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All of us want to be happy!  This is a universal human phenomenon.  And we are all on a 

journey toward eternal happiness:  we are on a journey toward heaven!  A few years back 

the priests of the Archdiocese had a workshop that was put on by the Spitzer Institute 

which was founded by Fr. Robert Spitzer.  We learned about the 4 levels of happiness.   

 

The first level of happiness is sensory pleasure.  We had trunk or treat on Friday night 

and I witnessed a lot of happy kids filling their pumpkins with candy!  I told them that I 

used to have to work for my candy by walking around a neighborhood.  Now, they get 

tons of candy in about 20 minutes!   

 

At my last parish, when I first arrived, they did a survey on the front of the bulletin and 

one of the questions they wanted me to answer was, “What is your most favorite food?”  

You have to be careful answering that question as a priest.  If you say pie and cake and 

cookies, you can become a big priest!  So, I put “garden vegetables!”  It paid off, I got 

lots of healthy vegetables.  Our delight in food is level one happiness.  Going out to 

dinner at a nice restaurant makes us happy. 

 

Material things also bring some happiness to us:  nice clothes, a nice home, a car, 

jewelry.  Happiness on this level is not bad.  We need adequate shelter, food, clothing and 

means of transportation.  But, we have to be careful not to cling to things or make them 

an end in themselves.  Our bodies need nutrients, but if I make food an end, I become a 

glutton.  Our bodies need hydration, but if I make drinking an end in itself, I  become a 

drunkard.  Our sexuality is sacred and holy but if I make it an end in itself, I become 

perverted. 

 

At Level 1 the happiness is usually immediate and it doesn’t last too long.  Level 2 

happiness comes from our accomplishments.  It’s the ego level.  We experience 

happiness when we win!  We can experience happiness from our achievements:  When 

we get an “A” on this test, when we get accepted to a university, when we graduate with 

a degree, when we land this job, when I own my own business!  There is satisfaction and 

happiness when we feel popular, noticed, and from the power and influence we might 

have.  Again, this level of happiness isn’t bad:  A healthy sense of competition drives us  

toward excellence.  We all need a healthy sense of self-esteem and confidence in our own 

self-identity. 

 

But again, what happens if we get hung up on this level?  The shadow side of this level is 

pride:  it’s all about me and what I accomplish.  We want to be noticed.  We want the 

esteem of others.  We want to take the glory for ourselves rather than giving it to God.   



 

What can happen on this level?  Our desire for fame, prestige, power can easily lead us to 

compare ourselves with others.  Who has the most toys?!  We can begin to live our lives 

in the minds of others.  What is everyone thinking about me?  When we do this, we get 

on an emotional roller coaster:  as long as everyone thinks I’m great and honors me I feel 

really good about myself.  But what happens when I’m over-looked, when I lose, when 

someone does better, when someone else is favored or grabs the attention – I feel terrible. 

 

Let’s face it:  a lot of our time and energy is spent looking for happiness on Level 1 and 

2, but there is so much more!  In the gospel, Jesus is pointing to level 3 & 4 happiness.  

The third level of happiness is the happiness we find in serving others.  Jesus tells us love 

your neighbor as yourself.  We begin touching on a much deeper sense of happiness that 

comes from giving of ourselves for others.  This happiness is not as fleeting as a 

chocolate sundae, but more long-lasting.  Our first reading mentions level 3 happiness:  

having compassion on the refugee, the alien, the widow and orphan.  Lending a helping 

hand to your neighbor in need.  Sharing your cloak, clothing the naked. 

 

But there’s more!  The fourth level of happiness comes from our union with God.  Think 

of a moment when you’ve encountered God.  I’ve had some profound encounters with 

God in confession.  I’ve gone to confession and have been reduced to tears by my 

brokenness and sin and in that moment encountered God’s mercy and have left 

confession feeling interior peace and happiness.  I’ve encountered God here at Mass.  I 

remember sitting in the pews as a young adult, thinking maybe I could be up there as a 

priest and I felt interior joy.  Maybe you’ve encountered God on a retreat, or maybe you 

had a profound awareness of God’s presence at the birth of a child.  Just yesterday we 

had a glorious wedding and God was present as those two-people professed their love.  It 

was a moment of great happiness.  Think of the solace and peace that you’ve experienced 

in prayer or after receiving Holy Communion. 

 

This level of happiness comes from knowing you are a beloved child or God.  Our 

deepest happiness comes from living in the truth that we are beloved sons and daughters 

of the Father. 

 

I want to close with the story of a person that lived his life on level 3&4.  Blessed Pier 

Giorgio Frassati was born in 1901 into a wealthy family in Italy.  As a young boy, he had 

every advantage that money could buy.  He was a sportsman.  He loved the outdoors, 

hiking, climbing mountains.  He enjoyed socializing and laughing with friends.  But 

despite his wealth and popularity – levels 1&2, he desired something more.  He gave 

himself over to a deep love of Jesus that drew him into prayer.  At times, he actually 

spent the whole night in prayer before the Blessed Sacrament.  And he showed his love 

for God in the way he treated the poor.   

 

It began when he was just a young kid.  Once, a woman came begging at their door with 

her child who had no shoes.  Pier who was just a little boy was moved with such pity for 

this child that he took his own shoes off and gave them to the child. 

 



Some years later when he graduated from high school, his father said as a graduation gift 

he could have his choice of a new car or money.  Frassati took the money so that he could 

give it away to the poor.  He would often give his train fair to the needy and then simply 

run home.  Once he was asked, “Why do you ride third class on the train?”  He 

responded, “Because there is no fourth class.”  He visited the poor, gave them aide, and 

befriended them.  Due to his proximity to the poor, he caught a deadly strain of polio and 

died at the age of 24. 

 

His parents expected the elite of Turin to turn out for his funeral but to their surprise the 

poor turned out by the thousands.  His parents had no idea of all the lives he touched.  

And interestingly the poor who came to his funeral were so surprised to find out that 

Frassati was part of such a wealthy important family.  He was so humble. 

 

He loved God with his entire being and his neighbor as himself.  


