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All of my teachers, since the time I first started to practice

Buddhism, have each in their own way shown me the blessing
of lovingkindness and the sense of great possibility it provides.
This book comes out of tremendous appreciation for each
one of them. The meditative techniques presented here are
offered out of the immense gratitude I feel for having had the
opportunity to learn these practices, and out of the wish that
others may benefit from them.

THE REVOLUTIONARY ART
OF HAPPINESS

Only connect.
—E. M. FORSTER

‘WE can travel a long way and do many different things,
but our deepest happiness is not born from accumulating new
experiences. It is born from letting go of what is unnecessary,

and knowing ourselves to be always at home. True happiness
may not be at all far away, but it requires a radical change of
view as to where to find it.

A meditator at one of our first retreats found this out in a
very pointed way. Before we established the center of the
Insight Meditation Society, we had to rent sites for long medi
tation retreats. For our first one, we rented a monastery with
a beautiful chapel. In order to turn the chapel into a medita
tion hall where we could sit on the floor, we had to remove

all the pews and store them in a large back room. Owing to

a shortage of sleeping accommodations, one of the meditators
slept in a corner of that back room for the duration of the
retreat.

During the course of the retreat this meditator began to
experience a lot of aches and pains. Feeling quite annoyed
and disturbed by them, he spent a long time searching the
monastery for the perfect chair, one that would allow him to

sit without pain. Unable to find it, he decided that his only

recourse was to sneak into the monastery workshop at night
to build himself a chair. He meticulously planned how he
would do this without being discovered. Then, confident that



he would soon have the solution to his problems, he went to
the workshop to look over the tools and materials available.
Back in the room where he was staying, he sat down on one
of the pews stored there and set about designing the abso
lutely perfect meditation chair, guaranteed to end suffering.

As he was sitting there working, he realized that he was
feeling happier and happier. At first he thought the happiness
came because he was creating the unheralded, revolutionary,
perfect design. Then suddenly he realized that, in fact, he was
so happy because he was remarkably comfortable sitting on
one of the pews. He looked around and saw that there were
about three hundred of those pews right in his own room.
What he was looking for had been right in front of him all
along. Instead of taking that tortuous mental journey, he
could have just sat down.

Sometimes we take quite a journey—physically or mentally
or emotionally—when the very love and happiness we want
so much can be found by just sitting down. We spend our
lives searching for something we think we don’t have, some
thing that will make us happy. But the key to our deepest
happiness lies in changing our vision of where to seek it. As

the great Japanese poet and Zen master Hakuin said, “Not
knowing how near the Truth is, people seek it far away. What
a pity! They are like one who, in the midst of water, cries out
in thirst so imploringly.”

Ordinary happiness comes from the experience of plea
sure—the satisfaction, for a little while, of getting what we
want. Such happiness is like the temporary appeasement of
an unhappy, insatiable child. We reach out for the consolation
of a momentary distraction, and then we are upset when it

changes. I have a friend who is four years old. When he gets

frustrated, or does not get what he wants, the hallways of his
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house echo with his cries: “Nobody loves me anymore!” We

as adults often feel the same: when we do not get what we
want—or when we get what we want, only to have it

change—it seems as though all the love in the universe has
been withdrawn from us. Happiness becomes an either/or
situation. Just like the four-year-old, our interpretations and
judgments obstruct clear seeing.

Life is just as it is, despite our protests. For all of us there
is a constant succession of pleasurable and painful experi
ences. Once I was hiking with friends in Northern California.
We had decided beforehand to follow a certain trail for the
first three days, and then to retrace our steps for the next
three. On the third day of this arduous hike, we found our
selves on a long, steady downhill slope. After several hours of
this, one of my friends, suddenly realizing what all this walk
ing downhill implied for the next day when we would be
retracing our steps, turned to me and said glumly, “In a dual
istic universe, downhill can mean only one thing.”

