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Selected Verses

A JOYFUL FAILURE


This sermon has grown out of two very personal experiences of mine, one common, one unusual.  Last week I had the unusual and quite enjoyable experience of sitting with my family in a pew during worship.  Our guest preacher’s final story really got to me.  He talked about being on a silent retreat. He was going through the breakfast line and burned his toast.  Breaking silence he cursed and the man behind him smiled, took Mr. Hope’s toast, and explained he only liked toast when it was burned.  That story was a profound example of living God’s love and experiencing joy in one simple act of kindness.


That was the unusual experience for me last week.  A much more common experience has to do with grades.  That word is uttered in my home at least 1,000 times a day.  Okay, that’s an exaggeration, but they are talked about a lot.  I live with a senior in high school who is trying to keep her grades up so she can have some choice when it comes to enrolling in a college.  I live with a husband who is a professor, who constantly expresses dismay at being behind in his grading.  And then there’s my son who is so involved in soccer that we are constantly on the alert to make sure the sport is not interfering with his studies, his grades.  Although I am not currently involved directly in an academic setting, I am constantly concerned about my grades here at church, wishing I could have a moment back to respond to someone in a more helpful fashion, or teach a class differently or preach more effectively.


So last week as I sat in the pew and took in the burnt toast story, as I thought about how on the following day Julie would be returning to work and the 12 weeks of what I can only call my somewhat stressful ministry following Craig’s retirement and Julie’s leave would be coming to an end and how we could really settle in together and focus on the creative work of the interim period, I literally gasped and thought, “I’ve been failing miserably at joy.”  I know that a key element of faith is joy.  Yet I often allow worry, stress, work, to overpower joy.  I’ve been failing at it.  So, if that has ever happened to you or to someone you know, maybe these musings on joy and faith might help pull our grades up from failing to passing, maybe even an A.


Now faith does involve thought, study and work.  There’s no denying that.  Jesus himself studied and learned the Scriptures.  He preached, taught, and healed.  He traveled.  He fed people.  He argued theology and the interpretation of Scriptures with the leading experts.  He was busy.  But at the end of his ministry, the gospel of John reports that Jesus explained to his disciples, “I have said these things to you so that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be complete.”  Jesus didn’t say, “I have said these things to you so that your religious education will be complete.” He didn’t say “I have said these things to you so that you will be overwhelmed with a sense of responsibility to take care of all of God’s children and if you don’t do that well your sense of guilt will be complete.” No Jesus said, “I have said these things to you so that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be complete.”  


The challenge then, especially for someone like me, is to experience that joy, find that joy, without it becoming another item on my to-do list, another task, another responsibility.  Okay, this week I studied for my Bible Study, I researched for my sermon, now I better get busy being joyful or I will remain a failure at faith.  It turns out that some of us are, naturally, more joyful than others.  In her work The How of Happiness
, Sonja Lyubomirsky’s explains that there are three major pieces to experiencing joy.  50% of our happiness comes from the disposition with which we are born.  We go through life a plodding, worried, pessimistic Eeyore or an exuberant, energetic, optimistic Tigger based on our DNA more than anything other single factor.  “Like the thermostat on a wall, our temperament has a preset temperature.”
  10% of our joy is the result of life’s circumstances.  A raise at work, winning the lottery, getting a good grade on a test, even an event as grand as getting married, does not seem to have a lasting effect on a person’s happiness.  These events will cause a spike in our joy but gradually we return to our genetic happiness disposition. But 40% of our joy is actually under our control.  Our thoughts, attitudes and actions have a tremendous impact on our joy.  And Lyubomirsky explains that we can develop happiness-fostering habits.  There are ways of behaving, ways of being, that will help us experience joy daily and deeply.  And although at first this may sound like more tasks, burdens, faithful chores to be accomplished, there’s something different about them because they are habits, or a way of perceiving our lives, a way of living that changes our being at the very center of our lives, enabling us to know the complete joy Jesus introduced to us.


In our Scripture litany, a couple of the passages make a connection between gratitude and joy.  The Bible is actually full of passages that tie a grateful heart to joy.  When Jesus healed ten lepers and only one came back to say thanks, it was to him that Jesus spoke a joyful blessing.  Lyubomirsky’s study discovered that there are 12 habits or patterns that people can develop to increase their happiness and on the very top of that list is gratitude.  And it’s not just feeling grateful, it’s actually expressing gratitude.  Practicing gratitude can increase your heart’s gladness.  There was a study in which groups of people were asked to make weekly lists for 10 weeks.  In one group the individuals were to list five major events that had taken place that week, in their own lives or in the world.  Another group was to list five hassles they had endured throughout the week.  And another group was to write five events that had caused them to be grateful during the week.  The group that practiced gratitude was the happiest.  Just imagine how wonderful that would be – if we took the time, really the small amount of time it would take each week to write down five reasons we are grateful to God, and that could change our level of joy.  That seems worth trying, worth practicing.


