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Happiness: A Path of Letting Go and Surrendering

Vincent M. Bilotta III

“I don't believe in happiness.” This quote is not from the hard, miserly old Scrooge in Charles Dickens' Christmas Carol. It is not from the storyteller of the Book of Job. Neither is it a statement from one of my angry, depressed psychotherapy clients. I must admit that this quote is mine. It was my spontaneous “gut” reaction when I heard that happiness was the topic of our 1981 symposium. 


When I volunteered to research this topic, I knew I would be signing up for both an adventure into the world of thought, scholarship, and reflection, and a personal search into understanding why I did not believe in happiness. The feeling that accompanied my statement was not sharp or intense. I simply felt “matter-of-fact” about it. But where did it come from? From what level of my consciousness did it spring? What did it mean? What story was this feeling statement telling about me? In a leisurely and playful manner, I listened to my experience of my statement “I don't believe in happiness” and contemplated it within the framework of my life story. In so doing, 1 was able to get in touch with the source of this reaction. 

Personal Struggle 


I was the oldest of eleven children. All thirteen people in my family lived in a five-room house, with six boys in one room and five girls in another. Private space was practically nonexistent, and there was constant noise around the house. The pressures and tensions of “making ends meet” were always part of everyday awareness. My father worked very hard to provide for his family. 


The perspective that “the world is a jungle” seemed to echo in my childhood experience. It was stressed that if you were going to survive, you had better know how to take care of yourself. Survival training was difficult work. I gradually internalized the strict and at times rigid discipline. There is no bending in the jungle; only the strongest survive. This survival-of-the-fittest mentality was reinforced throughout my formative years as the culture invited me to work hard, achieve, and become successful in whatever I did. 


Throughout my life I continued to fell very supported and loved by my parents. They did the best they could, but it was still difficult for me to grow up and meet life's challenges. I learned survival training very well. I am grateful to my parents and the other significant people in my life. The strength that I acquired from that relatively secure space called home has assisted me in learning to adapt, survive, and be self-sufficient. 

Idealism, Disappointment, and Cynicism 


My childhood experiences encouraged idealism. Ideals were given to me to achieve, and, again, hard work was presented as the way to accomplish this task. Because it was clear that living should be a striving for perfection, I labored constantly to achieve the ideal. 


The idealistic person pushes to realize ideals. Eventually, along the way, idealistic people become frustrated by the world's lack of response to their ideals, and disappointment begins to characterize their lives. Cynicism may be one response to this disappointment. There is also a gradual disbelief in the goodness and sincerity of others. No matter how hard one works to achieve ideals, people do not seem to be interested. A belief develops that people are motivated by their own selfishness. 


As an idealistic person, I bring residual disappointment and cynicism from my childhood to each situation. At times, these experiences can color my perception of a situation. Thus, upon further reflection, I realized that my spontaneous reaction of “I don't believe in happiness” is part of that childhood residue of disappointment and cynicism. 

Social and Professional Observations 


Reading the daily newspaper docs not encourage me to feel happy. The idealistic within me wells up and is saddened and angered by the violence, the greed, the stubbornness, and the pride in the world around me. How is it possible for me to be happy in the insensitive, superficial, uncaring world in which I find myself every morning when the media present the news of the day to me? 


If I am awake, alive, and not hardened of heart, the reports on adolescents killing people for fun, the starving people in the Third World, the abandonment of our elderly, and the exploitation of the land, all pose the same question to me: “How can I be alive and open to this part of the human condition and still be happy?” 


The tragedy of the divorce rate and its resultant numb, shell-shocked children makes it extremely difficult for me to imagine people being happy. Then there is the experience of sitting in my office listening to one tragic story after another. From my experience as a psychotherapist, I have come to use an image of what it was like for many people growing up from infancy to adulthood in this country. It appears to me that on a feeling level, these children were issued corsets that were tightened as much as possible around the abdomen. The corsets were so tight that it was even difficult to breathe. Children were also given a band that went around the chest like a bra. This hand was also tightened to the point that it became difficult to breathe. Then the children were issued choke collars. The image of children with tight corsets, bras, and choke collars is indeed horrible. The obvious messages were “don't express your feelings” and “you must hold your feelings in at all cost.” These images do not foster a sense of happiness within me. 


