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Everyone wants to be happy and live a meaningful life, 
yet the way we usually go about it can only bring a 
very temporary happiness at best and, at worst, leads 
to extreme dissatisfaction and suffering. By making a 
slight but radical shift in the way we live our lives, a 
subtle sense of satisfaction and well-being can be ours 
even when things really aren’t working out. Most of us 
look for happiness in circumstances and possessions, 
yet both the world’s great contemplative traditions 
and modern science tell us that circumstances 
contribute very little to our sense of contentment. 
The root of happiness is not to be found in our 
circumstances but in how we relate to them. 

Radical Happiness: A User-friendly Guide for the Mind  is 
a book that playfully guides readers through a series of 
thought experiments, contemplations and meditation 
practices to help them get the most from their mind.  
It’s the result of a mashup of Silicon Valley Executive 
meets Tibetan Buddhist Master, East meets West, 
ancient wisdom meets modern science, and it provides 
a truly original perspective on how to actualize life’s 
full potential
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ABOUT THE AUTHORS

Phakchok Rinpoche

Phakchok Rinpoche is a premier example of a new 
generation of Tibetan Buddhist Masters. He combines 
the most profound aspects of traditional wisdom 
teachings with his pithy, humorous observations of 
their ongoing relevance to the incredibly fast pace of 
modern, urban life.

Born in 1981 to a family recognized for their 
generations of spiritual accomplishment, Rinpoche 
was recognized as the seventh Phakchok Rinpoche 
and incarnation of a great teacher and meditation 
master. Receiving introductory Buddhist vows from 
His Holiness the Dalai Lama, Rinpoche received 
a thorough education and training in Buddhist 
philosophy and meditation, studying with some of the 
most accomplished masters of modern times, his main 
teachers being his grandfather Kyabje Tulku Urgyen 
Rinpoche and Nyoshul Khen Rinpoche. 

Perhaps because so much expectation and pressure 
was placed upon the teenage Phakchok Rinpoche, like 
many other teenagers, he struggled with anger and 
even questioned some of the basic tenets of Buddhist 
practice that he was being raised to uphold.  However, 
rather than walk away from it all in frustration, his 
intellectual curiosity and the patient example of his 
teachers inspired the young man to get to the root of 
his anger and overcome it by practicing meditation 
and compassion. By questioning the basis of his own 
Buddhist faith he was able to understand the teachings 
as a living experience rather than just mere theory.  
This questioning also helped him to develop a deep 
understanding of our shared struggle to overcome our 
own neuroses along the path to spiritual awakening… 
And how to keep a sense of humor through it all.

Rinpoche completed his education at the Dzongsar 
Institute of Advanced Buddhist Studies in Bir, India, 
where he received the Khenpo title, comparable to a 
PhD in Buddhist Philosophy, from the Dalai Lama. He 
is able to playfully combine the scholarly tradition of 
his studies with the experiential tradition of his main 
teachers in order to give his students the necessary 
tools to discover the wisdom and compassion that lies 
beneath our habitual ways of seeing ourselves and the 
world around us. 

Now, Rinpoche travels the world, teaching in Buddhist 
Centers, Universities, and Monasteries  from Asia to 
the US, from South America to Europe. He is engaged 
in many charitable endeavors such as running clinics 
that provide health care for the poor in Nepal. He led 
300 monks and nuns in giving food, medicine and 
rescue to tens of thousands rendered homeless after 
the devastating earthquake that recently struck Nepal. 
He is now turning his attention towards the secular 
modern person, working with Erric Solomon, to create 
a vibrant new program offering the profound insight 
and wisdom passed down from his teachers.   

Rinpoche lives in Boudhanath, Kathmandu Nepal with 
his wife and two young, inquisitive children.
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ABOUT THE AUTHORS

Erric Solomon

Throughout his career as a software expert and 
technology executive, and now as an author and 
innovative meditation teacher, Erric has been helping 
people learn to meditate in a variety of contexts for 
more than 25 years. He has been an invited speaker 
leading seminars and retreats in corporate settings—
such as the World Bank and in Silicon Valley—
prisons, temples and Buddhist centers across the US 
and Europe. 

An accomplished user experience expert, and Vice 
President of software engineering, Erric Solomon 
founded the Data Visualization Group in 1998 at 
Silicon Valley’s Synopsys Inc., the world’s leader 
in electronic design automation.  During this time 
Erric presented papers, talks and tutorials at leading 
user interface and electronic design automation 
conferences throughout the world.

Erric’s interest in human computer interaction took 
shape when as a teenager he taught programming 
to children and school teachers.  As a volunteer 
participant in the Logo Group at M.I.T.’s Artificial 
Intelligence Laboratory he interacted with some of the 
world’s deepest thinkers on how to make intelligent 
machines. This experience inspired a lifelong passion 

to understand mind and how it functions and led Erric 
to the study of Buddhist theories of mind and the 
nature of consciousness.

Despite years of practicing meditation, Erric hit an 
emotional nadir in 2002 after losing a small fortune 
in a classic Silicon Valley downturn. At that time, Erric 
noticed that the only time he wasn’t overwhelmed 
with emotion and a sense of loss was while meditating. 
This experience, a wake up call, became the catalyst 
for Erric’s passion for learning how to integrate 
meditative awareness into every aspect of daily life— 
to be O.K. no matter the circumstance.  

In 2006 Erric participated in a three year Buddhist 
retreat at the Lerab Ling Monastery in France.  
Following the retreat, in 2009, he became an Executive 
Director of Sogyal Rinpoche’s Rigpa International, 
one of the largest Tibetan Buddhist organizations in 
the world. He directed the Department of Educational 
Resources and played a key role in curriculum 
development especially with regard to on-line study 
programs. Under Sogyal Rinpoche’s guidance, he led 
the development of “What Meditation Really Is”, a new 
dynamic approach to Buddhist meditation. 

While developing the course, Erric attended 
meditation courses and talks given by many popular 
meditation teachers and organizations— secular, 
Hindu and Buddhist. He also, began teaching 
meditation classes in New York City mostly to young 
urban professionals. During this time Erric met many 
people who were hungering for a new orientation 
for their lives: a life based on kindness and caring 
while pursuing a demanding career and raising a 
family, yet free of the aggression, competition, and 
the compulsion to acquire lots of stuff that is all 
too common in every day life. He also saw that the 
traditional Buddhist ways of presenting these ideals 
were too big a jump for most people, yet secular 
presentations of the same material were so watered 
down that they offered the possibility to realize only a 
small fraction of the potential of meditation practice.  
Since early 2014, Erric has been collaborating with 
Phakchok Rinpoche to develop programs and explore 
ways of communicating the principals of Buddhism 
outside of a traditional Buddhist context.

Erric lives with his wife and a whole lot of feral cats in 
Bernis, a picturesque village near Nimes, France.
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ABOUT THE AUTHORS

Julian Pang

With the compositional brilliance of a true artist, 
Julian Pang has been bringing his clients ideas to their 
ultimate graphical realization for the last fifteen years. 
An accomplished multi-media designer, Julian’s out of 
the box approach, has won him clients and acclaim far 
from his home base in Melbourne Australia. Whether 
through illustration, calligraphy, graphical layout or 
animation, Julian has the artistic eye, combined with 
a keen sensitivity for communicating with his target 
audience to bring any design project from concept 
to reality.

Julian’s diverse client base, including Australian 
Conservation Foundation, Palace Films, Jurlique, 
Working Dog Productions and The Wilderness Society, 
reflects Julian’s ability to produce professional work 
in any context.  Julian’s images recall the old hand-
drawn illustrations of the past; yet utilize modern 
digital effects, resulting in illustrations that have 
the rawness and fluidity of natural media. This style 
is a perfect complement to the playful tension of 
the “Sillicon Valley Technologist meets Old School 
Tibetan Buddhist/ Science meets Ancient Wisdom” 
persepectives that are the strengths of this book.

Julian’s work for SANE Australia, a mental health 
support NGO, was one of the most rewarding 
projects of his career. He designed covers for books 
with challenging topics such as depression, bipolar 
disorder, schizophrenia and suicide prevention. This 
experience ignited Julian’s love for creating images 
for emotionally charged topics in way that draws the 
reader into a gentle understanding of the subject. 

When presented with the opportunity to collaborate 
with Phakchok Rinpoche and Erric Solomon on a 
book, Julian was excited by the possibility of visually 
communicating the principles and ideas of the project. 
Julian was born into a Buddhist family in Malayasia, 
and this background gives him an intuitive sensibility 
for bringing the authors ideas to their finest graphical 
representation. Primed with his experience of more 
than a dozen book covers for SANE Australia, a decade 
of graphic design work, hundreds of drawings for 
the creative industry, and his Buddhist upbringing, 
Julian brings a contemporary visual feel in order 
to capture the demanding needs of the digital age, 
urban professional. In short, his graphics are an 
indispensible part of why this book will reach lots 
of people. 

Julian lives in Melbourne Australia. He is a committed 
family man, spending as much time as possible with 
his wife and three children.
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OMG DO WE REALLY NEED ANOTHER 
HAPPINESS/MEDITATION BOOK?

If you asked the authors 18 months 
ago, they would have said “No.” Yet, 
after looking at most of the books and 
programs that are out there, the authors 
felt that there was a need that this book 
will certainly fill: a presentation on the 
mind, meditation and compassion and 
how they can radically benefit our lives 
that will appeal to the modern secular 
person that nonetheless contains nearly 
all of the profundity and transformative 
power of traditional Buddhist teachings.

The authors celebrate the plethora 
of programs and books that help 
people to live healthier, happier lives 
through caring for their mind. In 
particular, there are numerous secular 
adaptations of Buddhist and Hindu 
meditation practices; these adaptations 
are designed to help people who 
would otherwise never be interested 
in the traditional presentation of the 
subject. Almost all of these approaches 
involve either diluting the practice to 
remove the culturally challenging bits 
or otherwise obscuring the profound 
meaning of the practice. For example, 
traditional Buddhist presentations of 
meditation point out that happiness 
isn’t to be found in circumstances, 

yet many secular approaches tout 
the side effects of meditation (e.g. 
calm, focus, lower blood pressure) as 
being the actual goal. By teaching a 
meditation designed for a particular 
outcome, we rob the meditator of the 
possibility of realizing the full potential 
of the practice. The authors have 
found that even some of the recently 
released Buddhist meditation books 
are providing readers with a slightly 
confusing presentation of the topic.

On the other hand, the authors are 
willing to acknowledge that traditional 
Buddhist presentations of meditation 
and compassion don’t speak to the vast 
majority of people. Even though they 
might be open to the message, they 
can’t get past the way that message is 
communicated (Dan Harris makes this 
point in his book 10% Happier). 

Born out of the coming together of 
two people with radically different 
backgrounds and life experiences, 
yet who have come to a very similar 
conclusion, this book is a recasting of 
the way that traditional teachings are 
presented, while remaining completely 
authentic to the tradition. 

The book is written with the modern 
secular reader in mind. In today’s 
hectic world, people are less inclined 
to read long comprehensive tomes. 
This book is something the reader can 
devour all at once, or in small savory 
bites. Using easily accessible language, 
engaging stories from the authors’ 
lives and brief and pithy explanations 
of the authors reasoning, the book 
further distinguishes itself with its 
engaging graphical presentation. The 
authors have worked very closely with 
the dynamo graphic artist Julian Pang 
to create a visual environment that 
perfectly complements the words.  The 
book is easy to look at, easy to read, 
easy to digest and easy to integrate into 
the life we already have.