The unrelenting flux of life’s changing conditions is inevita
ble, yet we labor to hold on to pleasure, and we labor equally
hard to avoid pain. So many images from our world tell us
that it is wrong to suffer; advertising, social mores, and cul
tural assumptions suggest that feeling pain or sadness is
blameworthy, shameful, humiliating. Underlying these mes
sages is an expectation that somehow we should be able to
control pain or loss. When we experience mental or physical
pain, we often feel a sense of isolation, a disconnection from
humanity and life. Our shame sets us apart in our suffering at
the very times when we need most to connect.

Conventional transitory happiness carries a subtle under
current not only of loneliness but also of fear. When things

are going well, when we are experiencing pleasure and are
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getting what we want, we feel obliged to defend our happiness

because it seems so fragile, unstable. As though our happiness
needed constant protection, we deny the very possibility of
suffering; we cut ourselves off from facing it in ourselves and
in others because we fear that it will undermine or destroy
our good fortune. Thus, in order to hold on to our pleasure,
we refuse to recognize the humanity of a homeless person on
the street. We decide that the suffering of others is not rele
vant to our own lives. We cut ourselves off from facing the
world’s suffering because we fear it will undermine or destroy
our own happiness. In that highly defended state, we with
draw into so terrible an aloneness that we cannot experience
true joy. How strange our conditioning is: to feel so alone
in our pain, and to feel so vulnerable and isolated in our
happiness.

For some people, a single powerful experience may propel
them out of this isolation. Ashoka was an emperor in north

ern India about two hundred and fifty years after the time of
the Buddha. In the early years of his reign, this powerful
emperor was bloodthirsty and greedy for the expansion of his
empire. He was also a very unhappy man. One day, after a
particularly terrible battle that he had launched in order to
acquire more territory, he walked on the battlefield amid the
appalling specl:acle of corpses of men and animals strewn
erywhere, already rotting in the sun and being devoured by
carrion-eating birds. Ashoka was aghast at the carnage he had
caused.

Just then a Buddhist monk came walking across the battle
field. The monk did not say a word, but his being was radiant
with peace and happiness. Seeing that monk, Ashoka thought,
“Why is it that I, having everything in the world, feel so
miserable? Whereas this monk has nothing in the world apart

from the robes he wears and the bowl he carries, yet he looks

so serene and happy in this terrible place.”

Ashoka made a momentous decision on that battlefield. He
pursued the monk and asked him, “Are you happy? If so,
how did this come to be?” In response, the monk who had
nothing introduced the emperor who had everything to the
Buddha’s teachings. As a consequence of this chance encoun
ter, Ashoka devoted himself to the practice and study of Bud
dhism and changed the entire nature of his reign. He stopped
waging imperialistic wars. He no longer allowed people to
hungry. He transformed himself from a tyrant into one of
history’s most respected rulers, acclaimed for thousands of
years after as just and benevolent.

Ashoka’s own son and daughter carried Buddhism from
India to Sri Lanka. The teachings took root there and from
India and Sri Lanka spread to Burma and Thailand and
throughout the world. Our access to these teachings today, so

many centuries and cultural transitions later, is a direct result
of Ashoka’s transformation. The radiance of that one Bud
dhist monk is still affecting the world today. One person’s
serenity changed the course of history, and delivered to us
the Buddhist path to happiness.

The basis of the Buddha’s psychological teaching is that
our efforts to control what is inherently uncontrollable cannot
yield the security, safety, and happiness we seek. By engaging
in a delusive quest for happiness, we only bring suffering upon
ourselves. In our frantic search for something to quench our
thirst, we overlook the water all around us and drive ourselves
into exile from our own lives.

We may look for that which is stable, unchanging, and safe,
but awareness teaches us that such a search cannot succeed.
Everything in life changes. The path to true happiness is one
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of integrating and fully accepting all aspects of our experience.
This integration is represented in the Taoist symbol of yin

yang, a circle which is half dark and half light. In the midst
of the dark area is a spot of light, and in the midst of the light
area is a spot of darkness. Even in the depths of darkness, the
light is implicit. Even in the heart of light, the dark is under
stood, acknowledged, and absorbed. If things are not going
well for us in life and we are suffering, we are not defeated
by the pain or closed off to the light. If things are going well
and we are happy, we are not defensively trying to deny the
possibility of suffering. This unity, this integration, comes

from deeply accepting darkness and light, and therefore being

able to be in both simultaneously.

