

[image: ]


Dedication

There are many things in life
that suck. Joy isn’t one of them.

To all who have taught me to access joy,
especially in my darkest hours, thank you.
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INTRODUCTION

How I Learned to Be Jolly for Fun and Profit

Let me tell you my story. Once upon a time, there was a smart and happy boy who, at twenty-one, had grown into a joyful, confident, and well-adjusted young man. That wasn’t me.

I was born in Singapore in 1970. That year, tiny Singapore was a poor developing country with no natural resources. By the time I turned twenty-one, Singapore had become a rich country with one of the highest per-capita incomes in the world. It was the Singapore economic miracle. My family’s fortune grew in tandem with that national economic miracle. My father had started his career as a ten-year-old hawker selling wares along the streets of downtown Singapore. A few years before I was born, he joined the army to get out of poverty. When I was an infant, we were so poor, my mother resorted to eating only one and a half meals a day to conserve what little money we had. Fast-forward twenty-one years: my father had retired from the army as a high-ranking officer and had gone on to become a wealthy business leader.

When I was twelve, I taught myself to program a computer, which back in 1982, was a big deal. By fifteen, I won my first of many national programming awards. Almost fifteen years after that, when I was twenty-nine, my programming skills landed me a job as one of the earliest engineers at a small startup company called Google (which has grown a little bigger since I joined in 2000). At Google, I was so notorious for my jolliness and humor that my job title became “Jolly Good Fellow (which nobody can deny).” It started as a joke, but it stuck after it made the front page of The New York Times.1 I also did something at Google that should be quite out of character for an engineer: I led the creation of a mindfulness-based emotional intelligence course called Search Inside Yourself. It became the most popular course at Google and the subject of an international bestselling book of the same name, endorsed by the Dalai Lama and Jimmy Carter, former President of the United States. Almost overnight, I became widely recognized as an expert on topics that a geeky Asian engineer should have no business being associated with: emotional intelligence, mindfulness, compassion, and inner joy. I spoke at the White House about developing kindness and delivered a TED Talk at the United Nations about compassion.2 60 Minutes interviewed me for a story on mindfulness,3 and CNN did a story on my “algorithm for happiness.”4

From this story, you would think that I have always been happy. Actually, nope. In fact, I spent most of my early life on the wrong end of the happiness spectrum. Up until I was twenty-one, I was miserable. Misery was my constant companion, and this constant companion smelled like it hadn’t showered since Nixon was president.

Happiness was not something that came naturally to me—it was a skill I had to learn.
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Happiness Is Highly Trainable

Once upon a time, a Chinese guy went to see a fortune-teller. After the fortune-teller read his palms carefully, she said to him, “You are miserable now, and you will continue to suffer misery until you turn forty.” He asked excitedly, “What happens after forty? Will my misery finally go away?” And she said, “No, after forty, you’ll get used to it.” That was not me either.

Fortunately for me, my story had a much happier ending. I was miserable until I was twenty-one. That year, I learned that the ability to access joy is highly trainable. I developed the skills to access joy, and I became happy. This book is about those skills, so that you, too, can learn them and be happy.

Studies suggest that people have a remarkable ability to adapt to both good and bad fortune, and that we each have a relatively stable level of happiness that we eventually return to even after major positive or negative life events. A famous 1978 study, for example, shows that even people who won a lot of money in the lottery, or who were paralyzed in accidents, eventually returned to their average levels of happiness.5 A 1996 study involving twins suggests that roughly half of our happiness is associated with our genetic makeup.6 None of the other factors studied, including socioeconomic status, education, family income, marital status, or religiosity could account for more than 3 percent of the difference in people’s happiness. In other words, you are born with a happiness set point that is mostly determined by your genes. A large part of our happiness depends on our luck in the genetic draw, and I just happened to draw a bad hand. I got a low happiness set point. I imagine a cartoon deity read my genetic chart as I was born and went, like, “Sorry, bro, sucks to be you. Bye.”
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Oh no! What to do? Fortunately, I found the solution. In the same way that physical qualities such as strength and agility are highly trainable, mental qualities such as joy and calmness are also highly trainable.

