


But it is ironic that these people who are invested in unhappiness as a meaningful, deeper, and more authentic way of life are just trying to be happy too. They are trying to be happy by being unhappy. Adopting such a stance of unhappiness perhaps entails the unconscious belief that what we’re unhappy about will change because we are unhappy about it—and then we’ll be happy. But this can’t work. Although it is crucial for happiness to first recognize and acknowledge suffering, suffering (need it be said) is not happiness and will not bring it about.


HARDWIRED FOR HAPPINESS


The desire for happiness is actually not a choice. It is hardwired into our nature.


We all are driven, from the time we wake up in the morning to the time we go to sleep at night, by an innate urge to avoid pain and obtain things and experiences that will make us happy. There is, you might say, a kind of will to happiness that underlies all our efforts—our desire for food and sex, friends and family, money and things, professional fulfillment, and entertainment and amusement.


As the quote from His Holiness the Dalai Lama says at the beginning of this introduction, “the very motion of our lives is towards happiness.” He has also said, “Human beings by nature want happiness and do not want suffering. With that feeling everyone tries to achieve happiness and tries to get rid of suffering, and everyone has the basic right to do this.”1


And this is not an idea peculiar to the “Spiritual East.” Many of the greatest minds in the West, past and present, have also recognized the centrality of the search for true happiness. Aristotle stated that happiness is “the human good” and that we all seek it for its own sake, and for its own sake alone.2 Saint Augustine, one of the founders of Christian theology, in a book entitled On the Happy Life, writes:


The desire for happiness is essential to man. It is the motivator of all our acts. The most venerable, clearly understood, enlightened, and reliable constant in the world is not only that we want to be happy, but that we want only to be so. Our very nature requires it of us.3


A couple of millennia later, the American philosopher William James would echo Augustine’s observation, saying that “how to gain, how to keep, how to recover happiness, is in fact for most men at all times the secret motive of all they do, and of all they are willing to endure.”4 Sigmund Freud, writing in Civilization and Its Discontents, concurred:


What do they [i.e., human beings] demand of life and wish to achieve in it? The answer to this can hardly be in doubt. They strive after happiness; they want to become happy and remain so.5


Whether East or West, the pursuit of happiness is not one of the things we’re trying to do in addition to succeeding at the job, in our romantic life, or with our family. It’s really the only thing that we’re trying to do. We’re trying to do it through the job, through the relationships, through the money, through the possessions, and so forth. We can’t help but strive to happy. As Saint Augustine said, our very nature requires it of us.


But if we are, in every activity of our lives, just trying to obtain what will make us happy, why are we so bad at it?


When the Buddha achieved the perfect happiness called nirvana, he was, according to the scriptures, tempted to just kick back and enjoy it himself. He was (or maybe just pretended to be) reluctant to teach others how to attain it too. “It will be too hard for them,” the texts have the Buddha thinking. “The others will never really get it.” But the gods show up and beg him to teach, and the Buddha finally consents (thereby also starting the custom, followed in Buddhist circles to this day, of students requesting teachings before the teacher agrees to teach).


And when the Buddha “turns the wheel of the Dharma” and imparts his first sermon, the first thing he had to say is this: “Life is suffering.”


We’ll return later to what the Buddha meant by this seemingly pessimistic dictum. But what is relevant to notice now is that it was only from his recently attained perspective of pure, uncompromised happiness and joy that he could, for the first time, see clearly and truly the features of the state of existence that is not nirvana.


Those of us who are not in nirvana cannot really know it, nor can we thoroughly and completely understand the unhappy condition we are in while we’re in it. Like the water that surrounds a fish, our suffering is so ubiquitous, so all-pervasive, that we often don’t even recognize it. We are, after years and years of disappointment, inured to our unhappiness, calloused to the pain, such that we usually don’t acknowledge it—until and unless, of course, it is so overwhelmingly obvious that we can’t help but have to confront it.


In other words, until we are enlightened, we don’t really know what happiness is. How else can one explain surveys that show the vast majority of us in the United States, the United Kingdom, Japan, and elsewhere claiming we are “very happy” or “happy”?6 We have, it appears, settled for very little (maybe just the temporary absence of a major disaster) and called it “happiness.”


