
Happiness and Suffering

Bina Nir

[bookmark: _GoBack]Introduction

Many in Western culture perceive happiness as the opposite of suffering. In other words, the pursuit of greater happiness is complemented by a desire to minimize suffering. This perception is rooted, among other things, in the culture’s religious texts. The culture is governed by fundamental assumptions which are so deeply engrained that they are usually invisible except in retrospect, when observing a past era from the present. We will therefore examine the deep religious foundation of Western culture which postulates that happiness is the opposite of suffering and will attempt to deconstruct this intrinsic causal linkage in this fundamental assumption. 
	Western Christianity is a prominent feature of Western civilization, and it serves as a distinctive identity marker for this culture. Western culture and Christianity are largely based on the Old Testament, where happiness and suffering are represented as opposites contingent on man’s behavior. For thousands of years, the pursuit of enjoyment, happiness and the avoidance of suffering and pain were presented as the motivation for every action.

The Garden of Eden Myth – Happiness Without Suffering 
The Garden of Eden is a major origin myth, in both Judaism and Christianity, that is at the very foundation of Western culture. The Garden of Eden represents nostalgia for the past, for abundance and ultimate happiness, and expresses a life of harmony and lack of suffering although without any measure of self-awareness (Fromm 1975). 
"Now the Lord God had planted a garden in the east, in Eden; and there he put the man He had formed. The Lord God made all kinds of trees grow out of the ground—trees that were pleasing to the eye and good for food. In the middle of the garden were the tree of life and the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. A river watering the garden flowed from Eden; from there it was separated into four headwaters” (Gen. 2:8-10).
With the expulsion from Eden, suffering manifested as punishment and man becomes more aware, human, suffering and longing for the past, for Eden where ultimate happiness prevailed. Happiness, as the story goes, belongs to the righteous and suffering is presented as punishment for the sins committed by man: 

"And I will put enmity between you and the woman, and between your offspring and hers [...] To the woman He said, I will make your pains in childbearing very severe; with painful labor you will give birth to children. Your desire will be for your husband, and he will rule over you. To Adam he said, Because you listened to your wife and ate fruit from the tree about which I commanded you, “You must not eat from it,” Cursed is the ground because of you;
Through painful toil you will eat food from it all the days of your life  [...]. By the sweat of your brow you will eat your food until you return to the ground,
since from it you were taken; for dust you are and to dust you will return" (Gen. 3:15-19).
In Western culture, the Garden of Eden represents not only the time and place of the expulsion but also a destination accessible to all righteous persons after their deaths. Happiness without suffering is inherent in the primal, pre-fall state from which point man’s fate is encumbered by suffering, while happiness is promised  to the righteous  at the end of days. 
Despite differences between biblical stories, a unified perception lies at the foundation of most biblical texts (Scholem 1992, 163) due to the direct and continuous linkage between sin and punishment. This direct linkage is portrayed throughout the bible.

"However, if you do not obey the Lord your God and do not carefully follow all his commands and decrees I am giving you today, all these curses will come on you and overtake you: You will be cursed in the city and cursed in the country [...] You will be cursed when you come in and cursed when you go out [...] You will build a house, but you will not live in it. You will plant a vineyard, but you will not even begin to enjoy its fruit [...] All these curses will come on you. They will pursue you and overtake you until you are destroyed, because you did not obey the Lord your God and observe the commands and decrees he gave you. [...] Just as it pleased the Lord to make you prosper and increase in number, so it will please him to ruin and destroy you" (Deuteronomy 28:15-63). 

Israel’s prophets guarantee happiness for the righteous and suffering for the sinner: 

"Tell the righteous it will be well with them, for they will enjoy the fruit of their deeds. Woe to the wicked! Disaster is upon them! They will be paid back for what their hands have done" (Isaiah 3:10-11).

