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			advance praise for 
Real Happiness


				“Wonderfully clear, remarkably accessible, warmhearted and wise. All you need to transform your life!”

			—Jack Kornfield, author of A Path with Heart and After the Ecstasy, the Laundry




			“I have been waiting for this book! People ask me all the time to recommend a book that will introduce them to the practice of meditation. And while there are many books written on the subject, none have brought together the purpose, technique, inspiration, and science in such an integrated, intelligent, and personal way. I will be suggesting and giving this jewel of a book to everyone I know who wants to bring steadiness, grace, peace, and happiness into their life through the practice of meditation.”

			—Elizabeth Lesser, Cofounder of Omega Institute and author of Broken Open: How Difficult Times Can Help Us Grow




			“Simply put, this is an awesome book from a truly excellent teacher. Students constantly ask for recommendations on good books to start and maintain a regular practice, and it’s startling how few really complete “nuts and bolts” practice manuals there are. This book—complete with the whys, hows, and FAQs of practice—is perfect for really accessing the power of meditation. I’ll be telling many students about it.”

			—Ethan Nichtern, author of One City: A Declaration of Interdependence




			“In Real Happiness Sharon Salzberg introduces us with a gentle but firm hand to the meditation experience. To those who have taken her courses (like me) this book contains all of the jewels of Sharon’s teachings plus more.”

			—Ram Dass, author of Be Here Now




			“Based upon ancient, timeless contemplative tradition as well as modern neuroscientific research and experiential neuroDharma experiments, Salzberg’s four-week program for developing insight meditation, mindfulness, and her specialty of loving-kindness clearly instructs and awakens us, leading step by step to the discovery of who we are, why we are here, and how to realize a more fulfilling life and more harmonious world. I heartily recommend this to anyone seeking self-realization and inner peace, well being and enlightenment.”

			—Lama Surya Das




			“Drawing on more than 30 years of experience teaching meditation, and as a participant in many dialogues with scientists on meditation research, Sharon Salzberg covers all the basics of meditation in a simple, compelling, and highly readable way. People frequently ask me where they should begin if they are interested in learning more about meditation. Now I know where to send them: Real Happiness is the perfect beginning.”

			—Dr. Richard J. Davidson, William James and Vilas Research Professor of Psychology and Psychiatry Director, Center for Investigating Healthy Minds University of Wisconsin–Madison




			“Reading Real Happiness, I feel as if I have made a new friend, or been reunited with an old one. Sharon Salzberg brings meditation to life and, through her grace, shows us how we can come alive, as well. This is a masterful work: deep, warm and engaging. I want to give it to everyone I know.”

			—Mark Epstein, M.D. author of Thoughts Without a Thinker and Going to Pieces Without Falling Apart




			“In a voice that is wise and witty, personal, contemporary, and engagingly friendly, Sharon Salzberg has written this wonderful book that will be accessible and encouraging to novice meditators as well as inspiring to committed practitioners.”

			—Sylvia Boorstein, author of Happiness Is an Inside Job




			“This book is a veritable treasure box of meditations. Lucid and wise, Real Happiness is rich with Sharon Salzberg’s lifetime of teaching meditation to thousands of people. Her voice is filled with humor, kindness, and wisdom, and her meditation instructions are practical and accessible. This is one of the great books on why and how to meditate.”

			—Roshi Joan Halifax, Founding Abbot, Upaya Zen Center




			“Real Happiness: The Power of Meditation is a highly accessible primer for anyone interested in exploring and undertaking the practice of meditation. Sharon Salzberg writes with love and clarity to give readers a week by week approach to living with mindfulness and compassion, both important to navigating busy lives in a world in need of healing from the inside out.”

			—Jacqueline Novogratz, Founder and CEO of Acumen Fund, author of The Blue Sweater: Bridging the Gap Between Rich and Poor in an Interconnected World, speaker at TED conferences 




			“In Real Happiness, Sharon Salzberg brings her astounding grace, humor, and glitteringly prose to the very basics of insight meditation. Friendly, comprehensive, and deadly serious, Salzberg grounds this 28-day beginner course in the gifts that meditation has given her in tough life situations. Since every mind is a beginner’s mind, Salzberg outlines a path wide enough for everyone from today’s wounded veterans; to ADD school kids; to distractable (and irritable) stay-at-home parents and CEOs. Meditation, she writes, unveils the “bright vein of goodness” available to all of us, all the time.”