This lowballing of what will count as happiness—what Freud called, when speaking of the goal of psychotherapy, “ordinary unhappiness”—may also help to explain the resistance many of us have to the idea that happiness is a goal worth striving for.7 Perhaps this resistance derives at least in part from our idea that happiness, conceptualized as something most of us claim to have most of the time, is a rather trivial thing. Our real goals in life should be harder to obtain than “mere happiness.”


We’ve been conditioned by many forces—most especially by consumer capitalism—to believe that happiness lies in the material things and entertaining experiences that bring us only temporary, fleeting pleasure. When we have an abundance of consumer goods, thousands of channels on cable television, and cool vacations to Lonely Planet countries, we report to the survey givers that we are “very happy.”


We have pursued happiness our whole lives and continue to do so in every activity in which we are engaged. But we’ve misunderstood and misdefined what happiness really is. As a result, we’ve been searching for happiness in all the wrong places. We have been so thoroughly misinformed about what it is and how to obtain it that, when we hear someone say that the goal in life is to be happy, we naturally assume that goal to be trivial, shallow, and superficial.


Researchers have determined that once one’s annual income gets to be about $10,000, further increases do not make much of a difference in terms of the reported level of happiness. In other words, it takes only about $10,000 for us to say, “I’m pretty happy.”8 Surveys have repeatedly indicated that most people, regardless of their income level, think an increase of a mere 20 percent would be enough to make them happy.9


It’s this kind of thinking that makes some people dubious about the claim that happiness is the ultimate goal of life. We know, or at least we should know, that a little more money will not fulfill our life’s purpose! Happiness is not a consumer good and will not arise from a bump in our annual salary. At some level we must know that—although thinking that happiness is something that it isn’t, we often don’t act like we do.


Real happiness will not come about by just getting a few more dollars or a 20 percent spike in income. Happiness isn’t just getting a promotion or better job, another fabulous girl- or boy-friend, or the latest iPod, iPhone, or other “iGadget.” (In chapter 6, I’ll go into more detail as to why money and things, the career, relationships, entertainment, and the health and beauty of the physical body cannot be the cause of real happiness.)


Happiness isn’t just having things go right for a while in between the disasters of life.


In his book Happiness: A Guide to Developing Life’s Most Important Skill, Matthieu Ricard wonders how such a “radical devaluation” of happiness came about. “Is it a reflection of the artificial happiness offered by the media? Is it a result of the failed efforts we use to find genuine happiness?” Happiness, Ricard notes, is not mere pleasure, or a temporary joyfulness, or a fleeting sense of well-being—let alone the attainment of an extra ten grand.


By happiness I mean here a deep sense of flourishing that arises from an exceptionally healthy mind. This is not a mere pleasurable feeling, a fleeting emotion, or a mood, but an optimal state of being.10


There is a huge difference between the cheap, tinny pleasure we get from shopping and acquiring new things, on the one hand, and the deep resonance of true and genuine contentment and happiness on the other. The latter is indeed the supreme goal in life and it is this that we are really seeking. Far from being a superficial aspiration, it is a rare, difficult, and priceless achievement worthy of our greatest efforts.


    “The Meaning of Life”
The purpose of your life is to be happy so you can help others be happy too.
http://youtu.be/Z8wxCdWWVAk


HELPERS AND HELPEES


But what about the second objection, that happiness is a selfish goal—that the higher spiritual purpose of our lives should entail, in one way or another, service to something or someone that transcends the egotistical desires of the individual?


It is certainly true that ultimately our mission in life is to help others live happier lives. But we cannot help others become happy if we have not figured out how to do it ourselves.


Until you’re happy, forget about helping others to be happy. You don’t know how. It would be akin to medical malpractice to try to help others be happy when you’re not. (“I’m kind of bummed out, but I’ll try to help you be happy.” “Stay away from me! What do you know about happiness? You haven’t finished medical school, but you want to do brain surgery on me?”)