"But blessed is the one who trusts in the Lord, whose confidence is in him. They will be like a tree planted by the water [...] It has no worries in a year of drought and never fails to bear fruit. [...] I the Lord search the heart and examine the mind, to reward each person according to their conduct, according to what their deeds deserve" (Jeremiah 17:7-10).

But, as Job protested, suffering does not only appear in the context of punishment. Job does not accept the argument that suffering indicates sin; indeed, he is certain that he did not sin. Job is searching for the causal link to his suffering—based on the presumption that suffering manifests as punishment: “I say to God: Do not declare me guilty, but tell me what charges you have against me” (Job 10:2)—but does not find it. Job sees the events around him as arbitrary chaos inflicted by God; God causes multiple injuries without visible cause. God shows Job an ostensibly illogical and immoral world (Weiss 1987, 390). This approach does not link suffering to sin, but rather contends that suffering is God’s way of testing the righteous (Abraham, Job) and not as punishment for their sins. Most portrayals of happiness in the Bible appear as reward for the righteous, while descriptions of suffering appear in the context of punishment or trial—in terms of a causal connection. Only few depictions communicate a perception of suffering and happiness as a natural part of life that is not related to the individual’s behavior. Ecclesiastes suggests that we rejoice in our lives, be happy, take from the world what it has to offer and not contemplate the nature of God and his motives. "When I applied my mind to know wisdom and to observe the labor that is done on earth—people getting no sleep day or night—then I saw all that God has done. No one can comprehend what goes on under the sun. Despite all their efforts to search it out, no one can discover its meaning. Even if the wise claim they know, they cannot really comprehend it" (Eccles. 8:16-17). 



Suffering and Happiness in Christianity 
 In Christianity, suffering exists in the corporeal world, and happiness in the Kingdom of Heaven (The Garden of Eden). The hope for future happiness is related to the belief in the end of days— “In the eschaton the light falls from above into our life […] The Christian message […] we already live here and now in anticipation of the eschaton” (Barth 1959, 154–155). Christianity has taught us that in order to be happy in time T2 we must suffer in time T1. “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted [...] Blessed are those who are persecuted because of righteousness, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven [...] Rejoice and be glad, because great is your reward in heaven” (Mat. 5: 3-12). Suffering is the means to happiness and glory: “For our light and momentary troubles are achieving for us an eternal glory that far outweighs them all. So we fix our eyes not on what is seen, but on what is unseen, since what is seen is temporary, but what is unseen is eternal” (2 Cor. 4:17-18). Suffering in Christianity is multifaceted: “We are hard pressed on every side, but not crushed; perplexed, but not in despair; persecuted, but not abandoned; struck down, but not destroyed” (ibid 8-9); suffering in Christianity prepares us to serve God: “If we are distressed, it is for your comfort and salvation” (2 Cor. 1:6); “‘We must go through many hardships to enter the kingdom of God,’ they said” (Acts 14:22). In Christianity, genuine happiness is the yearning for a past time in the Garden of Eden or the longing for a future to come— “‘He will wipe every tear from their eyes. There will be no more death’ or mourning or crying or pain, for the old order of things has passed away” (Rev. 21:4)—and as a result, happiness is also manifest in the anguish of longing and in the anticipation to regain lost happiness in life here and now. 