Why this book is different:

•	 The authors experience, years 
of study and practice, and a 
kind-hearted and sincere way of 
communicating.

•	 The author’s straightforward 
reasoning and business skills 
learned in Silicon valley 

•	 Completely Original Content – 
Secular and profound, a book no one 
has ever written before

•	 Original Presentation  –  
Striking Graphic Design

The path to happiness is explained in 
three stages: Basic, Interconnected and 
Radical and each stage has three easy 
to remember slogans that serve as a 
mnemonic device to help the reader 
retain and benefit from the information 
contained in the book.
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CHAPTER OUTLINE

Radical Happiness: A User-friendly Guide for the Mind by Erric Solomon & Phakchok Rinpoche

Foreword 
by Daniel Goleman &  
Tara Bennett-Goleman

Introduction
WHY YOU NEED RADICAL 
HAPPINESS, OR HOW TO BE LESS 
OF A DOG AND MORE OF A LION

Doesn’t everyone want to be able to flourish 
and enjoy what life has to offer? We all want 
to be able to cope, without losing our sh*t 
when things don’t work out.  And that is the 
heart of what Radical Happiness really is. It’s 
a subtle sense of well-being we can always 
access, especially when things are not so 
great (i.e. when they really suck). 

How can we experience this kind of 
happiness? 

We can experience this sense of well-
being just by being more present-moment 
focused and by thinking of the welfare of 
others. 

Could it really be that simple? 
Well, it’s easy to say, but try doing it. But 

pulling off those two things is the very basis 
of real, sustained happiness. 

Radical happiness can emerge naturally 
when we become used to remaining in the 
present moment and during moments of 
kindness and compassion. Radical happiness 
doesn’t mean that we are in a blissed-out 
state of denial about all the crap. Radically 
Happy people experience sadness, and 
disappointment. But those feelings don’t 

overwhelm the subtle sense of well-being 
that permeates the mind of a radically happy 
person.

So what do we have to do to learn to be 
radically happy? 

Two things:

slightly shift our way of relating to 
ourselves, and 

slightly alter how we relate to the world 
around us.

The root of happiness is not found in specific 
circumstances. It’s found in the way we 
relate to our experience of what’s happening 
to us and around us, the chaos and confusion 
we find ourselves in the middle of. Learning 
how we can shift, moment to moment, the 
way we relate to the world and to all the 
crazy stuff that runs through our mind, is 
what this book is about… Oh and how to 
have fun and a few good laughs along the 
way, as we learn to make the shift.

Most importantly, the book not only is 
a guide for how to be Radically Happy, but 
it is also a guide to understanding the why 
behind the how. That way, Radical Happiness 
becomes something that makes sense, 
something you can test out and experience. 
You don’t have to just take the word of two 
authors, no matter how sensitive, good-

looking and intelligent they may be. You can 
figure it out for yourself.

And that’s the journey we’re going to 
go on in this book, from unhappiness to 
happiness in 3 steps.

In the first step, in Chapter 2, we look 
at how to transform our relationship to 
ourselves: by changing how we relate to 
thoughts and emotions and being able to be 
more present-moment focused. We call this 
Basic Happiness. 

In the second step, explained in Chapter 
3, we look at how we relate to the world 
around us, especially the people around 
us. Through contemplative reflection, we 
gradually begin to understand the common 
bond of experience we all share. This leads 
to empathy as we interact with others and 
learn to act more considerately – even with 
people who really, really annoy us. This leads 
to a kind of happiness we call Interconnected 
Happiness. 

In the third step, outlined in Chapter 4, 
we look at how these two kinds of happiness 
can reinforce each other, leading to… Radical 
Happiness.  

If you want to know the difference 
between a lion and a dog and what that has 
to do with human happiness, you will just 
have to read the chapter!
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Radical Happiness: A User-friendly Guide for the Mind by Erric Solomon & Phakchok Rinpoche CHAPTER OUTLINE

Chapter 1
THE LOOKING FOR HAPPINESS 
CONUNDRUM

We’re going to go on a little trip, a short 
vacation you might say, to examine our 
relationship with happiness. But we might 
as well tell you right off the bat, there is one 
thing we very much believe to be true:

Real happiness – radical happiness –  
will not be found in situations and things.

Lots of people hear that and say, “Duh! Of 
course happiness can’t be found in material 
possessions or by simply creating the right 
circumstances. If you’ve read a Hallmark 
card you know that.”  But if we take a careful 
look, with an inquisitive mind, into how we 
actually spend our time, it will reveal that 
secretly most of us behave as if we do really 
believe that circumstances and things are 
the key to happiness.

And that is a conundrum: what we know 
to be true and how we’re behaving are out 
of sync. Some investigation is called for. In 
order to make a slight but radical shift in 
our life, we need to look closely at how we 
usually go about finding happiness and see 
what the issues are. And we need to really 
test our hypothesis: we won’t find happiness 
in situations and things, but we behave as if 
we will, day in, day out, most of the time.

So where can we look for happiness? 
The answers lies in learning how to better 
understand, work with and gain mastery 
over our mind. 

Each of the subsequent chapters in this 
user’s guide for the mind is divided into 
three main sections. The title of each section 
is a mnemonic, a kind of short slogan, to help 
you remember the key points of the section. 

Experience suggests that people trying to 
become familiar with Radical Happiness 
have found that having brief inspiring 
sayings to quickly recall and reinforce what 
they’re leaning is an incredible support for 
making the subtle shift into the Radically 
Happy lifestyle.

Chapter 2
BASIC HAPPINESS – 
MASTERING OUR MIND

The key to Basic Happiness is to get used to 
being fully present in the moment, just as it 
is. The more we are able to be in the present 
moment, the less the ingrained habit of 
thinking about thinking will have the power 
to distract us.

So how do we gain this familiarity with 
remaining present? By practicing the three 
main points of Basic Happiness: 

Always React to Thoughts the Same Way
Relax the Comparing
Be Present

Always React to  
Thoughts the Same Way
The practice of meditation is an incredibly 
effective way to become more and more 
familiar with remaining present. While 
meditating, we practice reacting to 
whatever comes to our mind in the exact 
same way – no matter what sensations, 
thoughts or emotions arise, we do not follow 
after them. Instead of thinking about them, 
we remain anchored, fully present in the 
moment.

We use a series of simple, easy-to-do 
meditation practices that we take on step by 
step. First we learn how to calm the mind 

through a unique creating-space meditation. 
Then we learn how to meditate by focusing 
our attention on an object such as our breath 
or an inspiring image. Eventually we learn 
how to use even things that are normally 
considered the enemy of meditation (e.g. 
uncomfortable bodily sensations, annoying 
sounds and so forth) as powerful tools to 
bring us into the present moment.

Relax the Comparing
The involuntary habit of constantly 
evaluating experience distracts us, and 
makes it difficult for us to fully enjoy even 
life’s simplest pleasures. But it gets worse. 
These thoughts build upon and reinforce 
each other. They grow into the world’s 
biggest stealer of contentment –  the 
comparing of ourselves to others and their 
circumstances. We can relax the comparing 
by learning to accept ourselves, warts and 
all. We can learn to appreciate what we have. 

Through accepting, instead of 
denigrating ourselves, we can approach 
our foibles and improve our lives from the 
perspective of a healthy self-image.

We can weaken the habit of comparison 
by noticing when it arises and replacing it 
with appreciation. For example, when we are 
on the beach having a great day, instead of 
thinking “too bad we can’t have more days 
like this” we can appreciate how wonderful 
it is to be able to be here right now. And 
guess what? This brings us right into the 
present moment, the place where basic 
happiness resides.

Be Present
Through the practice of meditation we 
turn our attention towards the present 
moment. But we have to be able to bring the 
awareness of the present moment from the 

meditation cushion into ordinary everyday 
experience. That way, when things are 
going well, we can drop most of our usual 
strategies for trying to keep the good times 
rolling and instead just be present and 
enjoy. Also when disaster strikes, we won’t 
completely lose our equanimity and become 
depressed. 

The whole point of meditation practice 
is to become so familiar with the state of 
non-distraction that we can integrate the 
Be Present experience into whatever we 
are doing. We will show you how to do that, 
and then Basic Happiness will arise even in 
difficult circumstances. 

Chapter 3
INTERCONNECTED HAPPINESS – 
MASTERING OUR HEART

Interconnected happiness arises when 
we are able to connect with others. In this 
section you learn how to cultivate a sense of 
Interconnectedness, expressed through love 
and responsiveness to the needs of others.

Just as we saw when we looked at 
how we go about trying to be happy, our 
behavior is out of accord with our beliefs 
when it comes to connecting with others. 
We all understand the interdependence of 
our environment, the animals, plants and 
humans that live in it. It is fundamental 
to our scientific understanding of the 
biosphere. Yet, careful examination 
reveals that we live out of accord with this 
understanding, and that keeps us from 
experiencing Interconnected Happiness. 

Consider Others as Another You
This means empathizing with others, and 
feeling the common bond of experience 
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we share.  So let’s consider the science of 
interconnectedness: how people who care 
for the needs of others lead lives with more 
meaning and satisfaction.  

Two simple practices help us to cultivate 
interconnectedness:

Contemplate the equality of everybody

Contemplate the interconnectedness of 
all beings and things in the universe

This leads to a counterintuitive switcheroo: 
we usually think that to properly take care of 
ourselves and our loved ones, we have to put 
our needs and theirs before all others. But 
Interconnected Happiness arises through 
cultivating loving kindness and compassion 
and by learning to value others in almost the 
same way we value ourselves.

Relax the Judging
We make very strong judgments about 
people a few seconds after meeting them, 
yet these judgments are often incorrect 
and difficult to change. This judgmental 
habit prevents us from truly seeing others, 
making good decisions and authentically 
experiencing the world around us. Here 
we learn how to relax this habit of making 
quick judgments through cultivating loving 
kindness and compassion during meditation, 
as well as learning to celebrate the good 
fortune of others. 

Be CAREful
Everyone has heard lofty well-meaning 
platitudes like “Treat thy neighbor as 
one would treat thine self,” the golden 
rule or some of the emerging science on 
compassion. Yet none of those, however 
beautiful and insightful, tells us how to 
make it happen in our lives. Not only will 

we show you how to get there step by step, 
but we will also show you how to do it in 
a way that gently fits into the life you are 
already living. That way you can easily try it 
out for yourself and see how interconnected 
happiness really functions in the life you are 
living now. 

The way to keep ourselves from 
an unnecessary preoccupation with 
self-protective behavior, the enemy of 
experiencing interconnectedness, is through 
the four joyful protections: Generosity, 
Patience, Consistency and Commitment. 
These are four ways to both help us care 
for others and to nurture ourselves at the 
same time. And bring more humor and joy 
into our lives, which means we get to have 
more fun!

Chapter 4
RADICAL HAPPINESS – 
MASTERING DIGNITY

Bring Basic Happiness & 
Interconnected Happiness Together
Here we learn how to bring the practices 
of Basic and Interconnected Happiness 
into a unified whole, by understanding 
how Interconnected Happiness and Basic 
Happiness support and enhance each 
other. When we are in the present-moment 
experience of Basic Happiness, we no 
longer are distracted by involuntarily 
chasing our thoughts. Through cultivating 
a consistent attention to needs of others, 
which forms the basis of Interconnected 
Happiness, we appreciate and begin to live 
in accord with the natural interdependence 
between ourselves and our world and all its 
inhabitants.