So, struggling to understand my “gut” reaction to the theme of this year's symposium, I have discovered and claimed issues that emerge front my own childhood residue. These themes are: life is a jungle; it is the strong and well disciplined who survive and get ahead; life is hard work; and idealism, cynicism, and disappointment. Added to these themes are some social observations of everyday tragedy, and my personal observations of the way many children are taught to deal with their feelings. All these experiences seem to be part of my spontaneous statement: “I don't believe in happiness.” 

Second Reaction 


My second “gut” reaction to the theme of happiness was that it had something to do with the process of becoming a peace-filled person. Inner peace emerges as people accept themselves, others, and human conditions as they are. We are all broken people with childhood residues of insecurity, vulnerability, and fragility. The deep peace that we are all seeking may flow from a “letting go” of our childhood residue of pride, and a surrendering to a path of humility. 


This second spontaneous reaction to the theme of happiness originates also out of my own personal struggle to make sense of how to live my life. Through my own psychotherapy, I have made peace with residual issues from my childhood. Becoming aware of my personal pride was very painful; owning how fragile and vulnerable I am was a process of gradually accepting and surrendering to who I am in light of all that is. From this transformed perspective, the world was no longer a jungle to be dealt with, but rather a complex interrelationship of myself and others, interacting within the historical human condition. Struggling within this interrelationship, I find myself called to live with gentleness, compassion, respect, and reverence toward myself, others, and the world. 


The survival training of hard work in which I was initially formed and that I had experienced as a burden to be carried, has been transformed into a creative gift. The path of letting go and of surrendering is hard work, requiring discipline, reflection, and decision. In the past I used to deal with my insecurities by fostering skills of mastery, control, and hard work, so as to survive and achieve a sense of security. I now find that I can take these personal, functional skills, which are good and helpful, and use them in the service of my more integrated growth process. 

Happiness in Everyday Life 


In order to examine happiness as it is lived out in everyday life, I asked people from the first grade through adulthood to describe in writing an experience of happiness in their everyday life. About nine hundred of them responded. 


People reported that during such experiences, they felt in contact with their bodies. Their bodies (felt so light, free, and easy that, at times, they actually felt they could fly. Breathing seemed easier, deeper, and slower. Body movement was spontaneous, graceful, harmonious, and coordinated, and they felt free from chronic muscle tension. Some were moved to dance, run, or sing. People also reported that their faces seemed alive and attractive: their eyes looked bright and sparkling, and their skin was soft, warm, and glowing. 


During the experience of happiness, some persons felt alert, attentive, and receptive. Their bodies were energetic and full of life. They reported that pleasure had increased and that they radiated life. A sense of completeness and unity pervaded their being. They felt self confident, optimistic, buoyant, invigorated, enthusiastic, and exuberant. Others felt tranquil, reposed, more peaceful, leisurely, and at ease. There was, an inner stillness that refreshed and rejuvenated. Hearts felt open, glad, and full of delight and wonder. 

 “Having” Experiences of Happiness 


In reflecting on the descriptions of happiness, I discovered that people lived out happiness in a “having,” “doing,” or “being” manner, or in a combination of all three. The children in the first five grades focused on the experience of happiness as a moment of having. Happiness for these boys and girls was receiving presents. Getting something they wanted or receiving something they liked made them happy. Being given a first bicycle or a pet animal was frequently reported as a happy event. 


“Having fun” was also perceived as a happy experience. Playing with pets, having a birthday, going fishing, and playing games or sports were all deemed happy moments, as were going to places where they could have fun, such as the beach, ball game, amusement park, zoo, circus, carnival, or movie theater. Holidays, picnics, parades, and situations that were adventurous or out of the ordinary were seen as fun. 