Suffering and Happiness—Twin Siblings
In this paper, we will attempt to deconstruct the linkage—which is at the foundation of Western culture—in terms of which happiness is the absence or reduction of suffering, or conversely, that suffering constitutes preparation for a happy, painless life. There is no wholeness to life without suffering; happiness is not the opposite of suffering and they will always manifest together. There is no historical moment in which we can identify happiness without suffering. Suffering leads us to delve deeper within ourselves (Tillich 1951). Suffering and pleasure are not opposites. Pain is inherent in every pleasure. The escape from suffering can cause degeneration. The avoidance of suffering not only prevents the intensification of happiness but quite the opposite, it intensifies the suffering. The evasion of experiences, sincerity, the expression of feelings, and greater social involvement, often stems from a fear of harm and suffering. Human beings are afraid of suffering, of the exploitation of their honesty, and thus withdraw from society, in fact, escape reality, build a barrier between themselves and others, and often even increase their suffering by longing for an unattainable ideal reality of happiness instead of experiencing actual reality. The distance between our imagined perception of a happy, painless life and actual reality increases the pain. 
	Nietzsche calls happiness and suffering, twin siblings (1968, §221). They appear together, and both are products of life’s necessities and activities. The fear of suffering is a fear of life itself. Happiness is life’s imperative despite all that it involves—misfortunes, hardships, misgivings, and even calamities (Lurie 2006). A priori, the aspiration for greater happiness, which is accompanied by an aspiration for reduced suffering, has no chance of becoming a reality (Nietzsche 1968, §478). Nietzsche argues that every man must create his own life, choose his values, and take risks. “To live means to be in a state of danger [...] the lofty human being [...] is fearless and tempts the disaster [...] of sailing toward any danger and for him every daring is permissible, the sea, our sea sprawled before us is open” (Elon 2005, 170). Facing danger indicates man’s liberation from his need of God, of comfort and certainty. For Nietzsche, the ability to be happy embodies the ability to desire life in its entirety, and as Wittgenstein (1980) claims, to be happy means to live in agreement with the world. The fear of suffering is the unwillingness to comply with life itself and the limitations enforced upon it is in fact the prevention of happiness related to meaning, agency, authenticity, creativity, love, community life, and a variety of actions whose experience involves happiness and suffering intertwined in life itself. Intense life events are experienced as a synergy of happiness and suffering.
	
Happiness and Suffering in Life’s Journey 
Suffering is necessary because it formulates personality and constructs the ability to overcome life’s challenges. A life full of happiness and significance, according to Nietzsche, is related to the term “self-overcoming” and there is no self-overcoming without suffering. In the process of overcoming one experiences the immense joy of discovery, however it is entwined with suffering. “But the worst enemy whom you can encounter will always be yourself; you ambush yourself in caves and woods […] You must want to burn yourself up in your own flame: how could you become new if you did not first become ashes!” (Nietzsche 2006, 47). The hero who overcomes himself, is one who enables himself to face his emotions and to feel his pain and suffering. Individuals who do not enable this, will be inaccessible, rigid, and superficial and will not succeed in embarking on life’s journey. Suffering motivates the individual to embark on a journey of growth and development. To prevail over suffering and contain it, one must be tolerant (Netzer 2011). 
	Existential suffering stems from our experiencing ourselves as captives in time (Sartre 1990). Suffering is caused not only by mental traits and difficult, painful, and harmful life events, but also from the manner in which the individual copes with them. Awareness of the individual’s part in creating his own suffering is the foundation for change (Netzer 2011). One who finds meaning in suffering and renders it a lever for internal growth, develops the mental qualities of a hero who takes steps toward a journey to the self—a journey that also entails great happiness. Insufferable experiences often incorporate many happy moments, as Viktor Frankl accurately articulated in his book Man’s Search for Meaning. Frankl describes the unbearable suffering he experienced in Auschwitz and his attempt to find meaning, hope, and even happiness within ‘hell’: “I understood how a man who has nothing left in this world still may know bliss, be it only for a brief moment, in the contemplation of his beloved.” (Frankl 1992, 49)
	While happiness and suffering are intertwined in life’s journey, the unnecessary pursuit of happiness leads to unnecessary suffering. Roman philosopher, Seneca, argues that the pursuit of happiness causes the individual’s inability to distinguish between happiness and pleasure. This misconception not only distances the individual from happiness but also causes him or her to suffer “Even those people who declare the highest good to be in the belly, see what a dishonorable position they have assigned to it [...] it is owing to pleasure itself that they are unhappy [...] Virtue is a lofty quality [...] pleasure is low, slavish, weakly, perishable [...] [it] fades away as soon as its first impulse is over” (Seneca, “Of a Happy Life” VII). 
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