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Are you happy? 
 
Let us pray… 
 
Last weekend, my husband, Paul, threw our entire house into a tizzy.  He came to each 
of us, individually, and said, “If you could spend one hour any way you wanted today, 
what would you like to do?’  Our brains exploded.  Each of us had so many clarifying 
questions I think he quickly regretted ever asking the question.  13 year old Lincoln just 
kept saying, “What do you mean?”  I think he was worried that the entire three-day 
weekend was going to be filled with chores and he’d only have one hour of free time.  
Spenser, at 16, was pretty quick with an answer:  let me play computer games with no 
interruption, just silently deliver food and carefully back away.  Once I realized that this 
wasn’t some kind of a twisted personality test, that Paul was just trying to help us all 
have a good weekend, I became very torn.  An hour spent any way I wanted?  Was that 
a perfect opportunity to get the boys to organize their rooms, or curl up by myself with a 
book, ideally while somebody silently delivers food and carefully backs away?  But with 
careful thought, I realized that my favorite way to spend an hour, these days, is being 
together as a family, usually around food, with everybody engaged in conversation – 
serious or silly – just connecting to each other and sharing who we are.  Essentially, I 
wanted to go out to lunch.  So we did. 
 
Now, Paul could have phrased his question this way:  what do you want to do for an 
hour this weekend that would make you happy?  And the lunchtime conversation we 
had certainly made me happy.  But Paul may have been trying to avoid listening to a 
lecture from me about our culture’s obsession with “happiness”.  I tend to get kind of 
ironically grumpy when the word “happy” comes up – unless it’s Pharell’s song, because 
it’s just so catchy. 
 
There’s a print ad from 1960 that’s terrible for all sorts of reasons, including 
demonstrating my problems with happiness.  It reads:  “My wife Jean is happy, pretty 
and pregnant.  Boy am I glad I bought her a new Hotpoint washer and dryer.”  In order 
to avoid spending the next ten minutes talking about this ad, let me just focus on the 
advertiser’s attempt to convince husbands everywhere that happiness can be bought for 
$249.95 in the boxy shape of a washing machine. 
 
Ads today might not be quite as blunt, and slightly less sexist.  But Pepsi ads declare, 
“Happiness is a choice”.  And Coca-Cola’s tagline was “Open Happiness” until 2016, 
when execs decided happiness “was no longer ‘proprietary’ to Coca-Cola”, that the 
emotion had “pervaded popular culture and advertising”.  Happiness, a Coke VP said, 
“is overused.” (campaignlive.com 1/22/16)  A marketing exec and I agree on something! 
 
There are, of course, lots of ads that don’t use the word “happiness”, but it’s implied.  
The new car buyer has a face-splitting grin, clearly not thinking about the 60 months of 
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payments.  The jewelry box triggers hugs and tears, magically deepening a connection 
between two people.  The right purchase at your local pharmacy leads to horseback 
riding, outdoor bathtubs, or dancing in a beautiful field – you’re this close to buying a 
really awesome life.  To buying happiness. 
 
It’s not just advertising and capitalism that push happiness.  Parents, talking to their kids 
about important choices regarding careers and partners, say, “I just want you to be 
happy.”  Many marriage-ending conversations start with, “I haven’t been happy for a 
long time.”  People quit a sport, activity or instrument when it gets challenging and 
doesn’t “make them happy” anymore.  And the self-help section at Barnes and Noble 
has shelf after shelf of books with “Happiness” in the title, all promising ways to help us 
find happiness. 
 
And let me just say, a lot of those books are great.  As is so much of the research being 
done these days into happiness.  It all depends on what you mean by happiness...  It 
goes back to The Giving Tree.  Do you remember this Shel Silverstein book?  It starts 
out,  
Once there was a tree.... and she loved a little boy. 
And everyday the boy would come and he would gather her leaves 
and make them into crowns and play king of the forest. 
He would climb up her trunk and swing from her branches 
and eat apples. 
And they would play hide-and-go-seek.  
And when he was tired, he would sleep in her shade. 
And the boy loved the tree.... very much. 
And the tree was happy. 
But time went by. 
And the boy grew older. 
And the tree was often alone.  
Then one day the boy came to the tree and the tree said,  
"Come, Boy, come and climb up my trunk and swing from my branches and eat apples 
and play in my shade and be happy." 
"I am too big to climb and play" said the boy. 
"I want to buy things and have fun.  I want some money." 
"I'm sorry," said the tree, "but I have no money. 
I have only leaves and apples.  
Take my apples, Boy, and sell them in the city.  
Then you will have money and you will be happy."  
 
And so the boy sells the apples.   
Then he comes back and the tree gives him her branches to build a house.  And then 
he comes back and the tree gives him her trunk so he can make a boat and sail away.   
And then the boy comes back to the tree, which is now a stump.   
And the boy just wants to sit.  So he sits on the stump.   
And the tree is happy. 
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If you love this story, I’m sorry to be so grumpy about it.  I find it to be a terrible story of 
co-dependence and greed, with undertones of sexism.  The boy just keeps wanting stuff 
– he and the tree think if he gets what he wants he’ll be happy, and if the boy is happy 
then the tree is happy.  But the cycle of desire and acquisition makes neither of them 
happy, until the boy is an old man with nothing and no one.  And the tree is a stump. 
 