Eating something sweet or tasty was also described as a moment of happiness. Ice cream cones, chocolate candy, pizza, hot dogs, brownies, and Big Macs are some of the foods that seem to cause happiness. 


Although being loved and having friends were also mentioned by this age group as bringing about happiness, they were not the most frequently described experiences. When they were reported, having a best friend, being with a significant other, being loved by both parents, and being with the family were the situations that fostered happiness. 


Many adults reported that their main access to the experience of happiness was through moments of having. A number of men and women implicitly or explicitly sought to possess the psychic good of heightened awareness, mind expansion, will to power, effortless gratification, enlightenment, pure sensibility, in the now, or instant inner peace. Some sought moments of happiness through instant transcendence, mastery and control over self, a high level of consciousness, or total self-realization. Experiences that helped people to escape an oppressive sense of problems, emptiness or boredom were also moments of happiness. Situations in which people experienced being recognized, remembered, appreciated, complimented, accepted, loved, or understood fostered a feeling or happiness, as did being smiled at, listened to,  chosen, trusted, or needed. 

“Doing” Experiences of Happiness 


Although achieving success was connected with happiness in the first graders’ descriptions, proving oneself by successful accomplishment became more important as children grew older and became teenagers. Learning to ride a bicycle, drive a car, bake a cake, or play a musical instrument were moments of happiness for some. Making a team, gaining prestige, winning, producing good results, and achieving good grades all pointed to the experience of being able to perform well. “I am able to” experiences seem to give people happiness. 


My respondents' descriptions revealed that in order to be happy, men and women must feel safe, secure, and adequate. Feeling approved of and accepted by others helps people to feel secure. But the descriptions indicated that self-acceptance for many came only by proving that they were successful. Doing became their key to success and ultimately to the feeling of happiness. 


The descriptions from the adult group seemed to accent this path to happiness. For many individuals happiness came from inflating their egos by striving for power, domination, wealth, authority, status, or the acquisition of knowledge. 

“Being” Experiences of Happiness 


Happiness also disclosed itself in descriptions of people being with themselves, others, nature, and their God. When respondents were not rushing around hectically or not caught up in worrying about this problem or that responsibility, they reported feeling consistent and congenial with their real self and experiencing a sense of being “at home” with themselves. While taking a walk, doing the dishes, or leisurely “doing nothing,” people reported being centered within themselves, comfortable and secure with who they were to the point that they felt a sense of peace, intimacy, and happiness. In these experiences men and women were able simply to be present to themselves in the moment. 


Happiness also emerged in experiences of being with others. Sharing space and time with friends, family, and relatives fostered a sense of togetherness and happiness. Enjoying themselves with others at weddings, family reunions, or any celebration, for that matter, were happy experiences for many. 


Happiness was sometimes described as being “for” others. In various situations of helping, caring for, sharing with, giving to, and loving others, happiness welled up in many persons. 


Absorbing the beauty of nature opened some individuals to a moment of happiness. Flowers, butterflies, the ocean, and mountains invited men and women to “let go” of their anxieties and masks, and simply be with the healing aspects of nature. Hearing birds sing in the morning or arising to a day filled with sunshine woke some people to a moment of happiness. 


Resting in the presence of God was also a happy experience. Some persons reported that in believing that the Lord was taking care of them, they were able to relinquish their fears, feel more secure in his presence, and thus, feel happy. 


My respondents' descriptions reveal that experiences of having, doing, and being can contribute to the emergence of happiness. The process of inner peace integrates all three of these important areas of human experience. In being grounded in the vital bodily dimension of our existence, we are able to acknowledge that our bodily needs are important and that we should attend to and satisfy them in an appropriate manner. The descriptions of happiness also point to the need to be open to the personal psychological dimension of our existence. Within this domain of experience, we need to fulfill our longings to feel accepted and loved by others, and to develop skills to socialize, adapt, and function as adequate, secure human beings. The transcendent dimension of experience, where we go beyond the vital bodily aspect and the personal “doing” aspect of our existence, was also included in the descriptions of happiness. Living from the dimension of our need to simply be is important for our everyday lives. 