			—Eliza Griswold, author of The Tenth Parallel: Dispatches from the Fault Line Between Christianity and Islam




			“I often suggest to my stressed-out patients that they meditate, but most don’t know where to begin. Real Happiness is the perfect meditation prescription, with everything a first-timer could need.”

			—Frank Lipman, M.D., author of Revive




			“In these pages, Sharon Salzberg lays out a step-by-step program for developing mindfulness, insight, and lovingkindness in just 28 days—and for taking these practices into the rest of your life. A simple, straightforward way to learn the most essential practices of Buddhist meditation, from one of the most renowned meditation teachers in the West today.”

			—Dzogchen Ponlop, author of Rebel Buddha: On the Road to Freedom




			“Very few books will actually make you a better person. This is one of them.”

			—Chelsea Cain, author of New York Times bestsellers Heartsick and Sweetheart
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			All of us instinctively want to be happy, but all too often, lasting happiness eludes us. We may cherish an exquisite afternoon, try a new recipe to great success, or dare to imagine a better day, but a steady feeling of self-worth, inner strength, and genuine connection may seem unattainable. This inner struggle is what inspired me to write this book ten years ago. No matter what our particular circumstance, a daily mindfulness meditation practice can help us recognize the potential for true happiness that is within our grasp. In my more than four decades teaching, I have witnessed again and again how meditation transforms lives. It reduces our stress, focuses us, grounds us, connects us to ourselves, and gives us a sense of purpose. I wrote this book in the hope that it would make this route to happiness more widely known, more easily accessible, and more clearly understood. 

			Meditation was my path out of fragmentation and emotional pain. By the time I left for college at age sixteen, I’d lived in five different households. Each move was precipitated by the death of one of my family members or some kind of traumatic event. My family, like many others, did not openly discuss conflicts or loss. I felt alone and didn’t know how I could be happy in life, but deep within me I believed it was possible. 

			In college in Buffalo, New York, I took an Asian philosophy course, which introduced me to meditation and the idea that a daily practice could train one’s attention to be more focused, complete, open, and compassionate. Learning to be more present, better connected, and kinder to myself and others immediately suggested the prospect of greater happiness to me. The possibility of not just studying about meditation in the abstract, but actually experimenting with it and putting it into practice drew me like a magnet. I created a project and proposed that I go to India to study meditation. The university’s independent studies program approved the proposal, and I arrived in India in the fall of 1970.

			My focus was not the philosophy of meditative systems. I was seeking direct guidance on how to practice meditation to understand what benefits it might bring. One of the first things I discovered was that meditation wasn’t as exotic or mystical as I’d expected—no magical set of instructions delivered in a darkened chamber with a supernatural aura. Instead, my teacher launched my practice with the words “Sit comfortably and feel your breath.” Feel my breath? I thought in protest. I could have stayed in Buffalo to feel my breath! 

			I soon found out just how life-changing it was simply to focus my attention on inhaling and exhaling, and how that repeated action allowed me to be more in tune with myself. Building on awareness of the breath, I became more in touch with my body, with my emotions, with my thoughts, and with my intentions. 

			Over time, I learned how to place my punishing self-judgments in the broader context of the fullness of my life. I saw how every moment contains so many shades of meaning. I understood that learning to slow down, to attend to each breath as it arises and passes—and ultimately to attend to each moment and each encounter in the same way—establishes a sustainable form of happiness that naturally springs from living an authentic life. 

			Through meditation I found the bright vein of goodness that existed as a constant potential within me. As I grew to trust it, I saw that potential more clearly in the world around me. I realized that this ever-present potential was where true happiness resided. 

			The techniques themselves are timeless, but the broader manifestation of their use is ever growing. A 2018 survey by the National Center for Health Statistics showed that from 2012 to 2017, the use of meditation among American adults increased more than threefold, from 4.1% to 14.2%. This is an undeniable jump in meditators, showing that the results of meditation speak for themselves. It improves overall wellness; reduces stress, anxiety, pain, depression, or insomnia; and helps one deal with the emotional strain of chronic illness such as heart disease and cancer.