We need the strength of meditation’s 
mindful awareness to stabilize love and 
compassion so that it begins to rise in every 
situation. When we think of others, we forget 
about ourselves. The preoccupation with 
ourselves is the very basis for the constant 
measuring of experience, comparing of 
ourselves against others and how we think 
things should be. At the moment where 
great love and caring for others becomes 
predominant in our mind, our habitual self-
centered way of thinking has completely 
dissolved. At that moment, if we have been 
training in being present, we can experience 
ourselves and the world around us in a 
radically different way – unmitigated by 
our usual habitual patterns of thoughts and 
emotions. That way of being is the essence of 
being radically happy. 

Relax the Attachment
As we bring Basic Happiness and 
Interconnected Happiness together we will 
have to confront two opposing forces. First 
as we become Basically Happy, there may 
come a slight fondness or expectation for 
experiencing the peace that is discovered in 
meditation practice. This might lead us to 
reject the chaos and discomfort that comes 
along with being out in the world.

If that happens, we are once again in 
the land of depending on circumstances. 
Furthermore, as we gain familiarity with 
being Interconnectedly Happy, we may 
develop a slight attachment to the agenda of 
helping others or be subtly holding onto the 
expectation that we will be recognized for 
our deeds. Practicing compassionate action 
we can learn how to be present in activity, 
even when the world seems to be chaotic. 
This can overcome even a subtle fondness 
for the peace of meditation. By remaining 

in the Be Present experience, the constant 
evaluation of experience – the ever-present 
comparing and judging – is cut through. 
Remaining present while acting for the 
welfare of ourselves and everyone else, we 
are able to accomplish our aims without too 
much attachment to the outcome or being 
recognized for our deeds.  

Being Radically Happy is the result of 
learning how to live free from the grip of 
constant hope and fear.

Be Aware
Normally, we identify with whatever we 
are thinking; yet, the way we think about 
things is constantly changing and thus 
isn’t completely reliable. Behind all of the 
thinking is the knower of the thinking, our 
own natural awareness. Awareness is always 
with us. It was there when we were born, 
during childhood, throughout our entire life; 
it’s constantly there.
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A PROFILE OF THE AUTHORS’ REACH

Phakchok Rinpoche

Rinpoche has thousands students across several 
continents. The highest concentration of students is in 
North America followed by South East Asia (Malaysia, 
Singapore, Thailand etc.). It is worth noting, for the 
purposes of identifying a market for the book, that 
most Rinpoche’s students in Asia are highly educated 
urban professionals who pride themselves on fluency 
in English. In addition, Rinpoche has a large group 
of students in Brazil, and significant but somewhat 
smaller groups of students in Europe and Mexico.  
While Rinpoche appeals to people of all ages, most 
of his students are under the age of 45 and well 
educated. About 500 of his students keep up to date 
by following his teachings on the internet. He has over 
28,000 Facebook followers with about nearly 5,000 
engaged (as measured by likes, comments and shares) 
each week.  Rinpoche’s email list contains close to 
10,000 names and is kept pruned and current.

Erric Solomon

Erric is one of a handful of senior teachers in 
Sogyal Rinpoche’s worldwide network of centers 
known as Rigpa. Well-known for his expertise in 
meditation he is a highly respected teacher by the 
more than 10,000 students around the world who 
are familiar with Erric’s work through attendance at 
seminars and through video’s distributed to students 
in the organization. His blog posts have had more 
than 500,000 views.
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COMPETITIVE ANALYSIS

There are two recent best selling books that present 
Buddhist meditation for a secular audience: Search 
Inside Yourself by Chade Meng Tan, and  10% Happier 
by Dan Harris.  At the other end of the spectrum, 
“Real Happiness” by Sharon Salzberg, presents 
meditation in a more traditionally Buddhist way, 
while retaining some appeal for a more secular 
audience. This book distinguishes itself in several 
important ways.

Compared to the first two authors, the authors of 
Radical Happiness have many more years of the study 
and practice of meditation both in closed retreat and 
integrating that experience into normal daily life. 
Furthermore Phakchok Rinpoche and Erric Solomon 
have been teaching meditation for more than thirty 
years between them. This book is the culmination of 
that unique experience of first mastering the subject 
and then trying out different approaches to teaching 
it.  This becomes obvious both in the accessible, 
profundity of the material and the personal stories of 
the authors.

Compared to Ms. Salzberg’s book, this book takes 
a completely fresh approach to the subject; there 
is nothing else like it. The division of the path into 
three types of happiness and easy to remember, 
evocative slogans is ground breaking. It is due to the 
combination of the authors’ deep understanding of the 
material and ability to tailor it needs and challenges 
faced by a modern secular reader. 

Finally, the graphic presentation makes this book 
unique in every way. The book looks like a magazine, 
filled with a lot of imagery with different medium from 
different genres:

- photographs

- painting on canvas

- watercolor

- paper sculpture

- pen & ink drawing

- collage

This idea is to help the user visually map the book. 
The user can build visual cues for certain parts of the 
book allowing them to easily flick to their favorite 
chapter(s) or paragraphs. As time passes, the user may 
choose to re-read the book, jump to a chapter, creating 
a different experience each time as they advance in 
their understanding of the principals. But mostly, it 
makes the book more fun and easier for the reader 
to digest.
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MARKETING PLAN

Phakchok Rinpoche and Erric Solomon are both 
active on social media. In the beginning, the authors 
plan to promote the book through their mailing 
lists, Facebook and Instagram. Erric’s experience 
in creating viral videos will be leveraged to draw 
attention to the book. To further support the book the 
authors are planning to launch an on-line learning 
program which will further enhance awareness.

They are also collaborating on a university course 
with Dr. Alan Pope, at the University of West Georgia, 
and  Dr. Shu Chin Wu, Associate Professor at Agnes 
Scott University. These courses are scheduled for 
the 2017 curriculum at each university. Dr. Pope 
& Dr. Wu will publish a paper on the course and 
how it affected participants and make the course 
available to colleagues at other universities. 

The authors travel extensively every year teaching 
and will be in an excellent position to promote the 
book. They will continue giving talks and seminars 
in universities, and corporate settings, and in major 
cities around the world. They are planning to do a 
book tour, give readings or other kinds of promotional 
events. They will also write blogs, magazine articles 
and give media interviews. The authors understand 
how important it is to spend lots of time in the 
United States in order to promote this book and are 
planning to spend as much time there as necessary.

 

Key Milestones:

• In 2016, Erric and Rinpoche are launching a 
new website and blog: RadicallyHappy.com 
(also RadicallyHappy.org).  This website will 
be a portal for people interested in learning 
more about Radical Happiness.  There will 
also be a Radical Happiness Facebook page. 

• This year they have been invited to give 
some Radical Happiness talks and seminars 
in the US and Europe, and are using social 
media to spread Radical Happiness.

• In 2017, they are planning to devote at least two 
months to doing Radical Happiness seminars 
and talks in strategic cities in the United States. 

• 2018, to promote the launch the book, Rinpoche 
and Erric are looking forward to a book tour. The 
details TBD in consultation with the publisher.

Phakchok Rinpoche is very close to his uncles: 
the authors, Yongney Mingyur Rinpoche, Tsoknyi 
Rinpoche and Chokyi Nyima Rinpoche, who will raise 
awareness of the book with their followers as well.
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to moment, the way we relate to the world and to all the crazy stuff 
that runs through our mind, is what this book is about… Oh and how 
to have fun and a few good laughs along the way, as we learn to make 
the shift.

What we offer here is a user’s guide for your mind. (The mind is 
the most important device you have in your life, and nobody helps you 
figure out how to use it!) We will playfully guide you through thought 
experiments, contemplation exercises and meditation practices to help 
you get the most from your mind. This book is also a mashup that 
comes from a unique perspective, since it results from meeting of minds 
between a Silicon Valley Executive and a Tibetan Buddhist Guru. East 
meets West, ancient wisdom meets modern science, and what you end up 
with is a truly original perspective on how to actualize life’s full potential.  

RADICAL HAPPINESS IS NOT 
THEORETICAL. IT’S SOMETHING 
WE’VE TESTED ON OURSELVES, 
OUR FAMILY, FRIENDS AND THE 
THOUSANDS OF OTHER PEOPLE WHO 
HAVE COME TO OUR WORKSHOPS, 
RETREATS AND SEMINARS.

 
Like all good app developers, we did a lot of beta testing, made some 
big mistakes and then worked on getting the bugs out. And that helped 
us figure out how to make the process of mastering our mind something 
everyone can do...and enjoy.  

Oddly enough, our explorations and experimentation have taught 
us that happiness starts with unhappiness. So, let’s start there. Let us 
introduce ourselves with some of our stories of unhappiness—how 
our struggles with anger and despondency led us to some important 
changes in our own lives.

W
e are writing this book on happiness… OK, 
we probably should stop here, because we 
can hear what you’re thinking. And yes, 
we know, we know. Who needs another 
book on happiness? And on top of that, 
who needs another book on happiness 

from a couple of Buddhists? Isn’t the goal of Buddhism to become 
completely enlightened, so why do you need a book about a trivial, 
fleeting mood like happiness?

The fact of the matter is, though, that there’s a good chance that 
you could use a book on happiness. We all could. If you’ve read those 
other books, and you don’t need this one, fine. Stop here. But, if you’re 
not all that sure that you  have enough happiness in your life and 
you decide to go on, you’ll find that this book about happiness offers 
something different: it not only talks about happiness, it shows you 
happiness. And not just one single solitary thing called happiness—as 
if it were a bronze statue in the town square—but the different kinds 
and the different dimensions of happiness, because happiness is a 
beautiful and many-splendored thing. Leaf through the book right 
now, and glance at the images, and you’ll see what we mean. 

We are Buddhists, and it’s true that Buddhism speaks mostly 
about enlightenment. But without a solid foundation of contentment, 
basic sanity and a decent self-image, you can’t flourish in life—either 
as a spiritual practitioner or as a practitioner of daily life. Not everyone 
wants to become a Buddhist, but doesn’t everyone want to be able to 
flourish and enjoy what life has to offer? We all want to be able to cope, 
without losing our sh*t when things don’t work out.  And that last 
point is the heart of what Radical Happiness really is. It’s a subtle sense 
of well-being we can always access, especially when things are not so 
great (i.e. when they really suck). 

How can we experience this kind of happiness? 
By making a slight but radical shift in the way we live our lives. 

The root of happiness is found not in specific circumstances. It’s found 
in the way we relate to our experience of them, the chaos and confusion 
we find ourselves in the middle of. Learning how we can shift, moment 
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big expectations of me. They put a lot of pressure on me to live up to 
the example of this great master from the past. But rather than rise to 
the occasion, like many teenagers, I rebelled against all the expectations 
and pressure. I just became more and more angry about everything 
and everyone.

I thought “just because you think I am an incarnation of some 
mediation teacher doesn’t mean anything to me. I don’t even know 
if I believe everything the Buddha says.” What I was most interested 

• • • • •

AN GRY  MO NK 
Phakchok Rinpoche

When I was a teenager, meditation saved my life. That sounds 
dramatic, but at that time I was in a constant state of anger. 

Behind my back, the other monks called me the “anger ball” and when 

I was in a bad mood everyone tried to get as far away from me as 

possible. It was no fun.

