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Some of our most familiar words can be among the most difficult to grasp or explain.  “Happy” is one such word.  If I were to ask each of you to share your understanding of happiness the list of adjectives and the expanse of experiences would fill the sanctuary and spill out onto the street.  Our definitions of happiness are often unique and, though there are qualities essential to happiness, what represents happiness may be very different for me and for me.   
When the idea for this sermon surfaced I realized my set of experiences was terribly inadequate to examine a topic so vast.  So I turned to my favorite resource, the bookstore.  My friend Gary, who works at a Barnes and Nobles near me, recommended a relatively new book as a secondary text for this sermon.  The title of the book is Happiness: A History. 
  It is a fascinating retrospective on the development of the concept of happiness and it is more than an evening’s read.  Yet, the author seems expert in helping one grasp the breath and the depth of the notion of happiness.  For instance, he points out that Aristotle, the 4th century BC Greek philosopher, believed happiness was the goal, the end of life and was constituted by good birth, plenty of friends, wealth, good children, health, beauty, strength, athletic powers, fame, honor, good luck and virtue.
  
What a compendium!  But even as I listed, and you listened to, this litany it seems insufficient for true happiness.  Yesterday, the activities of the 29th Olympiad proved this to be so.  Did you hear what happened to the Swiss wrestler? For want of a different decision, in an act of defiance, the wrestler removed his Bronze Medal, placed it on the floor, and walked away from it.  In doing so he refused to accept the accolades of third place and ultimately was stripped of this accomplishment.  He, having achieved much of Aristotle’s list, was not happy and may not be for years to come.
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I encountered a profound description of happiness in the writings of the 20th century French philosopher, Albert Camus.  Camus, commenting on one of my favorite mythological characters, Sisyphus; draws the conclusion that happiness comes in finding meaning in one’s life and the assignments that fall to one’s hands.   
Sisyphus, just in case you do not follow Greek Mythology, is a hero who outwits the demigods of his day.  And, when finally they capture him, the demigods consign Sisyphus to roll a boulder up the side of a mountain in perpetuity.  The punishment for his outwitting the gods lies in the fact that each time he draws near the summit the boulder rushes back to the bottom where, incessantly, Sisyphus begins the task again.  
In a 1955 book entitled The Myth of Sisyphus
, Camus ends an essay on the circumstances of Sisyphus in this way.  He says, “I leave Sisyphus at the foot of his mountain . . . .  But Sisyphus teaches us a higher fidelity that negates the [demi]gods and raises the rock.  [Sisyphus] . . . concludes that all is well. . . .  Each atom of the stone, each mineral flake of [the] mountain, in itself forms a world.  The struggle toward the height is enough to fill a man’s heart.  One must imagine Sisyphus happy.” 

Camus believes that Sisyphus finds his happiness, finds his joy; not in surmounting the mountain with his boulder, but in knowing that he has the strength and the will to daily face the task.  Sisyphus is happy, Camus tells us, because he believes in the project of his life, in the efficacy of his spirit, in the power that lay within him to continue.  Yes, Camus tells us the struggle itself towards the heights is enough to fill a man’s heart.   One must imagine Sisyphus happy.  
Ancient Greek philosophers, 20th century French writers and even the formers of our Declaration of Independence take up the topic of happiness.  Those who penned the Declaration tell all who find themselves citizens of this land, they lay claim to certain inalienable rights; life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.  And though the framers could not imagine the ways in which we would pursue happiness; the topic was important enough for them to include it among this nation’s framing concepts.  
Happiness has filled the thoughts of human kind across the ages and still occupies the shelves of our bookstores, the topics of our television shows, the energy of our minds and the direction of our dollars.  Though elusive, it is something that compels us and so we return to our original question, is happiness overrated?
I might surprise you with my answer; for I would say no, happiness is not overrated.  I agree with Aristotle that friends and children, health and wealth, virtue and acclaim can bring happiness.  I concur with Camus that when there is purpose and passion in life, when one can be confident that he or she pursues tasks of meaning/tasks that bear hope; one is happy.  I appreciate the framers of the Declaration for proffering the notion that one’s ability to pursue happiness should not be constrained by the whims or the fears of another.
  Even the Psalmist tells us that to be cheerful, to be happy is better that misery. It might surprise you but I do believe happiness is good and desirable and not overrated.  But it is incomplete.  
To be happy is to be filled with contentment briefly; it is to know a feeling of elation for a moment.  To be happy is to be made glad by circumstances that are temporary and even fleeting.  The very word happy is derived from the suffix hap, as in happenstance (by the luck of the draw), hapchance (that which is full of serendipity).  Hap is a suffix that suggests what happens is not of one’s own doing but something that comes along by chance and does not last.  Happiness is fleeting.  Happiness is a friend far too fickle, far too willing to be present in one moment and gone in another.  Happiness may not be overrated, but it is not enough.  

There is something more available to us and it is captured in heart of our morning hymn.  

From this pulpit, almost a year ago, I spoke about the writer of It Is Well with My Soul.  Horatio Spafford,
 as most of you know, was a successful lawyer who lived and worked mere miles from here.  His life was full of difficulty, even tragedy.  Happiness was his lot only in moments that seemed to pass too quickly by.  I am sure he was happy when he married his beloved Anna and together they bore the first of their eight children, four girls and a boy.  But by his fourth birthday the boy child had succumbed to scarlet fever.  
Horatio and Anna were likely made happy by their wealthy status; having accumulated much property in the area of Chicago we now call the “Loop”.  But happiness failed this family a second time when the Great Chicago Fire of 1871 took much of their property and much of their wealth.  
Intrepid as he was, Horatio rebuilt his fortune and the family pressed forward to a happier time until yet another tragedy fatefully arrived.  You know this story; having sent his four daughters and wife to England for a vacation; Horatio remained to complete a business deal.  The ship, the Ville Du Havre, sank in the middle of the Atlantic with only his wife surviving.  Horatio took the next ship to England, and when the captain told him they were near the place where the Ville du Harve had given up its valiant fight, Spafford wrote the words we sang this morning, “Whatever my lot, Thou hast taught me to say, it is well, it is well with my soul.”  

