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PREFACE




This book has been incubating for several years. It began with a lecture by my friend and colleague, Robert A. Johnson, who applied the powerful and profound story of King Lear to examine some ways that modern people sabotage their own contentment. We tend to look for something or someone on the outside to make us feel satisfied and complete, but contentment isn’t found out there. It is an inner experience. The word itself, contentment, carries the implication of content—to be at home with what you already contain. Realizing this can save you a lot of misdirected energy and put you on a more fruitful path.

During the past year Robert and I worked together, drawing upon depth psychology and many spiritual traditions as well as the genius of Shakespeare, to develop a more complete understanding of contentment. You don’t need to be a sage sitting on a mountaintop to be content, but these days it does require some uncommon thinking.

As modern people, we like to believe that contentment comes from getting what we want. It does not. Contentment grows out of our capacity to mediate our desires with “what is.” A basic spiritual principle is learning to accept “what is” instead of insisting that life be a certain way. Life is rarely the way we want it to be; it’s just the way it is. This doesn’t mean that you should give up or become passive. The art of realizing contentment is an active and dynamic process. You might imagine it as a dance between your wishes and reality, what you want and what you get. This doesn’t have to be a struggle. Perhaps you’ve seen old movies featuring the great dance team of Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers. Fred and Ginger developed a wonderful shared rhythm, two entities so responsive to each other that there was no longer a sense that one was leading and the other following. As one stepped forward, the other stepped back. They moved as one. This is how each of us can learn to dance with what is given. Sometimes you take the lead and assert your will, and fate moves with you. In the very next step you may need to follow rather than lead. Clearly, to move with such agility and grace takes a lot of practice, but our practice studio is daily life.

We live in a transitional, complicated age, perhaps the adolescence of humankind, so contentment requires effort on our part. The goal of this book is to provide readers with both practical strategies for the mind and rich nourishment for the soul.

I would like to thank Robert for his faith in this project and the guidance he has provided throughout its development. I also owe a debt of gratitude to the faculty at Pacifica Graduate Institute, in particular Dr. Charles Asher, Dr.


Robert Romanyshyn, Dr. Dianne Skafte, and Dr. Mary Watkins, who shared many rich ideas in lectures and conversations. Finally, I wish to thank my wife, Jordis, and son, Oliver, for providing the most meaningful content in my life.

Jerry M. Ruhl, Ph.D.
 September 25, 1998
 Denver, Colorado








PART 1

THE TRAGEDY OF MODERN DISCONTENT








CHAPTER 1

“JUST AS SOON AS …”




Who does not want contentment? Yet in our modern lives there is an epidemic of discontent. It is the tragedy of our times that no matter what we achieve, how much money we earn, or how many blessings come our way, more is never enough. For every desire you fill, another one always follows just on its heels. You may own a house in Aspen and make more money than God or Bill Gates, but still the feeling of fullness keeps slipping away. That’s because contentment is not the result of what you have or even what you do in life. Contentment isn’t out there. Well, maybe there are small tastes of it out there, but those tastes stop satisfying after a short time and then you hunger for more. And try as you might, no amount of possessions, power, or prestige satisfies for long.

Consider a time when you were really content. Nearly everyone can think of moments when their inner yearning was filled. Maybe you were watching your child eat his first birthday cake or take her first steps. What a satisfying, fulfilling experience! Perhaps you were out fishing on a tranquil mountain lake or walking peacefully in the woods, far away from the deadlines and pressures of work and the insistent nagging of chores around the house. Contentment can also occur in work—those times when you seem to fall into rhythm with your tasks. Instead of glancing up at the clock every few minutes, you engage fully with what you are doing, and time slips by. Attainment of a goal may bring contentment for a while.

But such moments fade all too quickly. Often you don’t know that you have walked across a corner of heaven until days or weeks later, when you become nostalgic for what is missing. Then you try to reproduce the conditions that led to your contentment. You bake another cake or return to the woods. But it’s never quite the same.

Contentment is hard to maintain. These days, how does one realize inner stillness, satisfaction, and peace of mind?

Our society teaches us that the only reality is the one we can hold onto. It values outer experiences and material possessions. Accordingly, we look for contentment “out there” and live with a “just as soon as” mentality. “Just as soon as I get my work done, I can relax.” “Just as soon as I get married, I will be content” or, conversely, “Just as soon as my divorce comes through, I will be content.” “Just as soon as I earn enough money I can spend time with my kids.” “Just as soon as I get a nicer boss, a better job, a bigger house, a new car. …” And so our contentment slips through our fingers like quicksilver—another time, a different place, a better circumstance.


