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Many books and articles have been published in the 
last several years on happiness, most of them promising 
quick fixes—guarantees to take away our anxiety and 
depression and replace them with a cheerful outlook. 
But evidence suggests that since this “happiness boom” 
began, our levels of anxiety and dis-ease have actually 
increased. The sense of entitlement that comes with the 
belief that happiness is our birth-
right, and the typically Western 
belief in the quick fix, seems to 
have led to an even greater sense 
of disconnectedness.

The Dalai Lama has said that 
the purpose of human life is to 
be happy. Philosophers such as 
Aristotle, St. Augustine and Pascal 
have said the same thing. This is 
certainly a good question to ask 
ourselves: Is the purpose of hu-
man life to be happy? But per-
haps we should first ask, what do 
we mean by happiness? 

Often, when we’re young, we 
equate happiness with pleasure and sensual enjoyment. 
As we get older, we may equate it more with security 
and control—having things like money and good health. 
We might also equate it with our accomplishments. 
Or we could equate it with the connection we feel in 
particular relationships. It’s important to realize that all 
of these aspects of happiness are based, in part, on the 
external circumstances of our lives. Yet, perhaps exter-
nal circumstances play a smaller role in our happiness 
than we might believe.

Interestingly, current research has proven this, that 
external circumstances have a much smaller impact 
than we may think in determining our happiness. 
Instead, it appears that each of us is born with a happi-

ness set-point—a set-range for being happy. We are each 
predisposed to feel a certain level of happiness, and no 
matter the circumstances of our lives, we tend to return 
to our set point. You could say that we come out of the 
womb with our happiness temperature already set. For 
example, if we are born with a high set point—naturally 
upbeat and optimistic—we could get very sick or get 
paralyzed, and still, after a period of adjustment, be just 
as happy as we were before we got sick or disabled. 
Whereas if we are born with a low set point for hap-
piness—with the glass half empty predisposition—we 
could inherit a million dollars, and even though we may 

be happy for a while, we would 
eventually return to our original 
state of unhappiness.

There is no doubt that exter-
nal conditions can have some ef-
fect within this limited range, but 
because the range is somewhat 
fixed, changing our external con-
ditions will not change our de-
gree of happiness all that much. 
So seeking happiness based 
solely on externals does not work 
all that well, as perhaps you have 
already found out. Besides, even 
to the degree that externals can, 
in fact, make us happier, the ex-

ternals can always change—we can lose our job, or our 
wealth, or our relationships, or our health. Eventually we 
have to accept that relying on externals is like building 
a foundation on sand. 

This may not be easy to accept, and it may take 
many disappointments to realize the truth that we can’t 
rely on externals for happiness; but if externals are not 
the source of happiness, we might wonder, can spiritual 
practice actually make us happier, beyond our genetic 
set point? There’s a study in which participants were 
asked to listen to a piece of classical music. Half were 
told to just listen; the other half were told to try to feel 
happy while listening to the music. The results were 
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quite interesting—the participants who were trying to 
be happy reported being much less so than those who 
were just listening. 

Why? Because in trying to be happy they were 
caught in their heads, whereas simply being present 
with the music allowed the other participants to experi-
ence the genuine happiness of just being here, not try-
ing to be or to feel different.

I don’t know if there are many scientific studies 
on this, but my own observation and personal experi-
ence indicate that people who devote sufficient time to 
meditation and to trying to live more awake generally 
experience increasing happiness in their lives. Yet, inter-
estingly, in spiritual practice, happiness is not the goal. 
When we make happiness the goal, it normally eludes 
us, as it did with the people trying to feel happy while 
listening to music. Happiness is not so much a feeling to 
be attained, as a by-product of how we live.

This leads back to the question, what do we actually 
mean by happiness? The dictionary describes happiness 
as a state characterized by delight or contentment—the 
emotional feeling that life is good. It is almost always 
associated with getting the good stuff, like pleasure, or 
getting the things we want, like financial security or 
good health or satisfying relationships. This version of 
happiness—our everyday personal happiness—is based 
in part on two things over which we have little control; 
first, our set point or genetic predisposition toward hap-
piness, and second, on the ever-changing ups and downs 
of our particular life circumstances. When people talk 
about happiness they are usually referring to this ver-
sion of everyday personal happiness. 

But there is another kind of happiness that goes 
beyond personal happiness, one not based on either our 
personal predispositions or ephemeral external condi-
tions. This is the deeper, more genuine experience of 

true contentment—of being fundamentally okay with 
life as it is, no longer being attached to our demand  
that life be a particular way. This deeper happiness of 
equanimity is the natural state of our being when our 
self-centered thinking and emotions no longer get in  
the way. 

In this sense, although this experience of happiness 
has no external cause, it can still be cultivated by work-
ing with all the things that block its natural occurrence. 
As we get to know ourselves, and begin to see all the 
ways we thwart our natural happiness—our sense of  
entitlement, our wallowing in the past or worrying 
about the future, our disconnecting emotions, our 
deeply conditioned behaviors, our attachments—we  
can learn what it takes to cultivate this more genuine 
state of true contentment.