As a small child, I was chosen in a traditional Tibetan fashion as 

an incarnation of a highly respected and powerful meditation teacher. 

Therefore, when I went to school in the monastery, my professors had 

• • • • •

ANGRY  MONK 
Phakchok Rinpoche



10 11

WHY YOU NEED RADICAL HAPPINESS, OR HOW TO BE LESS OF A DOG AND MORE OF A LION

poverty, lived very simply and had very challenging health problems. 
Yet, he was always radiating so much peace and joy that I loved to just 
sit in the same room as him. I figured it was worth speaking to him 
some more since not only did other people want to avoid me, I could 
barely stand being with myself. 

I went to him and asked what I should do about my seemingly 
infinite capacity for anger and aggression. His reply: 

“Stop behaving like a dog. Behave like a lion!”
“What does that mean?,” I asked, “Should I roar? How will that 

improve my life and calm my mind?”
“When you throw a stone at a dog what does he do?,” he asked.
“The dog chases the stone,” I replied.
 He said that was exactly what I was doing, acting like a dog—

chasing each thought that came at me. I considered that for a moment. 
It was indeed true that when I had a first thought—for example, “That 
jerk pisses me off”—I would chase after it. Without even noticing, I 
would dwell on that thought, looping it over and over again, justifying 
it, coming up with all the reasons to be angry and, in so doing, I would 
become the thought. Khenpo pointed out to me how I was chasing 
after my angry thoughts, just like the dog chases after the stone. 

“When you throw a stone at a lion,” he continued, “the lion doesn’t 
care about the stone at all. Instead, it immediately turns to see who is 
throwing the stone. Now think about it, if someone is throwing stones 
at a lion what happens next when the lion turns to look?”

“The person throwing the stone either runs away or gets eaten,” 
I said.

“Right you are,” said Khenpo. “Either way, no more stones! The 
point here is for you to learn how not to habitually chase every thought 
that comes through your head. By practicing meditation you will become 
familiar with just being present, undisturbed by thoughts and emotions. 
By sincerely wishing for the happiness of others, your own mind will be 
more content and it will be easier to meditate. One supports the other.” 

• • • • •

in, to tell you the truth, was weapons and girls, two things that were 
not readily available in the monastery. I didn’t see how studying 
philosophy and meditation was going to satisfy my growing interest 
in large swords, loud guns or the smiles of the village girls . 

While I was studying lots of philosophy and I found it gratifying 
to my intellect (like solving a difficult puzzle), I didn’t seem to be 
getting a direct experience of the meaning of the great works I was 
studying. This only pissed me off, and made me think I wasn’t really 
much of a Buddhist, let alone that revered old meditator everyone said 
I was supposed to be. In fact, the only use I had for philosophy was that 
I got better and better at debate, and so I could easily defeat my peers, 
which gave me a great opportunity to channel my aggression towards 
other people. I guess beating them at debate was at least better than 
punching them out, which was a constant theme of my fantasies when 
I was 17. 

Eventually, I couldn’t keep it all bottled up anymore, so I went to 
my main meditation teacher, a great master named Nyoshul Khenpo, 
and told him how I felt. His response was to teach me a meditation 
practice on loving kindness. He told me that every day I should strongly 
wish that everyone could be happy. And then to take that further and 
imagine that everyone was becoming more and more happy. Not just 
one or two people, but every single one.  

I practiced like that every day. And it seemed OK at first. My 
anger was subsiding. But then one day I asked myself, “Why do I need 
to wish for everybody’s happiness if they don’t really care about me? 
Why should I care about them, what’s in it for me?’

This way of thinking only managed to piss me off even more. I 
also noticed that while my anger grew, any feelings of contentment and 
joy completely evaporated. I was becoming more and more miserable. 
I took a close look at myself and started comparing myself to Nyoshul 
Khenpo. Even though my parents were refugees and suffered a lot—
escaping Tibet and establishing a new life in Nepal—I lived a very 
comfortable life. I had a nice place to live, plenty to eat and many of the 
creature comforts of modern civilization. Nyoshul Khenpo also had 
to leave everything behind in Tibet, spent most of his life in extreme 



12 13

WHY YOU NEED RADICAL HAPPINESS, OR HOW TO BE LESS OF A DOG AND MORE OF A LION

to Eva. “Not this perfectly warm, solar-heated pool, the amazing view 
or …” My voice trailed off, as I somehow had the presence of mind not 
to say “your beautiful body.”   “… anything else.” I continued, “ I am 
totally numb.”

Synopsys, where I was Vice President of Software Engineering, 
had recently released really, really bad news during the quarterly call 
with Wall Street analysts. The stock tanked, then tanked some more. 
Almost all of our net worth, comfortably in seven figures, just went 
bye-bye. Instead of security, suddenly I was looking at a monster 
mortgage and about two months of expenses in the bank. How could I 

• • • • •

DESPER ATE  BUS INESSM AN 
Erric Solomon

Standing in my swimming pool, I was immune to my surroundings, 
when normally I would have thought the view was fantastic. You 

could see the San Francisco skyline to the north, two bridges reaching 
across the pristine blue of the bay, and to the south, the northern edge 
of Silicon Valley. Hawks floated gracefully in the cloudless sky above, 
seeking rodents for nourishment. My wife, gazed at me from the pool’s 
edge, eyes filled with concern. 

I wasn’t swimming or moving at all. I was just standing there lost 
in the thoughts that were stuck in my head. For a moment, I snapped 
out of it, and realized where I was. “I can’t feel or enjoy anything” I said 

 • • • • •
D ESPER ATE  BUS I N ESSM A N 
Erric Solomon
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have a hefty nest egg forever. At least I had a Silicon Valley VP’s salary 
to fall back upon. Most of the team was in a financial bind they were 
not prepared for.

I was the department head and people needed reassurance and 
a shoulder to cry on. So, during the 10 plus hours I was at work each 
day, there were a few moments I wasn’t able to dwell on my own 
predicament (i.e. “think too much about myself”) because it was 
my duty to respond to the needs of others. Sogyal Rinpoche has an 
uncanny talent for catching me off guard and doing something a little 
unconventional that I wouldn’t always grasp the meaning of at first, 
but that I would appreciate later. To this day, I thank him for that crazy 
little call that snapped me out of it.

• • • • •

What do these stories have in common?
In each case, our problem could be resolved by being more 

present-moment focused and by thinking of the welfare of others. 
Could it really be that simple? 
Well, it is easy to say, but try doing it. But pulling off those two 

things is the very basis of real, sustained happiness. 
Radical happiness can emerge naturally when we become used 

to remaining in the present moment and during moments of kindness 
and compassion. Radical happiness doesn’t mean that we are in a 
blissed out state of denial about all the crap. Radically Happy people 
experience sadness, and disappointment. But those feelings don’t 
overwhelm the subtle sense of well-being that permeates the mind of a 
radically happy person.

So what do we have to do to learn to be radically happy? 

have been so stupid? 
Actually this was the second time I lost nearly everything. 

Obviously I hadn’t learned anything either about how to keep hold of 
my money nor how to weather the inevitable storms. 

What a dumbass. It’s hard to empathize with an affluent guy that 
through his own stupidity just lost more than most of us will ever have 
in the bank, and can’t enjoy his swimming pool. But this just shows 
how much of the time, suffering is the result of how we view things. 
And in this case, my narcissist wallow was in complete control.

I left the pool, had a couple of stiff drinks and went straight to bed. 
The phone’s ring seemed more piercing than usual, perhaps because 
it was five a.m. I dragged the receiver to my ear and said something 
vaguely resembling a hello into the mouthpiece. It was Sogyal Rinpoche, 
with whom I had been studying meditation over the last 20 years or so. 
He was in France, leading his yearly summer meditation program. 

He bellowed across the nine time zones that lay between us, “I am 
on the veranda with a glass of champagne celebrating impermanence,” 
followed by the hearty sound of his boisterous laugh. I didn’t have the 
presence of mind to notice, but it was pretty unlikely he was drinking 
champagne, let alone at 2 in the afternoon. 

Bewildered (how did he know to call me?), I replied, “It’s five am” 
as if he didn’t know.

“Right now everything is fine. Don’t think too much about yourself,” 
he said and then hung up the phone. My feelings at that moment were 
an odd mix of appreciating the loving motivation of his phone call and 
kind of being ticked off that he woke me up to tell me not to think too 
much. I peeled myself out of bed, did my morning meditation, and got 
ready for work. As I stepped in the shower I reflected on the last few 
days of mental torture. There were two times I was kind of OK: when I 
was meditating (I was completely in the “right now”), and when I was 
guiding my staff through this difficult time . Most people at work were 
going through something similar. We all just saw our stock options 
go to nothing. Some people had to rethink how to pay for the kid’s 
college tuition and others were wondering how they would pay off big 
consumer debts they’d accumulated when they thought they would 
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SLIGHTLY ALTER HOW WE RELATE 

TO THE WORLD AROUND US.

And that’s the journey we’re going to go on in this book, from 
unhappiness to happiness in 3 steps.

In the first step, in Chapter 2, we look at how to transform our 
relationship to ourselves: by changing how we relate to thoughts and 
emotions and being able to be more present-moment focused. We call 
this Basic Happiness. What makes Basic Happiness a radical change 
is that we learn to become less like a dog chasing stones: habitually 
running down thoughts and emotions and looping them over and over 
again and again even when we don’t want to.  

We can learn to do this by spending a little time practicing 
remaining present each day and we call this meditation. But we 
shouldn’t just leave the present moment behind when we leave our 
meditation session. So we will explain how to learn to integrate a 
present moment focus into everything we do, all day long. 

In the second step, explained in Chapter 3, we look at how 
we relate to the world around us, especially the people around us. 
Through contemplative reflection, we gradually begin to understand 
the common bond of experience we all share. This leads to empathy as 
we interact with others and learn to act more considerately—even with 
people who really, really annoy us. This leads to a kind of happiness 
we call Interconnected Happiness. There is a counterintuitive switcheroo 
here: we usually think that to properly take care of ourselves and our 
loved ones, we have to put our needs and theirs before all others. But 
Interconnected Happiness arises through cultivating loving kindness 
and compassion and by learning to value others in almost the same 
way we value ourselves. We’ll see how that works. 

Everyone has heard stuff like “Treat thy neighbor as one would 
treat thine self”, the golden rule or some of the emerging science on 
compassion. Yet none of those things tell us how to make it happen in 
our lives. Not only will we show you how to get there step by step, but 
we will also show you how to do it in a way that gently fits into the life 
you are already living. That way you can easily try it out for yourself 
and see for yourself how interconnected happiness really functions. 

In the third step, outlined in Chapter 4, we look at how these 
two kinds of happiness reinforce each other, leading to… Radical 

SLIGHTLY SHIFT OUR WAY OF 

RELATING TO OURSELVES, AND 

1

2



18 19

WHY YOU NEED RADICAL HAPPINESS, OR HOW TO BE LESS OF A DOG AND MORE OF A LION

doesn’t have to be boring. Caring for others needs doesn’t have to be 
a chore. 

And most importantly, the book not only is a guide for how to 
be Radically Happy, but it is also a guide to understanding the why 
behind the how. That way, Radical Happiness becomes something that 
makes sense, something you can test out and experience. You don’t 
have to just take the word of two authors,  no matter how sensitive, 
good-looking and intelligent they may be. You can figure it out for 
yourself.

