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Week 29 Lesson: 

Contentment Precedes Lasting Happiness 
 

From contentment arises supreme, lasting happiness. 

–2.42 Patanjali’s Yoga Sutra 

 

The building blocks for living a dharmic life every day, regardless of circumstances, are the 

unfailing spiritual principles underlying the yamas and the niyamas. In Module Two, we explored 

and incorporated the wisdom of the yamas, or restraints, into our lives—especially as a guide to 

enlightened relationships. In this Module Three, our focus turns more deeply to the inner life. To 

support that focus, we move into exploration of the niyamas, which began with the last lesson on 

purity, or cleanliness. Like the yamas, each of the five niyamas builds upon the last, providing a 

progressive path of interiorization, transformation, and realization. It is useful to consider how 

they are interconnected and how one supports the next.  

An easy way to remember the guidelines of the five yamas is to think of them this way: Be kind; 

Be truthful; Be generous; Be prudent; and Be free. There is a similar way to consider the niyamas: 

Be clear; Be content; Be disciplined; Be curious; and Be whole. Can you see how being clear 

supports contentment? With a purified body and mind, the radiance of the soul naturally shines 

through, and its innate joy is accessible. Contentment is at hand. So first be clear, then discover 

contentment. It makes good sense, doesn’t it? Though not impossible, it can surely be difficult to 

feel contentment, or happiness, with an ailing body or restless mind. Clarity, then contentment.  

The Chicken of Happiness and the Egg of Contentment 

Recently, I was listening as a student explained her inspired plan to me—a list of positive changes 

she would make in her schedule and lifestyle. In conclusion, she declared that these changes 

would make it possible for her to be more committed to her spiritual path and then, as a result, 
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be happier. As soon as she declared “then,” I interrupted with “now.” I said, “You mean now, 

right?” We shared a chuckle of recognition. This way of thinking first we will do something and 

then be happy, makes happiness an “ever-receding into the future” goal. Then…when…and if—we 

seem to be infinitely creative in putting off our happiness. Even when we know better, even when 

we understand that the only happiness we are ever going to experience will be in the present 

moment, we still find ways to imagine it will come in the future. Amazing! What is going on when 

this occurs?  

The ego perspective of the self is maintained by constant desiring. Because it is inherently 

incomplete, it is conditioned to look for fulfillment and paradoxically, forever miss it, yearn for it, 

or avoid it. Ego is fundamentally incomplete because it is a false idea of a fragmented self. It is a 

“front” that imagines a self that is separate from the whole, separate from Reality Itself. The idea 

of separation is fortified by trying to overcome it. It’s sort of like digging a hole deeper to try to 

get out of it. Later, we’ll learn that that only real solution to this dilemma is surrender of that idea 

of being separate. But for now, let’s look at how the practice of contentment begins to dismantle 

the scaffolding of the ego in preparation for surrender.  

This teaching about the nature of happiness and contentment was a life-changing revelation for 

me. I had always thought that once I got what I wanted—whether that was a relationship, a job, 

or even the right pair of shoes—I would be happy. And, I thought, once I am happy, surely, I will 

be content! But lasting happiness remained elusive. I would fulfill one desire only to find another 

one waiting behind it. I never quite found my way to contentment; I was always driven by desire 

for the next thing. Connecting my happiness to the fulfillment of desires kept me on a treadmill 

of ever-receding contentment.  

It can at first seem complex, but the core principle is simple: contentment precedes lasting 

happiness. Contentment comes first. Once we realize how to get off the ego’s treadmill of 

chasing desires, we experience the contentment that is inherent to the soul. With our natural 

contentment and freedom from clinging to desires, lasting happiness is ours.  
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Nothing Compares to It  

All sensual pleasures in the world and the great happiness in heaven combined, do not equal even 
one-sixteenth of the joy that arises from the elimination of craving.    

–sage Vyasa 

Even a short time of practicing meditation can reveal our innate contentment. We get a good 

glimpse of what it is like to simply “be.” We see what it is like when the mental field is quiet, and 

desires are no longer obscuring the experience of wholeness, which radiates contentment. We 

are whole. We are full. Nothing additional is needed for us to feel content. Once we experience 

this in meditation, we are ready to expand that awareness into the activity of our daily life. We do 

that two ways: 1) by the repeated experience of superconscious meditation, which imprints the 

chitta, or mental field, with memory of wholeness, and 2) by using discernment to “unhook” our 

happiness from the fulfillment of desires.  

Life is naturally filled with desires; all action is impelled by it. We are not going to stop desiring, 

and we don’t need to. The difference with contentment practice is that we train ourselves to quit 

imagining that lasting happiness and contentment will come through the fulfillment of desires. 

We consider this situation deeply and see from our own experience what is profoundly true.  

Practice Contentment Now  

The simplest part of contentment practice is the discovery that it is possible in any moment to be 

content. Anytime we free our mind from clinging to desire, anytime we do not link our happiness 

to anything outside of our essential Self, contentment is naturally revealed. When contentment is 

revealed, happiness naturally arises. Try it.  

If you find you have been putting off your happiness, find out why. What is the story you have 

told yourself about it? Can you let it go?  
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Lesson Journal: 

How do my cleansing practices relate to my experience of contentment? Is there a connection?  

 

 

What is it like to “chase happiness?” Are there any ways I am doing that now?  

 

 

If I have been chasing happiness, what might it be like to stop?  

 

 

When have I experienced contentment?  

 

 

Am I willing to let go of clinging to desires as the way to happiness?  

 

 

What is the difference between happiness and contentment? Which one is fundamental? How do 

they relate to each other? 

 