			At the Insight Meditation Society in Barre, Massachusetts (which I cofounded in 1975), and around the world, I’ve taught the techniques you’re about to encounter to—amongst others—Silicon Valley entrepreneurs, schoolteachers, police officers, teenagers, artists, Army chaplains and medics, doctors, nurses, burn patients, frontline workers in domestic violence shelters, international humanitarian aid workers, new empty-nesters, and new moms and dads. 

			Some meditation students, like me, seek a way to ease their stress and personal unhappiness. I’ve taught meditation to Patrick, a first responder to the 9/11 World Trade Center collapse, and (via email) to Dan, an Army reservist on active duty in Iraq. I’ve taught Stacey, a nurse who was just on the verge of burning out from the overwhelming expectations (her own and others) about her work, and Jo, who hasn’t had a good night’s sleep in a long while. 

			Some turn to meditation because they no longer want an unexamined existence of just living mechanically day after day. They know a deeper sense of purpose can come from looking at their habits and expectations, noticing what causes regret down the line, and seeing for themselves what brings them joy. 

			Lisa, the owner of small catering company, articulated what many I’ve taught hope to change about their lives. She said she “wanted to stop living in a fog. I’m on automatic pilot, disconnected from myself. I feel as if I’m living my life behind my own back.” Through a more vibrant relationship to their experience, many find, it is possible to be happy even when life is not going seamlessly as planned, or when relationships or careers are more volatile than hoped for. 

			Beneath these varied motivations lies the essential truth that we’re all alike in our vulnerability to pain and to the uncertainties of change, and all alike in wanting to discover and experience real happiness. Again and again I’ve seen novice meditators transform their lives—even if they came to the practice skeptical, antsy, belligerent, overconfident, or resistant. As I’ve learned through my own experience, meditation helps us to defuse stress, find greater tranquility, connect to our feelings, find a sense of wholeness, strengthen our relationships, and skillfully face our fears.

			As I have gone around the world teaching the techniques in this book, I have seen that often the happiness we imagine is glittering and glamorous, that it means everything is going our way and that we’re gliding through life grinning. We do have those moments, but when they come along, we hold on to them tightly, fearing that we may never feel something that special again. That kind of happiness is momentary, and it is not the particular happiness I’m inviting you to experience.

			In one of the early interviews I did when the first edition of the book came out, a journalist asked if saying that the kind of happiness he experienced when he had a nice dinner with his wife was not real. I responded that I was not at all discounting what he felt in that lovely meal. Pleasure is wonderful when it comes our way, and I encourage everyone to savor joyful times. “If anything,” I added, “if we were less distracted and more present, we would enjoy the evening even more.” Yet what I believe is possible for us all is a quality of inner happiness that we could feel on a night when we don’t like our dinner (or frankly, even our companion) all that much. 

			By knowing yourself better, being kinder to yourself and others, and having a better facility of connecting in the moment, you’ll find that a deeper kind of happiness is available to you than just what is forthcoming at a tasty meal. It’s a lasting tranquility, a sense of peace, a feeling of satisfaction.

			The skills of meditation that will take you there are offered here in a simple week-by-week schedule. I offer an honest recounting of both the joys and challenges that we all face in meditation, so you need not ever feel you are all alone in this pursuit. 

			It is my hope that you will progress on your path to a richer and more sustained happiness by beginning or continuing your own meditation journey through the pages of this book. 

	
			Chapter i

			What Is Meditation?

			(Or, If You Can Breathe, You Can Meditate)
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			Straightforward and simple (but not easy), meditation is essentially training our attention so that we can be more aware—not only of our own inner workings but also of what’s happening around us in the here and now. Once we see clearly what’s going on in the moment, we can then choose whether and how to act on what we’re seeing.

			For the next four weeks, we’ll be exploring the principles of insight meditation, the simple and direct practice of moment-to-moment awareness. We first train our attention by focusing on a single chosen object (most often our breath) and repeatedly letting go of distractions in order to return our attention to that object. Later we broaden the focus to include whatever thoughts, feelings, or sensations arise in the moment.

