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Foreword 

　The rapid technological advancement has brought numerous conveniences to humanity, yet it hasn’t made life more relaxed and enjoyable. On the contrary, the pressure of social competition has intensified. The Internet provides swift communication, yet it hasn’t truly bridged the distance between people; rather, social alienation has become more prevalent. The material life grows significantly abundant, yet it hasn’t brought more happiness to people; instead, the sense of inner emptiness has become more apparent. 

　In today’s society, phenomena such as social media addiction, cyberbullying, depression, drug abuse, and the “quiet quitting” culture are increasingly common. Although some of these issues may be regional, in this globally interconnected era, their impacts have transcended regional boundaries, exerting profound influence on the world that should not be taken lightly. 

　In response to this, this booklet includes six articles selected from Master Sheng Yen’s books: What Is True Happiness, Happiness and Suffering are Subjective Feelings, Flowers Bloom and Wither, So Don’t be Attached to Them, Having Fewer Desires and Being Content is True Happiness, Never Again Empty and Helpless, and A Positive Life. These articles illustrate the true definition of happiness and how to attain it, inspiring people to understand that true happiness doesn’t come from satisfying desires but from transforming one’s mindset and correcting behaviors, thereby achieving inner happiness. 

Sincerely, the Editor 


What is True Happiness? 

　When a family has a new baby, it is common for people to offer their good wishes. On the other hand, Buddhism holds that human life contains more suffering than joy, and birth itself is a form of suffering. According to Buddhist teachings, we should not mistake suffering for happiness; rather, we should seek to attain happiness by liberating ourselves from suffering. Buddhism refers to the four fundamental aspects of life: birth, aging, sickness and death, as the “four sufferings.” Of these, aging, sickness and death are the most easily understood as suffering, yet most people find it hard to understand that birth is a form of suffering. This is because no one can recall the circumstances of their birth. They do not remember if it was a moment of suffering or of happiness. Nevertheless, we can imagine that when a baby is just born, with its incredibly delicate and smooth skin, first leaves its mother, it must have been very uncomfortable to enter the outside world for the first time. This abrupt change in environment causes the newborn baby to cry and wail, but it cannot avoid coming into this world. 

　For any mother, giving birth is no small matter. Words cannot fully describe and justify the pain she experiences during childbirth. Hence, in ancient times the day of giving birth has been referred to by Chinese as the “mother’s suffering day.” After the child is born, this suffering is relieved, and so the mother feels comfortable and happy again. This is like a climber undergoing incredible hardship and suffering to reach the summit of a mountain, and the moment he realizes there are no more heights to ascend, he feels ecstatic. In fact, this happiness is nothing more than a sensation that takes place after being relieved of sufferings and oppressions; it is not a different or new form of happiness. Thus, we can see that giving birth is not true happiness, but rather a form of suffering. 

　To be born is to suffer, and in the course of one’s life, it is indeed rare to experience true happiness. The happiness that most people experience is a result of satisfying the five desires of the eye, ear, nose, tongue and body. This takes place when, for example, the eyes see a beautiful scene, the ears hear pleasant sounds, the nose smells fragrant scents, the tongue tastes delicious flavors, and the body experiences sensuous and pleasurable sensations. In addition, one might also derive pleasure in having congenial conversations, gaining new experiences, or discovering new facts; so one should understand them as pleasurable mental feelings, or pleasures of the senses. 

　The happiness derived from satisfying these senses also contains elements of suffering. It is therefore a bitter happiness, yet most people are completely unaware of this. For example, if one were to meet an exceptionally beautiful person, one would find pleasure in that. Yet, if surrounded by beautiful women and handsome men all the time, one would cease to find anything special about them. Whereas brief contact might be dazzling and stunning, happiness fades and disappears after many encounters. The pleasures of the senses are fleeting, and they fade quickly; they may feel very real but are in fact illusions, and the experience of illusions is itself a form a suffering. Hence, happiness derived from the five senses remains within the realm of suffering. Simply put, it only exists in relation to suffering. 

