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 “A Resolution:  Be Happy Enough”       Rev. Lynn Kerr  January 4, 2015 

Reading  “The Art of Facing Things”     (Edited for Length) Mark Nepo 

 

It is an ancient unspoken fact of being that blackmail is only possible if we believe we have 

something to hide.  The inner corollary of this is that worthless feelings arise when we believe, 

however briefly, that who we are is not enough…  I was climbing Trail Ridge Road through 

the Rock Mountains determined to make the Continental Divide, when…I was overcome 

with the sudden truth that I could go no farther, and I had no need to go any farther.  Can it 

be that this journey through the mountains mirrors the journey through our lives? …Do we 

simply move on until we can’t, and in accepting our humanity, does the peak come to us?  

 

What an unlikely truth.  I traveled as far as I could manage, and there on the bare scalp of 

the earth, I realized that where I can go no further is my destination. ..Despite all our noble 

efforts to reach some treasured peak—be it a dream of wealth or love—we carry the summit 

within.  For the summit is not so much arrived at, as we are worn open to it.  I felt the truth of 

arriving at wherever my human limitations had left me, knew somehow it was 

enough…Once accepting our frail humanity, we can see how stubbornly fragile living things 

are… 

 

We are as bare as these crags being worn by endless wind and, regardless of the maps we 

carefully draw and pass down, we arrive at what we’ve always had… The devastating truth 

is that excellence can’t hold you in the night and…being sophisticated won’t help you 

survive.  A person dying of thirst doesn’t ask if the water…was gathered in the foothills of 

France.  Yet to be accepting of the life that comes our way does not mean denying its 

difficulties and disappointments. Rather it means that joy can be found even in hardship, not 

by demanding that we be treated as special, at every turn, but through accepting the 

demand of the sacred that we treat everything that comes our way as special…Light is in 

both the broken bottle and the diamond…Joy is in both the front row and the bleachers, if 

we are willing to be where we are. 

************************ 

A Chinese fable tells the story of a stonecutter, who was dissatisfied with himself and with his 

position in life. One day, he passed a wealthy merchant's house, and through the open 

gateway, saw many fine possessions and important visitors. "How powerful that merchant 

must be!" thought the stonecutter. He became very envious, and wished that he could be 

like the merchant. Then he would no longer have to live the life of a mere stonecutter.  

To his great surprise, he suddenly became the merchant, enjoying more luxuries and power 

than he had ever dreamed of, envied and detested by those less wealthy than himself. But 

soon a high official passed by, carried in a sedan chair, accompanied by attendants, and 

escorted by soldiers beating gongs. Everyone, no matter how wealthy, had to bow low 

before the procession. "How powerful that official is!" he thought. "I wish that I could be a 

high official!"  

Then he became the high official, carried everywhere in his embroidered sedan chair, 

feared and hated by the people all around, who had to bow down before him as he 
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passed. It was a hot summer day, and the official felt very uncomfortable in the sticky sedan 

chair. He looked up at the sun.  

It shone proudly in the sky, unaffected by his presence. "How powerful the sun is!" he thought. 

"I wish that I could be the sun!"  

Then he became the sun, shining fiercely down on everyone, scorching the fields, cursed by 

the farmers and laborers. But a huge black cloud moved between him and the earth, so 

that his light could no longer shine on everything below. "How powerful that storm cloud is!" 

he thought. "I wish that I could be a cloud!"  

Then he became the cloud, flooding the fields and villages, shouted at by everyone. But 

soon he found that he was being pushed away by some great force, and realized that it was 

the wind. "How powerful it is!" he thought. "I wish that I could be the wind!"  

Then he became the wind, blowing tiles off the roofs of houses, uprooting trees, hated and 

feared by all below him. But after a while, he ran up against something that would not 

move, no matter how forcefully he blew against it — a huge, towering stone. "How powerful 

that stone is!" he thought. "I wish that I could be a stone!" he thought. "I wish that I could be a 

stone!"  

Then he became the stone, more powerful than anything else on earth.  But as he stood 

there, he heard the sound of a hammer pounding a chisel into the solid rock, and felt himself 

being changed. "What could be more powerful than I, the stone?" he thought. He looked 

down and saw far below him the figure of a stonecutter.  

Carl Jung said, “The more you deliberately seek happiness the more sure you are not to find 

it.” Believing something better is always waiting for us around the corner, wanting the perfect 

happy life, like the stonecutter, leaves us constantly disappointed.  Studies have even shown 

that those people who aren’t looking for ultimate happiness are generally happier than 

those who search for it.  It’s all about being happy enough with what you have.  I used to 

think “happy enough” was not a very positive phrase.  Perhaps it was because it was the 

response I received from my husband when I asked him if he was happy in our marriage!  

“Happy enough,” he replied.  On the surface, it seemed hurtful and even a near crisis 

situation; but the more I thought about it and even researched it, I’ve realized that being 

happy enough is probably the goal we should be striving for.   