You’ve got to figure out how to be happy yourself before you can really help other people be happy. You can’t save those who are drowning unless you know how to swim. And until then, what can you really do for others? Do you really think you’re helping others by not being happy?


That’s one way to think about it. Here’s another way: If you are not happy, who is it that you’re really thinking about? When you’re not happy, you are obsessed with only one person’s plight—your own. “What about me? I’m not happy. Is anyone going to help me? I’m not happy, so what are you going to do for me?”


There are two kinds of people in the world. There are the helpers and there are the “helpees.”


The helpees are the unhappy people: “I’m unhappy, I’m lonely, I’m depressed, I’m dissatisfied . . . and what are you going to do about it?” That’s a helpee. And then there are the helpers: “What can I do for you? Because I’m OK myself.” A helper is OK and can start worrying about what he or she can do to help others be OK too.


And until you are OK, you don’t have the mental where-withal to think much about anybody but yourself. There’s no room in your consciousness to think about anybody else’s problems. That’s what unhappiness is, isn’t it? “I’m unhappy. What about me, what about me?”11


When you’re unhappy you become a helpee instead of a helper. Instead of being concerned about what you can do for others, you obsess about what others can do for you. That’s really why it’s so important to strive to live a happy life—so that you can be a helper instead of a helpee.


Most of us have the possibility of being helpers instead of helpees. Other people might not really have that option in this life. We’re not like them. We’re special. We have the opportunity to be something more than just a helpee. But we have to help ourselves before we can help others. And the way to help ourselves is . . . to help others.


That’s how it all works. That is the secret of life, right there, in a nutshell. Helping others in this way is in fact the recipe for obtaining our own happiness. There is, actually, no other method that will work to bring the deep, true happiness we really seek. The purpose of life is indeed to be happy—so we can help others be happy.


So that’s how it goes. The way to get happy in your life is to stop worrying about your happiness all the time and to start worrying about somebody else’s happiness instead. This will result in . . . your own happiness! Which will allow you to do what? To be even better at helping others to be happy.


That’s all there is. The whole enchilada. That’s the entire meaning of life. It doesn’t really get any deeper or more esoteric than that. In order to succeed in this mission, you must have your cake and eat it too.


So we have to get over the huge resistance we all have to being happy. The principal way to do this is to use our reason, our intelligence, to overcome what is basically an unexamined force that puts up this opposition. The spiritual life is not so much about faith or belief as it is about finally using our head and figuring out what’s what.


The resistance to happiness that is within all of us is one very powerful manifestation of the force of evil. There is evil in the world. And evil often looks like some kind of pseudo-rational or faux altruistic argument for unhappiness.


Where’s the resistance to happiness in you? Identify it. And then give it a name: that’s the force of evil. That’s a demon.


When you see a depiction of demons—all red, with pitchforks and a funny tail—they’re not smiling. Demons are unhappy. Demons are the very embodiment of unhappiness. So if there’s some part of you that doesn’t want to be happy, you have to find it, label it for what it is, and then exorcise it: “Demon, come out!”


Anything in you that’s suggesting that you shouldn’t be happy is a demon. It’s evil. You can’t be of use to other people until that demon goes. You’ll be a helpee forever, which is just what the devil wants!


LEARNING TO BE HAPPY—ALL THE TIME


It is, in general, a revolutionary act to think deeply and clearly about the value of happiness and its true causes. Most people never do so, and much of the ideological machinery of consumer capitalism is geared to keeping us in the dark about these, the most important questions in life. A true spiritual practitioner must necessarily, in this case as in others, be a deviant.


It is especially radical to take full responsibility for producing happiness in your own life—to not expect others to do it for you, and to not blame others if you don’t have it. The spiritual life begins by taking such responsibility. We are the sole architects of our own suffering, and so it is that we can be our own saviors.


It is unusual to have the spiritual maturity—and, let’s face it, the intelligence and courage—necessary to realize that happiness is in our own hands. To paraphrase the old language of the Marxists, we just need to seize the means of production. I have structured this book to do just that.