　From this perspective, it would appear that there is nothing to be happy about in life, but this is not the case. There is another kind of happiness, which is the bliss of absorption. It derives from practicing meditative concentration, or dhyāna. This experience of happiness is more intense and superior to that derived from the five senses. In this state of absorption, one goes beyond the limits of body and mind where all burdens, pains and heavy feelings associated with the body disappear, and the mind gives rise to a feeling of contentment. This feeling of freedom and lightness is a source of great joy. However, once a person comes out of meditative absorption, the sense of the body and its burdens returns. This means that the joy of absorption cannot be long lasting. 

　The ultimate happiness is the happiness that arises from attaining liberation through practice and cultivation, where one no longer experiences troubles and afflictions, and their mind is free of all burdens. This is the genuine and absolute happiness; it is the only happiness worth seeking. 

(excerpted from True Happiness) 


  Happiness and Suffering are Subjective Feelings 

　Practitioners of the bodhisattva path do not harbor thoughts of themselves delivering sentient beings, nor do they concern themselves with rewards. Free of such notions they are able to realize the happiness of liberation. However, worldly people would view this constant striving as dauntingly hard work. So what constitutes happiness and suffering varies from person to person, and there is no definite standard. In fact, the difference between suffering and happiness isn’t based on physical feelings or on anything external to us; rather, it is based on our own subjective feelings. 

　Being born in a poor region of Shanghai during a civil war, I never had good food or clothes, but since I was born into such a situation, I did not take it as suffering. When I think back on it now, I realize that it was a very difficult period in my life. Painful as it might be, those days are long gone. Hence, by not using subjective judgments and comparisons, we will not see our own painful experience as suffering. 

　Let’s take our attitude towards our job: When we have a sense of duty and calling to our work, we are able to face adversity with a smile. However, if we constantly lament the onerous tasks and unreasonable pay, it’s as though we are being forced to work at gunpoint. Reluctant yet having no way to avoid it, we become fearful and unhappy. In such a situation we should think: “I am willing and able to do this, so I might as well do my best! It is worth the effort too if I can really help others attain peace and happiness.” Then, even if we experience much hardship, long hours of work, even criticism and complaints, we will not feel tired. We will make allowances for other people’s criticisms because we know that they do not yet understand the value of our work; and we make more effort to help them because they do not yet see as clearly as we do. It does not matter if we are blamed or thanked, as long as they can attain peace and happiness.   

　From this we can see that oftentimes happiness and suffering are not derived from plentiful conditions or physical wellbeing. Some people live a very happy life despite incredible poverty and poor health. Pain and suffering are then about our inner states of mind—if our mind is imbued with pain and suffering, then every situation we encounter will be painful. Some people think that if they ascend to heaven, they won’t feel any pain and suffering. However, if their mind is filled with great discontent, then even heaven will feel like hell. And, if their minds are free from discontent, then even hell will feel like heaven. 

　Since pain and joy are about our innermost feelings, we can change them by altering how we view things. For example, a pregnant woman may not know if her child will be a boy or a girl, or if it will grow up to be beautiful or plain. In fact, beauty and plainness are subjective, so it is unfair to judge a child based on such preconceived notions. When the child is born, if we can tell ourselves, “Boy or a girl, beautiful or plain, this is my child,” then we will not have any complaints. Similarly, if you’ve done your utmost to complete a task, don’t worry too much about the outcome. If the results are good then of course that’s wonderful; if they aren’t, then you’ve done all that you could and there’s no need to give yourself a hard time. If you can see the bright side of a situation no matter what happens and you always focus on the positive aspects, then you will be able to accept the situation, and be able to leave suffering behind and attain happiness. 

(excerpted from True Happiness)


Flowers Bloom and Wither, So Don’t be Attached to Them 

　Everything in the universe—including mountains, rivers, and landscapes, even our body, thoughts, and mentality—is forever in flux. Whether we are aware of it or not, everything changes. We are part of a dynamic system in which everything and everyone is in process. Nothing lasts forever without changing, and this includes even what we call “truth” and “principle”. Even these will also change gradually over space and time. So, when it is time to change, just let go of what should be let go. There’s no need to cling to anything.  

