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The Purpose of Life 

Today's service is about the purpose of life.   (my wife Janine said I was biting off too much -- she 

was probably right) 

More specifically, today I want to talk about happiness.    

 

The Dalai Lama has said ... 

“I believe that the very purpose of life is to be happy. From the very core of our being, we desire 

contentment. In my own limited experience I have found that the more we care for the happiness of 

others, the greater is our own sense of well-being.   ...     Since we are not solely material creatures, it is 

a mistake to place all our hopes for happiness on external development alone. The key is to develop 

inner peace.” 

For me, the two key sentences in that quote are "the very purpose of life is to be happy"  and "The key is 

to develop inner peace" . 

I actually don't know if I fully agree that "the very purpose of life is to be happy".    And yet, my gut tells 

me that it's correct in some measure. Somehow I sense that it's at least on the right track. 

But what does NOT sound right to me is what Thomas Jefferson wrote in the Constitution.  In referring 

to every person's unalienable rights he wrote "that among these are Life, Liberty, and the pursuit of 

Happiness".  I have a problem with the word "pursuit".     The "pursuit" of happiness.    Is happiness 

some sort of creature that is sprinting ahead of me, just out of reach?   If I run fast enough, maybe I can 

catch it? 

 

Of course this is a matter of semantics.   I'm sure that a 100 yard dash was not what Jefferson's had in 

mind.  But the word "pursuit" does seem harshly at odds with the sentence "The key is to develop inner 

peace" 

 

 

 

This service is about "Happiness".  But that word, "peace", reminds me of something I became very much 

aware of this last week,  which is,  that it's somewhat worrying when, halfway through writing a service 

about "X", you suddenly discover that you don't know actually know what X means.  Good God!  Now I've 

committed to doing a service in a few days and I no longer even know what the word means. 

 

"Happiness" is a rather fuzzy term.   We think we know what it is, but when you have to do a 

service about it you soon come to realize that you don't. 

 

There are a number of other words that I think are related in some way.  Perhaps they're 

descriptive of relative amounts of this happiness thing:     Ecstasy, Glee, Joy, Happiness, 

Contentment, Peace. 
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Each of us will have a somewhat different understanding of what these words mean.   But I 

suspect most of us will agree that "the purpose of life is to be ecstatic" is somehow not correct.   

Not only is it probably impossible, but it would really annoy the people around you if you were 

ecstatic all the time. 

 

What I find interesting is how these words rank up in the amount of time I can sustain them..     

I can be Ecstatic for a brief period of time.   My favorite team wins the soccer world cup with a 

spectacular goal.   That could make me ecstatic... but it won't last very long.    However, I do think 

I can sustain a gentle mild happiness for a much longer time.   The last two in my list, 

contentment and peace are the states that I can probably sustain the longest.  

 

So, to handle the fuzziness of the word, I'm just going to use "happy" and "happiness" and hand 

off to you the work of figuring out what it means -- at least to you. 

 

 

---------------------------------  Obstacles --------------------------------------------- 

 

Given the choice of being happy or unhappy, I doubt any of us would choose unhappiness.   We 

all want to be happy. 

So why are we so often unhappy, grumpy, worried, fearful, angry, grumpy...  anything but happy? 

 

There are obstacles to happiness.    Recognizing them, and developing techniques to negate 

them, can help bring us closer to the goal of more frequent, consistent, and longer lasting times 

of happiness. 

 

Obstacle one:   The unnatural messages sent by media 
 

The first obstaclj is the unnatural messages sent by the media, especially the electronic visual 

media.   It has the power to make us think we are "not as ____" as most people (pretty, muscular, 

in shape, sexy, rich, ...) 

 

There are sooo many myths perpetuated by the media, especially by advertising: 

- Beautiful...  is synonymous with... young, rich, healthy 

- EVERYBODY eats out at nice restaurants several times a week. 

- Everybody has a group of close friends with whom they go out eating and drinking a lot. 

- Happiness requires an I-phone and multiple other toys and gadgets.  "You can never have 

enough stuff" 

- A few resort vacations a year is normal for the average family. 
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- If you haven't had sex in the last week, there must be something TERRIBLY wrong with 

you (no matter your age). 

- Doesn't EVERYBODY have a "financial advisor" who reviews your "investment portfolio" 

periodically? 

- You DESERVE that Mercedes  (you know, the one that keeps appearing in the driveway 

with a red bow on top?) 