Pretend that you know nothing of the concept of physical fitness, and pretend that I just showed you how to do bicep curls by moving a dumbbell up and down with one arm, and then I tell you to do the same. You may reasonably think I’m stupid or something. The question you should ask me is, “Why? Why would I want to waste my time and energy moving a heavy object up and down?” (Among some engineers I know, this is known as WTF? For those of you who have to ask, WTF stands for “What is happening?!”)

Once you understand the ideas behind exercise and physical fitness, bicep curls make perfect sense. Every time you move a dumbbell up and down, you strengthen your muscles a little bit more. If you do a lot of bicep curls and other weight-lifting exercises, you gain a physical quality known as strength. With strength, you can do things you could never imagine doing before. For example, you can now open really stubborn pickle jars and literally throw out the bad boyfriend. In addition to developing strength (and gaining the ability to literally throw out the bad boyfriend), though, you also develop something even more important: physical health and fitness. With physical health and fitness, every single aspect of your life improves. You have more energy, you suffer fewer sick days, and you become more successful at your work because you have more energy and fewer sick days. You look better in the mirror, you are confident, and you feel great. If you have never heard of the idea of physical training, the claim I just made should blow your mind, because I’m claiming that you can deliberately effect life-changing physiological changes with simple training exercises like repeatedly moving a heavy object up and down, and in doing so, improve every single aspect of your life.

In my long struggle with misery, quite by accident, I discovered the mental equivalent of physical exercise. I found that one can deliberately effect life-changing mental changes with simple training exercises—if you will, bicep curls for the mind. We can develop major mental skills like the ability to access joy on demand, and in doing so, improve every single aspect of our lives. The mental equivalent of physical exercise is meditation.

Meditation is another word for mind training. It is scientifically defined as “a family of mental training practices that are designed to familiarize the practitioner with specific types of mental processes.”7 To meditate, you just need to have a mind. To practice meditation is to practice with your mind, to get better at doing certain things with it, such as experiencing joy. Of particular interest to us is a form of meditation known as mindfulness meditation. It is one of many forms of meditation, in the same way jogging is one of many forms of exercise. Mindfulness is defined as “paying attention in a particular way: on purpose, in the present moment, and non-judgmentally.”8 So mindfulness is a specific way of paying attention, and mindfulness meditation means practicing this way of paying attention.

I started meditating because I was miserable enough to try anything. Back in those days in my part of Asia, meditation wasn’t cool. In fact, it was the opposite of cool—it was kind of weird. We didn’t have hippies in Singapore when I was growing up, but we did have our share of folks whom family members gossiped about with an odd mixture of fascination and embarrassment, and those were the type of people who tended to be associated with meditation. Worse still, there were no secular meditation teachers, so the only way to learn meditation back then was in Buddhist centers (which is why I came out of this experience determined to make meditation practices accessible in a secular form so people don’t have to be Buddhists to benefit from them, but that’s another story). Even worse still, in those days, Buddhism was perceived in some parts of Asia, including Singapore, as old, dusty, boring, and profoundly uncool. So a skinny, awkward, geeky young man trying hard to look cool to his friends had to be really desperate to try to learn meditation, and that was me.
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Even back then, I had the vague sense that meditation was the solution to my misery, but I didn’t know why or how. The breakthrough came in September of 1991, when I was a new undergraduate student at Nanyang Technological University, in Singapore. I attended a lecture on campus by a woman called Venerable Sangye Khadro. Sangye Khadro, also known as the author Kathleen McDonald, is an American woman who was ordained as a Tibetan Buddhist nun. The first thing I noticed about her was the calm and joyful dignity in the way she stood, walked, sat, and talked. I was immediately impressed. Then, right in the middle of her lecture, there was this one sentence, “It is all about cultivating the mind.” When I heard that, in an instant, everything in my life suddenly made sense. Everything. I made two life-changing decisions right at that moment. First, I told myself, “From this moment on, right here, right now, I am a Buddhist.” Second, I decided to learn to meditate, no matter how hard it would be.

