
Happiness & Suffering 
Session Overview 

 
“Happiness is the one thing you can choose for itself; everything else is chosen for the sake of 

happiness.”   
-Aristotle 

 
American Happiness Index1 
This poll scores American Happiness on a scale from 0-100. The last poll, in 2016, had 
the “Happiness Index” for Americans lowered to 31, down from 34 last year. The poll 
has you self-identify your happiness, but then also includes factors like job satisfaction, 
fears, anxieties, etc.  
 Some Stats: 

• Women tend to be happier (33) compared to men (29) 

• People who make $50k-$75k are happier (32) than those who make $75k-
$100k (30). 

• Age 65+ is the happiest age (37). 

• Married people are happier (34) than unmarried (28) 
 

The Four Levels of Happiness 

Level 1: Pleasure 

This happiness comes from external 
things. Many of these pleasures come 
from something satisfying our 
fundamental physical needs: food, 
clothing, shelter.  
This happiness fades quickly after the need is 
met. 

Level 2: Success 

This level of happiness goes from the 
external world to internal senses and 
your sense of self. It can be achievement 
or success in the world. 
This level is very comparative and 
competitive. Our happiness is contingent on 
our success. But we could always be more 
successful… we are never fully satisfied.  

Level 3: Making a Difference 

This happiness is found in making a 
lasting difference in the world. A 
contribution to society. It gives us a 
deeper sense of meaning. It doesn’t need 
to compare to give. 
But our hearts still long for something even 
greater. 

Level 4: Transcendence 

We have a desire for something even 
greater. We can sense this when we sense 
the five transcendental desires: Truth, 
Beauty, Goodness, Love, Home. This are 
imperfect in our world, but stir in us a 
desire for them to be found perfectly.  
Realizing this happiness is difficult, and 
difficult to sustain.  

 

                                                           
1 The Happiness Index is from The Harris Poll, theharrispoll.com 
 



Navigating the Four Levels 

• There is a progression of happiness, but not in strict sense! We can move 
between the levels.  

• One of the levels is typically most important to us.  

• How we rate these affects how we make our choices. If we are on a diet (level 2), 
but want a candy bar (level 1), which do we choose?  

 
 
The Comparison Game 
Level two happiness, success, is the dominate style of many people in our culture. This 
level is not bad in itself- it can motivate us to advance ourselves, build self-esteem, or 
do things that need to get done. But if we remain exclusively here, we can be caught in a 
Comparison Game. 
Three Groups: 1) Winners, 2) Losers, 3) In-Between. 

• Winners: Winning can place too much value on winning, and they can 
want to stay at the top too strongly. This pressure to stay ahead can be 
harmful. Narcissism, insecurity, isolation, judging or alienating others are 
all threats.  

• Losers: If your happiness is conditional on this success, and you don’t find 
it, you will be miserable. Inferiority, low self-esteem, jealousy, depression, 
or giving up are possible here. 

• In-between: This is most of us- we accel sometimes and fall short 
sometimes. We are in-between. We can alternate between winning and 
losing and suffer the effects of each! 
 

Escaping the Game 

• Falling exclusively to level 1 happiness is possible, but dangerous. We won’t 
advance ourselves and things like addictions live here. 

• Better is to move forward. We can do this when we see our efforts as 
contributions to our society or neighbors, rather than a competition with them.  

 
Level 4 Happiness  
We seek ultimate happiness. We can see glimmers of this ultimate happiness in the 
world, but ultimately need God. 
We see this level in Truth, Beauty, Goodness, Love, Home. But these things are 
imperfect in our world. They are only imperfect in the next world. 
 
Suffering 
Suffering and God; Suffering and Love, are not incompatible, but requires us to be 
beyond level 1 and level 2 happiness.  
Suffering can lead to love. It can lead to purpose. It can define character. 
Suffering gives us opportunities for love, humility, compassion, virtue, and more.  