If we concentrate on a certain dimension of our existence to the neglect of others, we will not grow into living from a sense of inner peace. Happiness experienced in only one dimension will not foster the process of becoming a peace-filled person. 

Happiness and Sacred Scripture 


After becoming familiar with how people describe their experiences of happiness, I moved into researching how Scripture describes this phenomenon. Matthew Fox, in his book, Breakthrough: Meister Eckhart's Creation Spirituality in New Translation (Matthew Fox, Breakthrough: Meister Eckhart's Creation Spirituality in New Translation, Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1980), points out that creation is God's blessing. It is a gift that enables us to have pleasure and to satisfy the vital bodily dimension of our existence. 


In the book of Genesis the authors describe how as the Creator, God designed and organized a world for us in which to live and be with him. (Scripture quotes are taken from The Oxford Annotated Bible, revised standard version, New York: Oxford University Press, 1962, unless otherwise specified.)  He formed and built a place to share his life with us. The Creator imparted vital power to us: he gave something of his spirit to us, and this spirit animates our souls. He keeps his creatures alive and guides them toward himself. 


Creation as God's blessing also indicates that God is our creator and master. We are subject to him. He is the source of our lives, and we are called to live according to his way. But it is not easy to surrender to the fact that we are not the origin of our lives. It is a struggle to remain truthful with ourselves and to remember that all is from God. He called us into being out of nothingness. We are wholly dependent upon God's goodness for our survival.  


The Genesis story reminds us that we have been commissioned by the Creator to continue the process of creation. As creatures we are called to accomplish the work God has given us. The Creator invites us to be his servants and to accept the duty and responsibility to develop our personal-functional dimension of existence. Within this level of experience we are asked by the Creator to continue his work of creation by transforming and humanizing ourselves and all creation. 


As creatures we are summoned to cultivate the sacred gift that we are. But we are not each beings unto ourselves. We are all part of creation. To cultivate the sacred gift that we are means also to cultivate the sacred gifts that we are to one another. It is within this personal-functional level of existence that we are empowered to perfect the process of creation. 


However, God is not expecting that we perfect creation by ourselves. Happiness is the realization that God is our Shepherd and Light. As he passes life on to us, he remains with us as provider, protector, and sustainer. In Matthew 6:25-34 God invites us to trust in his divine providence. He reassures us not to be anxious for tomorrow, for he will continue to embrace us and watch over us. We need to trust that the Creator will go on pouring out his goodness, compassion, kindness, mercy, and generosity. His everlasting love will always be present in his constant care of us. Happy are we who remember how vulnerable we are in our creatureliness and have faith and trust that God will continue to be there for us. 


In the Wisdom Literature happiness is knowing our place in creation. Scripture invites us to surrender all our self-created security and to realize that we are totally dependent upon God. We need to accept the natural poverty of our humanness and our need for God in our everyday lives. 


The author of the Book of Proverbs proclaims: “Happy is the man who finds wisdom and gets understanding” (Prov. 3:13). Wisdom brings peace, happiness, and the abundant life. As we continue to trust in God we grow in wisdom. In remembering to place our confidence in God and believe in his eternal faithfulness to us, we acquire more wisdom and thus happiness and peace of mind. 


The fear of God is described in the Old Testament as the beginning of knowledge and wisdom (See: Prov. 1:7, Prov. 9:10, Prov. 15:33, Psalm 111:10, and Job 28:28). To experience the fear of God is to know the immediate reality of God's presence in our lives by way of his acts and manifestations. In order to experience God we must be able to see and hear him. This we do when we behold the wonder of creation. 