Anyway, very soon after I decided to learn to meditate, I met my first real meditation teacher. There is a popular saying in meditation circles that “when the student is ready, the teacher appears.” Either that, or it was pure dumb luck. In any case, I met a revered meditation teacher from Sri Lanka called Godwin Samararatne who, in my opinion, deserved every ounce of the tons of reverence people heaped upon him. Despite his profound wisdom, he was able to teach meditation in a way that even I could understand. He was the first of many wise people from whom I have learned that happiness is trainable, one joyful moment at a time.9

There is now no doubt in my mind whatsoever that meditation can lead to happiness in real life. I know this because I am myself a rather extreme example. My baseline happiness used to be misery, which meant that when nothing was happening, I was miserable. It meant that if something good happened, I would feel happier for a while but then eventually return to misery. And it meant that despite the prosperity and recognition and other kinds of worldly success that came as I grew up, I wasn’t happy. In a couple of years after I started mind training, my baseline had shifted to jolly, which means that when nothing was happening, I was jolly. When I experience something painful, it’s painful, but I eventually return to being jolly.

Wow.

People used to assume that baseline happiness is unchangeable, but I am living proof that it can be moved from high negative to high positive with only a few years of practice. I am certainly not the only one. Even the masters of happiness needed training to get to where they are. Take the Dalai Lama, for example, to whom joy comes so readily that once, when asked by a reporter what was the happiest moment of his life, he answered (with a mischievous glint in his eyes), “Right now.” Even the Dalai Lama was not always jolly, even he had to train his mind to be happy “right now,” and even he has to practice every day.

Even the “happiest man in the world,” the Tibetan Buddhist monk Matthieu Ricard, whose happiness has been famously measured and reported on since 2007,10 would be the first to tell you he wasn’t born happy. He has achieved lasting states of inner peace and joy (and what he modestly calls “some levels of inner freedom and compassion”) thanks to a lifelong training inspired by his spiritual teachers. When I spoke to him about this, he emphasized that this is not a cliché about a small number of people being special. It is really about the training that he and his friends went through, which anybody can derive similar benefits from. Another person who has achieved extreme measures of happiness is Mingyur Rinpoche, in neuroscientist Richard Davidson’s pioneering lab in Madison, Wisconsin. He openly admits that he suffered severe panic attacks as a child and that he overcame his panic attacks with his meditation practice.11

I think this is no accident—it is probably by design. We know this because even as far back as during the lifetime of the Buddha, around 500 BCE or so, an Indian king made the observation that Buddhist monks seemed remarkably peaceful and happy to him. More convincingly, to me, are the participants in my Search Inside Yourself class. The vast majority of those participants did little or no meditation before the class, but after just a few days or weeks of meditation, many of them reported meaningful increases in happiness. A 2003 study yields a similar finding, that just eight weeks of mindfulness training is enough to cause significant changes in the brain associated with increased happiness.12

These days, I’m in a good place—halfway?—on this continuum between Unhappy Average Joe or Miserable Average Jill at one end and His Holiness and other masters of happiness at the other. These days, I recently realized, I almost never lose my sense of humor anymore. Archbishop Desmond Tutu once said, “If you want to become an agent of change, you have to remember to keep your sense of humor.” I agree: joy is an immensely powerful resource.

Okay, maybe I’m only a quarter of the way to immutable joy 24-7, but the more important point is that it’s a continuum. That is, joy and happiness are highly trainable. Precisely: this is why they come so readily to His Holiness and other very happy people. They have been practicing their whole lives. This doesn’t mean you have to be an octogenarian monk before you can be really happy, however, because long before you master happiness, all kinds of things start to get a whole lot better, as we will see.

Joy Independent of Sensual and Ego Pleasures

There was a man who had a skin condition that made his skin itch all the time. Every time he scratched his itch, he felt good. Then one day, a skillful doctor cured him of his skin condition, and he didn’t have to scratch anymore. He realized that scratching his itch had felt good, but not having to scratch an itch at all feels even better.