			People have been transforming their minds through meditation for thousands of years. Every major world religion includes some form of contemplative exercise, though today meditation is often practiced apart from any belief system. Depending on the type, meditation may be done in silence and stillness, by using voice and sound, or by engaging the body in movement. All forms emphasize the training of attention.

			Attention, Attention, Attention!

			“My experience is what I agree to attend to,” the pioneering psychologist William James wrote at the turn of the twentieth century. “Only those items I notice shape my mind.” At its most basic level, attention—what we allow ourselves to notice—literally determines how we experience and navigate the world. The ability to summon and sustain attention is what allows us to job hunt, juggle, learn math, make pancakes, aim a cue and pocket the eight ball, protect our kids, and perform surgery. It lets us be discerning in our dealings with the world, responsive in our intimate relationships, and honest when we examine our own feelings and motives. Attention determines our degree of intimacy with our ordinary experiences and contours our entire sense of connection to life.

			The content and quality of our lives depend on our level of awareness—-a fact we are often not aware of. You may have heard the old story, usually attributed to a Native American elder, meant to illuminate the power of attention. A grandfather (occasionally it’s a grandmother) imparting a life lesson to his grandson tells him, “I have two wolves fighting in my heart. One wolf is vengeful, fearful, envious, resentful, deceitful. The other wolf is loving, compassionate, generous, truthful, and serene.” The grandson asks which wolf will win the fight. The grandfather answers, “The one I feed.”

			But that’s only part of the picture. True, whatever gets our attention flourishes, so if we lavish attention on the negative and inconsequential, they can overwhelm the positive and the meaningful. But if we do the opposite, refusing to deal with or acknowledge what’s difficult and painful, pretending it doesn’t exist, then our world is out of whack. Whatever doesn’t get our attention withers—or retreats below conscious awareness, where it may still affect our lives. In a perverse way, ignoring the painful and the difficult is just another way of feeding the wolf. Meditation teaches us to open our attention to all of human experience and all parts of ourselves.

			I’m sure you know the feeling of having your attention fractured by job and family, the enticement of electronic diversions, or the chatter of your mind—that morning’s spat with your mate replaying in your head, a litany of worries about the future or regrets about the past, a nervous endless-loop recitation of the day’s to-do list. Parts of that mental soundtrack may be old tapes that were instilled in childhood and have been playing so long we’ve nearly tuned them out of conscious awareness. These might be unkind pronouncements about the kind of person we are or preconceptions and assumptions about how the world works (for example: Good girls don’t act like that, men/women can’t be trusted, you’ve got to look out for number one).

			We may no longer even notice the messages we’re sending ourselves, just the anxiety that lingers in their wake. These habitual responses are often the result of a lifetime’s conditioning—the earliest lessons from our parents and our culture, both explicit teaching and nonverbal cues.

			This diffusion of attention can be mildly discomfiting, creating a vague sense of being uncentered or never quite there. It can be disheartening, leaving you exhausted from being dragged around by your jumpy, scattered thoughts; it can be downright dangerous (think of what can happen to distracted drivers). We can be lethally asleep at the wheel in other ways, too, neglecting relationships or failing to notice and act on what’s really important to us. We miss a great deal because our attention is distracted or because we’re so sure that we already know what’s going on that we don’t even look for new, important information.

			Meditation teaches us to focus and to pay clear attention to our experiences and responses as they arise, and to observe them without judging them. That allows us to detect harmful habits of mind that were previously invisible to us. For example, we may sometimes base our actions on unexamined ideas  (I don’t deserve love, you just can’t reason with people, I’m not capable of dealing with tough situations) that keep us stuck in unproductive patterns. Once we notice these reflexive responses and how they undermine our ability to pay attention to the present moment, then we can make better, more informed choices. And we can respond to others more compassionately and authentically, in a more creative way.

			How Meditation Trains Attention: The Three Key Skills

			All forms of meditation strengthen and direct our attention through the cultivation of three key skills— concentration, mindfulness, and compassion or lovingkindness.

			Concentration steadies and focuses our attention so that we can let go of distractions. Distractions waste our energy; concentration restores it to us. The introductory meditation technique you’ll learn is uncomplicated and yet powerful: You’ll improve your concentration by focusing on something you’ve known how to do all your life—breathing. The practice entails paying attention to each in-and-out breath, and when your mind wanders (it will, that’s natural), noticing whatever has captured your attention, then letting go of the thought or feeling without berating yourself for it. You then return to focusing on your breathing. In this way meditation trains us to stay in the moment before us instead of reliving the past or worrying about the future. And it teaches us how to be gentle with ourselves and others, to forgive our lapses and move on. You’ll learn more about concentration in Week One.