This is the understanding of happiness that has become so pervasive in our culture.  It’s 
a feeling, fleeting and circumstantial, but pursued like a drug whether through acquiring 
money or things, or changing partners or our bodies, or avoiding struggles and pain.  All 
too often, it can become an excuse for short-sighted or selfish behavior.  I’m not talking 
about the hour spent reading or playing video games while enjoying peanut-butter filled 
pretzels, but a way of approaching life.  As one person put it, “What if you made each 
decision [in life] based on how it served your happiness?  You get into college but 
instead of studying, you focus on Frisbee-playing.  Studying, after all, is tiresome, but 
[playing] Frisbee causes happiness to flood into your soul.  Each night for supper, you 
forgo boring health foods to feast at McDonald’s, because it seems to make you 
happier.  (Isn’t that why they have ‘Happy Meals’ there?)  How happy will you be in the 
end?” (Our Rabbi Jesus, 4/24/13) 
 
This happiness-as-a-nice-feeling isn’t the only way to understand happiness.  Some of 
the self-help books and research I mentioned offer a definition of happiness as a choice, 
as an approach to life grounded on habits such as developing close relationships, 
practicing gratitude and acts of kindness, exercising and having activities that absorb 
your full attention, pursuing spiritual engagement, using your money for experiences 
more than things, and reflecting on your strengths and living out your values.  
Something closer to Piercy’s “To Be of Use” than “The Giving Tree”. 
 
But since “happiness” has such cultural baggage, I’ve found it clearer to talk about 
making meaning or finding purpose.  I want my kids (and my parishioners) to find work 
and partners that will give their lives meaning.  Meaningful work won’t always make 
them happy – it will often be hard, frustrating, even painful.  Meaningful relationships 
won’t always bring happiness – there will be conflict, challenge, even grief.  But 
meaning or purpose helps us move through those difficult times, learn and grow where 
we can, and find ever more beauty in the times of joy. 
 
An important book on this subject is Viktor Frankl’s, “Man’s Search for Meaning.” Frankl 
was a Jewish psychiatrist who survived Auschwitz.  As quoted in the bulletin, he wrote, 
“It is the very pursuit of happiness that thwarts happiness.  The more one makes 
happiness an aim, the more he misses the aim.”  In Auschwitz, Frankl found that he and 
other prisoners could endure great suffering as long as they felt life had a purpose.  
When individuals felt life had no meaning, they gave up, and nothing could stop them 
from dying.  But believing that their lives had worth and dignity, that a loved one needed 
them to keep going, or that God was with them – that was what sustained them.  Frankl 
determined that what humans fundamentally desire is not happiness, but meaning.  
(Our Rabbi Jesus, April 24, 2013). 
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Frankl, like others, asserted that when people see they are fulfilling a worthy purpose, 
happiness is inevitable.  You struggle to learn the piece of music, practicing hour after 
frustrating hour.  When you finally play it well at the concert, you overflow with joy.  You 
give money you worked hard to earn to support a refugee who fled with nothing or a 
child who is seeking to be the first one in their family to get an education.  Your bank 
account goes down and you have nothing to show for it, and yet you have the deepest 
feeling of satisfaction you’ve ever known. 
 
The sacred texts of the Judeo-Christian tradition don’t say a lot about happiness.  And 
what it does say really isn’t a good guidance for life.  Case in point:  Psalm 137 verse 9:  
“Happy shall they be who take your little ones – that means your babies – and dash 
them against the rock!”  Yikes!  And there aren’t a lot of direct quotes in the bible, either, 
about “the meaning of life”.  But I think Jesus’ summary of all Jewish teaching in a few 
sentences addressed the topic:  love God, love your neighbor, love yourself.  That’s 
become my guiding principle:  how does a decision or behavior or attitude contribute to 
love of God, neighbor, self?  Obviously that isn’t a simple guide:  sometimes showing 
love for God, neighbor or self means hard work, making somebody unhappy, making 
mistakes and trying again.  Focusing on what I understand to be life’s meaning doesn’t 
make everything run smoothly, but it definitely helps me find my way, eventually, 
through the difficult times. 
 
But Jesus’ call to love God, neighbor and self might not resonate with you as a purpose 
for living.  Years ago a parishioner described his purpose as “increasing beauty in the 
world”.  Maybe you’d describe yours as, “understanding myself and others”, “connecting 
ever more deeply to God”, “increasing peace and justice in the world”.  My point is that 
there can be countless ways of defining purpose, and finding meaning in life.  And let 
me be clear, this doesn’t necessarily have anything to do with your job.  Teacher, 
accountant, retiree – it’s not necessarily what you do but how you do it that relates to 
life’s meaning.  Yes, some jobs make it easier than others, but, for example, when we 
bought our house many years ago, we worked with a real estate agent who, I’m 
guessing, would have described his purpose as something like “growing compassion in 
the world”.  He was so caring to us and in his attitude toward the buyers throughout the 
entire process, and donated 10% of his commission to Habitat for Humanity.  He made 
good money as a broker, but also did a lot of good through his gifts and talents. 
 
If I were rewriting The Giving Tree, when the boy comes to the tree and says, “I want to 
buy things and have fun.  I want some money.  Can you give me some money?” instead 
of offering her apples for sale, I’d have the tree say, “For goodness’ sake, get a job.  
Any job, but preferably one where you interact with the public, get dirty or achy, and 
learn how to make change.  And every day, see what joy or peace you can bring to the 
people with whom you interact, and see how that makes you feel.”  Maybe you’d rewrite 
it to have the tree invite the boy to sit and meditate awhile on what money is, and why 
we think we need it, and how he can release himself from such furious wanting.  Or your 
tree would tell the boy to get himself into school, to learn about himself and the world, 
and find ways to share that knowledge with others.  In so many ways, the tree could 
say, “Make meaning with your life, boy.  And then you will be happy.”  Amen.  