As you read, you’ll hear us use the word “we” a lot. Most of the 
time it means all of us: readers, authors and everybody else. This is 
because Radical Happiness isn’t an endpoint, but a continuous process, 
a way of engaging life. It is something each of us can learn, participate 
in, sometimes struggle with and always laugh about. It’s like playing 
a musical instrument. Even someone who is a master concert pianist 
will tell you that there are still new things to learn every day about the 
piano. The authors may have been practicing the Radical Happiness 
instrument a little longer than the reader, but all of us are still just 
practitioners. At life, we are all amateurs.  

If you practice the guitar a little bit every day, you probably won’t 
be able to play like Jerry Garcia or Jack White, but after a little while 
you will be able to play enough to give yourself and your friends a 
lot of pleasure. It’s the same with practicing Radical Happiness. By 
practicing what’s in this book, after a little while you’ll be able to enjoy 
the result. And so will the people around you.

Let’s get started. 
First things first: we need to begin with our unhappiness, and look 

at precisely how we usually go about trying to no longer be unhappy, 
to find happiness. And we need to ask, 

How well is that working out for you? 

Happiness.  When we are in the present-moment experience of Basic 
Happiness, we no longer are distracted by involuntarily chasing our 
thoughts. Through cultivating a consistent attention to needs of others, 
which forms the basis of Interconnected Happiness, we appreciate 
and begin to live in accord with the natural interdependence between 
ourselves and our world and all its inhabitants. 

We need the strength of meditation’s mindful awareness to 
stabilize love and compassion so that it begins to arise naturally in 
every situation, even when other people are acting really badly. When 
we think of others, we forget about ourselves. We will look at this more 
in the coming chapters, but the preoccupation with ourselves is the very 
basis for the almost constant habitual dog-like chasing and needlessly 
looping over negative thoughts and emotions. At the moment when 
thoughts for other’s well-being fill our mind, our normal self-centered 
way of thinking has completely dissolved. Then, if we have been 
training in being present, we can experience ourselves and the world 
around us in a radically different way—unmitigated by our usual 
habitual patterns of thoughts and emotions. That way of being is the 
essence of Radical Happiness. But wait, there’s more! We have one very 
special subtle secret weapon to help us stabilize our Radically Happy 
way of being, but you’ll need to read on to find out about it. 

BIG PROMISE: THIS BOOK 
ABSOLUTELY WILL NOT DISSOLVE 
INTO LOFTY GOLDEN-RULE-
SOUNDING AIRY FAIRY PLATITUDES. 

It will remain practical, and totally unfull of itself. We will include 
some science, some thought experiments, and a bunch of easy to do 
meditation exercises and other things you can try out for yourself and 
integrate into your normal daily routine. 

Learning to be Radically Happy should lead to an all-pervasive 
sense of contentment or at the very least be a way to have more joy 
in your life. You know, have more fun more of the time. Meditation 
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in the overall feeling of happiness for the lottery winners and a 
proportional diminishment of happiness for the paraplegics. However, 
after only one year, the level of happiness in these two groups returned to 
pre-event levels. In other words, there was no discernible difference in 
the level of happiness between these two groups, despite the extreme 
differences in external circumstances!1 Go figure, but the truth is we 
really suck when it comes to predicting what will make us happy.

Let’s Make One Thing Very Clear

We’re going to go on a little trip, a short vacation you might say, to 
examine our relationship with happiness. But we might as well tell you 
right off the bat, there is one thing we very much believe to be true:

Real happiness—what we call radical happiness—will not be 
found in situations and things.

It takes a while for that simple truth to really sink in, because we 
spend so much time trying to disprove it, even though we know it in 
our hearts. So, we will repeat:

RADICAL HAPPINESS
WILL NOT 
BE FOUND 

IN 
SITUATIONS 

AND THINGS.

I
magine for a moment that you’re waking up in a hospital bed, 
looking at the ceiling, bathed in fluorescent light. Your brain is 
foggy, and you can’t quite recall what happened. After a few 
long minutes a doctor comes in and lets you know that you were 
hit by a car while standing chatting on a street corner. And, by 
the way, she also lets you know, hesitantly, with a catch in her 

voice, that you have permanently lost the use of your legs and will 
spend the rest of your life in a wheelchair.

How do you feel now? 
On a one-to-ten scale, how happy do you think you’d be hearing 

that news? How happy do you think you’d be a year later?
Now imagine another scenario. Your spouse bursts into the room, 

waking you from a delicious sleep. Your partner is so excited, your 
first thought is that maybe they have completely taken leave of their 
senses. As you sit upright in the bed, you realize that those are not the 
movements of a marble-loser but of ecstatic joy. Suddenly the peals of 
joyful noise begin to make sense and you realize that the lottery ticket 
you had forgotten about is worth money. A lot of money, $150 million 
to be more precise, which is way more than you had ever dared to 
dream was possible.  

How do you feel now? Perhaps you find yourself joining your 
partner, dancing around the room making the same movements that 
only a moment ago lead you consider that maybe they had gone off 
the deep end? 

So, you’re pretty happy, right? A ten on the one-to-ten scale, 
maybe? How about a year into it? Still happy?

What do you think? Happier in a wheelchair or with all that 
money? Most people say the answer to this question is blindingly 
obvious: “It’s the money.“ However, somewhat counter-intuitively, 
this turns out not to be true. It turns out that there is good research 
supporting a different conclusion.

In 1978, a study compared the level of happiness of 29 paraplegics 
and 22 lottery winners. Initially, researchers reported an improvement 
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RADICAL HAPPINESS 
IS FOUND  

WITHIN THE MIND.

Lots of people hear that and say, “Duh! Of course happiness can’t 
be found in material possessions or by simply creating the right 
circumstances. If you’ve read a Hallmark Greeting Card you know 
that.”  But if we take a careful look, with an inquisitive mind, into 
how we actually spend our time, it will reveal that secretly most of us 
behave as if we do really believe that circumstances and things are the 
key to happiness.

And that is a conundrum: what we know to be true and how we’re 
behaving are out of sync. Some investigation is called for. In order to 
make a slight but radical shift in our life, we need to look closely at how 
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pleasure-giving or pain-avoiding goals. Isn’t this because in spite of all 
our efforts there is an underlying insecurity about this entire strategy 
ever really being workable?

When our plans for a comfy, cozy, permanently cushy existence 
fail to work out—we get sick, run out of money, get into a big argument, 
etc.—when the circumstances we so carefully tried to engineer don’t 
turn out as anticipated, what do we do? Does such failure to find 
happiness this time around mean that life’s promise will remain 
unfulfilled unless we can somehow wrestle things back into something 
positive?  

It makes perfectly good sense, of course, to spend time working to 
improve the conditions of our lives. Certainly, there is nothing wrong 
with taking good care of ourselves and those we love. But it makes 
very little sense to do the same things over and over again—things 
that don’t produce lasting happiness—expecting a different, more 
satisfying result.

For example, the satisfaction of a good meal fades pretty quickly 
after it is consumed—or it can even fade during the meal itself, if we 
get carried away and stuff ourselves. Friends and lovers come and go, 
and, even in the best conditions, our nearest and dearest can from time 
to time bore, irritate, or anger us. We love our children and yet they 
drive us crazy, and then when they move away, we miss them. If they 
decide to live at home till they’re thirty, we wish they would grow up 
and leave. If we’re fortunate enough to enjoy professional success, we 
may at first become thrilled and feel as if everything is finally right in 
the universe. Our ship has come in. We are captains of our fate at last. 
But, too soon another of life’s challenges falls upon us and it’s hard to 
recall any of those good feelings. Undeterred, we persevere, tirelessly 
and confidently working to establish the next happy circumstance, 
which, in turn, rapidly fades just like the rest of them.

What’s the problem here? 
To put it very simply: circumstances are, by their very nature, fleeting 

and unstable. 
How, then, can any of us possibly expect to make a foundation for 

lasting contentment and meaning from such transience and instability? 

we usually go about finding happiness and see what the issues are. 
And we need to really test our hypothesis: we won’t find happiness in 
situations and things, but we behave as if we will, day in, day out, most 
of the time.

Happiness is Right around the Corner,  
the Next Thing Will Do the Trick

Everyone wants to know the secret to happiness, to having a 
meaningful life. At first, it might seem obvious that we ought to be able 
to find meaning and satisfaction by creating the right circumstances: a 
nice place to live; an interesting, well-paying job; a satisfying marriage; 
happy, successful children; many loving friends; and perhaps an 
exotic vacation from time to time. And yet, even if we are among the 
few who achieve all of these wonderful circumstances, do you think 
our “success” would offer us any more than a brief respite from our 
anxieties, frustrations, and dissatisfactions?

If we were watching a movie of our lives, including the internal 
dialogue going on in our mind, it would be clear to us that down deep 
we believe it’s impossible to find happiness except by repeating an 
endless cycle:

seeking out comfort and pleasure and 
strenuously working to avoid disaster

getting some temporary relief or none at all

starting to seek comfort again

It is another conundrum. We work so hard to create pleasurable 
circumstances, as if when we finally achieve them, everything will 
be ok. Yet, almost as soon as we get there we are already worrying 
about how to keep it going, or we are working towards another set of 
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enough money to settle their debts. In the end, after many years, new 
clients did come along and the housing market improved, but their 
pursuit of their hopes and dreams caused them to endure a stressful, 
heart-wrenching existence for years. Happiness and satisfaction eluded 
them. There were some good times in the house, for sure, but the price 
of these transient moments of satisfaction was ongoing stress, worry, 
and sacrifice. It was far from the TV commercial version of what the 
dream home will do for you. And, to be sure, our friends are not alone 
in seeking happiness in the perfect shelter only to find themselves 
living in a painful trap. How could such smart people guess so wrong 
about what would make them happy?

There is in fact a growing body of scientific evidence that our 
predictions about what will make us happy or unhappy are often just 
plain wrong. For example, a recent study2 found that professors who 
were up for tenure believed they would be very unhappy if denied it. 
Yet, when researchers later compared the happiness of the professors 
who eventually received tenure with those who did not, they found no 
meaningful difference. 

But, Why Don’t We Learn from Our Mistakes?

You may be wondering, if we are so bad at predicting what will make 
us happy, why don’t we notice and learn from our mistakes?  Well 
scientists have been wondering the same thing, and it looks like not 
only are we bad at making happiness predictions, we also seem to be 
very bad at remembering what we thought would make us happy or 
unhappy after the fact. In other words we forget or minimize our bad 
predictions.

For example, one study focused on voters in the Obama/McCain 
2008 presidential race.3  The researchers found that before the election, 
McCain voters anticipated being extremely unhappy in the event of 
an Obama win. A week after the election, however, these same voters 
reported themselves much less unhappy than predicted. They also 
tended not to remember their earlier prediction or, if they did remember 
it, they minimized its intensity. 

This is one aspect of the looking-for-happiness conundrum: we 
act as if happiness will be found in pleasing circumstances, and yet 
circumstances by their very nature are temporary and are thus bound 
to eventually disappoint us.  

There must be another, better, more fruitful way to go about 
fulfilling our desire to find happiness and meaning in life. What might 
it be?

If we want to properly answer this question, we need to keep 
digging into and examining the normal methods we use to seek 
happiness to see if there might be some others that would really work. 

Do We Really Know What Will Make Us Happy? 