　It’s easy to talk about not being attached, but how do we actually become free of attachments? However, it is useful to practice dispelling attachments through logical analysis of how we experience our body and our mind. This means using the Buddhist concept of causes and conditions to understand the truth of phenomena. The concept of causes and conditions includes the entirety of all phenomena, whether physiological, psychological, natural, or social. All are the result of various relationships produced in time and space, born of the many combinations of causes and conditions, unable to happen on their own or suddenly appear, let alone exist forever without change. If even one cause or condition changes, what we originally take to be a permanent object also changes. In this sense, pulling one hair affects the whole body. 

　Another method is to look at our own experience. In the process of living, we discover that since birth, our bodies, physiology, and points of view have changed continuously. In other words, our bodies and minds are forever in flux. As a small boy, I grew up to be a teenager, became an adult, and then I reached middle age, and finally, I got old. During this time, my body and mind changed ceaselessly and continuously. If I wanted to be attached to myself, which self should I attach to? Is it my 16-year-old self, or my current self? Actually, none of them are “me” because my 16-year-old self has already passed, and my current self is already changing. Therefore, we don’t have to try to put solid ground under our feet in this ever-shifting world. 

　From the changes in our body, we can go a step further towards changes in our mind and its thoughts. Since childhood, we have received an education, and been influenced by our environment, our parents, and our teachers. It’s almost as if not a single concept in our mind belongs to us; all were ideas accumulated from the outside, and these ideas become the way we think. The thoughts in our minds will also change. For example, if we talk to someone and they propose an idea we have never heard before, our ideas might change after that. Indeed, we ourselves change from moment to moment, let alone our thoughts. Nothing remains the same. 

　Whether one uses logical analysis or reflects on one’s own experiences, we can demonstrate that there is no permanent self. If even the self does not exist, then what is there worth attaching to? Although causes and conditions are constantly changing, we cannot deny that phenomena exist in the present moment. It’s just like a flower that’s so pretty today, so adorable, but a few days later it will be withered, not so pretty, not so adorable, and maybe we’ll want to change it for another flower. The reality is that we know that flowers naturally blossom and naturally wither, so we do not become too attached to them. 

(excerpted from Finding Way Home)


Having Fewer Desires and Being Content is True Happiness 

　In life, there are indeed many reasons to be happy. We might for example, be praised by others when we are successful and well known, or even if we just lead a stable life of contentment and blessings, seeing our children grow up. We do have many happy thoughts and experiences at home, at work, and out in society. We certainly cannot deny this happiness, but if we look more carefully, we will see that life is a mixture of joy and suffering, and there is probably more of suffering than joy. 

　In fact, the kind of happiness that we usually experience is just the result of enduring hardship. In the end, happiness itself also becomes a cause of suffering. From the Buddhist perspective, happiness is usually the beginning of suffering, and more often than not, also the result of enduring suffering. For example, after years of hard work, the time we have to enjoy ourselves with our hard-earned money is very short. It is even worse if we overindulge ourselves. This is like taking out a loan when we are short of money, which then becomes a debt. This too is a form of suffering. It is also like enjoying a short-term benefit by breaking the law, or hurting another person. One might feel happy for a while but at the end of the day, there are debts plus interest to settle, and that is more suffering. 

　Buddhism holds that the human realm is pervaded with suffering, and that happiness and suffering are two sides of the same coin. Happiness is always only sporadic and brief in nature, while suffering inevitably follows happiness like a shadow. Thus, we shouldn’t view the happiness we enjoy in this world of suffering as dependable and everlasting. Furthermore, Buddhism points out that in a world of suffering, it will be better to understand and accept it courageously. This way there will be less suffering. If we lead a life dedicated solely to pleasure and comfort, after we have exhausted all our karmic blessings, we will experience even more suffering. Thus, the second of the Four Foundations of Mindfulness is to contemplate the suffering of physical sensations. 