More than anything, we have to give up the myth 
about happiness—that we deserve to be happy, as  
if it’s our birthright; that we will be happy if we get  
what we want; that we can’t be happy if we’re in dis-
comfort. Once we are free of this illusion, the path is 
much more straightforward.

We can then explore what nourishes the roots of 
happiness directly—not through trying to be happy, but 
through cultivating the natural generosity of the heart, 
which includes the essential qualities of gratitude, loving 
kindness and forgiveness. 

The cultivation of genuine happiness starts with 
one question: “Am I truly happy right now?” We can 
ask ourselves this question repeatedly throughout the 
day. What we will discover lays the foundation for what 
comes next. (To be continued.) 

Edited from 
Beyond Happiness: A Zen Way to True Contentment

             Ezra Bayda (Shambhala, December 2010)
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Please do not e-mail this form

APPLICATION FOR 2010 SESSHIN
ZEN CENTER of SAN DIEGO • 2047 Felspar St. • San Diego, CA 92109 • 858-273-3444

Please print clearly to avoid delay in processing your application, and please fill out this form completely.

Name  _____________________________________________________________________  Age _______  Gender  _____

Address  ____________________________________________   City _______________________ State ____ Zip _______

Home phone  ________________________________________   Work phone _____________________________________

Emergency contact (name) _____________________________   (phone) _________________________________________
(must be blood relative or spouse)

e-mail____________________________________ (ZCSD has no e-mail address, but volunteers may contact you by e-mail).

Circle the sesshin for which you are applying:
Please note: Applications cannot be considered unless a check for sesshin fees is included

Date Member Non-member Mail-in Date
June 6/10 – 6/13 3-day 90 105 Apr 10

August 8/10 – 8/15 5-day 150 175 Jun 10

Oct 10/29 – 11/1 3-day (Questhaven) 175 200 Aug 15

Dec  12/26 – 12/31 5-day 150 175 Sept 26

Have you ever attended sesshins at ZCSD?  ___Yes ___ No

This will be my   ___1st    ___ 2nd     ___ 3rd     ___ + sesshin at ZCSD

Date/location/teacher of your most recent sesshin   ___________________________________________________________

Mail in form no earlier than the mail-in date above, marked: Attention Sesshin Coordinator. The postmark will be 
entered as the application date.  Please wait to make air reservations until your application has been confirmed.  We will notify 
you as soon as decisions have been made.  If you haven’t heard from us exactly one month before the sesshin begins, please 
call the Center.

Arrive by 6:30 pm the first night.**  Last day will end about 3:00 pm. A light snack will be available the first evening. 
**Newcomers please arrive early for orientation.  Orientation begins at 4:30 pm

Work Skills (circle):   cooking,  shopping prior to sesshin,  electrical,  carpentry,  painting,  computer,  gardening, sewing, 
flower arranging,  jobs  prior to sesshin,  other: 
____________________________________________________________________________________________________

Physical conditions limiting participation:__________________________________________________________________

I agree to maintain a daily sitting practice from the time of this application through the sesshin.  I will participate in the entire 
schedule, including interviews, sittings, meals, work, and any assigned tasks.  I will be on time for all activities.  I understand 
that my physical, mental, and emotional well-being are my own responsibility.  Zen practice is not a substitute for therapy.  I 
am capable of undertaking the rigors of a sesshin at this time.  I am seeking medical or therapeutic treatment for any 
condition(s) I have, and have revealed all pertinent information on this form.  I will sign a waiver releasing ZCSD from 
accident and injury liability.

________________________________________________    ________________________________________________
Signature Legibly printed name
ALL BLANKS ON APPLICATION FILLED IN?   ___ Yes   ___ No
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Dawn Sitting

Weekdays, Monday—Friday, 6:00–7:00 am

Tuesday Evening

Two Sittings, 6:30–8:00 pm

Wednesday Evening

Two Sittings, 6:30–7:40 pm

Practice Seminar follows (until  
about 8:20 pm)

Thursday Evening

Two Sittings, 6:30–8:00 pm

Saturday Morning

8:30 am Work Practice

8:45 am Introductory Workshop for  
 newcomers

 Follow-up instruction for those   
 who have attended introduction

9:00–Noon Three Sittings, Dharma Talk

First Sunday Morning Each Month

Three Sittings, 9:00–11:00 am

Ezra and Elizabeth Away Elizabeth and Ezra will 
be traveling in Europe from Sunday, May 2 through 
Friday, May 14. The Center schedule will remain the 
same. Daisan and the Wednesday Practice Group dis-
cussion will resume on Saturday, May 15.

All Day Sittings There will be All Day Sittings on 
Saturday and Sunday, May 1 and 2. The sign-up and 
schedule is on the kitchen table.
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Parking is Practice

Please park at least 2 blocks away and  

please be mindful of our neighbors.

Announcements

Schedule

FOLD