We have a mind condition that makes us itch for two types of pleasure: pleasure of the senses and pleasure of the ego. When our senses are pleasantly stimulated, as when we eat something tasty, or our ego is pleasantly stimulated, as when we are praised for something we did, we feel joy, which is good. What is even better is if we can feel joy independent of sense or ego pleasure. For example, when we are eating chocolate, we experience joy, and when we are just sitting there not eating chocolate, we still experience joy. In order to do this, we train the mind to access joy even when it is free from stimulation. This is also the secret of raising your happiness set point.

To train the mind to access stimulus-free joy, we need to understand how joy arises independent of sensual stimulation and then cultivate those skills. They are three: easing, inclining, and uplifting.

1. Easing into Joy

The first skill we need in support of joy on demand is resting the mind to put it into a state of ease. When the mind is at ease, joy becomes more accessible, so part of the practice is learning to access that joy in ease, and then in turn, using the joy to reinforce the ease. I call this easing into joy: being joyful at rest, no ego stroking or sensual pleasure required. Cultivating this form of inner joy begins to free us from overreliance on sense and ego stimulation for pleasure. This means joy becomes increasingly available anyplace, anytime.
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2. Inclining the Mind Toward Joy

Next, we learn to notice joy and give it our full attention. We learn where to look in order to see and appreciate joy that is already available to us, in moments that we hadn’t noticed before. There is joy to be found in a calming breath and in the pleasures of ordinary activities. We invite this joy in. Inviting and noticing joy become part of our meditation practice as well as habits in everyday life. In time, with practice, the mind starts to get to know joy. It becomes familiar with joy like a close family member we can count on. The more the mind becomes familiar with joy, the more it perceives joy, inclines toward joy, and effortlessly creates the conditions conducive to joy.
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3. Uplifting the Mind

Here, we learn to uplift the mind with wholesome joy, especially joy arising from goodness, generosity, loving-kindness, and compassion. The wholesomeness of such joy benefits mental health the same way wholesome food benefits physical health. Such joy also leads the mind into a more stable, collected state because it doesn’t have to fight with anything like regret or envy. In turn, the stable, collected mind is more conducive to wholesome joy, thus establishing a virtuous cycle.

With training in easing, inclining, and uplifting the mind comes the increasing ability to access joy on demand in most normal life circumstances (i.e., in the absence of overwhelming difficulties such as losing a livelihood or a loved one).
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After Google director Jonathan Berent learned these skills, he noticed a profound impact on his life. He told me, “I have found that I can at any moment take a conscious breath and access joy. In fact, this has been so helpful that I use my watch’s chronometer to remind me to take at least one breath per hour when I am fully present to it. A couple years ago, I would have thought this was pointless. Joy on demand? You have to be kidding me. Now it is a reality to me, and I know it’s possible at any moment.”

Someone else I know experienced a change from doing one small practice in this book for a very short time. Janie had been unable to sleep well for many years. After practicing attending to the joy of loving-kindness (see Chapter 5) for two minutes, that night she slept better than she had in years. Now she practices loving-kindness daily and has been sleeping better since.

But wait, there’s more. The same mental equipment we use to train in uplifting our minds, inclining toward joy, and easing into joy gives us the strength and skills we need to deal with difficulties and emotional pain. I cannot promise that your life will be nothing but joyful in one breath or hours of training or by the time you reach the end of this book, but I can promise that whenever you can do these three things—easing, inclining, and uplifting—what appears to be painful will be less painful, what is neutral will become joyful, and what is joyful will become even more joyful.

(This is where you say, “Wow.”)

If you have been unhappy, or you are happy and aspire to be even happier, know that your happiness set point can be upgraded. I know because I did it and I have seen many others do it in the mind training program I taught at Google. I have also seen scientific studies that have measured it. Of course, Buddhist monks and other contemplative people have been doing it for thousands of years, but it’s not something in the water in the Himalayas—it’s something you can do too, wherever you are.

