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 Ice Cream Koan 
If you have ice cream,

I will give it to you.
If  you have no ice cream, 

I will take it from you.
Rishi Suzuki

THE BUDDHIST PHRASE ‘LIFE IS 
suffering’ originates from the Sanskrit 
words samsara and dukha, which are 
commonly interpreted to mean life and  
suffering. But this is a mistranslation, and 
arguably, one with tragic consequences.    
   A literal approximation of samsara is 
round and round, and dukha connotes a 
wheel with the axle hole off-center. The 
phrase ‘samsara is dukha’ refers not to 
‘life is suffering’ but to an imbalance. 
   Like an off-center cartwheel spinning 
around and around, it’s painful to go around 
in life constantly grasping after things that 
ultimately don’t bring us lasting happiness.

               Boy Fluting Before Mt. Fuji, Hokusai, c. 1900

   The result of ‘samsara is dukha’ is the 
feeling that things never seem quite right. 
Even when we find something or someone 
that gives us momentary pleasure or 
happiness, the feeling of satisfaction 
inevitably proves transitory. But barely has 
disappointment set in before we are off in 
pursuit of something new—something we 
then convince ourselves is what we really 
always wanted all along. 
   It seems that no matter how many times 
we experience this endless cycle of fleeting 
satisfaction and its ultimate dissolution and 
disappointment, it never seems to occur to 
us that there could be something amiss with 
our whole approach to seeking happiness.
   The cycle starts, of course, with the false 
perception that happiness is a condition, 
something to be grasped and achieved, 
rather than something to be acknowledged.    



If you have ice cream,
I will give it to you.

   Paradoxically, it is our very sense of 
possession that keeps us from fully 
experiencing the joy of having or achieving 
things, even after we have obtained them. 
Ask yourself: Whenever you have truly felt 
happy, was there anyone there to experience 
this happiness, or was there just happiness, 
unattached to a person or thing? 
   Authentic happiness is a state of being 
rather than a state of mind. As soon as we 
say, “I am happy,” we are not truly happy. 
We have created in our mind a contrasting 
state of unhappiness, as well as the fear of 
losing whatever it is we attribute our happi-
ness to. Genuine happiness cannot exist in 
this dualistic state of attachment, of having 
and not having. As long as we identify with 
our ego—our sense of being a person, a 
separate, incomplete individual—happiness 
will remain elusive and out of reach.

 If  you have no ice cream, 
I will take it from you.

   Whenever we feel that momentary sense 
happiness we felt upon first obtaining 
something beginning to slip away, rather 
than rushing off again to acquire some other 
object, person, job, more money—or what-
ever we think will fulfill our sense of lack—
it might be fruitful to simply sit with our 
sense of dissatisfaction or incompleteness, 
and fully accept and feel gratitude for 
whatever exists in the present moment.  
   In doing so, we might in time discover 
that our happiness is not really dependent 
on our acquiring anything at all. It is our 
birthright, our natural state of being once we 
stop attributing it to causes and conditions 
outside of ourselves. In fact, it is only our 
attachment to causes that keeps us from 
experiencing real, lasting happiness and joy. 

Instead of seeking ice cream, 
BE ice cream! 

    By abiding in stillness and observing 
closely the way our mind operates, we might 
in fact discover that ultimately, what we 
truly desire is not happiness at all, but to be 
free of desire. Paradoxically, we might say 
that our sole desire is to be desireless. 
   Tragically, this realization usually comes 
to most people, if it comes at all, only after 
a lifetime of effort and achievement—when 
they nonetheless find themselves feeling 
that ‘there must be something more.’
   The reality is that a deep sense of 
happiness and fulfilment is available to each 
one of us at any moment in our lives, 
regardless of our present situation. And it 
doesn’t in any way require dropping our 
effort to obtain or to accomplish things—
which seems to just be in our nature—only 
in dropping our attachment to them.
   Perhaps the most tragic arena this dynamic 
plays out in our individualistic, materialistic 
culture is in the realm of romantic love. 
It is a lover’s ‘otherness’ that fuels our 
passion for them, but that very otherness 

betrays a sense of being separate—of being 

incomplete without them—and creates a gulf 
that can never be bridged by appearing to 
acquire their love, however unconditionally.
   Love has no place for possessiveness, 
control, jealousy, or any other form of attach-
ment—or for that matter, even the need for 
reciprocation. Ironically, when we become 
dependent on another person’s love to be 
happy, we have lost the ability to experience 
true, unconditional love in their presence.       
   In genuine love, there are no ‘others.’  In 
order to jump off the wheel of ‘samsara and 
dukha,’ we must learn to find happiness, ful-
fillment, and completeness within ourselves. 
   As the Buddha reportedly advised in his 
final words: Be a lamp unto yourself. ◾


