
Happy People

Deuteronomy 30:15-20; Psalm 119:1-8; 1 Corinthians 3:1-9; Matthew 5:21-37

When Will Willimon was a campus minister, a student came to him seeking guidance on what

to do with his life after college. The young man had a number of possible avenues ahead of him and

wondered which path would be the best for him to take:

“Why don’t you talk with your parents about this?” I suggested. “After all, they know you well

and have had lots of life experience.”

“Come up with another idea,” he responded. “I’ve already gone to my parents and the best

they could give me was, ‘Dear, we just want you to be happy.’ Surely I can get better guidance than

that.”

Happiness is a state of life that’s tough to define. Happiness for you is not always happiness

for me. My dictionary defines happiness as the state or quality of being happy; felicity; contentedness

along with actual pleasure; good fortune. - Happiness, bliss, contentment, felicity: how do you define

“pleasure, joy, exhilaration, and bliss?”

Sometimes to say, “I just want you to be happy” is to evade specifying just what would lead us

to happiness. Happiness tends to be a goal rather than a technique, a purpose rather than a plan.

Back to the earlier conversation with that student, I have some sympathy with his parents. I am a

parent. I’m glad to give advice when asked by my children for advice (which doesn’t happen all that

often). However, my life is not the same as my children’s lives. We are from different generations and

therefore, in a sense, live in different worlds. I can share with them what has made me happy, but I

must also acknowledge some basic differences in our happiness.

The question, “What would make me happy?” cannot be answered without asking prior

questions, “Who are you? What do you want out of life?”
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And, if the person seeking happiness happens to be a Christian, surely the question must be

asked, “What does God want out of our lives?” Or, “Who has the Creator created us creatures to

be?”

This Sunday’s psalm opens with a strong claim about happiness:

Those whose way is blameless—

who walk in God’s Instruction—are truly happy!

Those who guard God’s laws are truly happy!

By implication, this first verse of Psalm 119 reassures us that God wants us to be happy. If

God had not created us for happiness, why would we be given this long, long psalm that begins by

telling us how to be happy?

Psalm 119 is a long psalm; we can focus only on the opening verses this Sunday. The

psalmist gives us up front the theme that is carried out through the whole Psalm: those who “walk in

God’s instruction are truly happy!” Then the psalmist prays for the steadfast determination to keep

the statutes of God and to do what’s right.

How different is this way of happiness from the way toward happiness that is often

commended to us in our culture. I think of all those movies that I have seen that begin with someone

living a fairly miserable life—perhaps trapped in a drab marriage, or stuck in a dull job, or chained to

a bad family situation. But then, in the course of the film, they decide to make a move, usually a

move out of their unhappy situation. They jump on a motorcycle and head west, or take a bus out of

town, or walk off the job and begin a trek through the wilderness. The implication is that the way out

of unhappiness, the way to happiness, is to take matters in hand and live a different sort of life, a life

of adventure and fun, a life untethered to commitments.

But Psalm 119 makes the claim that the way to true happiness is to stay tied to who we are, to
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who God has created us to be. We are created to be with God, and God has graciously given us the

means to stay close to God, namely, by following God’s law and obeying God’s will.

Misery is trying to be someone you are not. Perhaps our Creator has hardwired us for

happiness and yet, to achieve this happiness (to extend the computer metaphor) we’ve got to use the

software that’s designed to be processed by the hardwired computer. God has created us for

happiness, but our happiness is dependent on walking in God’s way.

Enough computer metaphors! Two college friends courted their wives together, and the four of

them went on dates together. They became engaged on the same week. As they stood on the

threshold of their marriages, they had a conversation with one another.

“Do you think it’s possible for guys like us to stay focussed upon only one woman?” one

asked. “How can ordinary people like us be expected to be faithful to one woman?”

They talked and decided that marriage was going to be a huge challenge for them as men.

One had to work hard to keep the promises of marriage, to obey the rules about fidelity.

Five or six years into marriage they went on a trip together. During their time together, they

talked again of the challenges of marriage. One of them asked the other something like, “What have

you learned about marriage in your first years of marriage?”