The English ‘~witer E. M. Forster began one of his novels
with a two-word epigraph: “Only connect.” These two words
perfectly express the shift we must make, from one woridview
to another, if we are to find reliable happiness. We must move
from trying to control the uncontrollable cycles of pleasure
and pain, and instead learn how to connect, to open, to love
no matter what is happening.

The difference between misery and happiness depends on

what we do with our attention. Do we, in the midst of water,

look for something elsewhere to drink? Transformation comes
from looking deeply within, to a state that exists before fear
and isolation arise, the state in which we are inviolably whole
just as we are. We connect to ourselves, to our own true

experience, and discover there that to be alive means to be
whole.

Consider how the sky is unharmed by the clouds that pass
through it, whether they are light and fluf1~r-looking or dark
and formidable. A mountain is not moved by the winds blow
ing over it, whether gentle or fierce. The ocean is not de

stroyed by the waves moving on its surface, whether high or
low. In just that way, no matter what we experience, some
aspect of ourselves remains unharmed. This is the innate hap
piness of awareness.

There is a word in Buddhist psychologr, tathata, that can
be translated as “thusness” or “suchness.” It describes a state
in which the totality of tur being is present; our awareness is
not fragmented or divided. In the state of suchness, some
part of ourselves is not sitting elsewhere waiting for some
thing better or different to happen. We are not relating to
our experience with either desire or aversion, but rather we
accept what comes into our lives and let go of what leaves our

lives. We are completely present and not beguiled by the

token happiness promised by conventional assumptions. In
experiencing the freedom of suchness, we discover who we
actually are.

A friend of mine once traveled to Sikkim, hoping to see
His Holiness the Sixteenth Karmapa, a great Tibetan lama.
The trip to Sikkim was quite arduous, demanding the crossing
of great mountain passes and the fording of rivers. Having
made this effort, my friend was delighted to be actually

granted an audience with His Holiness. He was amazed to
find that the Karmapa, an eminent spiritual leader known the
world over, treated him as though his visit were one of the
most important things that had ever happened to the Kar
mapa in his life. This treatment did not manifest through
grandiose gestures or ceremony, but rather through the sim
plicity and completeness of the Karmapa’s presence, which
offered my friend an experience of being completely loved.
When I heard this story, I thought about how many conversa
tions I have had during which my attention was halffiearted.
I might be thinking about the next thing I had to do or the
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next person I had to talk to. How unfair that lack of attention

now seems! The simple act of being completely present to

another person is truly an act of love—no drama is required.

Just being with someone who, like the Karmapa, manifests

this kind of genuine presence is a call for us to awaken to our

true nature. Such a person is complete in him- or herself,

needing nothing from us, offering no ground for our projec

tions to land upon. Where could projection and manipulation

exist in such a relationship? We look into the mirror of his

or her eyes and recognize ourselves, and all that is possible

for us.

Sometimes I meet some extraordinary, loving teachers. In

the first moment of seeing him or her I realize, “Oh, that’s

who I really am!” I feel a deep recognition of the innate and

inviolate power of love within me as well. And I also see

that many concepts about myself, my fears and desires, are

superimposed over that power, concealing it. These concepts

dissolve in the presence of such a person; I awaken for a

moment and can say, “Oh, right, that’s who I really am.

That’s what’s right and possible for all beings.” These en

counters disprove my seeming limitations, and I walk free for

a while from a prison that I once fabricated for myself.

Completeness and unity constitute our most fundamental

nature as living beings. That is true for all of us. No matter

how wonderful or terrible our lives have been, no matter how

many traumas and scars we may carry from the past, no mat

ter what we have gone through or what we are suffering now,

our intrinsic wholeness is always present, and we can recog

nize it.

