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Celebrating Joy 
 

By Peter B. Williams 
 
 
 

Why not make other people’s happiness your happiness? It will 
increase your chances by six billion to one! 

 
– His Holiness the Dalai Lama 

 
 
 
    Sympathetic joy is the third of the four 
divine abodes, or boundless qualities of the 
heart. The Pali term for this mind state is 
mudita, which means to feel happy for the 
happiness in people’s lives. While metta is a 
general well wishing for sentient beings, and 
compassion is a kindness towards suffering, 
mudita is an appreciation and celebration of 
happiness. Mudita is an important balance of 
compassion. 
 
    We live in a culture that tends to deny 
suffering. In reaction to this, art and 
literature have tended to take on the role of 
forcing us to face the real truth of life – that 
it is full of suffering and tragedy. So many 
great works of literature - Hamlet, Othello, 
The Death of a Salesman, The Stranger - use 
suffering as bitter medicine to shake us out of 
the complacency of conventional life. Leo 
Tolstoy, in an essay titled Only Faith Can Give 
Truth, wrote, “My family…loving them, I 
could not hold the truth from them: each 
step in knowledge leads them to the truth. 
And the truth is death.” Art and literature 
seems to tell us that suffering is deep and 
profound and true and that happiness is a 
kind of reality-lite, the stuff of cartoons and 
Disney Channel movies.  
 
     The Buddhist view is quite the opposite. 
While it certainly recognizes the depth of 
suffering in our lives, it teaches that 
happiness is even more fundamental in the 
human psyche. Our Buddha nature is a state 
of unshakeable happiness, a joy and peace 
that does not depend on conditions. We’d 
better get used to being happy. It is our 
birthright. Mudita is a practice designed to do 
just that. In this practice we will celebrate the 
happiness in the lives of ourselves and others. 
This is a boundless quality of the heart that, 
with enough practice, can be extended 
outwards to all beings.  
 

    While renunciation and letting go of 
attachments are core Buddhist teachings, 
Buddhism is most deeply a set of instructions 
on how to be happy. One lets go and turns 
away from fleeting pleasures only in service 
of a more reliable spiritual happiness. Here’s a 
dirty little secret about Buddhist monastics, 
those robe-clad paragons of virtue and 
restraint: They are ultimate hedonists!  
Monks and nuns have renounced the fleeting 
pleasures of life, as well as the not-so-fleeting 
stresses of work and family, to focus on 
meditation and spiritual development. Ajahn 
Jumnien, a Thai meditation master and monk 
who teaches at times at Spirit Rock 
Meditation Center in California, was asked a 
question by a participant at a teaching I 
attended: “Is it hard for you to have given up 
all the worldly pleasures of life?” Ajahn 
Jumnien broke into a belly laugh that lasted 
for quite a while and finally exclaimed, “The 
pleasures of meditation are a million times 
greater than any sensory pleasure!” Given 
Ajahn Jumnien’s renowned skill at entering 
jhanas—highly concentrated states of 
meditative absorption—he was probably 
thinking of the indescribably deep and long-
lasting bliss one can experience in these 
states. Such jhanas are not usually accessible 
through daily practice, but can be entered by 
those on long meditation retreats. These 
absorptions point to the power of meditation 
to access states of unimagined joy and love. 
 
     The Buddha taught jhanas, not as ends in 
themselves, but as ways to develop powers of 
concentration that could be strong enough to 
penetrate through to the deepest insight of 
spiritual practice: that the separate self is an 
illusion. Realizing non-separation, taught the 
Buddha, is the deepest happiness, deeper and 
much more long-lasting than even the deep 
bliss that comes from meditative 
concentration. German poet Rainer Maria 
Rilke casts the happiness of this truth in 
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beautiful imagery (translated by Stephen 
Mitchell): 
 
     Ah, not to be cut off, 
     not through the slightest partition 
     shut out from the law of the stars. 
     The inner—what is it? 
     if not intensified sky, 
     hurled through with birds and deep  
     with the winds of homecoming. 
 
Other poets speak to the same happiness:  
 
     Ten lamps present in one place 
     Each differs from another 
     Yet you can’t distinguish one from another 
     When you focus on the light 
            - Rumi 
 
     In the cherry blossom’s shade 
     There’s no such thing  
     as a stranger 
           - Issa 
 
     So the point of all Buddhist practice is to 
cultivate happiness, not superficial happiness, 
but reliable, profound happiness. When doing 
mudita practice, one must remember that the 
wish to be happy is a sacred desire. It is a wish 
for Rilke’s homecoming, to come home to our 
natural state of non-separation. This wish is 
the engine of spiritual life. However, this 
wish becomes problematic when we try to 
fulfill it with fleeting pleasures. There is 
nothing inherently wrong with this, it just 
does not give us the true happiness that we 
are seeking. 
 
