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Joyfulness 
 
What if I were to ask you, or what if a college student studying philosophy, and 
writing a paper on that age-old question of the meaning of life were to call you up, 
and ask you, as a sort of survey question, “What is it that you most want to define 
your life?” Or, in other words, “What is it that, looking back over the span of your 
time, you’d want to be able to look back and to say…I’ve led a (fill in the blank) 
life…?” 

Of course there are many good contenders for how we might hope to respond to 
a question like this. It would be wonderful, really, to look back, and to be able to 
scan the full contour and horizon of our days, and to be able to say something 
like, ‘I’ve lead a happy life,’ or ‘I’ve lead a charmed life,’ or a ‘I’ve lead a 
courageous life’, or, if it’s your thing, ‘I’ve lead a peaceful and quiet life,’ or if 
that’s not your thing, ‘I’ve lead an exciting and adventurous life,’ or maybe the 
ever-ambiguous ‘interesting’—‘I’ve lead an interesting life’. 

What we have this morning with Paul’s letter to the Philippians, is, in essence I 
think, Paul’s response to this very question. And before we get to his answer, 
thinking a bit about the context can help set the stage here.  

Like other letters that he writes, Paul writes this letter from prison, where he’s 
awaiting trial and so faces an uncertain future. Death as a punishment for his 
scandalous gospel preaching, as he even calls it himself, is a real possibility. We 
still don’t know exactly which prison Paul is writing from here, which itself is 
testimony really to the amount of trial and persecution Paul faced—we know of at 
least four such imprisonments, but there were likely others. There were also, in 
Paul’s life, shipwrecks and house arrests and other hardships endured. “I have 
been in danger from rivers,” Paul writes elsewhere,  “in danger from bandits, in 
danger from my fellow Jews, in danger from Gentiles; in danger in the city, in 
danger in the country, in danger at sea.”  

Given this personal history, what’s still to this very day, I think, rather stunning 
and worth spending some time with, is to consider how against the background of 
a life filled with such tumult and confusion, Paul is yet able to emerge from it all 
with a certain clarity of mind and he’s able to emerge absolutely brimming and 
spiritually buoyant with what I think we can only call a deep and an abiding joy or 
joyfulness. 

And so today we heard about how when Paul faced an uncertain future, perhaps 
even death, he looked back over it all, scanning the contours of his life for that 



which was most worthy of communicating and commending to others, and he 
summed it up with that great cry of his heart—“Rejoice in the Lord always; again I 
will say rejoice!” Looking back over it all, Paul suggests that we live in such a way 
that we can find ourselves saying, in the end: “I’ve lived a joyful life.”  

Of course Jesus also gave basically what amounts to the same answer to the 
same question.  In what is called his “farewell discourse” in John’s Gospel, an 
extended speech given on the night before his death in which Jesus tries to 
summarize the gospel message, Jesus also looks back over the contours of his 
life, he thinks back on everything he’s said and done, and he says: “I have said 
these things to you so that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be 
complete.” Looking back over it all, Jesus also suggests that we live in such a 
way that we can find ourselves saying, in the end: “I’ve lived a joyful life.” 

So this week I’ve been trying to grapple with this question of joy—joy not as 
something that is peripheral or incidental to the Christian life, but joy as 
something really that is at its very heart and center. 

Interestingly, for some of our faith’s greatest critics throughout history, the idea of 
a joyful Christian or of a joyful Christianity would have been a sort of walking 
contradiction in terms. H.L. Menken’s classic quip about the Puritans captures 
this critique well, when he defined Puritanism as “the haunting fear that someone, 
somewhere might be happy.”  

A more sustained critique was launched by the German philosopher Nietzsche, 
himself the son of a Protestant minister, and he also felt that the Christian way as 
he saw it tended to lead to a type of dour and joyless living. He summarized his 
critique in a little statement that I’ve actually found to be quite helpful, and quite 
challenging and inspiring even in terms of what our faith can look like at its best. 
Similar to what Gandhi said when he said, “If it weren’t for Christians, I’d be a 
Christian,” Nietzsche said, “I might believe in the Redeemer if His followers 
looked more redeemed.” // 

Another common approach when considering joy is to compare it to happiness. 
As perhaps you’ve noticed, there’s a lot being written these days about the topic 
of happiness—“Happiness Studies” is even becoming like its own field of 
research. Much of the writing takes a sort of self-help angle—“The 5 Steps 
Towards Greater Happiness,” or as an actual recent article puts it, “Mindful 
Happiness: 10 Remedies for Subtle Incessant Dissatisfaction.” 

Other articles claim to be based on data and research. One finding, for example, 
traces the average level of happiness throughout the lifespan, and it turns out 
that happiness peaks twice in life, once as a child, after which there comes a 
general trend towards less happiness during the teenage years and into 



adulthood, with happiness bottoming out at about the age of 40, whereupon the 
curve goes back up and happiness peaks again, reaching the childhood levels by 
the mid 60s and then continuing upward as we get happier and happier the older 
we get. This happiness curve, if you can picture it on a graph, forms the shape of 
the letter U, or in other words, the happiness curve looks like a smile.  

