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“Happy Are Those Who….”

I need your help to start off this sermon.

We remember this song from our childhood:

“If you’re happy and we know it clap your hands (clap your hands.)

If you’re happy and we know it clap your hands (clap your hands.)

If you’re happy and you know it and you will really want to (show it).

If we’re happy and we know it clap your hands (clap your hands.)

Oh, if only it were that easy!

This is a sermon about happiness, and it’s inspired not be the self-help section

Of our local Barnes and Noble,

But rather by a study group of clergy I belong to that gathers twice a year

To discuss and present papers on a specific theme.

In two weeks this group will meet again, 

and this time around our theme is Happiness.

In preparation each of us have been asked to spend the last month reading books

On the subject, 

As well as writing daily journal entries meant to chart our own happiness levels.

Unable to find time to do any of this, my first and only entry began this way:

“I am unhappy.  I don’t have time to be writing this.”

But with the deadline looming, and with the prospect of embarrassing myself

With lame excuses for why I didn’t do my homework,

For the last week and a half I have dug in and studied hard.

And this morning I bring to us some of the things I have learned

About this over-used, ubiquitous, cliché, and yet still sought after,

Desired, hungered for state of being that is Happiness.

First, what is it?

Well, it’s interesting.  One thing I’ve learned is that happiness seems to be one of those words 

– another is Spirituality – whose definition is so ill-defined and so dependent 

on who you’re asking that it ends up meaning everything and nothing at the same time.

We hear that happiness is chocolate cake.  Happiness is a lean body.  Happiness is Spring.

Happiness is the first snow. 

Happiness can’t be bought.  But then along comes another MasterCard commercial and 

We think…maybe it can.

We hear money doesn’t bring happiness, often from those who have it.

But ask someone who struggles to pay their bills or feed their family

And they’ll tell you that happiness surely doesn’t come from being poor.

Don’t worry, be happy we hear.  So does being happy mean we just

Stop paying attention to our worrisome world?

Now you see why I haven’t preached on happiness before.

It’s so confusing.

The best answer I found to the question what is happiness?
Is the one offered by historian Jennifer Hecht

Who in her book I read called “The Happiness Myth” divides happiness into three kinds.

The first kind of happiness, she said, is the happiness that comes from a Good Day.

What’s a good day? A good day is when you get in a lane on the Mass Pike

That suddenly opens before you, free of traffic, all the way into the city.  

A good day is a day free of email, dinner with friends, an offer of Red Sox tickets,

Watching your child ride a bike for the first time, noticing the trees blooming,

That first 70 degree day after a long winter;

A long, lingering afternoon nap;

A date night with your partner.  

We all have good days.

And we all often miss noticing the good in our days,

Because so we’re busy doing other things.

The second kind of happiness that Hecht refers to is Euphoria.

What is euphoria?  Euphoria is intense and often involves risk or vulnerability.

I have a friend who sent me a picture of her bunji jumping off a bridge in New Zealand,

Below which she wrote, “this was the happiest day of my life.” 

That’s Euphoria; it’s also crazy!

Euphoria is that swoosh of emotion we feel when we fall in love for the first time;

It’s that feeling you might get when you join a crowd in celebration or a shared cause.

Last October Fenway was a euphoric place.

Peace rallies, political rallies, even worship services can be euphoric places, too – 

Because they can be so intense and so emotional.

And the third kind of happiness Hecht writes about is the happiness

That comes from creating a Happy Life.

What’s a happy life?

A happy life is finding and doing work you love;

Doing work where you feel you make a difference.

It’s building and investing in relationships.

It’s loving others and allowing yourself to be loved.

It’s service. 

It’s wanting more than just good days and euphoria for yourself;

It’s knowing that over time you are contributing to something larger than just you.

Building a happy life, Hecht says, is something that takes a lot of work -

A lot of studying, striving, nurturing, negotiating, mourning,

And birthing - 

All of which sometimes seriously cuts into time for a good day or euphoric moment.

So that’s another thing I learned about happiness in my study.

It’s that we can’t serve all kinds of happiness at the same time.

If we all did we was strive for good days and euphoric moments,

Most of us would have no jobs, no aspirations, no causes, no relationships.

And if we all we do is work, aspire, dream, and build,

Then all the good days will pass by without our noticing.

What is happiness?  In crafting our definition

We could make the case that happiness is balance.

Another thing I discovered about happiness is how the statistics tell us

It is a threatened resource.

Our poet says out of every one hundred people, some 20 or so are happy.

“Capable of happiness’ is actually her line,

which makes the number even more sad.

Mindful of my preaching professor who told us never to recite

Statistics in our sermons, lest we overwhelm our parishioners

With depressing numbers or put them to sleep, or both,

I’m thinking of some actual studies I read this week

That spoke about how we in the U.S. report ourselves being less

Happy than we did in the 1950’s when we had far less material wealth.

Robert Lane, a political scientist at Yale, compiled these studies

Into a happy little book called “The Loss of Happiness in Market Democracies”

Where he says that once we reach beyond the poverty level,

A large income contributes almost nothing to happiness.

In fact, he says, as we have earned more we have lost more,

Because earning more has taken time and focus away from the family

And friendships that give us most of our well-being. 