Remember at the beginning of the chapter how sure you were that you 
would be much happier as a lottery winner than stuck in a wheelchair. 
If you are at all like us, you probably are still having trouble emotionally 
believing the research that indicates that after one year your level of 
happiness is about the same in either case. This just shows how bad we 
are at predicting how circumstances will actually affect our degree of 
contentment. 

For example, friends of ours, a couple named Jim and Sam, after 
many years of scrimping and saving, finally were able to buy their 
dream home. Before this glorious purchase, they were freelance 
consultants and were free to take only work that interested them. But, 
after having located and purchased the house of their dreams, they 
found themselves struggling to make the mortgage payments. As a 
result, they felt constrained to take on contracts they wouldn’t even 
have considered in the past. In constant worry about plumbing and 
furnaces and decaying window frames and more and more,  they 
found themselves much less happy than anticipated. Their house was 
as much a prison as a refuge.

Then the 2008 financial crisis erupted and high-paying clients 
grew scarce. Jim and Sam saw their mortgage turned upside down: the 
house was worth less than they paid for it, but they were stuck with 
it, because they couldn’t afford to sell it. They wouldn’t end up with 
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All of this seems to suggest that not only are we unskilled at 
making predictions about what will make us happy or unhappy, but 
we also don’t even seem to learn from past prediction-failures for the 
simple reason that we don’t remember them very well. Driven forward 
in this state of amnesia, we continue to plan actions based on the 
same kinds of flawed predictions, exaggerating or underestimating 
how good or bad this or that action will make us feel. Although 
we endlessly engage in all kinds of frenzied activities in search of 
happiness, they rarely give us the sort of satisfaction we seek. In fact, 
instead of happiness, these very activities more often than not bring us 
more difficulties. 

Seeking Happiness in Circumstances  
only Leads to Future Dissatisfaction

What the looking-for-happiness conundrum comes down to is this: in 
seeking happiness we can easily end up with even more frustration 
and dissatisfaction. Even when we manage to achieve a degree of 
happiness, it’s temporary and tends to dissipate rapidly. That’s not the 
end of it, however: such temporary victories over discontent not only 
fade quickly, but they also actually create the very basis for further 
rounds of discomfort and dissatisfaction. 

Let’s try a little thought experiment. Let’s assume that while 
reading this book you’ve chosen to sit in your favorite comfortable 
chair. Perhaps, the window is open, there’s a nice breeze, your feet are 
up, you’re absorbed by the book, and all seems right with the world. It 
can be quite a treat to be sitting comfortably, good book in hand, don’t 
you think?  

But, if you were told that you weren’t allowed to move from this 
incredibly comfortable position for the next ten hours, how long would 
it take before the position became very uncomfortable? Probably 
almost immediately. What seemed so blissfully cozy and comfy only 
moments earlier has now become a source of discomfort, even pain!  

Of course even without a command to remain motionless, we’d 
soon find our original posture uncomfortable in some way and we’d 

shift—re-cross our legs,  adjust a cushion, close the window. (We 
might even think how nice it would be to have a drink or a snack or 
maybe put on some music.) While reading this book, this process will 
be repeated over and over: we sit comfortably, and then, after staying 
in that delightful position for a while without moving, we become 
uncomfortable and shift our position. Although we normally don’t 
look at it this way, the truth seems to be this: Our future discomfort is 
generated the moment we settle into a comfortable position.

In Fact, Do We Even Know How to Enjoy Ourselves?

Nobody is suggesting we shouldn’t try to relax and enjoy life. That’s 
not the point. It’s not relaxation and enjoyment in themselves that are 
the problem. No, the problem is this: the way we usually go about 
securing happiness doesn’t really work. Even when finding ourselves 
blessed with an abundance of truly pleasant circumstances, do we 
really know how to fully enjoy them?

Recall for a moment the last truly great day you had. What was it 
that made the day so wonderful? Was it the location?  Our companions? 
Activities? Perhaps all of these.  
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It’s not hard to see how the enjoyment has been overshadowed by the 
attempts to extend, repeat, or capture it: instead of relaxing enjoyably, 
you are busily thinking and scheming and capturing. It’s desperate. 

Even during very pleasurable circumstances, it seems, our 
experience cannot help but be colored by that slight underlying 
restlessness that anticipates an end to the good times. Everyone is 
familiar with the Sunday afternoon blues, even after a perfect weekend. 
This regret, this subtle sense of dissatisfaction, comes from our 
understanding—explicit or not—that this moment is already slipping 
into the past.

Is this any way to enjoy good times? 
Yet isn’t this just what we so often do? Even the happiness of the 

present moment is beyond us because we are already distracted by planning to 
avoid the next possible moment of unhappiness.

But what if we could make the day last? Wouldn’t that solve our 
problem? For example, maybe our perfect day was spent on the beach 
with dear friends and family. Imagine for a moment that we could just 
lock it in so that every day from now on would be a beach day with 
friends, the sun always shining, for years without end. How do you 
think this would turn out? 

Would we run out of things to talk about? Yearn for a different 
beach? Or an occasional rainy day, just for contrast? New kinds of food? 
New friends? Most likely—as we all know if we think about it—after a 
while we would get tired of the sand and sun, tired of the same friends 
and food, and we’d grow bored. The same external circumstances that 
seemed to be producing such happiness and contentment become inescapably 
the foundation for future dissatisfaction. 

The lesson here?  
Looking for happiness in situations, circumstances and things has 

three main problems:

1. We aren’t very good at predicting what will make us happy. 

2. If and when we do seem to get it right, and we do manage 
to create all the right circumstances for happiness, we 
nonetheless find it’s difficult for us to fully enjoy them. Why? 

• • • • •

WHY  C AN ’T  TH IS  L AST  FOREVER? 
Erric Solomon

My wife, Eva, and I would go every year to Cabo San Lucas in 
February to escape the relentless winter rain. It was only a two-

hour flight from Silicon Valley, and we would leave in the morning and 
be on a stunning beach the same afternoon. One trip, we were having 
an especially idyllic time. We got a fantastic deal on our room, which 
was right on the nearly empty beach. We would start every morning 
meditating while looking out onto the ocean, and then go for a swim. 
Sitting on our beach chairs we were in bliss. I put my arm out and 
lovingly drew beautiful, dear Eva towards me and then I heard myself 
gently say with a little sigh: “Too bad every day can’t be like this.” As 
soon as I heard these words slip off of my tongue, I realized that even 
during this perfect moment, I was subtly dissatisfied.

 • • • • •

During such wonderful times, hasn’t everyone caught themselves 
thinking, “Too bad every day can’t be like this?” Even when things are 
going splendidly we can’t fully enjoy ourselves because instead we’re 
thinking, “Too bad…” At such a point we might find ourselves thinking 
about what we can do to extend the moment, or if this proves impossible, 
to repeat it. Either that, or we are recording everything, snapping 
pictures and filming videos, trying to capture the wonderful moment. 
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being married with Norbu would be a constant source of joy. 
The night before I was about to get married, my father called me 

into his room and very sweetly gave me his advice for marital harmony:
When your wife gets upset with you:

1) Never hit her, 
2) don’t talk back, just listen 
3) when you get tired of listening, don’t argue, just get up 
and quietly walk away.  

My father’s advice maybe looks a little naïve from a modern perspective. 
You have to understand that my father came from a fierce nomadic 
region of Tibet and women were not always treated very well. But my 
grandfather’s side of the family had several spiritually accomplished 
women renowned for their wisdom. Of my parents it has been my 
mother who has overseen the day-to-day operation of my family’s 
charitable organizations to help the poor and sick in Nepal as well as 
the construction of a temple. It was important to my parents that their 
children were raised to cherish the capability and capacity of everyone 
no matter their gender (or background). So it was in this spirit of respect 
and equality that my father offered his advice. 

During the first few weeks of our marriage, everything seemed 
perfect. Although Norbu and I had spent time together before we were 
married, we were rarely alone and certainly didn’t do anything more 
than steal a kiss here or there. Now we were together 24/7 and it was 
great. I loved our newfound intimacy, and found our values were even 
more in line then I imagined. Our time together was so blissful, I didn’t 
want anything to change. 

But that was the problem. Before marriage, each of us was used 
to living their own independent lives. After a few weeks of bliss, we 
suddenly began to have to negotiate everything. It started very subtly 
at first, over very small things like what we were going to have for 
dinner. But soon it grew into nearly every part of our day.  And I was 
trying to control everything. 

At first Norbu was accommodating my wishes, but then one 
day she had enough. She wanted to do something else. I can’t even 
remember what it was now. In any case, I was resisting. I kept worrying 

Because either we become preoccupied with prolonging 
them, or unhappy at their fleeting nature. 

3. What first makes us happy becomes in turn the very basis for 
future discontent. 

The conundrum is that the way we act—spending so much time 
seeking happiness in circumstances—is out of accord with where we 
can actually find happiness. In fact, recent research seems to support 
the idea that circumstances actually contribute roughly only 10% of 
our overall sense of satisfaction and contentment in life.4

• • • • •

M ARRY IN G  HAPP INESS    
Phakchok Rinpoche 

I experienced all three problems during the first weeks of my marriage. 
Following the tradition I was born into, I was a monk right up 

until I got married. I had a very romantic idea about what marriage 
was and my expectations were quite high. I loved everything about my 
wife, she was extraordinarily kind and warm hearted, intelligent and 
well educated, and I loved looking at her. I was utterly convinced that 

Shantideva
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are lost in distraction. Not only that, but when the study’s participants 
were preoccupied by mind-wandering, completely distracted from the 
present moment by thinking about thoughts, they were more likely to 
be unhappy. In fact, Dr. Killingsworth said that mind-wandering (or 
lack thereof) is an excellent predictor of happiness. 

One surprising finding of this study was that even when we find 
ourselves forced to engage in a distasteful task, on average we’re much 
happier than when we’re daydreaming. For example, the study found 
that people stuck in a bad traffic jam are substantially happier when 
their minds are focused on the present moment rather than when they 
are daydreaming. This was even true when compared to the subset of 
mind-wanderers who were daydreaming about something they really 
enjoyed! 

Think about this for a moment. 
We are happier stuck in horrible traffic, looking at the hopelessly 

long line of slow-moving cars in front of us, than if we allow our 
minds to wander to someplace far more pleasant. This is more than 
surprising! The science, in fact, supports the following non-intuitive 
assertion: Situating oneself firmly and mindfully in what is present—no 
matter what it is—is intimately connected to genuine happiness. Isn’t that a 
fairly radical thing to consider? 

If This Is True, Then What Is It That Keeps Us from Just Being 
in the Present Moment?

that she was jeopardizing the amazing life we were having together. 
Understandably, Norbu started to argue with me. I quickly 

remembered my father’s advice. I was no longer the complete anger 
ball of my teenage years, so I definitely wasn’t going to hit her. I tried 
to listen patiently for a while, but then I started to think “why does 
Norbu insist on ruining things like this? Doesn’t she see how good 
things were, just the way they were?” So I got up and began to quietly 
walk away. 

“Where do you think you are going? We haven’t finished our 
conversation, yet!” Norbu exclaimed, she had been educated in the 
United States and wasn’t going to stand for my backward autocratic 
behavior.

I was so shocked. I had no idea marriage was going to be so 
difficult. In the months leading up to our marriage I could only imagine 
my idealized version of marriage and the happiness it would bring. 
Confronted by this new reality, I ran out of the room. I had a lot to learn 
about marriage let alone finding happiness. 