     While the mudita practice described below 
directly cultivates joy, mindfulness cultivates 
this mind state indirectly through insight and 
non-attachment. If one is attached to 
pleasure, one cannot enjoy it fully because, 
on some level, one knows that the pleasure 
will eventually end. A person who is not 
attached to pleasure, knowing that pleasant 
and unpleasant qualities of experience are in 
constant alternation, can actually enjoy 
pleasure fully because there is not a fear of 
losing it. William Blake wrote some insightful 
lines on this topic: 
 
        
       He who binds to himself a joy  
       Does the winged life destroy;  
       But he who kisses the joy as it flies  
       Lives in eternity's sun rise. 
 

Reality Is a Choice 
 
     Reality is not objective but an interaction 
between observer and observed. Reality is 
whatever we choose to pay attention to. We 
are selecting it all day long. Reality is 
infinitely divisible and infinitely changeable; 
all situations and events are complex mosaics 
of rapidly changing elements. Conceptual 
mind distorts this by selecting certain aspects 
of an event, freezing them, and then treating 
them as the real thing. On a recent cross-
country drive, I entered New York State and 
drove past a sign with a picture of Niagara 
Falls on it, welcoming me to the “Empire 
State.” In this case, the state--with all its 
mountains, rivers, forests, wildlife, towns, 
cities, and millions of people of all ethnicities-
-was represented by a picture of Niagara 
Falls. We take an element of reality and make 
it represent the whole thing. Niagara Falls 
becomes New York. Niagara Falls is really 
more like a mascot of the state, a massive 
oversimplification, but a handy symbol. The 
problem is we take the symbol to be the real 
thing.  
 
     This example is an apt analogy for our 
mental lives. Our habit is to focus on the 
negative and take it to be the complete 
reality. We make the one moment our 
feelings got hurt at a dinner party as the 
mascot of the whole evening, remembering 
the party as only that one event. We take an 
unpleasant characteristic of a homeless 
person – body odor or dirty hair – and blot 
out their humanity with it, turning them into 
a cartoon image of everything awful about 
people. Mudita is a practice that counteracts 
this habit. Mudita is a practice of looking for 
happiness in people’s lives and focusing on it, 
reveling in it. One could argue that this too is 
choosing reality. True enough, but it is 
choosing a reality that is in harmony with our 
deepest nature. It will help us become like 
Buddha. Why not choose a reality that leads 
to true happiness, instead of more suffering? 
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Practices and Attitudes to Increase Joy 
 
 

      
This section describes a handful of 

practices and attitudes that can help increase 
joy in your life. The most central of these is 
the ancient Buddhist practice of mudita, or 
sympathetic joy.  

 
Mudita Practice 
 

This is one of the four meditative 
practices the Buddhist tradition refers to as 
brahma viharas, or “heavenly abodes.” Metta 
is the most well-known of the four. Others 
include compassion and equanimity. These 
are four qualities that the Buddha said could 
be developed limitlessly in the wise heart and 
can ultimately be extended to all beings. 

 
Obstacles - Before I describe the practice, I 
want to discuss some of the common 
obstacles to sympathetic joy. The first is 
judging other people for what makes them 
happy. I can feel towards snowmobilers 
because their noise can ruin the backcountry 
for people like me who go there for peace and 
quiet. Vipassana teacher Michelle McDonald 
offers a beautiful teaching that counters this 
anger: “You can’t judge and understand at the 
same time.” Judging is a conclusion. No more 
information needs to be gathered. One’s mind 
is made up and what it sees is not pretty. But 
understanding requires putting yourself in 
another person’s shoes. My judging blinds me 
to the experience of people on the 
snowmobiles. I have never been on one. It 
might be quite fun. It may be a major 
bonding experience for a Dad to take his 
teenage sons out and do something so fast 
and exciting. The point of mudita is just to 
feel people’s happiness and be glad for it. 
Mudita rests in the recognition that it is good 
that people are experiencing happiness. Of 
course, we don’t want to condone harmful 
behavior. We need to take action against it. 
But, in the meantime, we rob ourselves of 
happiness by getting so caught in our 
judgments of people. Our judgments 
ultimately hurt ourselves more than others. I 
could disapprove of snowmobilers and be 
happy at the same time for their happiness. 
This might even lessen my irritability towards 
them a bit. 
 