- Only a few minutes a day will get you "that perfect body" you've always wanted (and that 

everyone else on TV seems to have) 

 

It's very difficult to emerge from a constant onslaught of words and images of so-called "normal" 

people who are in fact abnormally strong, beautiful, healthy specimens, and not come away 

thinking that your own physical appearance is somehow lacking.   

 

In the days before electronic media, or let's go back further still,  before the printing press,  the 

ONLY faces and bodies we saw were live, right in front of us.   Where we could see every pimple 

and imperfection.   It reminds me of the poem "To a Louse" by Scottish poet Robert Burns.   The 

poem was based on his experience seeing a louse crawling around on the back of an uppity rich 

lady sitting in the front pew of church one Sunday.   It contains the following phrase (translated to 

a more modern English) 

O that God the gift would give us 

To see ourselves as others see us! 

My point is that his view of this lady was "live" and unedited.  Back then even the rich were 

brought back down to Earth by the reality plainly visible to everyone. 

 

And it's not just our body image that's affected.  It's also about lifestyle and expectations.   Images 

of people giving cars as gifts may make me subconsciously despair that I have never once done 

that, nor am I likely ever to do so.   Similarly, resorts and cruise ships advertising make it seem like 

everyone else has at least one great vacation getaway every year... not true for me, that's for 

sure. 

 

I'm not sure what we can do to protect ourselves from this bombardment other than to remind 

ourselves, each other, and especially our kids that "That's not normal".    We must help each 

other to see that we are fine just as we are.   In fact, more than fine.   We are each beautifully 

cracked works of art.  Each a valuable Kintsugi bowl. 

---- start video:     https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qOAzobTIGr8     

 

Obstacle 2: Wallowing 
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Another obstacle is our tendency to wallow in our funk.   I once heard someone use the term 

"Milking the bad".   It struck me very personally because I saw my own behavior very clearly.   

Someone cuts me off in traffic and for the next 15 minutes (or more), I'm going on and on about 

"stupid", "careless" and "inconsiderate" people.   I've allowed that split second of bad to become 

at least 15 minutes.   In extreme cases I might still be milking that sucker an hour later. 

 

We're much less likely to milk the good.   When's the last time someone waved you into traffic 

and 10 minutes later you're still going on and on about how great people are? 

 

Why is it that we do this?   I'm not sure.   But as I've gotten older I've become better at 

recognizing when I'm doing it.   Recognizing it is the first step to getting out of the funk.   I'll talk 

more later about how to get out of it.   But for the recognition part I think it helps to have people 

you love help you with it.   Talk to them.   Come up with a key word, maybe "milking" that one can 

say to get the other person to start to recognize what they're doing.   But be sure to say the word 

gently, and to give the other person plenty of time.    Changing one's mood intentionally is neither 

easy nor quick. 

 

Obstacle 3:  Worry about the future 
 

A 3rd obstacle is our tendency to worry about a future,  usually one that never happens.   This is 

interesting.   From an evolutionary standpoint, worrying about the future makes sense.  If you 

didn't, you might not work hard enough to gather enough crops and thus starve to death in the 

coming winter.    But we tremendously overworry.   How many of us are facing starvation or a lack 

of shelter from the elements?   The truth is that we'll be just fine, whether we worry or not.   Not 

too long ago, I lost my job due to layoffs after my company merged with another.   Because of 

that, we ended up selling our house in Maryland and moving to Raleigh, where I was able to get a 

job.   As a result, our joint family income was cut in half.   So what?   I like my job.    We like the 

Raleigh area.   In many ways it was a blessing in disguise.    I think we worry way too much.   I like 

the Dalai Lama's thoughts about worry: 

" If there is no solution to the problem then don't waste time worrying about it. If there is a 

solution to the problem then don't waste time worrying about it. " 

 

Obstacle 4: Lack of awareness of the world's beauty. 
 

The 4th obstacle is a big one.   An inability to see the good, the beauty, the positive. 

Its opposite goes by many names, words and phrases you'll see over and over in pretty much any 

book about how to be happy:   Gratitude, Presence, Appreciation, Positivity, Optimism, 

Thankfulness, Awe, Focusing on the good, etc. 
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There is soooo  much beauty around us.   Let's focus for a moment on just the part of it that we 

can perceive with our senses, what we can see, hear, smell, and touch.   From all of our senses we 

can experience beauty.    These things are around us ALL the time.    What a wonderful world it 

would be, how happy we would be, if we were to be constantly aware of this.    I once read a 

quote from a Buddhist monk.   It was just one paragraph, but it may be the one paragraph that 

has affected me more than any other I've ever read.    It was entitled something like "the joy of 

dishes".  It described how much he enjoyed doing the dishes... feeling the warm, soft, sudsy 

water.    Instead of grumbling over having to do the dishes, he chose instead to be aware of the 

tactile beauty of the work. 

