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Learning to live from genuine happiness requires 

first seeing what blocks it, and one of the major blocks 

is our deeply-rooted sense of entitlement. In fact, this 

is a big part of the “problem” of happiness: we firmly 

believe that we should be happy. In a way, we think it’s 

our birthright, and consequently, we feel entitled to it, 

even if we’re not clear what happiness actually is. 

This expectation can have many faces. For example, 

we often feel entitled to good health, expecting that we 

can and should be able to stay youthful and physically 

fit. When life comes along to greet us with illness or in-

jury we can easily sink into self-pity 

and even despair. Think about the 

last time you got sick. Sometimes 

just getting a cold will trigger our 

anxieties over losing control and 

feeling powerless. 

This sense of entitlement—

which basically says that life should 

go the way we want and expect it 

to go—even tells us we shouldn’t 

have to experience discomfort. Then, when we do expe-

rience discomfort, we feel that something is wrong; we 

might get angry and feel it’s unfair, or we may feel sorry 

for ourselves. 

But having a sense of entitlement guarantees that 

we will eventually feel like a victim. When we don’t 

get what we firmly believe is rightfully ours, namely 

happiness, we’ll experience the emotional discord of 

discouragement. And in feeding the negative feelings 

of being slighted or wronged, we actually increase 

our unhappiness. 

Still, it isn’t easy to give up the entitled belief that 

we should be happy. The belief that we deserve all of 

the good stuff is deeply ingrained in our thinking. Unfor-

tunately we can’t be happy just because we want to be. 

Nor can we just act happy—say, by smiling—and expect 

to be happy, except in the most superficial way. 

If we want to be happy we have to acknowledge 

that yes, we want to be happy, but that no, most of the 

time, we’re not; and in fact, all of the things that are 

supposed to make us happy—such as accomplishments, 

respect, love, sex, money and praise—only give us per-

sonal happiness (as distinguished from genuine happi-

ness) in ephemeral doses, not in the deep or lasting way 

that we truly desire. 

Along with our sense of entitlement, we have 

many specific ideas and expectations about what will 

make us feel happy. “If only I had the right partner I’d 

be happy.” “If only I had a better 

job, or more money, I’d no longer 

be anxious.” “If only I had a bet-

ter body I’d be content.” The one 

thing all of our “if onlies” have in 

common is an underlying unwill-

ingness to actually be with the 

present-moment circumstances of 

our life. Instead, we choose to live 

in fantasies about the future. 

From one point of view this is understandable, in 

that it’s certainly more comfortable to hold onto our 

expectations of a different and better reality than it is to 

be with what is. Yet, where does this leave us? It leaves 

us living a life that is neither real nor satisfying. 

But remember, the path to genuine happiness en-

tails first recognizing what blocks it. We have to clearly 

acknowledge our many “if onlies,” our subtle demands 

that life be different from what it is. Recognizing our “if 

only” attitude toward life is the first step in diminishing 

our sense of entitlement. 
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Then we can begin to face the reality that is right 

in front of us. We may not want to face this reality, and 

we may not like it when we do, but being fully present 

with what is can open doorways into a reality that we 

perhaps didn’t even know was possible—the reality of 

genuine happiness. 

But first we have to do the work of objectively 

observing and recognizing where we’re stuck holding 

onto entitlement and demands 

toward life.

It’s even very common to take 

our “if only” mind directly into our 

spiritual practice. For example, 

“If only I had an enlightenment 

experience, then I would finally be 

happy and at peace.” Or, “If only I 

could go on more meditation re-

treats, I would really make some progress.” Or how many 

of us still have the assumption that meditation is sup-

posed to make us feel good? If this is our entitlement, 

what will happen when we don’t feel good? Aren’t we 

bound to fall into disappointment or self judgment—or 

even perhaps believe that practice is defective?

The underlying assumption here is that if we prac-

tice long enough and hard enough, our suffering will 

go away. But even after 

years of sincere efforts, 

life’s pains may certainly 

remain—and this is where 

we get stuck, because our 

sense of entitlement tells 

us that all the bad stuff 

really should go away. This 

deeply held belief, that 

practice will take away our 

suffering, can take many 

forms—the longing for 

comfort, calmness, freedom 

from fear, or some vague 

notion of enlightenment. These longings may motivate 

us for many years; after all, don’t all of us want to be free 

of the anxious quiver of being at our core? 

But ironically, it’s only as we see what practice is 

not that we can begin to see what practice actually is. 

And if we’re fortunate, we may begin to see through our 

illusions of entitlement. 

Again, the essence of this entitlement is the assump-

tion that we can make ourselves, and life, be the way 

we want them to be. But this can only bring disappoint-

ment. Why? Because no matter what we do, there’s no 

way that we can guarantee a life 

that is free of problems. 

One way to become aware 

of our specific beliefs and fanta-

sies about life is to ask ourselves 

the following question when-

ever we’re feeling low: “How is 

it supposed to be?” This question 

will usually point us directly to 

our specific expectation or entitlement.

Perhaps the most basic belief underlying all of our 

feelings of entitlement, our “if onlies,” and even our il-

lusions, is the belief that life should please us, that life 

should be comfortable. All of our resistance to life is 

rooted in our wanting life to be pleasing, comfortable, 

and safe. When life doesn’t give us what we want—the 

job that isn’t satisfying, the relationship that isn’t quite 

working, the body that ages or breaks down—we resist. 

Our resistance can manifest as anger, or fear, or self-pity 

or depression, but whatever form it takes, it blocks our 

ability to experience true contentment. 

We see our discomfort as the problem, yet it’s the 

belief that we can’t be happy if we’re uncomfortable 

that’s much more of a problem than the discomfort it-

self. One of the most freeing discoveries of an awareness 

practice is when we realize first hand that we can, in 

fact, experience genuine equanimity even in the midst 

of discomfort.
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

Parking is Practice

Please park at least two blocks away and  

please be mindful of our neighbors.

Announcements

Schedule

FOLD

FOLD

Practice Period 
The 2010 Practice Period begins on Saturday, October 9 and 
ends on Saturday, November 6. Information and a Practice 
Period application are available at the Zen Center website. 
Please mail in your agreement before October 9.

Questhaven Sesshin 
The Zen Center will be closed for the Questhaven Retreat 
from Saturday, October 30 through Monday, November 1. 
Daisan will resume on Wednesday, November 3.

2011 Sesshin Schedule 

January 14–17 (Santa Rosa) 

February 18–21 (San Diego) 

April 18–23 (San Diego) 

June 16–19 (San Diego) 

August 9–14 (San Diego) 

October 14–17 (Questhaven) 

December 26–31 (San Diego)