This recognition breaks the spell of conventional thought.

Surrendering our fixations, simply being happy, is like sud

denly breaking free from confinement. It is as if we were in a

small, cramped room on top of a mountain, and all at once

the walls have come tumbling down, revealing a panoramic

vista. How breathtaking!

This is the opening we have yearned for and looked for in

so many places: in relationship, at work, and in society. Be

cause this opening can happen without dependence on an

other person or any external situation for its fulfillment, there

is the bliss of security in it, of safety and inviolability. The

mind becomes radiant, luminous in unification, open, with
nothing held back and nothing to add, not fragmented, iio

more divisions.

Great fullness of being, which we experience as happiness,

can also be described as love. To be undivided and unfrag

mented, to be completely present, is to love. To pay attention

is to love.

The great Indian teacher Nisargadatta Maharaj once said,

“Wisdom tells me I am nothing. Love tells me I am every

thing. Between the two my life flows.” “I am nothing” does

not mean that there is a bleak wasteland within. It does mean

that with awareness we open to a clear, unimpeded space,

without center or periphery—nothing separate. If we are

nothing, there is nothing at all to serve as a barrier to our

boundless expression of love. Being nothing in this way, we

are also, inevitably, everything. “Everything” does not mean

self-aggrandizement, but a decisive recognition of intercon

nection; we are not separate. Both the clear, open space of

“nothing” and the interconnectedness of “everything”

awaken us to our true nature.

This is the truth we contact when we meditate, a sense of

unity beyond suffering. It is always present; we merely need

to be able to access it. Knowing this truth through direct

experience, we enjoy a profound change in our sense of our-
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selves, of the world, and of life itself. We can also call unity
health. The very word health means “whole.” Our deepest

health, beyond even life and death, lies in our inherent com
pleteness, integration, and connectedness.

Much of the time, rather than feeling whole, we may feel
fragmented and disconnected, and therefore unhealthy on
one level or another. During the course of the day we experi
ence ourselves in many different roles, maybe as a wife, an
employee, a friend, a daughter. When we are alone we have
one image of ourselves; when we are with other people we
have another image. With people we know, we act one way;
with those we do not know, we act differently. We feel frag
mented and estranged from ourselves, so our gestures of
friendship to others are often born out of loneliness and fear.
Looking for trust and closeness, we end up finding only the
appearance of relationship.

Contrast our predicament with this haiku of Issa:

In the cherry blossom’s shade
there’s no such thing
as a stranger.

In touch with our wholeness, with a heart filled with love,
there is no such thing as a stranger, not in ourselves or in
others. In the expanse of true happinçss, there is nowhere for
fragmentation to take root.

An enlightened being such as the Buddha symbolizes that
quality of health, freedom, love—the highest aspirations of
humankind. Whether the Buddha was alone or with people,

whether he was teaching and serving or living in solitude, he

was effortlessly aware of wholeness. His happiness was not
bound to any particular situation, subject to change. The Thai
meditation master Ajahn Chah, describes this happiness

which we can attain through meditation practice: “Your mind
will become still in any surroundings, like a clear forest pool.

All kinds of wonderful, rare animals will come to drink at the

pool, and you will clearly see the nature of all things. You will

see many strange and wonderful things come and go, but
you will be still. This is the happiness of the Buddha.” The
unbounded happiness of the Buddha was founded on the
clear seeing and compassion running through his life in all
circumstances. This is “suchness.”

This happiness transforms us within and revolutionizes ouI

perspective on the world without. In fact, the concept of
within and without itself disappears.

Resting fully in the present is the source of this happiness.
We open to our own experience, and inevitably that opens us
to others. To be truly happy in this world is a revolutionary
act because true happiness depends upon a revolution in our
selves. It is a radical change of view that liberates us so that
we know who we are most deeply and can acknowledge our
enormous ability to love. We are liberated by the truth that
every single one of us can take the time and pay attention; we
can be the Karmapa; we can be that monk walking across the
battlefield. That is our birthright. Our own happiness can
change history, and it does.