He replied that he had been surprised how easy it was to be faithful to this one person through

thick and thin, for better and for worse. And then he said, thoughtfully, “I’ve found that fidelity makes

you happy. I had the impression that I was made to roam, to wander, but maybe I’m made for

fidelity.”

Perhaps the law of God, the rules, the commandments, the “instruction” that is spoken of in

our psalm, the way of living Jesus commends in Matthew, is not God’s way of attempting to force us

into a straightjacket of rules and regulations that restrict and confine us. Rather, these are guides for
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human flourishing, the way we have been put together, the way to walk toward happiness.

Arthur C. Brooks, president of the American Enterprise Institute, wrote an article that appeared

in the December 15, 2013, New York Times as “A Formula for Happiness.” Brooks recalls the saying

that “happiness is as a butterfly which, when pursued, is always beyond our grasp, but which if you

will sit down quietly, may alight upon you.”

“Social scientists have caught the butterfly. After 40 years of research, they attribute

happiness to three major sources: genes, events and values.” Citing the University of Chicago’s

General Social Survey, a survey of Americans conducted since 1972, Brooks offers “a few simple

rules for happiness.”

From the Chicago survey, Brooks notes that roughly a third of Americans have said they’re

“very happy,” and about half report being “pretty happy.” Only about 10 to 15 percent typically say

they’re “not too happy.”

There are some demographic differences among the happiness quotient of Americans.

Women tend to be happier than men (although recent studies suggest that gap seems to be

narrowing).

Brooks cites a study at the University of Minnesota of identical twins who were separated as

infants and raised by separate families. In their study they hoped to disentangle nature from nurture.

They found that around 48 percent of our happiness is tied to genetic factors.

What about the other half? Studies show that up to 40 percent of our happiness is related to

fortuitous one-time events, yet such event-related happiness appears to be short-lived. The

happiness that we thought we would receive from getting the perfect job or joining the perfect church

seems to dissipate after just a few months.

If about half of happiness is genetically determined and an additional 40 percent comes from
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the events that occurred, Brooks says “that leaves just about 12 percent” that’s under our control.

Brooks says that by pursing four basic values: faith, family, community and work are the

“surest path to happiness, given that a certain percentage is genetic and not under our control in any

way.”

While I can personally affirm the benefits of “faith, family, community and work,” I think Psalm

119 complicates our consideration of happiness. Of course, Brooks’ invocation of “faith” surely

includes that faith leads us to be obedient to God’s way. In urging us to walk according to Torah,

Psalm 119 implies we can choose to be happy. We can dedicate ourselves to living a happier life

than the life we would be living if we do not choose to live in this way.

Torah doesn’t simply mean “law” certainly not as we think of law as rules and regulations.

Torah means more “the way,” or “the finger that is pointing the way.” God loves us enough to show

us the way: in this case, the way to happy lives.

Our world bombards us with messages, “Drink this, buy this, wear this, and you’ll be happy.”

Here in church, we say to the old and the young, “Submit to God’s loving instruction, conform your life

to these precepts (tell the truth, don’t envy what God’s given your neighbour, don’t have sex with

other people’s spouses, check your idolatrous tendencies, don’t steal) and walk along the way of God

with God. That’s the way you will find true, deep, lasting happiness.”

Today’s selection from Psalm 119 ends with a plea by the psalmist—“Please don’t leave me

alone!” (119:8) We have guidance on how to live the happy life. God has given us this scripture, this

psalm, maybe even this sermon as a sign that God has not left us alone.

God promises us that God will not leave us alone. God will not abandon us to our own devices

to stumble away and make our own way through life. God loves us enough to point the way, to show

us the right path.
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I hope that is happening even during this service of worship. I hope in one way or another,

through the reading of scripture, or in listening to this sermon, you have been encouraged to walk

God’s way. And if you have been so encouraged, take that as a sign that God has answered our

prayer. God has not left us alone. Let us journey together to true happiness! Thanks be to God.

Amen.

6Happy People.ser.wpd