“Just As Soon As” should be printed on dollar bills, replacing “In God We Trust” as the great American slogan. What a painful way to live!

Powerful Purveyors of Discontent

Madison Avenue understands our hunger for contentment and uses it as the basis for modern advertising. Soup, automobiles, life insurance—any and all things are sold with a promise either of the satisfaction they will bring or the discomfort they will help us avoid. Advertising infiltrates nearly every corner of modern life, from television and radio commercials to newspapers, magazines, bumper stickers, billboards, park benches, T-shirts, the Internet—even our home telephones. All these messages are designed to manipulate us into craving some product or service. We are pulled by desires and pushed by fears. Madison Avenue and the mass media are powerful purveyors of discontent.

The great twentieth-century novelist James Joyce, in reflecting on the role of art in society, pointed out that propaganda is designed to create feelings of desire or loathing in the mind of an audience. Desire urges us to possess, to go to something, while loathing urges us to abandon, to go away from something. Joyce contrasted this with art, which he said should elevate the human mind, create an inner stillness, and connect us to what is “grave and constant” in the lot of humankind.


In this way of looking at civilization, much of popular culture today, not just advertising, is simply propaganda aimed at stirring up our discontent. How do you avoid the constant hammering of propaganda in modern life? A good first step is to recognize that chasing after new or different things is never going to satisfy, and your contentment is too important to be lost in an endless cycle of getting and spending, desire and regret.

As you probably already have discovered, doing more of what you have already done up to now is not the answer. More consumer goods, more work, more vacations, more lovers will not lead to more contentment. Instead, you need to develop greater self-awareness and personal understanding. Contentment comes from the inside.

Part 1 of this book explores the meaning of contentment and what its loss has meant for us. Part 2 presents a timeless story to help us understand psychological problems of our age and to suggest some remedies, while parts 3 and 4 present practical techniques and tools for realizing contentment in daily life. It’s never too late to drop “just as soon as” and instead begin to realize a more contented life.








CHAPTER 2

IN SEARCH OF CONTENTMENT




What is contentment?

The dictionary informs us that it is the experience of being satisfied, of not desiring more than you have. This is a starting point, but it leaves out important elements of contentment, including the most essential aspects from a psychological perspective. What does it feel like to be contented? What are the conditions that produce contentment?

Recall again a satisfying time when everything seemed right: there was no need to alter what you were doing, who you were with, or where you were. During such moments life is rich and full. The mingled buzz of worries, fears, and anxieties that so often circle your head like a swarm of hungry mosquitoes is quieted. Instead of judging or second-guessing yourself, you are satisfied just to be. Even that old familiar voice of desire, the disturbance in your mind that cries like a needy and demanding child, I want, I want, I want, is somehow stilled. Contentment feels peaceful as the moonlight at the bottom of a stream, tranquil amid constant change.


Now. Here. This is it. Contentment gives you a different experience of time; your mind stops wandering into the past or the future. As modern people, we waste so much time wishing we were in a different circumstance, which of course is quite impossible. You could call contentment being in love with the moment, not just dutifully accepting it like an arranged marriage but passionately, rapturously embracing the eternal now as your soul mate.

Contentment grows out of a willingness to surrender preconceived ideas and affirm reality as it is. Honoring “what is” is just the opposite of living out of a “just as soon as” mentality. Reality doesn’t always go the way you would like. When this happens, you can either become frustrated and redouble your efforts to push reality around, or you can learn to accept, affirm, and even dance with what is given. This book is about the dance between what we want and what reality presents to us. It’s all in the dance.

Arusakumar, the Coconut Seller

Mark Twain once said that nothing so broadens a person’s perspective as traveling to a foreign land. It is difficult to see the assumptions and habits by which you live until you step out of them.

There is a coconut seller named Arusakumar who lives in a bamboo shack near the town of Pondicherry in southern India. He is a master at the art of slicing off the top of a green coconut with a machete, inserting a straw, and offering it to customers. You sit on a burlap sack of coconuts to enjoy your drink, as this is the only furniture at his curbside stand. Arusakumar must be one of the most contented men in the world, and this near-divine quality is highly contagious. He sings and laughs and pulls you into a Garden of Eden atmosphere in which he spends each day.

Contentment is beyond the vagaries of fortune or possession
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