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The Four Types of Happiness
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A Dharma Talk Given by Dharma Master Heng Lyu, Abbot of the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas, on March 24, 2024
English Translated by Andrew Yan
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We all like happiness and dislike suffering or affliction. People
have too many conceptions and approaches regarding happiness, and
here, we can broadly categorize it into four types.

First Type of Happiness

The first type of happiness is sensory, derived from the sense
faculties; it is a primal, instinctual form of happiness. It pertains to the
pleasurable sensations we obtain through sight, sound, smell, taste,
and touch. For instance, on a cold night, a steaming cup of coffee or
hot chocolate can warm your whole body; alternatively, when you
hear your favorite music, you may experience mental exhilaration.
All of these are sensual enjoyments.

However, the pleasure of the senses quickly vanishes, disappearing
without a trace. It is like watching a movie; after a movie finishes
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premiering, the show is over, the crowd disperses, and the
entertainment ends along with the enjoyment.

Sensory pleasures may sometimes result in adverse
consequences, such as a sense of spiritual emptiness. This
explains why some individuals cant stop munching on
melon seeds, smoking one cigarette after another, or
relentlessly downing shot after shot of alcohol. The happiness
induced by persistent sensory stimulation rapidly fades away
completely.

Our nervous system is innately designed to disregard
familiar entities and shift attention toward novel things.
When a certain object or phenomenon can no longer provide
fresh stimulation, our brain’s neurons tend to stop paying
attention to it. This describes the commonly expressed
saying “favoring the new and tiring of the old.”

Perhaps this occurrence can explain why individuals
who consume intoxicants tend to ingest increasingly potent
substances. For example, starting with marijuana use and
ultimately developing an addiction to highly detrimental
drugs such as cocaine, all for the sake of satistying sensory
pleasure. However, these addicts must pay a hefty price for
such a pursuit, namely, the destruction of their nervous
system and physical health due to drug use. Consequently,
we must not indulge in sensory enjoyment.

Therefore, Buddhism consistently warns us to reduce our
desires and be content. In truth, this is a way of protecting
us, preventing us from continuing in ignorance and folly.

Second Type of Happiness

The second type of happiness stems from a sense of
achievement, a higher and more enduring form of happiness.
Simply put, it entails doing what you want to do or obtaining
what you want to obtain. For example, the people, objects,
and circumstances that you seek—health, a partner, children,
friends, a house, wealth, reputation, status, and so forth—all
of these contribute to a sense of happiness.

However, whether it is the pleasure of the senses or the
delight of accomplishments, neither can be the source of
everlasting happiness, as all objects and phenomena in the
world are impermanent, and everything is temporary. No
one knows when these will abruptly end or vanish.

This mirrors the experience of many individuals who, in
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their youth, possess time and health butlack financial resources;
yet, when they believe that they have amassed enough wealth,
they no longer have time and health.

Thus, please do not be excessively attached to pursuing
these external possessions; approach them lightheartedly.
Should fate bestow them upon you, accept them graciously,
but remain ever mindful that, though these possessions might
be delightful, they are ephemeral, fragile, and liable to vanish
instantly. It is best to regard these external possessions as
things temporarily lent to you, subject to reclamation at any
moment.

In this world, everyone has their job, such as lawyer, doctor,
teacher, student, cab driver, salesperson, janitor, monastic,
housewife, househusband, and so forth. However, only a few
can obtain happiness from work. Why is that?

For example, in our educational journey, we can observe
that some teachers truly treat teaching as a sacred profession.
In contrast, other teachers see it merely as a means of making a
living. Those who emerge as the most excellent teachers often
see teaching as a sacred calling because they find lofty and
noble meaning in their work. They will not be affected by
salary or external factors.

Let’s consider another profession, that of lawyer. It is
widely recognized as a high-income profession. Yet, are you
aware that, within rankings of occupations most susceptible
to depression, the lawyer sits at the foremost position? How
does a profession endowed with such elevated and legitimate
earnings display such pronounced rates of depression and
unhappiness?

That is because high income does not translate to happiness.
Individuals tend to spend money extravagantly. Upon receiving
a salary increase or augmented earnings, they proceed to buy
new computers, new phones, new sofas, larger televisions, or
dine in fancy restaurants, and so forth, even to the extent of
exhausting their credit limits. Afterward, they ask, “Where has
all my money gone?” At that point, they can only anxiously
wait for the next raise or increment in income.

In fact, the happiness that comes from increases in wages
or income is negligible. When you derive no happiness
whatsoever from your work, you are equally unable to derive
happiness from your life.

I will now recount a true story. A plumber participated
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in a phone interview. The interviewer asked, “Sorry to
bother you, but I'm conducting some research. People
always say that plumbers have the freedom to manage
their own time, and I want to find out if that’s true, is
that the case?”

The plumber replied, “Do you understand the nature
of my work? So many times I've received calls at three
in the morning from customers saying that their toilet
doesn’t work. I then must immediately get up from my
bed and rush to unclog their sewage pipes. Otherwise,
they can’t use their bathrooms at all.”

The interviewer then asked, “Why does that happen?”

The plumber responded, “Some things simply should
not be thrown into the toilet. Not everything can flow
through a septic system. Therefore, I had to crawl on the
ground and dig out all the filth that had accumulated
in the sewage pipes for years—loads of condoms, blood
clots, hair, toilet paper, and excrement. So many times I
wanted to puke!”

The interviewer then asked, “So, overall, how does
this job make you feel?”

The plumber answered, “Actually, it’s not as bad as
I described. Many things can happen, and sometimes I
can finish work by noon. But I'll tell you this—no one
wakes up in the morning excited to take care of that
nasty stuff, not even people in my line of work. But I
work because I need to care for my family, so I refuse to
let this job break me. Just the other day, I managed to
watch my child’s baseball game.”

This interview shows the parents’ wholehearted efforts
to strive for their families, which is extremely moving.
If they can identify a noble significance in their work, it
serves to ignite their professional passion, uncover joy
in their work, and ultimately enhance the meaning of
their lives.

A research report concerning hospital personnel
revealed that cleaners tasked with disposing of patients’
bedpans or vomit may occupy the lowest position
among hospital staff. Still, some of these cleaners have
discovered a noble purpose in their duties, thereby
igniting their enthusiasm for their work.

sdTo be continued