			Mindfulness refines our attention so that we can connect fully and directly with whatever life brings. Mindfulness meditation moves our focus from a single object, the breath, to anything that’s happening inside or outside of us at a given moment. We practice observing thoughts, feelings, sights, smells, sounds, without clinging to what’s pleasant, pushing away what’s painful, or ignoring what’s neutral. And we become adept at catching ourselves in the act of substituting our habitual knee-jerk responses for a more accurate assessment of what’s really going on in the present.

			What might such a knee-jerk response look and feel like? Suppose, for instance, that someone says something that really riles us, and we feel a surge of anger. Maybe our automatic reaction to anger is to lash out before thinking at all. Or we might have a habit of judging (if I feel anger, it means I’m a bad person) that makes us deny the emotion churning inside; unexamined, it festers or grows in power. Or perhaps we’re in the habit of projecting every emotion into an eternally unchanging future: I’m an angry person, and I’ll always be an angry person; I’m doomed! None of these responses is likely to yield a happy outcome.

			But if we apply mindfulness to the experience of anger, we can safely draw close to the emotion instead of fleeing, and investigate it instead of stonewalling. We notice it without judging it. We can gather more information about what happens when we get mad—what sets off the anger, where it lodges in the body, and what else it also contains, like sadness, fear, or regret.

			This pause for nonjudgmental acknowledgment creates a bit of peaceful space within which we can make new, different choices about how to respond to something like anger. In this way we break old habits. We might decide to have a calm conversation with the person who’s annoyed us instead of stewing or spewing; we might choose to leave the room until we cool down; or we might spend a few moments focusing on our breath in order to restore balance and perspective. Later, after our meditation session, we can think about the situations that tend to trigger our anger.

			Mindfulness helps us get better at seeing the difference between what’s happening and the stories we tell ourselves about what’s happening, stories that get in the way of direct experience. Often such stories treat a fleeting state of mind as if it were our entire and permanent self. One of my favorite examples of this kind of globalizing came from a student who’d had an intensely stressful day. When she went to the gym later and was changing in the locker room, she tore a hole in her panty hose. Frustrated, she said to a stranger standing nearby, “I need a new life!”

			“No you don’t,” the other woman replied. “You need a new pair of panty hose.”

			You’ll learn more about mindfulness in Weeks Two and Three. In Week Two, we’ll look at mindfulness and the body, and in Week Three, we’ll work on dealing mindfully with our emotions.

			Lovingkindness is compassionate awareness that opens our attention and makes it more inclusive. It transforms the way we treat ourselves, our family, and our friends. Spending time paying careful attention to our thoughts, feelings, and actions (positive and negative) and understanding them opens our hearts to loving ourselves genuinely for who we are, with all our imperfections. And that’s the gateway to loving others. We’re better able to see people clearly and to appreciate them in all their complexity if we’ve learned to care for and appreciate ourselves. We might then be more inclined to wish them well instead of becoming irritated, to let go of past hurts and deepen a connection to a relative—to offer a friendly gesture to someone we might previously have ignored, or find a better way to deal with a difficult person. In Week Four you’ll learn specific techniques for increasing your compassion toward yourself and others.

			During the 28-day program you’re about to embark upon, you’ll be systematically honing these skills. Each week’s instruction will be divided into sections: the Practice Preview, which lets you know what to expect; the Meditations themselves; FAQs (real questions I hear again and again from my students); Reflections on the deeper lessons of the week; and the Takeaway, suggestions for incorporating the practice into everyday life.

			Never have I seen a greater need for the gifts of meditation. Traveling the country, I constantly hear from the people I meet that they feel more and more fragmented by the demands and distractions of a complicated world, and anxious about its potential terrors. Meditation can give us a sense of wholeness and the security of a deep, confident calm that’s self-generated.

			People tell me they’re saddened by the ugly, uncivil polarization they see in public life, and the isolation and loneliness they feel
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