In chapter 1, we will further explore the contention that our true purpose in life is to learn to be happy, and we will do this by learning how to be content with our present life and with what we have. We can’t become truly happy until and unless we are first content—instead of always wanting more, or longing to be somewhere (or some time) other than where we are now. Contentment is the gateway to higher forms of happiness, and we will never obtain these higher forms without it. Contentment, one might say, is entry-level happiness.


In chapter 2, we will observe that, given the many, many advantages we already have in this kind of blessed life, we are perfectly positioned to achieve the ultimate goal. We have these insanely charmed lives, complete with miraculous gadgetry like computers, cell phones, MP3 players, and televisions. But we’re mostly frittering them away with our consumerism and insatiable need to entertain ourselves—to keep ourselves amused with eating, shopping, watching poisonous television shows and movies, playing computer games, and going on endless holidays.


It’s hard to let go of our old and familiar habits in order to embrace the new and unknown. We’re all afraid to make a radical change in our lives.


But such revolutionary transfiguration is also our only chance at true happiness. We can turn things around, and, as we will see in chapter 3, it is possible to change because everything is in the nexus of causality. If we can uncover the true causes for happiness, we can stop wasting time seeking it in what cannot deliver it, and we can start living our lives more productively. Because of causality, everything’s possible.


So ends the first part, but this is where we pick up steam. In the remaining three parts of the book, we’ll learn how to take control of our own lives and change the things that are keeping us from attaining happiness. To do this, we first need to overcome the obstacles to happiness—and we can categorize the main impediments into three types: We are unhappy about our past, about our future, and about our present.


First, we’ll never achieve happiness if we continue to hold on to feelings of anger, bitterness, and pain about the past. In part 2, “Changing the Past,” we will see how in order to be happy we must cultivate forgiveness and gratitude instead of resentment and bad feelings when it comes to our memories. The past is changeable, and because it is we can gift ourselves with a personal history that is more serviceable to our quest for happiness.


Secondly, our search for true happiness is thwarted by our anxieties about the future. We spend enormous amounts of time and mental energy worrying about what might happen in the times ahead. And unless we do our best to lead our lives according to the principles of morality and true causality, we will have good reason to be anxious about our future! In part 3, “Controlling the Future,” we find that, in order to diminish and eventually eradicate our apprehension about the future, we must not overly invest ourselves in things that won’t bring the happiness we seek. Putting all our eggs in such baskets merely invites the disastrous results we’re trying to avoid!


If we want a nice future, we must familiarize ourselves with the karmic rules of cause and effect, for the future will be a perfect reflection of what we are doing in the present. We must always be gardening for the time ahead by being attentive to the kind of seeds we are planting now. When we have learned the laws of karma and can assiduously manipulate them by living a moral life, we can have faith, trust, and confidence in a future that is entirely within our present—and now conscious—control.


Finally, in part 4, “Relaxing into the Present,” having transformed unhappiness about the past through forgiveness and gratitude, and having eradicated anxiety about the future by taking control of the real causes of subsequent effects, we are left only with our present. Being happy in the present will be a whole lot easier when we have unburdened ourselves of resentments about the past and angst about the future. But then we must master how to stay happy no matter what the present circumstances.


In this last part of the book, you’ll learn about many useful tools and tips on how to lead an authentically happy life, including how to disappear an irritating person in three easy steps; how to instantly transform “problems” into “opportunities”; and how to set yourself free from the fears that can waylay even the grittiest and most rebellious of spiritual desperados.


And we’ll discuss the key that unlocks every door to happiness. The real secret of happiness . . . are you ready? . . . is to stop worrying about your own happiness all the time and worry instead about the happiness of others. There is one person who is preventing you from achieving the contentment, happiness, joy, and bliss that is your birthright . . . and it’s you! Altruism and self-sacrifice are our passport to the fulfillment of our highest dreams. We have to get ourselves out of the way if we are to be different, happy beings!


To help you make the necessary changes that will result in deep and lasting happiness, at the end of each chapter are two sections: a “Couch Potato Contemplation” and an “Action Plan” that are designed to help make what I’m talking about a reality in your own life.