       Envy, in classical Buddhist terms, is called 
the far enemy of sympathetic joy. It is the 

opposite mind state of mudita. Do you ever 
find yourself wishing that a person be just a 
little less happy or successful so that you 
don’t have to feel quite so down on yourself?  
Envy is based on comparing. We compare 
ourselves to others and come up short. But 
let’s recognize comparisons for what they 
always are: dead wrong! Comparisons are 
never right because they are not based on 
anything intrinsic. They exist only in relation 
to other people. Put in new people and the 
comparisons change.  
 
     The basic suffering of jealousy is that we 
can be doing just fine and along comes 
someone who looks happier than us and all of 
a sudden we are miserable. It’s not like 
anything intrinsically changed in our lives, 
like we lost a limb or a job or got divorced. 
We’re just hallucinating that someone else’s 
well-being actually diminishes ours. Envy is 
nothing but a fabrication based on a 
comparison of the moment. When we let go 
of comparing and simply take in someone 
else’s happiness, our heart is naturally 
gladdened. The heart does not distinguish 
inner and outer. It simply gets happy in the 
company of happiness. 
 
       The near enemy of mudita is trickier 
because, although it is not sympathetic joy, it 
looks very much like it. The near enemy of 
mudita is exuberance. This is a mind state 
that is lost in the story of the joy: “Wow! 
That guy won the lottery and he must be SO 
happy. Man, he can buy a yacht and sail to 
the Caribbean with his partner and drop 
anchor in a secluded cove and his troubles are 
done. It’s all coconut milk and turquoise seas 
and tangerine sunsets for that lucky dude!” 
We are fast becoming the culture of extreme 
everything: extreme sports, extreme sport 
drinks, extreme guacamole-lime-Tabasco-
tomatillo tortilla chips, extreme bath salts 
guaranteed to send you to nirvana. 
Exuberance is a kind of extreme happiness. 
But like a greased watermelon, the harder 
you squeeze joy, the more it slips out of your 
hands. Mudita comes more from a sense of 
relaxing with what is, noticing the joy that 
naturally exists and celebrating it. Mudita is a 
state that is not so caught by the story. We 
are just glad there is a person who is 
experiencing happiness.  



 - 4 - 12/8/12 

• SYMPATHETIC JOY MEDITATION – These 
instructions are based on based on those I 
received from many wonderful teachers at 
the Insight Meditation Society and Spirit 
Rock Meditation Center.  
 

We start with a being that is very easy for 
us to feel happiness for, a being that brings a 
smile to our face. I find that children or pets 
work really well for this, as they are so whole 
hearted in their joy. A dear friend or 
benefactor can work well also. 
 
       Start by feeling your breath for a few 
minutes. You can always come back to this if 
emotion overwhelms you during the mudita 
practice.  
 
       Now bring the easy being to mind. It is 
best to hold this person in your heart, as 
either an image or a felt sense. If you are not 
comfortable with this, it will work fine to just 
have them in front of you. Reflect for a little 
bit on the happiness in their life. See if you 
can distill the happiness down to one event or 
image. This will be the meditation object, 
along with the phrase that celebrates their 
happiness. Choose one of the following: 
 
       May your happiness only increase. 
       May you always be this happy. 
       I am happy for your happiness. 
       I appreciate the joy in your life. 
 
     If none of these work for you, make up 
one of your own that contains the same 
meaning. Notice that the last two contain the 
acknowledgment that you are happy. If this 
feels like forcing feelings, use one of the first 
two. Once you pick a phrase, you just keep 
repeating it, fairly often, while concentrating 
on the meaning of the words. If you get 
distracted, note “thinking” and come back to 
the meaning of the phrase and the image or 
sense of the being and their happiness. Be 
careful not to get too caught in the story of 
the happiness. This, too, should be noted as 
“thinking.” 
 
       As with all the brahma-viharas, we are 
not trying to manufacture a feeling. We are 
simply creating the conditions for it to arise. 
We plant seeds and till the soil with our 
phrase and the image of the being’s 
happiness. But we don’t try to make 
happiness happen. It will come of its own 
accord. This can take a lot of the strain out of 
your meditation. We can make an effort to 

concentrate but it is hard to make yourself 
feel something. If happiness does arise, you 
can make it a third object of the meditation. 
Where do you feel it in your body? Does it 
have weight, pressure, temperature, 
brightness?  Notice all this as you keep 
repeating the phrase and hold the image or 
sense of the person and their happiness. 
 