One Christmas, there was a mother who announced that she was not going to be responsible for her children’s thank-you notes.  They would have to care for that duty on their own.  As a result their grandmother never received a note of gratitude for the generous checks she had given.  The following year things were different and the grandmother triumphantly told a friend that all of the children had come to her home to personally thank her for their gifts.  The friend asked how that turn-about had happened, what had caused the change in behavior.  The grandmother replied, “This year I didn’t sign the checks.”
  That’s an interesting approach to teaching the habit of gratitude.  Studies show, Scriptures attest, Jesus knew that joy is found in living with a grateful heart, expressing gratitude.  So sure, it may at first feel like another task to accomplish, buy groceries, study for a test, make it to bell choir, make a Thank God list.  But it becomes different as gratitude is practiced, it becomes part of who we are, an attitude ingrained in us, and our joy is so much more complete.


A common stumbling block to writing that list, gaining that grateful and joyful attitude is figuring out what in the world there is to be grateful for.  When life is stressed, when illness strikes, when loneliness pervades, what in the world is there to thank God about anyway.  Now someone pointed out to me this week that stressed spelled backwards is desserts – so maybe there’s something in that about which to be grateful.  But what studies show and Scriptures attest is that joy springs from being grateful for the blessings large and the small, even the barely noticeable blessings of our lives.  


A Lutheran pastor in Minnesota wrote about a Thanksgiving Sunday children’s moment.  He asked the kids what they were grateful for.  The answers were fairly expected, one said my family, another said my home.  And then Joey piped up and said, “I’m free!”  Well, Rev. Nelson marveled that a three year old would be able to conceptualize the idea that freedom is something for which we should thank God.  And he said, “Very good Joey!  How wonderful that you are thankful that you are free.”  Rev. Nelson’s wife who was sitting in the front row then held up three fingers alerting her husband to the fact that Joey was actually grateful that he was three years old. Gratitude for the gift of freedom or for being alive and three years old both produce joy.


The American Indian William Least Heat Moon wrote a book called Blue Highways.  Heat Moon had just lost his job as an English professor and he decided to travel the country in his old van that he named Ghost Dancing.  When he arrived at the desert in West Texas, people told him not to bother to go exploring there because there was nothing to see.  Undeterred, Heat Moon spent a day in that desert and made a list of what he found there – and there were 30 items on his list.  The list included a mockingbird, a mourning dove, orange ants, cactus, a jackrabbit, mesquite plants, the earth, the sky and the wind. To be grateful, to experience joy, requires paying attention, being aware, noticing God’s gifts.  Buddhists call this awareness, being present to the world around us.  The joy of faith that Jesus came to bring us is found in practicing gratitude, instilling within us an attitude of gratefulness for blessings big and small. 


So I, and you or someone you know who’s struggling with this too, can work on being a joyful failure by adding being grateful to my “to do” list until it becomes more a part of my nature, of what I do without thinking. There is, though, one more connection between that burnt toast story and the quote from Jesus about joy, “I have said these things to you so that my joy may be in you and that your joy may be complete.”  Before Jesus said those words he had washed the feet of his disciples.  He had spent a lot of time with them that evening talking and teaching.  He told the disciples they were not to be rulers of the world but its servants, willing to serve the world through the most humble of tasks.  And then Jesus said, “If you do these things, happy are you if you do them.”  Later he spoke of joy.  There is joy in serving others.  There is joy in gratefulness and in serving – by something as simple as relieving someone of their burned toast.


While visiting a college this summer, one admissions officer was talking about the essay applicants are to write that allows the school to understand a unique characteristic of the student.  This officer began to describe what not to write about and it included stories about service trips.  She said “Don’t tell us about how a mission trip changed your life and how you were more blessed than were the people you were helping, that you got more joy than they did…blah blah blah.”  We’ve read that a thousand times. All I could think about is how wonderful that is – thousands of kids are learning about the joy that comes from serving others…not sure I could ever get bored of that.  
I’ve decided I don’t want to fail at joy anymore.  I’m going to do what I can to make finding joy not be a chore, part of my to do list, but an attitude ingrained in my being.  I’ve got work to do.  How about you?    
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