As we become more open, more able to participate in and respond to the reality of creation, we are able to grow deeper in the experience of the fear of God. In and through the glory of creation we experience a visible manifestation of God and begin to take him seriously. The power and majesty of God are disclosed in the awe and wonder of a sunrise, a sunset, the growth of a plant, or an infant crying in our arms. All these creations of God proclaim his living reality and bring us back to the fundamental truth that apart from God we are nothing. All creation helps us to remember the paramount importance of God. Any dimension of creation re-presents God and proclaims his glory. 


Within the fear-of-God experience evoked by becoming awakened to the reality of creation, we begin to reverence God's authorship. Dwelling within the deeper dimension of reality, we realize that we are at the mercy of God. In being open to the overpowering vastness of the world of creation around us, we may be brought to a complete halt and invited to give up the project of controlling the uncontrollable in our lives. It should be pointed out that the awesomeness of creation is not only revealed to us through grandeur and beauty but also through terror, rage, depression, anxiety, loneliness, fear, insecurity, and sexual feelings. Through the various accesses to the awesomeness of creation, each of us is invited to recognize and own our inability to be totally in control and in charge 'of our life, and thus to take our place as a creature among other creatures. This process of remembering our proper place in creation leads us to the fear of God and to wisdom and happiness. 


The Wisdom Literature in the Old Testament shows us that life takes place under a wider horizon than our own narrow interests and concerns. We must go beyond our physical and personal-functional dimensions of existence and enter the transcendent realm. By living from the being dimension of reality, we grow in wisdom and peace. The transcendent dimension of our experience reminds us of the sacredness of reality. 


In order to discover the sacredness of all that is, Wisdom Literature instructs us to adopt a certain attitude toward life. From this perspective of keeping holy the things that are holy (Book of Wisdom 6: 10; Scripture reference taken from The Jerusalem Bible, reader's edition, Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1971), we are able to see reality in a new light. Wisdom, inner peace, and happiness mean the ability to look at all things from God's point of view. From Yahweh's perspective, all of reality is his creation. Everything in the world reflects his presence. Wisdom perceives that God is at the root of everything; he is the foundation of existence. His radiance permeates all reality. 


Wise persons live from the transcendent perspective of reality and are committed to life as sacred. Such men and women seek to encounter sacredness in all people, events, and things. Awe, wonder, and the fear of God open them to a perspective from which they begin to sense the transcendent in the common and simple. In revering Yahweh's creation, they surrender to their own fragile, vulnerable selves and their basic poverty of being. 


Wise persons know their place in creation and are able to adopt a proper attitude toward the universe. They begin to see their lives in light of the dimension of eternity. From this perspective, wise men and women develop a more workable attitude toward life as a whole. The meaning of their place in the world is disclosed, and they begin to accept the world and life as they are.  In this acceptance, such wise persons own their weakness, limitedness, and need for God. In the Wisdom Literature of the Old Testament happiness is the process of coming to live peacefully, which grows out of a need for God in everyday life. 


The New Testament is also helpful in understanding the experience of happiness. Here, in the Gospel of John, we learn Christ's promise of peace: “Peace is my farewell to you. My peace is my gift to you and I do not give it to you as the world gives it. Do not let your hearts be troubled, and do not be fearful.” (Scripture quote taken from Raymond Brown, The Gospel According to John XIII-XXI, Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1970, p. 649) Peace is a gift that Jesus gives to us. Scripture scholar Raymond Brown comments on this passage: 

The peace of which Jesus speaks has nothing to do with the absence of warfare. . . nor with an end to psychological tension, nor with a sentimental feeling of well being. . . In Johannine language “peace,” “truth,” “light,” “life,” and “joy” are figurative terms reflecting different facets of the great gift that Jesus has brought from the Father to men. “Peace is my gift to you” is another way of saying “I give them eternal life.” (Ibid., p. 653)


The message of the New Testament and specifically of John's gospel is that we need the Son of Man for the fulfillment of our lives. Christ does not offer us happiness, but he does offer us the promise of life, a new life of the spirit. He invites us to share in the living presence of the divine life, to live life more fully (John 10:10). 