• • • • •

Where, Oh Where, Do We Look to be Happy?

If lasting contentment can’t be found in circumstances, where might it 
be found? What other options might there be beyond our preoccupation 
with how our situations could be improved, or prolonged, or avoided?

DO NOT THINK ABOUT THE PAST,  
NOR START THINKING ABOUT THE FUTURE,  
BUT LEAVE THE MIND IN  
THE PRESENT MOMENT Buddha

In 2010, a study of what causes us to be happy determined that people 
are happiest when they are completely absorbed in the present moment, 
rather than caught up in wandering thoughts.5  In this study, UCSF 
scientist Dr. Mathew Killingsworth found that nearly half the time we 
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Tulku Urgyen Rinpoche

THE VERY BASIS OF OUR 
DISCONTENTMENT IS OUR 
ONGOING AND NEVER-ENDING 
EVALUATION OF THE QUALITY 
OF OUR EXPERIENCE
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and all of that took place in the time it took to walk to the curb and back. 
It is our habit to constantly measure our experience and then think 

about it. And, if it turns out we like what’s happening, we immediately 
start to think about how to maintain the obvious goodness. But, as we 
noted above, hidden right  within our wish to cling to what’s pleasing 
us is a subtle dissatisfaction with the whole thing. Why is this? It’s 
because we cannot help but already be engaged in subtle anticipation of or 
worry about coming change and possible loss. In the same way, if it turns out 
we don’t like our present situation, we begin right away to think about 
ways to get ourselves out of what we don’t like. Not only do we have 
the dissatisfaction that comes along with any unpleasant experience, 
but we have the fear or concern that we may have to endure this 
unpleasant experience for a longer, perhaps unbearable, period of time.  

I’VE BEEN THROUGH LOTS OF  
TERRIBLE THINGS IN MY LIFE.  

SOME OF THEM HAPPENED.  
Mark Twain

Normally, when we encounter someone wandering down the 
sidewalk talking to themselves, we figure the person is at least a bit 
weird and possibly suffering from mental illness. Yet, if we’re honest 
with ourselves, we can see that most of the time we’re fully engaged 
in nonstop, if silent, inner conversation, and, were we to speak all of 
this aloud, it would likely cause those within earshot to question our 
own basic sanity. This wouldn’t be simply because of our deviation 
from social norms. No, that’s not it. The reason others would question 
the basic soundness of our mind would arise because so much of our 
internal monologue is just so silly, trivial and oddly self-obsessed. Of 
course, some of what we think about is important—problems that 
need solving, plans that have to be sorted, tasks to prioritize—but our 
habit of constantly evaluating the quality of experience into likes and 
dislikes, and things we want to create or avoid is all-consuming and 
out of control: we do it constantly and yet most of it is useless. 

If you listen carefully to your own mind, you’ll quickly notice that 
you’re continuously caught up in a conversation with yourself about 
what you’re experiencing. It’s like having a perpetual inner sports 
announcer, describing and evaluating the plays as they arise in your 
day-to-day activities. This color-commentary reports to us our current 
successes and failures. It offers statistics and metrics, so we can know 
where we stand, whether we’re winning or losing, and by how much. 
Truth is, we don’t even feel we’re really experiencing anything unless 
it is mediated back to us via this commentary. We endlessly describe, 
measure, assess and evaluate everything that happens to us. In nearly 
every moment, we make judgment after judgment as to how well or 
badly things are going for us, and then we engage in thinking about 
what we just thought about and evaluating that. Each thought simply 
leads to the next and then the next, until some new input from one of 
our senses interrupts this and the process starts all over again. 

For example, we might notice as we walk to the curb to take out 
our garbage that one of our neighbors has a gleaming new car in her 
driveway. In no time at all, the thought strikes us that it’s well past time 
we bought ourselves a new car. Effortlessly, thoughts and visualizations 
and plans describing our path to our own new car present themselves 
to us. “Hmmm. I’ll need a substantial raise, which I deserve! But they’ll 
never give it to me. Maybe what I really need to think about is finding 
a new job, one where they appreciate me more. Let’s face it: I’ve got a 
dead-end job and I’ll never get paid what I’m worth there. Hey! It might 
even be fun to have a new challenge. I’m so fed up with my idiotic 
co-workers, anyway.” And then, as we drift further and further into 
thinking about how we’re currently being ripped off by our ungrateful 
employers, as we amble along ever more deeply into thoughts about 
our job prospects, the wind stiffens a bit and we think, “Ohmigod, it’s 
gotten so much chillier. Before I head into my hell hole of a job, I better 
find a sweater. I wonder where that blue one is? Is it back from the 
cleaners yet? Did he forget to pick up the drycleaning again. Jeez. No 
matter how often I remind him, he’s always forgetting to do what he’s 
said he’ll do. This really gets on my nerves. It is so annoying! Yeah, 
maybe it’s time for THE BIG TALK.” We’re off to the races once more, 



getting distracted by thoughts of 
prolonging and maintaining or 
regretting that it will soon be over. 
The more we place our attention 
in the present moment rather 
than focusing on what might 
happen or thinking about what has 
happened, the more we can enjoy 
life’s great moments. Furthermore, 
the more we keep our attention 
on what is happening now, the 
less we will exaggerate and allow 
the bad times to overwhelm us.

When things aren’t going our 
way and there is something 
we can do, then we should do 
it. But we should do it without 
wasting time worrying about 
what happens if it doesn’t work. 
Or, if there is nothing that can 
be done, isn’t worrying only 
going to make it worse? And if 
things are going well, then why 
not just be completely present 
in the enjoyment of it instead of 

WHY WORRY? 
IF YOU CAN DO 
SOMETHING, DO IT. 
IF NOT, HOW CAN 
WORRYING HELP? 
Shantideva
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It’s not like we are actually solving important problems and 
making meaningful life decisions every time we wait for our friends to 
show up for lunch. Imagine if instead we could actually be so present 
and stable in the moment, that our mind wandering is something we 
do consciously, because it suits our needs or because it can help us 
make a difference in our lives or the lives of those around us. Not only 
will we be happier, but it would be a lot less exhausting!

Most of us already have had a handful of instances when we 
fully arrived in the present moment, and once there, found ourselves 
suddenly free from the constant judgment, comparison and evaluation 
that usually characterizes our experience.

This moment of complete presence can happen during moments 
of intense physical exercise or play. We have a friend, for example, who 
loves kite surfing.  The sport is so dangerous that he has no choice but 
to concentrate completely on what he’s doing. He says that when he’s 
in such a zone of focus his normal thinking mind drops away and he 
finds himself completely immersed in the moment and its flow-state. 

In the Matthew Killingsworth study mentioned above, it turned 
out that people were most likely to be in the present moment not while 
doing something dangerous, but while having sex. What a surprise! 
But, in fact, it needn’t be danger or sex. People in other studies report 
complete presence in the moment during peak physical performance in 
sports, computer programming, playing improvised music, or even 
while being absorbed in video games. When they talk about such 
experiences, they report being completely engrossed in the activity and 
free from ordinary thoughts or concerns.6

What do all of these activities have in common? At these kinds 
of moments, we’re so fully integrated into the present moment that 
habitual measuring and evaluation of the quality of experience is 
interrupted or suspended. Is the good news here, then, that all we need 
to do is immerse ourselves in love-making, or improvisational music-
making, or in endless hours with eyes glued to a computer screen while 
hacking out some code? 

If that’s the case, we still have a problem—and a big one. 
We are still hooking our happiness to specific sets of external (and 

thus ever-changing) circumstances over which we can have no real 
control. We’re still doomed to be the victims of these always-shifting 
circumstances.

Begin with Basic Happiness

What we need—to find real, radical happiness—is methods to establish 
contentment and meaning in life whether things are going our way 
or not. As long as we’re looking for happiness in circumstances, we’ll 
waste a great deal of our energy hoping for the good and fearing the 
bad. Instead of being stuck on this see-saw, we can free ourselves from 
the ups and downs of hope and fear by re-learning where to put our 
attention. Instead of wandering wherever our thoughts take us, chasing 
one thought after another and another, we can retrain our attention to 
remain more and more in the present moment. That way, when good 
things happen, we’ll be better able to enjoy them, and when disaster 
strikes, we can still be okay.  

How do we do this? 
The very first step is to learn how to gain more control over our 

ever-evaluating minds—by making a slight, yet profoundly radical shift 
in the way we place our attention. This is the beginning of experiencing 
Basic Happiness, and the best way to accomplish this turns out to be 
meditation. 

The kind of meditation that is explained in this book has been 
taught and practiced and tested for thousands of years. It involves 
attention-training exercises that are optimal ways to learn to bring the 
mind out of its habitual pattern of thinking about thoughts and into the 
present moment. 

Remember the example of the lion and the dog from the 
introduction? Being like a dog means that like a dog chasing stones, 
we become lost in thinking about thoughts— chasing one thought 
with another in a seemingly endless chain. Being like a lion means that 
instead of looking at each stone we turn our attention onto the stone 
thrower—in our case that means the mind itself. 

By coming to know our mind and how we can master it, we can 
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discover a subtle sense of well-being that can’t be shaken no matter 
what happens.

Each of the subsequent chapters in this user’s guide for the 
mind is divided into three main sections. The title of each section is 
a mnemonic, a kind of short slogan, to help you remember the key 
points of the section. It’s a good idea to memorize each slogan when 
you’re going through the chapter. Don’t worry, these slogans are short 
and pithy, and each section has only three. 

Experience suggests that people trying to become familiar with 
Radical Happiness have found that having brief inspiring is an useful 
support for making the subtle shift into the Radically Happy lifestyle. 
So, let’s take a little break from the fast lane, shall we?



C H A P T E R  2 

BASIC  
HAPPINESS
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T
he key to Basic Happiness is to get used to being fully 
present in the moment, just as it is. The more we are 
able to be in the present moment, the less the ingrained 
habit of thinking about thinking will have the power 
to distract us. So how do we gain this familiarity with 
remaining present? By practicing the three main points 

of Basic Happiness: 

Always 
react to thoughts  
the same way

Relax the Com[paring

Be present

Always 
react to thoughts  
the same way 

The practice of meditation is an incredibly effective way to become 
more and more familiar with remaining present. While meditating, we 
practice reacting to whatever comes to our mind in the exact same 
way — no matter what sensations, thoughts or emotions arise, we 
do not follow after them. Instead of thinking about them, we remain 
anchored, fully present in the moment.
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Be present
Through the practice of meditation we turn our attention towards the 
present moment. But we have to be able to bring the awareness of the 
present moment from the meditation cushion into ordinary everyday 
experience. That way, when things are going well, we can drop most 
of our usual strategies for trying to keep the good times rolling and 
instead just be present and enjoy. Also when disaster strikes, we won’t 
completely lose our equanimity and become depressed. 

The whole point of meditation practice is to become so familiar 
with the state of non-distraction that we can integrate the Be Present 
experience into whatever we are doing. We will show you how to do 
that, and then Basic Happiness will arise even in difficult circumstances. 

Relax the Com[paring
The involuntary habit of constantly evaluating experience distracts us, 
and makes it difficult to fully enjoy even life’s simplest pleasures. But it 
gets worse. These thoughts build upon and reinforce each other. They 
grow into the world’s biggest stealer of contentment— the comparing 
of ourselves to others and their circumstances. We can relax the 
comparing by learning to accept ourselves, warts and all. We can learn 
to appreciate what we have. 