These words I read late on Tuesday,

Thinking that another reason folks might being losing their happiness

Is because we are reading studies like these.

Then on Wednesday I was forwarded an article by my colleague in Wayland,

Ken Sawyer, that cheered me up and taught me something else about happiness.

It was titled “The Happiest Job” and it described a survey that was recently

Done that asked people to assess their general happiness in work and life.

Expecting to find professional athletes at the top of the list,

Expecting to see Manny Ramirez smiling at me, telling me that I, too,

Could be happy if I could earn so many thousands of dollars each

Time I swung the bat,

Imagine my surprise when I read that above the physical therapists,

Who came in third position,

And above the firefighters, 80% of whom report being very happy in their work and life,

Earning them second place,

Was…drum roll please…your local member of the clergy,

87% of whom report being very satisfied and happy in their lives.

Asked to comment about the findings,  Rev. Cynthia Linder, 

Director of Ministry Studies at the University of Chicago’s Divinity School said,

“Persons engaged in ministry have a greater opportunity to live and work out their deepest convictions, oftentimes in communities where others share their concern for meaning, compassion, and justice.  The congruence of beliefs and actions in one’s daily work can be immensely satisfying.”


So here’s another thing I have learned about happiness this week:

I learned I am supposed to know something about happiness.

I learned the statistics say I might be some kind of practitioner.  

And rather than simply testify to you about why this might be true;

Why it is true, in fact, that I count myself in that 87%,

I began thinking about a theme I have preached on 

And encouraged again and again in my five years of ministry here,

How this work of ministry is not mine alone,

But yours and ours to share.

And I began thinking about our Call to Ministry,

Which we added to our service nearly three years ago

On that first Sunday after Hurricane Katrina,

Still a year before we took our first work trip there

And this congregation caught fire with this work of reaching out

To support the weak and help the suffering.

I watch us now, after the hymn, and I see that 

Many of us no longer need the text,

Meaning the words are moving from our eyes and mind to our heart and spirit.

“We go forth into the world in peace” we say.
To act with works of love

To affirm each person’s dignity

And to cherish the living earth.
And as I hear us say those words together - 

Keeping in mind that clergy are said to be happy because

We have the opportunity to live our convictions –

What I wonder is:

Who said ministers get to have all the fun?

Who said the opportunity to practice our beliefs,

To join with others in asking for what and who we will live

Needed a seminary degree and the wearing of robe 

that is definitely not the height of fashion?

Don’t we in fact make choices about our happiness?

Do you practice your beliefs in the job you have?

Do you have opportunities to serve?

Do you have places and people with whom you can nurture compassion?

How cultivated is your sense of fairness, of justice?

When is the last time you really stood up for something you believed in?

Do you ask yourself, at least occasionally, as is healthy:

Who am I, Whose am I, Where am I going?

These are questions of ministry.

These are questions of happiness.

How happy are you?

A short anecdote to bring us home, as we reflect on our answer.

We have (likely) already heard about this amazing service trip

To New Orleans that our senior youth and their mentors have

Just returned from.

Next Sunday they will spend part of the service telling us more about it,

So I am careful about stealing any of their thunder.

But let me share this observation:

This past Thursday evening all of them gathered here in Unity Hall

To de-brief about the experience and reconnect.

I showed up, too, mainly because I wanted to show off for them

The picture and story about them that made it onto the front page

Of Holliston’s local paper (here it is).

I was feeling really proud;

They were, too, and they also wanted to see how they looked in the photo.

But afterwards a number of them came up to me,

And in response to the simple question: “How was your week?”

Said to me, looking me right in the eye, “Nathan, it changed my life.”

Next week we will hear about some of those changes,

But if I had to guess I suspect they have a lot to do with gaining

A new perspective, a new understanding about what suffering looks like,

What courage is, what they value, and perhaps even

A new glimpse into who they are and who they want to become.

It confirms for me what I think is one of the biggest gifts of these trips,

which is the reorientation, the challenge.

We cannot go to places like New Orleans and believe anyone who says:

Happy are those…who have accumulated nice things.

We cannot meet others whose life was pulled away from them, 

washed away from them and believe anyone who tells us:

Happy are those…who don’t worry.

We can’t meet someone who hasn’t had a good day, 

a euphoric moment for maybe years and believe anyone who says:

Happy are those…who simply strive to live their own days to their fullest, 

forgetting the others who can’t.

When are called out into relationship,

When we are called into service,

When we see suffering, when we respond to suffering,

When we minister to another,

We change and our definitions change.

Happiness becomes not just about us and how we feel.

Instead, happiness becomes about other people and how we’re prepared

To feel and live for them.

Perhaps this is why the Beatitudes read they way they do,

And with them we will close:

 “Happy are those who feel their spiritual need.

Happy are the gentle for the whole world belongs to them.

Happy are those who hunger and thirst for what is right for they will be satisfied.

Happy are those who show mercy for mercy will be shown to them.

Happy are those who know what sorrow means for will be given courage and comfort.

Happy are the single-hearted for they will see God.

Happy are those who make peace for they will be known as sons and daughters

Of the Spirit.

“Happy are those who work for the causes of the good, for the Kingdom will be theirs.”

May we be among the happy; may we nourish it others.

Amen.