　If we wish to live a free and happy life, we would rely on the principles of having fewer desires and being content. Only through observing these principles will we avoid the fervent pursuit of all sorts of desires. Furthermore, we will not curse the gods and others, or blame the world for not being satisfactory. Being content doesn’t mean giving up our livelihood. Besides reducing our desires, we should devote all our strength and wisdom to benefit others; we should strive to improve ourselves for their sake, staying healthy, growing in wisdom, and strengthening our compassionate wish to help others. With such an intention we will not emphasize seeking our own desires; rather, we will feel content and therefore enjoy true happiness. 

(excerpted from True Happiness) 


  Never Again Empty and Helpless 

　Nowadays, most people are deprived of any ultimate meaning in their lives; they go to work, come home; go to work, come home, and so on. It seems like they don’t have any real or authentic faith in their lives. Everyone seems to suffer from spiritual emptiness. Movies, bowling, mountain hiking, traveling and so on—such entertainments are not the remedy for the spiritual emptiness they feel in their hearts. So be assured when I say that people don’t seem to know how to solve these problems. 

　People have suffered spiritual emptiness in both ancient and modern times, and I believe that in the future, people will also experience such emptiness, as this is a universal issue with human beings, regardless of the historical era. Why do people have such spiritual emptiness? And what is this spiritual emptiness? When people lack a purpose in life, they feel empty. Many people live without a clear purpose, as though life is all about feeding the stomach and having a place to live. Other than satisfying the basic necessities of life, there seems to be nothing else, as though this was the whole of their life. Yet, after having met the basic satisfactions in life, one may start to think: “There’s got to be more to life than this.” Then, if one cannot find a direction and purpose in life, in their own minds, they will feel lost and spiritual emptiness will appear.  

　The cause of spiritual emptiness is always associated with boredom and helplessness. It’s like a boat sailing on the boundless ocean, without certain direction or any obstructions from the weather. It seems that drifting in whatever direction is all the same; it doesn’t even matter if you don’t go anywhere at all. You feel as though you have nothing to be excited about. Life has lost its magic for you, and you no longer see a point to anything. Because of this deep-rooted boredom, you rely on things like social gatherings and outings, shopping, and addictive behaviors to fill in the void. In the end, you feel as though you’ve fallen into a boundless sea of spiritual emptiness. You simply feel like your life lacks real meaning. 

　When you feel such emptiness, it doesn’t matter if you are bowling, watching a movie, drinking, going to karaoke bars, watching MTV, and so on. All these entertainments can’t give you a genuine feeling of comfort; they just numb you, stimulate you, and make you feel you are busy at something, so as to change your moods. As soon as the time passes, the feeling of emptiness returns. In fact, the inner mind is always empty. Another situation is when people can’t get what they’re searching for, or can’t get what they most desire, and keep failing in their mission. Having become over-involved in wanting more and in owning things, they always experience failure, and life becomes helpless and difficult. 

　There was someone who wanted to practice Buddhism with me. At the very beginning he said, “Master, I want to practice.” 

　I said, “How do you want to practice?” 

　He said, “I want to become a monk.” 

　I said, “OK, I’ll let you become a monk.” 

　After he became a monk, he hoped every day to receive the full precepts. Thereupon, I let him take the full precepts. After that, every day, he hoped for enlightenment. Yet, enlightenment is not as easy to accomplish as just wishing it. 

　One day he said to me, “Master, I don’t think I’m the right person to be a monk, I’m not suitable for practice. I feel bored all day, day after day. My monastic life seems to be all the same as my worldly life. I eat, sleep, go to the bathroom, and I feel bored. Now I don’t think being a monk suits me better. I’d rather go home.” 

　Such spiritual emptiness and boredom was rooted in his endless desire for something better. Yet, human desires are endless because people think there is always something better ahead. The seemingly endless desires will come to a halt only when death approaches. Nevertheless, one can still feel empty even during their last hour of life, as if they have not yet achieved what they desired. 

　As a Buddhist, I feel that life is enriching and fulfilling. Why? Because I know the purpose of what I’m doing, and I accept whatever I’ve received, as all these are in accordance with the law of cause and effect. All that we now possess are the outcomes from the past; the fruits that we will reap in the future will be the result of what is being done in the present. What I’ve received now are the results of the past. And what I’m doing here and now is to prepare myself for the future. 