Through accepting, instead of denigrating ourselves, we can 
approach our foibles and improve our lives from the perspective of a 
healthy self-image.

We can weaken the habit of comparison by noticing when it arises 
and replacing it with appreciation. For example, when we are on the 
beach having a great day, instead of thinking “too bad…” we can 
appreciate how wonderful it is to be able to be here right now. And 
guess what? This brings us right into the present moment, the place 
where basic happiness resides.
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GETTING TO  
KNOW OUR MIND
We should try observing our mind in 
order to understand how it functions. 

Sit comfortably. Don’t try to think about 
anything, but just watch the thoughts arise and 
fall in the mind without getting involved in 
thinking about the thoughts, just observe.

Are you able to just observe thoughts as they 
arise or do you start thinking about them?

Take a few moments to do this right now. 

We can do this as we go about 
our day in almost any situation. 

We can watch how this entire 
process of thinking works 
to carry us away from the 

present moment. We need to 
get used to noticing the arising 
of the “I like” or “I don’t like” 

thoughts. And then notice 
each thought that follows.

EXERCISE
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Always 
react to thoughts  
the same way
As we go about our everyday life, we are perpetually reacting to our 
thoughts. If we like something, we want to keep it or prolong it. If we 
think of something we don’t like, we worry about how to avoid it or 
get rid of it. Nearly every thought that comes into our head gets special 
attention, with a reaction tailor-made for it. By contrast, in meditation 
practice, we learn to always react to every thought the same way—
instead of thinking about it, we keep our attention on the present 
moment. At first we need to meditate to get used to being fully present. 
But later, we will need to be able to carry the present-focused mind into 
any situation.

Getting to Know Your Mind

How many times have you thoroughly enjoyed a movie only to find 
out that a friend hated it? The movie itself is neither inherently great 
nor awful. We create a lot of consensus with others about what we 
like in movies, of course, but ultimately experience of movie goodness 
or badness resides in the mind of the viewer. Ultimately this is true 
not only for movies but for whatever happens: the final arbiter of 
experience, of joy and sorrow, entertaining or boring, good and bad, 
rests with the mind. 

• • • • •

ROAD  R AGER 
Erric Solomon  

On a good day, my daily trek down the San Francisco peninsula to 
my job in Mountain View in Silicon Valley took 45 minutes.
But there weren’t many good days. 
I was travelling in a pack of pretty aggressive drivers, so quite 

often, one of these kinds of driver would try to get ahead by weaving 
back and forth across lanes. And more often than not Mr. Lane Weaver 
would swerve in front of me within a foot of my bumper, causing me 
to abruptly hit the brakes. I would get so pissed off that I would then 
weave through the traffic myself—do the very exact thing that I was so 
righteously indignant about—just so I could pass them and cut in front 
of them. I gave them what they deserved. If it was a really bad day, I 
might even slow down a little once I got in front of them. I might give 
them a look or a certain kind of hand gesture. Take that, bastard! 

Some days I would carpool with a friend, and on one of these 
days when I was a passenger, my friend was excitedly explaining some 
new code he was working on. Suddenly, someone snaking through 
the traffic careened into our lane, a little too close for comfort. My 
friend lightly tapped the brake. I was about to commiserate with him 
about what a jerk that driver was, so we could do some war whooping 
together, but he didn’t seem to notice anything unusual at all. He 
continued driving with the same expression of excitement and kept 
talking about the cool new algorithm he was working on.  
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It seems like the same event: someone cuts us off on the road. Yet, 
the experience of it is vastly different from person to person. I would 
get really upset, but my friend didn’t seem to think much about it at all, 
just gently pressing his foot on the brake. 

He didn’t know it, but when I saw his detached response, I felt 
embarrassed by how I behaved while driving. For all I knew the person 
who just cut in front of us was in a hurry to tend to a sick child or was 
unavoidably late for a meeting that could make or break a career. And 
even if they are risking their own life or others senselessly, my getting 
all worked up isn’t going to change that. It’s just going to change me 
into an asshole.

• • • • •

While circumstances contribute to what we experience, it is the mind 
that determines the quality of the experience, how the experience affects 
overall well-being. Since our mind determines how we experience 
things, if we want to experience Basic Happiness we need to work with 
our mind—the ultimate shaper of all experience. In order to work with 
the mind, though, we need to understand how it functions.

When most of us try the above exercise, we are surprised by 
how little control we seem to have over our own mind. Normally, we 
become so overwhelmed by the cascade of thoughts that rush by, it’s 
really hard just to watch our thoughts without getting lost in them. 
What does getting lost mean?  It means rather than staying present in 
the mere observation of thoughts, we become so engrossed in thinking 
about them that we forget all about our intention to simply watch. 

Isn’t it totally wild that even though we intend to simply observe 
our mind, we almost immediately are distracted by it? We think a 
thought, and then think about that thought, and then think about each 
thought that follows, until after a while we realize we are not there 
anymore. 

The key to experiencing Basic Happiness is to gain control, or 
mastery, over this wild, wandering mind and bring our attention into 
the present moment. Since our mind belongs only to us, shouldn’t we 
be able to control it? When we have control over our mind, we can make 

a conscious decision whether to allow our minds to wander or not. We 
have the ability to drop the habit of chasing after our thoughts and 
emotions, likes and dislikes, and instead choose to become completely 
engaged in the moment, just as it is.  Just as we taught ourselves the 
habit of chasing after thoughts and emotions and deeply implanted it 
in ourselves, we can develop— through the practice of meditation—
the habit of being in the present moment, undistracted by wandering 
thoughts and emotions.

Through meditation practice we can train our mind in such a 
way that our attention remains wherever we place it. And in order to 
experience basic happiness we want to be able to place our mind in 
the present moment, rather than habitually thinking about one thought 
after another. At first, when we meditate, we give our mind a focus, 
something we can place our attention upon, and then thoughts, feelings 
and sensations will be less likely to distract us. As we learn how to gain 
control over where we place our attention, gradually we will become 
more and more familiar with simply being present in the moment. 
Eventually, we will be able to be fully present, without having to rely 
on an object of focus even during the commotion of ordinary daily life. 

The First Meditation: Creating Space 

During the day, we have so many things running through our heads: 
for example, we may think of our health, our career, difficult colleagues, 
paying the bills, dinner plans with friends, taking care of family, or 
how to find some down time. And that’s only what came up before 
breakfast! The list can seem so long that we can feel like there isn’t 
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enough time in the day to deal with even a small portion of what our 
mind is cooking up.  

Some days it seems like our mind gets sucked into each and every 
problem that comes our way, and then our perspective begins to shrink.  
Suddenly, we might even find ourselves in a world where problems 
seem to be many and possibilities for resolution seem to be very few. 
Our minds begin to loop over and over our predicament, without any 
resolution. The same worries go through our head over and over again, 
tormenting us, and taking us further and further away from the present 
moment and Basic Happiness.

The Creating Space exercise is an excellent way to deal with our 
stress and looping thoughts. It can relieve the tension and uptightness in 
our mind and also in our body. Creating Space is a very simple method 
that interrupts our habitual patterns of thinking about thoughts and 
emotions.

• • • • •

T I TAN IC  SPACE 
Phakchok Rinpoche 

Several years ago, while I was in England on an annual teaching tour, 
someone called me from my home in Nepal saying that some of my 

students weren’t getting along. They were creating big problems for 
themselves and everyone around them. This news really irritated me, 
and the more I thought about it the more I became completely fed up 
with the entire situation. I just kept thinking over and over, “Why is 
it always like this? Why are they doing this?! How am I going to deal 
with these problems when I’m on the other side of the world? What’s 
going to happen now?” And on and on and on went my thought 

process. Ironically, these thoughts were spinning around and around 
in my head while I was sitting in the car on my way to give a public 
talk entitled “The Key to Happiness.” When I considered that fact, I 
became further irritated with myself and I thought, “What a joke this 
is! If I can’t be happy myself, how on earth can I teach others about 
happiness?”

Then I stopped thinking for a while and just stared out of the car 
window at the passing scenery. Thankfully we were driving through the 
open countryside, on a clear day, with a wide open blue sky overhead. 
I had about 20 minutes before we reached the venue, so I gazed out and 
let my mind blend with the spacious sky. Inspired by the vastness and 
beauty of the sky, I closed my eyes and imagined I was surrounded 
by space, like in that scene in Titanic where Kate Winslet stands on the 
tip of the ship’s bow with Leonardo Di Caprio and leans out over the 
vast ocean. After just a few minutes, I experienced a sense of relief. The 
irritation and tightness was replaced by a sense of spaciousness and 
ease, and the problems that had been troubling me so much seemed 
small and no longer overwhelming. In fact, I quickly found myself 
jotting down a few ideas on how the misunderstanding between my 
students could be resolved.

• • • • •

When our mind is tight, any thought that arises dominates our mind. 
When we can adopt a spacious attitude, nothing that arises can dominate 
our mind. It’s like the difference between a tiny 10-foot by 10-foot room 
and a huge 100-foot by 100-foot room. In the tiny room, anything you 
place there completely defines it. If you put a desk in there, it’s an office. 
If you put a bed in there, it’s a bedroom. If you put a stove in, it’s a 
kitchen. 

In a huge room, you can have many things, and different 
environments, yet no single thing defines the room. When we create 
space, thoughts and emotions can still appear, but they no longer 
completely define our state of mind. 

Why not try it out now? It isn’t necessary to spend lots of time on 
this exercise, even five minutes is enough, but ten is even better!
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HOW TO CREATE SPACE 
Sit comfortably and close your eyes. Imagine being surrounded 
by an infinite, perfectly clear, blue sky. The sky is cloudless 
spacious, pristine, the deepest sky blue color and completely 
envelopes you, extending forever in every direction, above, below 
and to every side.  There are no walls, no boundaries and no 
buildings, nothing at all in any direction. Continue focusing on 
this infinite sky by making it as vivid and vibrant as possible.

If you become lost in thinking about work, things you 
need to do or anything else, that is completely normal. 
Just gently return your attention back to imagining 
boundless space and continue the meditation. 

Having made the sky as vivid and clear as possible, spend some time 
appreciating the space that you are visualizing. Do this by feeling the 
spacious quality of the sky. For example, bring to mind how beautiful it 
is or you can appreciate how infinitely vast, spacious and immaculate 
the sky around you is. You don’t have to go on and on about it. Just 
gently try to feel how it is to be in the spaciousness of the sky. 

Now imagine that this sky is within the body as well. Think 
that your mind has the same qualities of openness and infinite 
space as the sky that surrounds you. Blend your mind with the 
vast open sky. Allow yourself to feel the spaciousness of the sky 
permeating everywhere inside, outside the body and the mind. 

Rest for a little while in this spacious feeling.

Slowly open your eyes and re-orient yourself to 
your surroundings. How do you feel?

EXERCISE

CREATING
SPACE
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Try this for at least five minutes a day for the next week before trying 
the next exercise.

When we are beginning to learn meditation it can be very hard 
not become carried away by our thoughts and emotions. It can be 
especially hard if we have a lot of stress or pressure in our life (and 
these days, who doesn’t?).   By Creating Space, we are shifting our 
attention away from the normal patterns of thinking and emotional 
reactions. Through the power of our imagination we generate a mental 
and emotional environment whereby even if turbulent thoughts and 
emotions arise they won’t be able to distract us. 
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