You may well ask, if this kind of reliable and lasting joy is so accessible, why haven’t more people found it? Why does it seem so elusive? I think the main problem is most people aren’t aware that joy independent of sensual or ego stimulation is even possible. Or if we’ve heard of it, many of us think it is unattainable so we don’t even try. We don’t know it’s something that every single one of us can learn. Some believe you need a lot of money to experience joy, while others believe you can only find happiness if you give up everything and live in a hut in the woods. You might think you need to meditate for many years to access joy, but as you will see in Chapter 2, you can begin to experience benefits in one breath.

If we think joy comes only from buying stuff, consuming stuff, becoming a sleazy tycoon, or running for president after becoming a sleazy tycoon, then joy will be elusive.
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In modern society, with modern technology, pleasure is more accessible than ever, all around us, on demand. Our lack of joy is certainly not for lack of ways to gratify our egos and senses. However, the joy that comes from these sources is inherently problematic since it depends on external factors out of our control. (That YouTube selection seems completely within our control, until our Internet access stops working.)

By contrast, joy that comes from within—from a peaceful mind as a result of taking a few breaths, joy from being kind toward others (which involves other people but does not depend on them), joy from our own generosity, joy from doing the right thing—all this joy is ours to have, independent of circumstances. If we do accidentally lose our joy, or something really bad happens and overwhelms us, there’s still joy in knowing we can get it back. We all have an infinite resource at our disposal, no matter how constrained or difficult our circumstances, and that resource is joy. Joy isn’t elusive when you know where and how to look.

Joy Leads to Success

Life is weird. Sometimes you find something only when you stop looking for it. Once, for example, I needed a specific cable for my computer. I searched everywhere in the house and could not find it. After an hour, I gave up and told myself I’d buy another cable the next day, and a few minutes after I gave up, I saw it sitting on a shelf three feet in front of me.

I discovered I had a similar relationship with success. When I started to become skillful at accessing joy that is independent of sensual or ego pleasures, I became much happier, and my desperate desire for worldly success also began to wane. Since I could now be happy with or without being rich, and with or without “proving myself” to the world, I didn’t see why I should be so obsessed with being “successful” anymore. I thought I was giving up on my shot at worldly success and I would end up as a cautionary tale for all Asian “tiger moms.” The opposite happened and I became even more successful.

I later found out why: joy leads to happiness, and happiness leads to success. But first, what is the difference between joy and happiness? I like to let Matthieu Ricard define happiness. I figure “the happiest man in the world” ought to know. As Matthieu points out, happiness is “a deep sense of flourishing that arises from an exceptionally healthy mind . . . not a mere pleasurable feeling, a fleeting emotion, or a mood, but an optimal state of being.”13 Joy, in contrast, is a pleasurable feeling. It is an emotion. It is in the moment, while happiness is more of a net effect, over time, of mental health and fitness and personal flourishing. Joy is a building block of happiness. A happy life is made up of many moments of joy. While happiness doesn’t mean every moment is pure joy, there is no such thing as a joyless path to happiness. The ability to access joy on demand enabled me to build a happy life. In this sense, joy leads to happiness.

What about happiness and success? It turns out I had it all wrong. My Asian upbringing had led me to believe that success leads to happiness, that one day, when I am successful, I will be happy. In fact, the opposite is true. Success does not lead to happiness; instead, happiness leads to success. This relationship between success and happiness has been extensively studied. My friend Shawn Achor brilliantly calls it the “The Happiness Advantage,” which is also the title of his bestselling book.14 Citing hundreds of studies carried out over decades, Shawn makes a convincing case that happiness is a major advantage in the pursuit of success. As he summed it up in a 2011 Harvard Business Review article, “The single greatest advantage in the modern economy is a happy and engaged workforce.”15 Happiness raises sales by 37 percent, productivity by 31 percent, and accuracy on tasks by 19 percent. Happiness also makes people more popular and better at their jobs, or better in school if they are in school. It makes people healthier, too, and better off by myriad other quality-of-life metrics. Happiness even increases creativity, as we will see in Chapter 1. This would not be such good news if happiness were out of our control and simply a matter of luck. It is great news because joy and happiness are trainable, and that’s what Joy on Demand is about.