Finally, at the end of the book, there is a takeaway tool for inciting the revolutionary new way of living that we’ve been pointing to. Just a few simple changes in the structure of your day—I call them the “Components of Living a Sane Life”—can result in a major increase in your happiness and will help you make the most of this miraculous existence of yours.


As we shall see throughout the book, there is never a time when it makes any sense at all to be anything other than happy. Staying happy is always one’s best strategy. Being unhappy about the past, the present, or the future never helps. On the contrary, being upset and disgruntled only makes matters worse.


Our goal is to be happy. And one of the primary means to that goal is . . . to be happy, always.


Easier said than done.


But if you want to learn how, read on.
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Burning with Desire:


Consumerism and Its Alternative—Radical Contentment
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He who knows enough is enough will always have enough.


—Lao Tzu


GETTING HAPPY


I grew up in a religious household. My father and grandfather were both ordained Baptist ministers. Our meals and bedtimes were occasions for prayer, Mom led us in regular Bible study, and the family went to church all the time—three times a week, at least (Sunday morning’s traditional service, Sunday evening for “youth group,” and Wednesday evening for some long-forgotten reason). And nobody was that happy about it.


We kids didn’t want to go. We had to take baths and put on uncomfortable clothes and were precluded from watching television or playing with our friends during the time we were in church. So we were all crying. This irritated our parents, who were not only unhappy with us kids but, soon enough, were fighting with one another.


Then we’d get to church and we’d sit for an hour and a half in those intentionally uncomfortable pews they make especially and only for churches and synagogues. Dad more or less immediately fell asleep; the kids fidgeted the whole time; and Mom stayed busy trying to contain the fidgeting kids. Everyone was looking at their watches to see if it was almost over yet. We could hardly wait until the religious part of the week was finished so that we could go back to the more enjoyable aspects of our lives.


What’s wrong with this picture? Something was seriously askew. Why, if the purpose of religion is to bring contentment, happiness, and joy, can the practice of religion seem so tedious to so many of us?


Religion is not supposed to be mind-numbingly dreary. If the goal of a spiritual life is to bring its practitioners to happiness, the means to that goal cannot be to make them as bored and uncomfortable as possible until—presto chango!—suddenly somehow everyone’s joyful.


I know that everyone’s experience of religion was not like the one I had growing up. Once or twice a year, we got to go visit our sister congregation in the African-American community. It was eye-opening to me to see people having fun in church—singing, dancing, shouting, and waving their arms in the air. They even had an expression for it: “Get happy.” As in, “We go to church to ‘get happy.’” I remember thinking, “How come we can’t have fun in church like they do?”


It’s very important to get this straight from the start: The purpose of a spiritual practice is indeed to “get happy.” And if it’s an authentic tradition that has lasted for thousands of years, you should be getting happier by putting into practice what the tradition teaches. If you’re not getting happier, it’s almost a 100 percent certainty that it’s not a problem with the time-tested religion. It’s not like religion doesn’t work. You’re just not doing it right. You’re not practicing your spirituality properly.


Among other things, this means that in order to derive the fruit of a spiritual way of life—the happiness it will bring—one has to actually practice it, on a daily basis. We can’t expect to get much out of a spiritual discipline that we access in a cursory, reluctant way once a week for an hour or so, or only on two or three religious holidays per year. At various junctures in this book, we’ll talk about the components of a daily practice, and in the epilogue we’ll summarize what should be included every day in order to really get the juice out of your spiritual training. But unless there is a daily discipline, you can’t really expect your spiritual life to do what it can do for you.


So if you are connected to an authentic spiritual tradition, a good gauge of how well you’re practicing is to ask yourself: Are you getting happier? Are you getting closer, little by little, to the promise and the end of all religious traditions—the ultimate state of peace, joy, and happiness? Achieving that goal won’t happen automatically. It takes regular, sustained, and substantial effort on the part of the practitioner.


In the Eastern traditions they talk about the goal as nirvana (the “blowing out” or “extinguishing” of all unhappiness) or moksha, “freedom” or “liberation” from suffering. When one is free of unhappiness, it is said, one is left with perfect bliss.