       After the easy being, we move through 
the traditional sequence: self, benefactor, 
friend, neutral person, difficult person and all 
beings. You can experiment with the different 
categories as you see fit. The general rule: 
keep it simple. In a 30-minute session I would 
not do more than three categories. It may 
even be best to stick with the easy being the 
whole time. The object is not so important as 
the generation of the feeling. If the feeling 
gets going, then it will feel quite natural to 
move to a new category. 
 
       If during the practice one of the obstacles 
to mudita comes up – judging, envy, 
exuberance, just notice the emotion and 
come back to the concentration objects. See 
if you can let the emotion be in the 
periphery. When you notice envy, see that it 
is based on a comparison. You are just as you 
are. It is only in comparison that you become 
less than. Why buy the comparison? Compare 
yourself to another person and you might 
feel more than. It’s best to just note 
comparing and let go of the thought. If this 
does not work, remind yourself that 
comparisons are always wrong. 
 
       If this is not possible, then turn 
mindfulness towards the emotion and feel it 
in your body. Stay with it until the emotion 
wanes, and then return to the practice. If the 
emotion keeps coming up in relation to your 
mudita subject, then you may need a new 
subject for that category. Alternatively, you 
may need to return to an easier category of 
beings, like the benefactor or dear friend.  
 
       At the end of your practice period, close 
with a few minutes of being with your 
breath. 
 
 
• ONLY CELEBRATE - Judging is the ultimate 
killjoy and it can make meditation an act of 
drudgery. But here is some really good news: 
Negative judgments cannot work in 
meditation. This is because in the act of 
judging how distracted you are, you are yet 
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again distracted. The key in meditation is to 
understand that the moment you realize you 
have been lost in thought, you are already 
aware, and the best move at this point is to 
simply return to the meditation object. This 
maintains awareness. Any reactive judgments 
simply pull one out of awareness. 
 
 However, a little bit of positive judging 
does actually work. If you celebrate 
whenever you wake up from distraction you 
will gladden the mind, and the Buddha 
taught that happiness in the mind conditions 
more mindfulness. So a rejoicing attitude can 
really help. Next time you meditate, start by 
noticing one breath. Once you have done 
this, reflect on the fact that you are already 
ahead of the game, you have noticed one 
more breath than if you were not meditating. 
So, from this moment on in your meditation, 
“Everything else is gravy,” as the saying goes. 
For the rest of the sit, whenever you notice 
that you have been distracted, rather than 
judge yourself negatively, see if you can 
celebrate the fact that you came back to 
awareness. Every time you wake up from 
distraction, just the tiny thought of "Great, 
I'm back!" or “Yay!” can make an important 
shift in your attitude towards meditation. 
This is not any big story, just a simple phrase 
or word. This will help your mind be more 
aware, and it will also get you back to the 
cushion more easily the next time, since you 
will have more pleasant memories of 
meditation. 
 
• JUST SAY “OF COURSE.” - This is a practice 
designed to exercise the accepting ability of 
the brain. I recommend taking a 10 – 15 
minute period and practicing choiceless 
awareness, where you let attention go to 
wherever it is called – a body sensation, an 
out breath, a sound, a thought, a body 
sensation, etc. Each time you notice 
something, just inwardly say “of course” to it. 
When you notice a sound, say “Of course.” 
When you notice a judgmental thought, say 
“Of course.” When you notice feeling bad 
that you are judging, say, “Of course.” And so 
on. This might feel contrived. It is contrived, 
but the exercise can deeply activate brain’s 
acceptance muscle if you just keep doing it. 
So, regardless of what comes into one’s field 
of attention, just keep saying “of course.” Try 
not to think about it. Just keep doing it. You 
may want to invite into your meditation a 
wise and kind being whom you really respect. 
Elders are particularly helpful, and you may 

even imagine this person saying the “of 
course,” with the attitude of total gentleness 
and acceptance that they might have towards 
a grandchild. 
 

This exercise is great because you have to 
be mindful to do it, and you get the bonus of 
practicing acceptance at the same time. This 
exercise can be particularly helpful in working 
with fear because it directly contradicts the 
fear of fear conundrum. You are practicing 
the preventative medicine of acceptance, so 
that when fear does arise, you might 
remember to say “of course” to it, thereby 
cutting the reactive cycle that perpetuates 
the fear. This exercise also works great 
anytime you are in some kind of mental knot 
that just keeps tangling up into itself. Insert 
“of course” to every experience that arises 
can loosen things up. 
 