If you want to be successful, I highly recommend learning to be happy first. It is possible to become successful without first learning to be happy, but I strongly recommend against it, because if you are unhappy before you are successful, you are likely to be even more unhappy after. For example, based on my own experience becoming financially successful and that of other wealthy people I know, I have found wealth to be a personality multiplier. If you are cruel and unkind, then being wealthy will make you even more cruel and unkind, because you don’t even have survival-related reasons to be nice to anyone anymore. If, instead, you are kind and generous, then being wealthy will make you more so, because wealth provides more opportunities for doing so.

Since wealth is a personality multiplier, it is also an experience multiplier. If you are miserable when you are middle class, you will likely be even more miserable when you are wealthy, because all the mental states that cause you to be miserable, such as greed, cruelty, paranoia, and inner turmoil, get multiplied. Similarly, if you’re happy when you’re middle class, you’re likely to be even happier wealthy, for the same reason; mental states that brought you happiness—such as generosity, kindness, and inner peace—multiply, thereby multiplying happiness.

So it is always good to learn to be happy, and it is especially useful to do it before becoming successful. Then, it will help you become successful, and it will help you enjoy success.

A Virtuous Cycle

Some motivation for this book arose from the response of readers of my first book, Search Inside Yourself, that while they appreciated the many wondrous benefits of training in mindfulness, it seemed like a lot of work. It was daunting to think that they couldn’t enjoy its benefits (hint: joy) without meditating for an hour a day. This really isn’t necessary. Very simple, efficient changes in perspective and easy practices that anyone can do have the power to effect dramatic change and enormous benefit.

Fortunately, being a lazy meditator myself, I know how to make meditation easier than even the simple practices I wrote about in Search Inside Yourself, and the key is joyful practice.

Confucius once said, “Never buy just one when you can buy two for the same price.” I’m just kidding—Confucius didn’t actually say that, but he could have, being wise and all.
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There are some really nice things in life that naturally reinforce each other, and in doing so, they form virtuous cycles with each other. For example, if you enjoy performing an activity that requires some level of skill (such as juggling, surfing, or playing a musical instrument), you may find yourself doing it a lot and getting better at it. And as you get better at it, you may derive even more enjoyment from it. And when you enjoy it more, you do it even more and get even better at it, and so on. So in this case, skillfulness and enjoyment form a virtuous cycle in which one strengthens the other—hence you end up benefiting from both at once, at no extra cost, thus winning the approval of the fictitious Confucius I made up.

Joy and meditation are another pair of really nice things that form a virtuous cycle with each other. Meditation is training of the mind. Joy becomes highly accessible in a trained mind. With training, the mind learns to access inner joy with increasing ease and frequency. At the same time, the joyful mind is at peace, a peaceful mind is easily focused, and a focused mind becomes more trainable, thereby making meditation practice even more effective. Thus a virtuous and joyful cycle forms. Once you put it into motion, the meditation practice that perhaps you thought you’d never have can be sustained, and joy becomes a dominant factor in daily life.

In this book, we will explore this relationship and ways to initiate the turning of this powerful, joyful, virtuous cycle. It is through this cycle that we eventually arrive where the masters of happiness are, where every moment is the happiest of our lives because we always have joy on demand.

The Wondrous Benefits, In Case You Haven’t Heard

It goes without saying that one benefit of joy on demand is: joy. Duh. More and more, as you practice, your days will fill up with moments and even extended periods of joy. Not every moment will be joyful, but knowing that you can count on joy to happen again, and in increasing amounts, tends to improve your overall mood.

Inner joy relies on inner peace, so that is our practical starting point: Chapters 2 and 3 show you how to ease into joy. You will learn to calm the mind and find some peace in the midst of this crazy, speedy world where joy can happen.

In the next chapter, we incline toward joy. If you are reading this book because you feel like a stranger to joy, I invite you to Chapter 4, where you will be (re)introduced to the joy in you and the joy in the world. This chapter helps you get acquainted with your inner joy. With practice, you can become so inclined toward and ultimately familiar with joy that it becomes a habit.

Compassion and kindness arise from inner peace and joy. Compassion is both the fruition and the multiplier of joy—another one of those cycles of goodness. In other words: joy makes you a kinder, more compassionate person, and kindness and compassion bring you more joy! Chapter 5 describes this cycle in more detail, with exercises that will help you keep it going. This is the uplifting part.