The Western religions have also always promised such a result at the end of the path. But at least in my experience, some of us in the West seem to have forgotten that this is the point of religion.


As I was sitting, bored, in church or Sunday school, I often heard about “heaven.” I was told that if I went to church and listened to sermons (and didn’t fidget so much), I’d go to heaven after I died.


“So what will it be like in heaven?” I’d ask the Sunday school teacher.


“Well, there are golden roads and pearly gates, and you’ll have wings, and you’ll sit on a cloud, and you’ll play a harp all day.”


A harp? Don’t they have any electric guitars up there? Heaven didn’t sound like that much fun either!


When I was a kid and heard adults describing the goal of religion, no one ever really emphasized the idea that you would be in ecstatic bliss the whole time. (In fact, I don’t recall anyone ever even using the word “bliss” in my Baptist church, except maybe when talking about things you shouldn’t do.) No one mentioned that in heaven we would never again be unhappy, or troubled, or worried. That we would have no problems, or anxieties, or disappointments. That we would enter a state where everything was perfect forever.


It was only in the so-called Negro spirituals that I got even an inkling of what the real goal of spirituality was:


O Lord! Shout for Joy!


O Lord! Shout for Joy!


Early in the morning


Shout for joy


Early in the morning


Shout for joy


 


O Lord! Shout for Joy!


O Lord! Shout for Joy!


Feeling like shouting


Shout for joy


Feeling like shouting


 


O Lord! Shout for Joy!


O Lord! Shout for Joy!


Feeling like praying


Shout for joy


Feeling like praying


Shout for joy


 


O Lord! Shout for Joy!


O Lord! Shout for Joy!


Now I’m getting happy


Shout for joy


Now I’m getting happy


Shout for joy!1


Perhaps it was only those who really understood the pain of life—the slaves and their ancestors, but also the poor white folks who sang similar hymns in their churches—who really understood and longed for the alternative that religion was offering.


Maybe one of the reasons so many people have stopped going to church, synagogue, or mosque in modern Western culture is that they’ve forgotten the goal (ultimate happiness), and, because they haven’t invested time and energy in a real religious practice, they do not experience the means to the goal as happiness-producing. So they turn to other avenues as outlets for the pursuit of happiness—crazy hours on the job, consumerism, serial boyfriends or girlfriends, exotic vacations, and so on.


The serious, dedicated practice of a spiritual life should be fun. And as you progress in your practice, it should get funner. And finally one should reach the ultimate goal, which in the past has been called “salvation” or “heaven” or “nirvana,” but which we might think of as . . . the funnest!


FIGHT THE POWER! BE CONTENT.


So the goal of an authentic spiritual practice of any variety is to stop suffering and attain perfect happiness. And on the way to perfect happiness, one should be getting happier and happier. It is, as I’ve said above, a very good measure to how well you understand what one needs to do and how assiduously you are practicing your religion—“Is my life improving? Am I waking up with more optimism rather than dread? Am I getting gradually happier?”


In order to achieve ultimate happiness, we have to start with lesser versions. Did you really think that you’d just be unhappy for a long time and then suddenly become happy? Generally things don’t work that way. One doesn’t become a concert-level musician overnight, without years and years of lessons and rehearsing. Change occurs slowly and gradually, in small increments—and through regular practice. And that’s how it works with the quest for happiness too.


In Sanskrit texts there is a helpful vocabulary for this progression toward the ultimate goal of spiritual practice. We start with santosha (“contentment”), about which we’ll say more in a minute. Santosha leads to sukha, usually translated as “happiness,” that deep-seated sense of well-being that leads you to wake up looking forward to each new day. Sukha eventually evolves into mudita, or “joy,” the kind of irrepressible elation we see in people like the present Dalai Lama. Eventually and with continued efforts, mudita morphs into the highest form of happiness, our goal in life—ananda or “bliss, ecstasy.”


The starting point, the “entry level” for true and deep happiness, is santosha or “contentment.” It is impossible to achieve the higher forms of happiness until and unless we attain contentment. Many of us seem to resist this fact. We seem to think that we can somehow become happy without first learning how to just be content.
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