• AIMLESS WANDERING - This is a practice 
in paying attention, while following your 
muse. It helps foster spontaneity, 
naturalness, and child-like exploring. This 
practice is most fruitful in nature, but can be 
done anywhere. You simply take a time 
period where you wander around, letting 
yourself go wherever you feel like going and 
doing whatever you feel like doing, while 
paying attention at the same time. If you are 
in nature, really follow your urges to get 
close to things with your senses, like kneeling 
and smelling flowers, or lying on the ground 
and feeling the warmth and support of the 
earth. Maybe your body wants to move in 
different ways than normal and, who knows, 
you may even want to dance. Whatever you 
want, just let yourself do it. As Mary Oliver 
writes, “Let the soft animal of your body love 
what it loves.” It is likely, at times, your inner 
critic will arise and judge your urges. See if 
you can experiment with setting that gently 
aside, just for this time period, and go back to 
following your urges. 
 
• JOY TO GO - Mudita, like mindfulness, is 
fully portable. You can carry it into your life 
and secretly celebrate the happiness you see 
in anyone you encounter. You may pass two 
people in excited, animated conversation 
outside the post office. Why not send them 
the silent wish, “May your happiness only 
increase!” This is a wonderful way to notice 
how much happiness there is in the world. 
 
• WISE ATTITUDE - ONLY RELAX.  The 
meditative path can be seen, in essence, as a 
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training in relaxing the mind. Such relaxation 
is essentially non-reaction towards, or 
acceptance of, whatever mind state one 
notices. The essence of meditation is non-
interference, learning to let our experience be 
exactly as it is without analyzing it, judging 
it, trying to figure it out or change it. When 
we become, instead, interested in what our 
experience is actually like through mindful 
observing, we move from being the victim of 
our experience – “I can’t believe I am so 
irritated!” – to being the witness of it - “What 
is it like to be irritated?” This relaxation of 
mind is crucial because of the simple and 
surprising insight that the hindrances actually 
take energy to sustain. When we stop 
reacting to our irritation, or fear, or greed, or 
doubt, and just witness it, the energy fueling 
such states eventually dissipates and 
something else comes along. 

 
Physical relaxation is a support for mental 

relaxation. While we generally practice non-
interference in meditation, it can be skillful to 
occasionally do a relaxation sweep of the 
body. Starting with the forehead, then eyes, 
then mouth, then throat, and on down the 
body, allow relaxation to come into each part 
of the body upon which one’s attention is 
focused. 
 
• WISE ATTITUDE - BE COMFORTABLE 
WITH DISCOMFORT. A second helpful 
attitude goes hand in hand with the first. In 
order to mentally relax, one has to be willing 
to accept the arising and passing of both 
pleasant and unpleasant states. It’s great that 
pleasant states arise, but they also disappear. 
It’s great that unpleasant states disappear, 
but they also arise. One needs to be willing to 
be uncomfortable, be willing to suffer, even. 
The meditative path is not an escape to some 
fluffy cloud where one never feels jealous or 
angry, but is instead the practice of learning 
to be at peace within the chaos of our minds 
and our lives. 

 
The old Zen teaching about keeping your 

mind simple – when walking, just walk or 
when eating just eat – applies equally well to 
our emotional lives. When miserable, just be 
miserable! When we catch a glimpse of 
suffering coming our way, we think it is 
going to bite us so badly. But, when we can 
just let it arrive and be tender and mindful of 
it, we’ll eventually find that its bite is way 
worse than its bite. The only power it has 

over us is the power we give it by believing 
the unlikely stories encapsulated in it.  
 

This is a challenging attitude because we 
are conditioned to be so afraid of suffering in 
this culture. If you are suffering, something is 
wrong, says our society. I believe that much 
of the thrill seeking and materialism of our 
culture helps us avoid the simple fear of 
sitting down with our own minds. We’d way 
rather bungee jump or learn a backflip on skis 
than face ourselves. A friend of mine 
remembers attending a teaching with 
Chogyam Trungpa Rinpoche in the 1980s. In 
this time of the Cold War, a student asked 
Rinpoche a question about the arms race with 
great anxiety in their voice. He was afraid if 
our leaders kept going the current direction 
that we would all go up in an atomic 
explosion, in “a great, big woosh!” Rinpoche, 
with characteristic humor, replied, “That’s 
just whooshful thinking. You won’t get out of 
it that easy.” We can lose ourselves in the 
best of causes to escape our minds. 
 

We can face ourselves and find real peace 
underneath. This is really no big deal in space 
of mindfulness. Good things happen to 
people who don’t try to hold onto the good 
things and don’t resist the bad things. But to 
find this peace, we must be willing to suffer 
and not have it be such a big deal. In truth, 
it’s just the mind firing painful and habitual 
stories. 