With inner peace, inner joy, and compassion, you get the whole enchilada: confidence and charisma, creativity and innovation, self-awareness, well-being and emotional resilience, happiness, humor, popularity, courage, and success in every arena, plus personal freedom and world peace. Joy is the wellspring of all good things, even luck. We will relish these benefits in more detail in Chapters 1 and 7.

Chapter 6 is about dealing with pain. I wish you all the joy in the world, my friends, but the fact is that sometimes terrible things happen. Sometimes we have really shitty days (or months). Always there is suffering in the world. Sometimes the odds of circumstance stack up so high against joy that all we can do is to hunker down and bear witness. This chapter explains how to apply the skills you have already been practicing (from the previous chapters) when you are facing emotional pain. It also reveals pain’s best-kept secret, which may surprise you (spoiler alert): joy and pain can coexist. Just because you are in pain doesn’t mean you can’t also access joy. Don’t worry, you will get better at this with practice. And this is the silver lining of pain: whatever else it is, it’s an opportunity to practice getting better at working with pain. Remember, with practice, what is joyful will be even more joyful, what is neutral will be joyful, and what appears to be painful will be less painful.

My friends, we are very lucky. We have an unprecedented opportunity. We live in an age when things that we didn’t think we could study scientifically—happiness, kindness, mindfulness, peace, and so on—now we can, because we have the technology to measure them. Over thousands of years, human suffering hasn’t qualitatively changed. What has changed is the meeting of science and ancient wisdom, making powerful practices that give us access to joy on demand widely understandable, and because they are widely understandable, they can become widely accessible.

I wrote this book to help make joy on demand more understandable and more accessible to you. I hope you will enjoy it.


CHAPTER ONE

Joy Becomes You

Surprising (and Not-So-Surprising) Benefits of Mind Training

Confucius said, “If you cannot choose between one of many good options, just choose them all.” No, Confucius didn’t say that either—I made it up, but once again, he could have said it because he is so wise and all. It is a common misperception that certain good things are mutually exclusive. For example, you might think that in order to be successful, you cannot be compassionate, because everybody on Wall Street knows that compassion is for chumps. Or some people believe calm and charisma don’t go together. They assume charisma depends on wild enthusiasm and manic smiles, and being calm is boring. In fact, as we will see in this chapter, compassion and success, calm and charisma, and many other good things in life from creativity to resilience, are mutually reinforcing.

And they all come from joy. Or if not directly from joy, they turn out to be side effects of the training that enables us to access joy. For when you learn to access joy on demand (see: this book) the effects go far beyond isolated moments of joy. Joy can improve every aspect of life. It resets happiness set points, turning miserable people into jolly ones. With practice, joy can become your personality and your whole life. As if that wasn’t enough, it also makes you more attractive. Joy becomes you, in every sense of becoming. Joy is very much a package deal. Confucius would approve. Welcome to the whole enchilada, with extra sauce and a free toy.

[image: ]

Even the Basic Benefits of Mind Training Are Life Changing

Reliable access to joy begins with mind training. In the beginning, meditation was very difficult for me. (Remember, meditation is mind training. When I am referring to specific meditation practices like sitting meditation, I will say so.) It didn’t seem to have anything to do with joy. Happily, once I figured out how to do it, it wasn’t long—a few short months—before it started to change my life. And now I see mind training has everything to do with joy. With this book, you get the benefit of my experience of learning the hard way so you can expect things to get better for you in even less time, and with less difficulty and more joy, than I had. You’re welcome.

The first, most basic and possibly most important benefit of mind training is the ability to calm the mind on demand. Eventually, with practice, you will find yourself able to abide in a calm mind during most sitting meditations. Better still, you will also find yourself increasingly able to apply this skill in “real life” outside of sitting meditation. This one skill alone may be life changing. For example, one student in my class, after just a few weeks of training, found himself able to refrain from saying something nasty to his mother-in-law. That changed his life, no doubt.
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