If we are alive to our inner uneasiness we may discover that we are hungry for a deeper, richer life. We realize that the physical and the personal-functional dimensions of human existence are not enough. Flowing with the pleasure principle in an appropriate manner and allowing our impulse life to inform us of our vital bodily needs can foster the process of becoming truly human. But the restlessness in our bodies speaks to us about a need for something more. 


On the personal-functional level of existence we are called to live according to the reality principle. It is important to build a secure identity for ourselves, to gain a sense of social maturity, and to manage and control the world around us. But deep within us there is a pull to go beyond the personal-functional dimension. On the transcendent level of existence our beings long to be filled. They hunger and thirst for something more. 


The Gospel of John calls us to cultivate an intimate relationship with God, the source of our life, love, and peace. In this sense intimacy is the process of growing into a knowledge of God. We come to know God through Jesus, his Son. He invites us to believe and see that he is the Word of God. The believing, seeing, and knowing to which Jesus leads us, are rooted in the experience of the heart. 


John's gospel calls us to an interior transformation, that of knowing Jesus with our whole heart. This means that we are attentive to Jesus and seek him out as he reveals himself to us in our everyday lives. The Son of God cautions us: “Let not your hearts be troubled; believe in God, believe also in me” (John 14:1). Out of our inner springs of faith we enter into a personal relationship with God. We come to know the Son of God by participating in his life and living from our transcendent dimension. It is in living from the hunger for the “more than” that we are motivated to continue to seek intimacy with Jesus. Peace emerges in sharing an intimate relationship with the Son of God. 


The transformation of our interior being results from recognizing Jesus as our Shepherd, who gently opens the gate to the Father. Jesus is the Way, the Truth, and the Life; no one comes to the Father but by him (John 14:6). We are his little children; he will not leave us orphans. Jesus is aware of our vulnerability. He is our light of hope who promises to nourish and sustain us. The Gospel of John calls us to continue to be children of God. As children our hearts are soft, open, humble, innocent, and filled with wonder. A child is well aware of its dependence on others. The new covenant calls us to trust in God and in Jesus. We need to look for Jesus in our everyday lives, and to follow his way. He reassures us not to be afraid, for he is with us always. He is our security, our strength, and our peace. In offering us his life, he invites us into a new creation of ourselves. 


In order to be recreated, to be born anew, we must grow in faith and in love. The Gentile military officer (John 4:46-54) and the cripple at Bethzatha (John 5:1-24) are examples of people who have faith and love in Jesus and his Father. They are both humbly receptive to Jesus. Both men acknowledge and declare in response to Jesus' presence that they are in need. They desire to be helped and to be restored to wholeness and peace. These men are able to hear the Word of God, to reach out and ask him for a rebirth, a new creation. They do not rely on their egoism; rather, they choose to become God-reliant. The presence of Jesus draws them out of their self-sufficient attitude. They recognize that they cannot achieve wholeness and peace with their own willpower. 


The stories of both men also indicate that rebirth is just the beginning of the invitation to grow in intimacy, wholeness, and inner peace with the Son of God. As with the cripple, we must carry our own bed and make our own way. Jesus will show us the light and give us his life, but we must desire to walk with him. We are responsible for keeping our hearts empty in order to have space to welcome him into our lives. 

Obstacle to Peace 


In reflecting upon my everyday experience, I may begin to see that an obstacle to peace within me emerges from my sense of insecurity and my way of dealing with it. Typically, this insecurity is obvious neither to others nor to myself. It even seems normal. That is, most people around me probably live their lives fundamentally motivated by this veiled sense of insecurity. 


As I consider my experience, I come to understand that this fundamental insecurity within me seems to harden my heart and to prevent my growing into a more intimate relationship with my self and my God. Controlled by this subtle insecurity, my consciousness becomes clouded, distracted, and closed. Because of this hardness of heart, I am unable to comprehend and believe in the Word and thus unable to grow in his peace. I may listen but I do not understand. Perceiving the deeper meanings of what is there before me becomes an almost impossible task. 