Other findings about happiness can be somewhat surprising. Many of us find that 
our happiness can seem to be effected by the weather, for example, and it turns 
out that indeed there’s a certain outdoor temperature at which we seem to be 
happiest, and while we might expect it to be something like sunny and 75, it 
actually turns out that our happiness peaks at around 57 degrees. Which actually 
is good news for us here in this part of the world today, and I’m thinking that 
there’s probably another sermon in there somewhere, something like peak 
happiness correlating with peak foliage.  

Anyways, out of the many, many books being written these days on happiness, I 
had the chance to read one published recently.  

The book is called 10% Happier: How I tamed the voice in my head, reduced 
stress without losing my edge, and found self-help that actually works—A true 
story, by Dan Harris.  

You might recognize Dan Harris from television, as he’s an anchor on ABC’s 
Good Morning America and Nightline. The book begins with Dan telling the 
account of how he quickly moved up the ladder in the world of newscasting, 
beginning in Bangor, ME, moving on to Boston, and then onto the national scene 
working with his idol Peter Jennings.  Along the way, Dan notes getting wrapped 
up in what he calls “an extended run of mindlessness, a period of time during 
which I was focused on advancement and adventure, to the detriment of pretty 
much everything else.”  

In other words, he burns the candle at both ends, as they say, and eventually he 
hits rock bottom, which for him involved a very public meltdown in front of some 5 
million viewers as he froze up and simply could not speak or read a single word 
from the teleprompter during the taping of a live show. When a similar on-air 
meltdown took place less than a year later, he realized he needed to make some 
life-changes.  

It turns out that, fortunately for him, even before the two melt-downs, Peter 
Jennings had started assigning Dan religious stories to cover, which propelled 
him, at first very reluctantly as a self-described atheist, into the world of faith and 
spirituality. The rest of the book, then, tells his experience of delving into one 
religious story after another, at first simply as a journalist and for professional 
reasons, but by the end as a seeker himself and so for personal reasons. 



The stops along the way included, first spending some time in Colorado Springs, 
CO, the so-called “evangelical Vatican” where Dan ends up befriending Ted 
Haggard, the then-Pastor of New Life Church right before Ted would end up 
having his own type of public melt-down. Dan is still very much at the beginning 
of his journey at this point, and so unfortunately he doesn’t really engage much 
with the ideas of the Christian tradition on this first stop.  

For the rest of the book then, his is a common modern account of jumping from 
one guru to another. First it’s Eckhart Tolle, then it’s Deepak Chopra, then the 
Dalai Lama. Dan eventually realizes that what works for him, is a sort of stripped 
down, scientifically verifiable version of Buddhist meditation that he calls 
Mindfulness Practice—in essence, the practice of becoming more aware of one’s 
thinking, noticing the thoughts like bubbles rising up to the surface of the mind, 
simply noting them there and letting them be. The key, as far as I understand it, 
is not to become attached to the thoughts, be they positive or negative, but 
simply to accept whatever is. 

After a few years of Mindfulness Practice, including a 10-day silent retreat, Dan 
truly does start to see positive results in his life, and so he becomes a believer, 
albeit still a somewhat skeptical one. The results of his Mindfulness Practice, as 
the title puts it, make him, he estimates, a grand total of 10% happier.  

Although the book, with its focus on the search for happiness, is very much 
apropos to our culture and our time, after I finished it and put it down this week, I 
began wondering, how might this book be different, and how might we be 
different, if the expressed goal was joy rather than happiness? I wondered what if 
Dan Harris and others like him would spend at least some time grappling with the 
Bible, which, interestingly mentions joy over 300 times whereas it only mentions 
happiness about 30 times. 

Against this sustained biblical focus on joy, George Vaillant, a psychologist from 
Harvard, has claimed that today, in fact, joy is the least studied human emotion. 
He’s also said about joy, “Joy, unlike happiness, is not all about me—joy is 
connection. Beethoven knew little happiness, but he knew [great] joy. The 
mystics have linked joy to connection with a power greater than themselves.” 

Paul Tillich, a theologian from the last century, put it even more bluntly, he said 
that “the lack of joy is a consequence of our separation from God, and the 
presence of joy is a consequence of our reunion with God.” 

While there is certainly more to be said on this subject, this give us, I hope, a 
pretty good task this week. What if, instead of a week-long silent retreat to study 
Mindfullness Practice, what if we thought about this next week as a chance to 
start developing in our own lives, a type of Jesus-inspired and a Paul-inspired 



Joyfulness Practice, seeking ways to live such that, looking back over it all, we 
might find ourselves saying, in the end, “I’ve lived a joyful life.”  

 
 