　When a person lives a life deprived of purpose and meaning, life will appear so empty. As I’ve said before, the purpose of life is to receive our karmic results, and to make good our vows. The meaning and value of life then, is to contribute ourselves for the sake of benefiting and advancing self and others, developing and increasing in merit and wisdom. If you experience and practice living this way, then your life won’t be empty or helpless at all! 

(excerpted from Finding Way Home) 


A Positive Life 

　Positivity is a very important attitude in life; lacking a positive outlook on life, one could very easily become negative in their outlook. What then, is negativity? To a negative person, living or dying is not that big a concern, so they are satisfied with just getting by in life without bothering about much else. Some people say, “Society is too nervous and hectic; I don’t want to live like that. Anyway, I don’t have a lot of needs; I just need something to eat. Why should I keep myself busy like everyone else? Don’t vagrants pass their days like this?” People who have these kinds of thoughts are negative. 

　A negative view of human life is pessimistic and depressed. In my view, it can strangle opportunities for growth. And as society sees it, this increases the burden of the masses. This attitude ignores the fundamental responsibility for conducting oneself. So, of course, I approve of positivity in human life. In any case, when we live positively, there are a lot more things we can do with our life. However, many people think that being positive means striving in pursuit of success; that it is no more than having a satisfying job, a very high salary, resounding fame, with hopes for gaining influence and enjoying wealth. To them, it seems as though what is worthy in human life is the pursuit of these things. 

　Without a goal to strive for, it’s indeed very easy to lose motivation in life. Moreover, the average person too often strives for fame, profit, power, influence, and position. In itself, there is nothing wrong with striving; the question is whether we are truthful enough while striving. Do we harm other people by striving? Do we harm our own moral character by striving? What should one do who pursues a goal with great effort, yet never fulfills it?Should they still pursue it, insist on achieving it? 

　Positivity is indeed very good; yet, if one is too focused on the goal and the pursuit of it, they will neglect their own environment, along with the feelings of those around them. Therefore, apart from a positive pursuit, one still needs to always preserve a mind of composure. Then, if one obtains what they pursue, no doubt this is very good. This way, even if one does not obtain their goal because causes and conditions were insufficient, there’s no need to feel too bad. For this reason, while ambition and a positive mind are necessary, it’s better to have a rather modest attitude about gain and loss. Doing the best you can in everything is good enough. Only in this way can life be reasonably happy, and one won’t harm others through one’s own actions. 

　Therefore, positivity is an attitude which in itself is neither right nor wrong. The wrong kind of positivity is when one’s motives are unethical, one’s goals are incorrect, or one obtains them by unscrupulous means. Another kind of wrong positivity is becoming immensely proud after success, or immensely upset after failure. Only with a balance of correct goals and correct course of action will positivity be a strong point to bring happiness to oneself and others.  

　This reasoning sounds like the saying, “Only ask about the plowing and not about the harvest;” but actually these two are a little different. This saying is a correct notion, but the attitude is a bit negative. A positive attitude should be, before the plowing one does more preparation, such as asking, “What kind of plowing technique is the best? Is there a demand for this crop? Will the marketplace absorb it? If not, how should I deal with that?” Along with other such questions, only after carefully considering the results of the harvest, is it possible to tally our expectations. Setting about the task after clear consideration, even if one is unable to reach their goal, they need not be distressed. This is truly only asking about the plowing and not about the harvest. 

　In that case, how can a positive attitude be cultivated? First, a goal must be set, because only with a goal can life have direction. It is best if this goal is less for oneself and more for others. For example we can think, “What can I do about the environmental crises around the world?” You can invest your free time in environmental work, or only in your home, or volunteering for small-scale work in your surrounding area. This is all very meaningful. Like this, you will advance in a good direction by acting incisively to complete and realize a goal. You will feel that your human life has a purpose and meaning. This is the true meaning of a positive human life.                         

(excerpted from Finding Way Home)  
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