His happiness gone, somehow deep within this man there was still something more.  For what I did not tell you when last we examined Brother Horatio’s life was this; even after losing the things he had acquired to the tyranny of fire, even after losing one child to illness, four daughters to the sea and another child to illness, even after his happiness had been stolen; Horatio and Anna and their two remaining daughters Bertha and Grace moved to Jerusalem, to the Holy Land, and established the American Colony in Jerusalem.
   The American Colony was a community of Christians that sought to be a place of hope where the light of Christ could shine and men and women might gather around its warmth and power. 

Soon after the establishment of the Colony others joined Horatio and Anna; and the community grew to be an example of God’s love and God’s presence.  The community sought to proselytize not with words but with the witness of their lives.  Those who joined the American Colony of Jerusalem provided medical relief and hospitality.  They offered a place where those who longed to know about the Lord could come and be welcomed and embraced.  
Yes the Spaffords had known flights of happiness but now they knew the depth of joy.  The joy that comes when one’s heart is sure one’s life is guided by something that will not flee, something that is not temporary, something that is timeless and true.  While in Jerusalem, in the margin of his Bible, Horatio wrote, “I have known of happiness in the smile of my child, but now I know the joy of Christ.  It sustains me when night falls fast and dawn’s expanse seems far away.  It is Christ’s joy that now I know.”  

And what is that joy?  In the Hebrew (שמחה)  it is pronounced simchah (sim·khä') and it means glad lasting results.  Joy is that glad lasting result that rises from knowing Christ has chosen you to be among those who make a difference in the world; rises from knowing you are connected to something that is good.  The dictionary suggests that joy is a state of being that rises from an ongoing experience and expectation of something that is good.  Joy is knowing that now, and in the future, all will be well.  Whatever my lot, all will be well.  Joy is deeper that happiness, it is more lasting than happiness and it comes from God.

The Gospel of John tells me that you and I are given this glad lasting result through the love of Christ.  Jesus says to you and to me, I love you, as God loves me.  I love you enough to give you all of me.  I love you enough to walk with you, to talk with you, to be with you, to cry with you, to sustain you.  I love you enough to pour out my life for you and to pour into you joy unspeakable joy.  Come be connected to me.  Come be connected to something that will result in gladness, in goodness, in greatness.  Come learn of me, follow me and remain with me.  If we will, then Christ promises to fill us with joy.  
Not the joy that the world calls happiness.  But the joy that comes from knowing that nothing can separate us from Christ.
  The joy that comes from believing we are held in the palm of Christ’s hand.
  It is a joy that comes from trusting that God has plans for us, good plans that will bring us hope and a future.
  The joy that Christ has for those who love him is a joy that lasts when happens flees.  It’s a joy that we do not earn but that is freely given in the midnight hour and all the day long.  Jesus says I will pour into you something that is lasting and is not attached Aristotle’s list of things, Sisyphus’ task of purpose, or the Founding Father’s pursuit of the elusive; I will pour into you that which is complete, I will pour into you my love, an agape love, so that your joy might be complete.
Happiness is not overrated but it is not enough.  When the winds of circumstances assail you, when the seas of life overtake you, when your losses add up to be more than your gain, when you cannot find a place that seems stable and when happiness seems more fickle than a lover whose ways are promiscuous, Jesus says, I have a love for you that calls forth a fountain of joy, a fountain that is always overflowing, waiting to shower you with the joy that you need. 
And the choir, in their morning offering, challenges us to see the power of our joy.  For when we come together, each with our joy, when we bring together the love of God that is within each of us; when together we join our unified force of love, when we are not divided in our intention, when we who love God cease all quarrels and strife, when we let Christ dwell among us making our joy complete then we have true joy and true power.  Then we can be the source of joy and hope able to change the world.  

With joy that far exceeded anything that could be categorized as happiness the Spaffords founded the American Colony in Jerusalem and it still exists to offer hope and peace.  In 1992 the American Colony extended its hospitality to representatives of the Palestinian Liberation Organization and Israeli leadership as they met in talks that led to the historic 1993 Oslo Peace Accord.  Today the Spafford Children's Center, located within the walls of Jerusalem's Old City, annually cares for more than 30,000 children who live in Jerusalem and on the West Bank by providing for their physical and mental health care needs. 

With Christ’s joy, a joy that exceeds the culture’s focus on momentary happiness; you and I – and men and women of Christ around the world – have the power and the ability to be light to the world, hope to the world, and change in the world.  The truth of Horatio Spafford’s words, penned in his Bible, can be true of us today.  By our actions in the world, through our lives we can say though we have known the happiness of fleeting things, but the joy of Christ fills us, sustains us and sends us out ambassadors of joy to a world in need of the same.

This day, I wish you happiness, but more than that I pray you find true joy; the joy that comes from a Savior who says I love you.  Christ says to us from the Gospel of John now go forward in my joy and bear fruit that will remain.  This day, beloved of God, seek the joy of knowing that you are Christ’s and Christ is yours and go forward in Christ’s name.  
Amen.
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