 

Another type of beauty is the beauty in people.   I firmly believe that "most people are good most 

of the time".  Try to notice how many times people...  

 hold a door for someone else. 

 let someone into traffic. 

 express concern about "those poor people" when hearing of something bad happening to 

someone else 

 do others some kindness that they didn't have to do. 

 join organizations to try and make the world better in some way. 

If you listen and look for it, you'll find that these moments far outnumber the times when 

someone is greedy, selfish or unkind...   And yet, we seem to notice the negative more often. 

 

Contemplate also the beauty of creation.    Not just the beauty in nature, but also the beauty of 

humanity's creations.  The art, music, architecture, literature, etc...   Humanity is amazingly 

talented, capable of creating things of enormous beauty,  from things that end up in a museum to 

things as abstract as the beauty of a vast city like New York... Yes, it has its seamy side, but it's 

also a wonder of accomplishment, a vast machine with millions of cogs operating to make all of 

its pieces function. 

  

A big thing for me is the awe that comes with intellectual understanding of things like the 

vastness of time, the immenseness of space, the immeasurable energy in the universe, the 

unfathomable complexity of life, the wonder and beautiful logic of evolution, how every living 

thing on Earth has evolved its own unique mechanisms for meeting its needs (Why does that tree 

have different shaped leaves than that one? )    The words beauty and awe are inescapably 

interwoven in my mind. 

 

Obstacle 5:   Inability to see the good in the bad 
The last obstacle is an inability to see the good in "bad" luck or "bad" events. 
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One of the best things that every happened to me was the suffering and eventual death of my 

first wife, succumbing after 15 years battling a neurological disorder.   I would not wish her 

suffering on anyone.   But for me?   What it did for me was make me a better, kinder, more 

understanding and empathic person.    It gave me a direct bond with every other person on the 

planet who is or was going through something like that.   Having seen big pain, it makes me more 

likely to see little pains for what they are... too little to complain about. 

 

It also made me truly understand that there is very little in life that does not have a positive side.   

A person who understands, that everything can be seen as a good thing, has an amazing 

resilience. 

In 1642 Sir Thomas Browne said this about his ability to see the good in the bad: 

"I am the happiest man alive.   I have in me, that which can convert poverty to riches, 

adversity to prosperity.   And I am more invulnerable than Achilles.  [Bad] Fortune hath not 

one place to hit me." 
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So, how do we overcome these obstacles? 

 

A long time ago I read the book "The Power of Now", by Eckhart Tolle.    It made me aware of 

something very profound.  Each precise moment in time, each split second, is in its essential 

nature neither good nor bad, neither angry nor happy, neither grumpy nor joyful, neither worried 

nor carefree.   It contains neither the weight of the past nor the worry of the future.   It is blank. 

 

WOW!  If it's blank then "I" can choose what I want to make of it.   I have a choice.   With every 

second of my life I have a choice.    I can choose to carry the bad things of the past with me (that 

driver that cut me off) or I can choose to let that go;    I can choose to see the beauty in the bad or 

to see only my bad luck;   I can choose to let my senses see, hear and feel the beauty that's all 

around me or be blind to it;  I can choose to stand in wondrous awe at the majesty of the 

incomprehensibly large or complex or I can complain about another "ordinary day". 

 

To help you make this choice the self-help books will tell you things like 

- focus on the now 

- empty yourself 

- center yourself 

- become mindful  (of the beauty, of your own beauty) 

- contemplate gratitude 

- focus on the moment 

 

All very well, but these things are not easy.   Some of these books make it sound like you can learn 

to just flip a switch and voila, you've gone from grumpy to cheerful.   Well, it doesn't work like 

that for me.   I have to go through stages of 

- becoming aware that I'm unhappy, angry, worried, or grumpy 

- remembering that it's a choice 

- take time to become calm 

- do something that makes me happy  (sing, whistle, pretend, chat) 

 

That's what works for me (most of the time).     

 

I hope that each of you finds what works for you.   May each of you get better at finding the 

beauty, the gratitude, the happiness in life. 

 

I leave you now with these final words of wisdom: 
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If at first you don't succeed, skydiving is not for you. 
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Chalice Extinguishing 
 

 

We extinguish this flame  

but not the light of truth,  

the warmth of community,  

or the fire of commitment.   

These we carry in our hearts  

until we are together again. 
 


