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“What is the Pursuit of Happiness?”
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"We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the Pursuit of Happiness."

These are words we’ve heard since our early school days. But even in their familiarity those capitalized, unadorned rights end the sentence with power. That we are to have "Life" is quite clear in its meaning, and "Liberty", though with its many gray areas, is still quite clear. But what was Thomas Jefferson after when he composed the words "the Pursuit of Happiness"? He ranked it in importance with life and liberty a right nothing and no one, king or not, could take away, and said so right up front. 

Learned men do not toss away words, especially in crucial documents and Jefferson was a brilliant scholar even by the standards of his day. His was a classical education in which he began the study of Greek, Latin and French at the age of 9. He became a lawyer, agronomist, musician, scientist, philosopher, author, architect, inventor, and statesman. This was a man who knew how to choose his words. He would have known that the Greek word for happiness comes from "eudaimonia". 

Theodore Malloch writes in his Renewing American Culture " [eudaimonia means] to be good spirited, to have a beautiful disposition, to have a well-formed character or inner life. . . . [It is] not joy or pleasure but human flourishing. The deeper older meanings of [the pursuit of happiness] refer to the satisfaction and gratification a person receives from being well adapted, well suited, and well fitted. In its core sense, a pursuit means a vocation, or calling. . . . Understanding pursuit as the choice of effort required by a personal vocation. . . and happiness as a well-fitted character, begins to suggest why the pursuit of happiness could be seen as a transcendent and basic human right." 

So, there is a choice of effort made in order to follow this pursuit. It’s not just planning for a particular event, but, says Malloch, "[it is ] a vocation or calling."

This chosen effort begins to look like a daily practice in the sense some spiritual practices are described. It is a way of being that is honed over the course of years. A way of being that allows a person to daily work at finding inner balance and satisfaction. To stay balanced and therefore productive, even in the face of huge injustices, cruel fates and general meanspiritedness. It is also a pursujit that assumes consideration of the common good. This is not an everyone-for-him or -herself idea.

It also looks like being happy is a choice. It is a choice Jefferson wanted to be sure we all had---officially. What alchemy of thought and spirit combine to help one approach happiness?

The world’s great religions and philosophers have been addressing this question throughout history.

One approach is Buddhism which I chose here for its frank and clear statements. 

When asked directly what the purpose of life is, the Dalai Lama says 

"I believe the purpose of life is to be happy.. . . . From my own limited experience I have found that the greatest degree of tranquility comes from the development of love and compassion. True compassion is not just an emotional response but a firm commitment founded on reason. . . . I believe that at every human level of society--familial, tribal, national and international--the key to a happier and more successful world is the growth of compassion. We do not need to become religious, nor do we need to believe in an ideology. All that is necessary is for each of us to develop our good human qualities.. . . . . . . . . . First you must remove anger and hatred."

As a girl, old enough to feel disillusioned about life and young enough to want to blame someone for it, I heard these words from my mother: "Be Happy." It was said in a somewhat pleading tone with an admonishing finish. She so wanted her daughter to stop throwing herself on the barricades and look around at the good things of life. She was also understandably tired of the heat and angst this activity produced. Her words had the opposite effect on me, though. "Easy for her to say!", I complained to my understanding friends. "Be happy! Right, just flip a switch, be happy!" What nonsense, I thought, when there was so much wrong with the world. 

I simply couldn’t imagine how to connect with the power of the inside producing the outside. Happiness came to you, not from you. Be happy. 

What an annoying thing to say!

My actions were all reactions.-----------We each must fine our way over time.

Someone versed in the daily practice of well-being is recognizable. You know when you’ve met such a person. They make you feel good just to be around them; their harmony of spirit wafts out and creates an aura of balance. The Dalai Lama is described as doing this even to large crowds. Something about him is balancing and restful. He is able to move through life with equanimity and purpose, and as we are mirroring creatures, we sense this and for a while incorporate his well-being. His is a way that is active in its aspect, moving toward and away from the variety of life’s many openings with compassion and confidence, in tranquil choice. This is a spiritual practice. A daily practice. A challenging practice. If we do this, it means there are days when we feel balanced, even-keeled, and those when we don’t. But the ongoing effort is to stay righted. So we practice each day the righting of our spiritual ship. It can be done under political duress, but flourishes when there is freedom to move through life without external laws of prohibition.

Our beginning government saw it fitting to say that each of us has the inherent right to try for our own ultimate good. Our life and our liberty should always be entwined with the ability to flourish. No government should stand in the way of those rights or try to take them away. It’s an amazing thing to have as the basis of one’s nation!

There’s only one other place that I know of that has as its explicitly stated foundation the happiness of its people; that is the country of Bhutan. In 1972, Bhutan’s new king "instituted the concept of GNH, gross national happiness. Eschewing the economic goal of measuring the country’s success, it signaled his commitment to building an economy that would serve Buhtan’s unique culture based on Buddhist spiritual values..... The premise is that true development of human society takes place when material and spiritual development occur side by side. ..... ." ( please see Wikpedia for more details) 

Its address to the needs of the individual are less prominent, of course, and we were quite pointedly not looking for a king or a state-sponsored religion. 

Implementing the pursuit of happiness from seats of power was definitely not the desire of the writers of our declaration. That implementation is left up to each of us. The path has been cleared for us to explore the riches of life before us: the ideas of anybody we meet, the philosophy of our choice which we may reconsider at any time. Within our civil laws, we are left to live as we choose. To become well-fitted, with equanimity, as a vocation in life. 

It is with gratitude that I look at our document that declares our Rights so confidently. Because of it, we may choose and meet with friends from any country on the planet. We may write criticism of our own government and read it aloud in public. We may have as many or few children as we want, eat the food of our choosing, dress in the clothes we prefer, to name but a few. Because of this document, we in this church and those in all the myriad houses of worship in this country, find our spiritual way without fear of censure from our government. 

His conflicting and conflicted personal life aside, Jefferson was a man of immense curiosity, imagination and philosophical depth. He wrote words that would give each person the protected rights to explore their own vast and precious lives to the fullest. He made the way clear for us to name and embrace our own pursuits so we might flourish.

May yours bring you daily and, therefore, lasting happiness!