Need for Love and Acceptance 


Reflecting upon my experience, I come in touch with my need to be accepted and loved so that I can feel at peace, at home, and comfortable with myself. From this atmosphere of security, I am able to accept things as they are. I accept my personal limitations and weaknesses as part of me. I feel at peace with the truth of who I am. With this attitude, I am able to see and hear the Word of God. My heart is open and receptive to being moved, touched, and transformed. 


The childhood residue of being loved and accepted in an imperfect way still exists within me. From my reading of Scripture, I realize that only my Creator has the power to love and accept me perfectly. I must admit to myself that through no fault of theirs, my parents and teachers and the other significant persons in my life were naturally imperfect in their care and love for me. Because of this background of imperfect love and acceptance, my existence is permeated with subtle feelings of being loved and accepted in an imperfect way. I have never been and will never be totally loved and totally accepted for who I am. Only God can bless me with that experience. Being the finite, limited creature that I am, I struggle with wanting more love and more acceptance from the imperfect others around me. In the natural need of wanting more I may be tempted to strive and to compete for more love and acceptance. 


During moments of insecurity I realize my need for more secure ground on which to stand. My search for this firm ground may lead me to seek the approval of another, to have my ego massaged and proclaimed acceptable. Because the residual vulnerability from my childhood has been carried over into my adult life, I may experience moments of inferiority, inadequacy, and fear of failure. 

Seeking Approval of Others 


My insecurity may lead me to seek the approval of others. I may feel that their approval will be forthcoming if I live up to their expectations. So I begin to feel that I must perform well. Self-doubt and feelings of inadequacy well up within me. The assumed expectations of the other become my measuring stick. I continue to lay more expectations on myself; in order to be loved and accepted, I must live up to the ideal. My consciousness becomes preoccupied with seeking the praise and recognition of the other, with “doing.” Anxiety, insecurity, inadequacy, and self-doubt choke my ability to be open to the deeper dimension of reality. I become preoccupied with building up my life on a base of false securities. My intense involvement with worldly cares fulfills my need to be secure. 


The culture tells me that if I am successful I will be respected and people will pay attention to me. This recognition may temporarily satisfy those unmet needs from my childhood. However, success is only a moment. If I am to continue to achieve success and feel falsely secure, I will become driven to live out, not moments of success, but a style of success. I will then have built my own trap. If I do not win, I lose. In our culture, the act of losing is perceived as failure. I do not want to lose, and thus fail. 


My residual childhood insecurity impels me to win, to become number one in order to attain a sense of self-worth. The need to succeed and avoid failure causes all kinds of tensions that slowly harden my heart. 


My insecurity can lead me to try constantly to please others. I may become caught up in the fear that others do not perceive me as good enough. Perfection becomes my goal. If I am perfect, I will win. People will respect me. They will approve of me, and love me. 


In striving to have others think well of me, I may become ruled by my plans, projects, schedules, and duties. I compulsively crowd my schedule with things I must do for others. Time becomes tight. My duties continue to demand more and more. There is never enough time to finish one task before another intrudes. 


If I am fortunate enough to remain in touch with my experience, I may be able to see my residual childhood insecurity for what it is: the demon in my life. This fundamental insecurity can control my life and harden my heart. 


Through the gentle activity of reflecting upon my daily experience, I may realize that in coping with my insecurity I have become too self-sufficient. I have forgotten that I am utterly dependent upon God and that I am sustained by the breath of his spirit. In my self-sufficient style, I forget that without God, I can do nothing. 

Need to Empty Self 


In the Gospel of Mark we hear the story of the rich man. 