But are there ways to stack the deck in our favor?   Half of our tendency to be happy or not 

is genetic, but the other half is somewhat in our control.  So what types of people are more 

satisfied with their lives?  You may already know that conservative folks are happier than 

liberals. One of the theories is that highly creative, intuitive and freethinking people like us 

imagine a better world.  They seek great fulfillment and happiness for everyone, which 

leaves us open to disappointment.  

Other happier people tend to have partners, are part of religious communities, have strong 

ties to family and friends, are optimistic, and practice gratitude. There are many other 

factors affecting happiness, but what I found interesting is that those things we traditionally 

believe will make us happy don’t.  For instance, having a lot of money doesn’t make us 
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happier.  As long as our needs are met, we are happy.  IN fact, researchers found that the 

salary of $75,000 per individual was ideal.  Another misconception is that looking to a certain 

special event will give us happiness.  We may be happy at the time, but it’s most likely a 

temporary feeling and we go back to our “happy” baseline.  People tend to be happier as 

they age as well.  The happiest people are those middle aged or older.  Other things we 

pursue in the name of happiness that all too often disappoint include our physical 

attractiveness and fame.   

If you don’t or can’t fit into some of these categories, don’t despair. Jung added the caveat 

that, “No matter how ideal your situation may be, it does not necessarily guarantee 

happiness.” Yet, he did identify five elements that he felt were required for happiness.   They 

include: 

1. Good physical and mental health. 

2. Good personal and intimate relationships.  

3. The ability to appreciate beauty in art and nature. 

4. Maintaining a reasonable standard of living and satisfactory work. 

5. Coping mechanisms for dealing with life, whether philosophic or religious.  

These seem pretty straightforward and pretty achievable to me.  But remember, I am not 

talking about the kind of intense happiness that takes us to heights we couldn’t have 

imagined, because those experiences are short lived.   

 

The “happy enough” emotions include a joy and enthusiasm that stick with us for the long 

haul. Donna Steinhorn, a life coach and columnist at the Huffington Post, posted a list for 

being happy enough.  It is quite similar to Jung’s with the additions of charitable giving, 

being playful, and being grateful every day.  Once again, a nice list, but can we really 

embody it?  Can we give up the dream of overwhelming joy that we think others have?  It is 

very difficult for us to stop the “If, then,” cycle we get caught up in.  Don’t get me wrong, its 

fine to look forward to an upcoming special event, but if we are constantly living for the next 

thing to make us happy, we don’t give ourselves a chance for happiness in the moment.  

We aren’t looking at the good things we have in front of us, but instead set our sights on the 

next big thing.  Being happy enough is realizing we don’t have to be in constant bliss.  It’s the 

satisfaction with here and now.   
 

As a UU minister discovered in the late 60’s as he sought meaning and the ultimate 

happiness in his life. The idea of Zen Buddhism and enlightenment was intriguing to him so he 

took a six week leave of absence, went to a temple in Japan, shaved his head, put on a 

robe and figured he had just enough time to, as he put it, “suddenly be hit by a might wave 

of comprehension beyond words.”   

He found the sitting uncomfortable to the point of pain.  The food made him sick and his 

back ached from sleeping on a board.  Before the six weeks had ended, he decided to 

leave, but beforehand, he was invited to speak to the master of the temple.  The master 

usually did not spend time with the part-time monk tourists, so this was a pretty special 

invitation. The minister was in awe of this master who he assumed had life figured out.   

As they sat on cushions in silence, the master leaned to one side and scratched his rear and 

said, “I have hemorrhoids.  They hurt and itch.  [They] come from stress, you know.  From 

worrying about tourists burning down this firetrap of a temple.  From worrying about trying to 

get enough funding from businessmen to keep it in repair.  From arguing with my wife and 

http://www.huffingtonpost.com/donna-steinhorn/
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children, who are not as holy” –he smiled- “as I am.  And from despairing over the quality of 

the lazy young fools who want to be priests nowadays.  Sometimes I think I would like to get 

a little place in Hawaii and just play golf for the rest of my life.” 

The master scratched himself again and said, “It was this way before I was ‘enlightened,’ 

you know.  And now it is the same after enlightenment.”   

He stood up and gestured for the minister to follow him to the entrance of the temple where 

an ancient scroll was hung.  He then told him it was time for the minister to go home as he 

thought the minister was a “thirsty man looking for a drink and all the while standing knee-

deep in a flowing stream.” 

The master then read the scroll to the minister in Japanese and then in English.  It read:  

There is really nothing you must be. 

And there is nothing you must do. 

There is really nothing you must have. 

And there is nothing you must know. 

There is really nothing you must become. 

However.  It helps to understand that fire burns, and when it rains, the earth gets wet… 

And then the master said, “Whatever, there are consequences. Nobody is exempt.”  He 

winked and walked away scratching himself as he went.   

You see, whatever our career, our level of spiritual enlightenment, our compassionate acts, 

our position in the community, or our wealth, we all endure the everyday trials of life. Anyone 

can get hemorrhoids, so to speak.  Nobody is exempt from ups and downs and no one has 

just ups.  Understanding that being happy enough is enough makes all the difference.   As 

history of religions scholar, Joseph Campbell said, “We must let go of the life we have 

planned, so as to accept the one that is waiting for us.”     

May it be so.    
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