And Jesus looking upon him loved him and said to him, “You lack one thing; go, sell what you have, and give to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven; and come, follow me.” At that saying his countenance fell, and he went away sorrowful; for he had great possessions. And Jesus looked around and said to his disciples, “How hard it will be for those who have riches to enter the kingdom of God.” And the disciples were amazed at his words. But Jesus said to them again, “Children, how hard it is to enter the kingdom of God. It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God.” (Mark 10:21-26) 


The author seems to be telling me that God wants all of me, whole and entire. Because of my insecurity, I have become preoccupied with surviving and with developing a self-sufficient attitude. I do not submit to God, but rather try to survive on my own. “I will do it” becomes my motto. I will get the love and attention I need. I will make myself secure in this life. I will acquire status, success, power, and possessions — whatever I need to give myself a sense of security. 


In pausing to get in touch with my experience, I discover that this drive to acquire a sense of security is a drive to build an untrue sense of self. Unknowingly, I am holding on to my misleading sense of security in a quiet, desperate way. I cannot face the truth that I am not the source of my life. My false sense of self helps me to participate in a process of self-deception, which tells me that I am power and glory. 


In the story of the rich man, Jesus calls me to give up my riches: my false sense of self. In my self-sufficient manner, I have built up a kingdom of success, of security, of power. In my kingdom, I possess the respect of others. They accept me and therefore I feel good; I feel like a rich man in control of his life. 


The Gospel of Mark invites me to let go of my false self, of my false sense of security and control. In Mark 8:34-36, the author describes how Jesus called the multitude and said to them: “If any man would come after me, let him deny himself and take up his cross and follow me. For whoever would save his life will lose it and whoever loses his life for my sake and the gospel's will save it. For what does it profit a man, to gain the whole world and forfeit his life?” The art of reflective living calls me out of my constant striving to build my kingdom of honor and glory, where I am secure. I see my life more clearly, for reflection puts distance between me and my everyday struggle to deal with my insecurity. 


Meditating on Sacred Scripture, I begin to understand the story of the rich man in Mark's gospel. I realize that Christ calls me to empty myself of the inward noise and hecticness that flow from building my kingdom of security. I need to let go of my controlling, self-sufficient attitude. Giving up my riches means giving up the security that I have worked so hard to acquire. My riches have become my defense against my insecurity; gaining security has become my ultimate project. But this false security has shut me off from others and God. 


Mark 8:34-36 calls me to deny myself. In listening to my heart, I uncover the self I need to give up. Lost in the process of constructing my false security, I have been caught up with worrying about what others will think of me. I have become attached to my self-will. Doing has been my most important defense. As long as I was doing, I was in control, striving to build my self-image of success. 


Pausing so as to distance myself from my workaday world, I am able to reflect on my behavior. I see that my life has been cluttered, a result of my ego's constant quest for security. My weakness has been my inclination to self-centeredness and hardness of heart. The demon in me that I have discovered in my moments of reflection is my inclination to build my kingdom of security by working hard to please others, so that they will offer me praise, recognition, acceptance, and love. 


Sacred Scripture calls me to transform my heart, to soften it so that it may receive the Word of God. With a gentle, humble heart, I am able to believe and trust that God will take care of me. I need to let go of building my own kingdom and trust that the Lord will sustain me and be my ground of security. 

Conclusion 


The New Testament is a story of how the Father and Son love us. The new covenant is an invitation to grow in inner peace by loving one another as Jesus loves us (John 13:34). But in order to love another, we must first love ourselves. The interior transformation that Jesus asks of us is rooted in the process of meeting ourselves, accepting ourselves, and appreciating ourselves as children of God, that is, of growing into a deeper acknowledgment of who we truly are. The presence of Jesus helps us to own and claim our limitedness, our smallness, and our powerlessness. In knowing who we are, we experience our humble place in God's creation. We need to embrace our creaturehood and love and abide in who we are. 


In loving ourselves, we begin to know how the Father and Son abide in us. With open and receptive hearts, we can believe that the Father and Son love us and are calling us to abide in their love. Rooted in a love for ourselves, and a love for the Father and Son, we are able to venture forth and live out this love by giving it to one another as Jesus gave his love to us. To transform our lives into a God-consciousness is to grow in intimacy, love, and inner peace with ourselves, the Father and Son, and with one another. 
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