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Dreaming Joy 
 
Let us pray… 
 
Okay, so you know Arby’s?  The fast food restaurant whose slogan, in 2017 with 
everything we know about cholesterol, is “We have the meats”.  Apparently their 
specialty is sandwiches with sliced processed meat.  There’s one in Marlborough, we 
can go do research for lunch:  there is a salad on the menu.  Anyway, since a college 
boyfriend who liked Arby’s, the only thing I’ve heard about the company is that Jon 
Stewart had a faux feud with them on the Daily Show.  But Paul, my husband, told me a 
great story this past week. 
 
In 2015, an ad exec in Chicago was feeling a bit cynical about his work, and specifically 
about using Twitter as part of advertising strategy.  It was, in his words, “impossible and 
stupid”.  He began to imagine what would happen if someone in charge of a brand’s 
Twitter account had a “red pill” experience, as in the Matrix, and saw life as tragic and 
meaningless.  The exec, whose name is Brendan Kelly, created a Twitter parody 
account called Nihilist Arby’s.  The feed, which is NSFW, includes gems such as: 
  “Wanna feel old?   
 You were a non-sentient nothing for infinite time before you were born & will soon 
 return to that state.   
 Enjoy Arby’s” 
 
and  
 “There’s nothing like the delicious taste of Arby’s  
 because there is nothing.   
 Happiness, friends, lovers:  illusions.   
 Arby’s:  the void beckons”  
 
and  
 “Arby’s:  there’s never a line here”. 
 
At this point you are wondering why I am reading you kind of funny but also depressing 
Tweets from a cynical advertising guy about a fast food joint.  Or you should be.  But the 
point of the story isn’t what Kelly wrote, it’s how Arby’s reacted.  They heard about the 
Twitter account, of course.  And, you know, they maybe didn’t like being mocked.  They 
could have followed the example of other companies, like the insurance company 
Coventry First, who have used Twitter’s policy against parody accounts to sue the 
creators of fake feeds.  Arby’s knew they could at least have their lawyers write a 
“cease and desist” letter. 
 
But they didn’t.  You know what they did instead?  They flew an Arby’s VP out to meet 
with Kelly.  Face to face, rather than Twitter wars.  I like it!  But the exec didn’t go out to 
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confront Kelly.  They brought him a big bag of Arby’s sandwiches.  And a puppy.  Yup, 
they borrowed a puppy and gave Kelly food and some pet therapy, along with a note on 
Arby’s stationary that said, “Cheer up, buddy.  You live in a world with puppies… and 
sandwiches.” 
 
Now, of course, that was a smart marketing move:  Arby’s got good press out of the 
exchange, and saved a lot on lawyer’s fees.  But I care less about marketing than I do 
about humanity, and this was a great human move.  Rather than getting defensive or 
going on the attack, Arby’s responded with humor and compassion.  Arby’s sidestepped 
a war of words, and focused on feeding somebody’s body and soul.  Arby’s could have 
bought into our current culture of offense and escalation; instead they carved a path of 
creativity and connection. 
 
Now, obviously, this isn’t North Korea or tax policy, it’s just sandwiches and a guy bored 
at work.  But how might our days be different if we started asking ourselves, “What 
would Arby’s do?” 
 
This advent we’ve been focusing on angels, God’s messengers, and their message to 
us, in Tweet form, #donotbeafraid.  Through the weeks of advent, we’re seeking to bring 
#morehope, #morepeace, #morelove to the world.  And this week, we’re challenged to 
create #morejoy.  Like Arby’s did.  They could have responded to the parody account 
with fear:  Stop!  You’re insulting us!  We feel threatened!  We’ll attack!  Instead, they 
heard the angels’ message, and responded with #morejoy, in the guise of puppies and 
sandwiches, in deciding to reach out and connect with another human being. 
 
It’s the same sort of decision Joseph made.  He went to sleep pretty upset; his fiancée 
had told him she was pregnant, and the baby wasn’t his.  He could have had her 
stoned, could have gone raging around the village, but he knew Mary’s life was already 
torn to pieces, he didn’t need to make it worse, and so decided to quietly break their 
engagement.  It was the right thing to do.  But then he has this dream, and an angel 
gives him the message that the Holy Spirit is at work in his life, and Mary’s life, and 
Mary will have a son and Joseph will claim him by giving him a name, and it will all be 
okay because God is with them.  And Joseph wakes up and decides to believe the 
angel’s message.  He goes to Mary, and marries her, and they have a baby, and 
Joseph names him Jesus.  He didn’t have to do all that.  He could have been 
reasonable, and practical, and stayed far away from Mary.  Nobody would have blamed 
him.  It would have been safer, for sure.  But Joseph chose joy:  a wife, a son, life with 
angels hovering round.  It wouldn’t be easy – Joseph has a rough road ahead.  But he 
has chosen a life at the beautiful “intersection of pleasure and meaning”, knowing and 
caring for and raising a child who will turn into a teacher and healer who will change the 
world. 
 
Researcher Brene Brown says our culture’s having a hard time experiencing joy these 
days.  She describes to her audiences a scene from a movie:  family of four is in the 
car, it’s snowing lightly, Christmas carols are playing on the radio, “Jingle Bells” comes 
on and everybody starts singing in full voice.  What’s the next scene, she asks her 
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audience.  What would you say?  60% of respondents say:  car accident.  Most of the 
other respondents come up with other disasters like serial killers or shark attacks.  Of 
course, that’s because we all know how movies work.  But she also asks parents about 
their experiences watching their young children sleeping peacefully:  many go from 
thinking about how much they love their children to being terrified about their future.  
Brown says we have a sort of epidemic of “foreboding joy”:  we start to feel joy, then find 
it too risky, so we cut pain off at the pass and shut joy down with fear.  Joy makes us 
vulnerable – what’s bringing us joy can disappear in an instant - so we protect ourselves 
by numbing that joy, replacing it with fear.  Brown says our task, then, is to increase our 
tolerance for vulnerability, practice recognizing and accepting that yes, life will have loss 
and grief and pain.  There is no avoiding that.  But if we spend our lives trying to avoid 
those difficult places, we’ll also cut ourselves off from joy.  So we need to embrace our 
vulnerability, for the sake of joy. 
 
That why I’m going to ask myself, “What would Arby’s do?”  Notice how vulnerable the 
company made themselves.  They didn’t “fire back” at the parody account, even though 
some might accuse them of being weak, of not standing up to Kelly.  They then 
physically went to Kelly, not knowing if he would see them or leave them stranded on 
the sidewalk.  And they brought him gifts, even though there is nothing more vulnerable 
than offering something you find precious that might be rejected.  And the visit and the 
gifts were silly, whimsical.  Kelly could have embarrassed Arby’s, ridiculed them, 
rejected their overture and made it public to the world.  Arby’s took a risk.  They made 
themselves vulnerable, and went for joy. 
 
Same with Joseph.  The village was going to talk behind his back.  Maybe Mary would 
take advantage of him.  Who knew what he was getting into?  He was going to be 
vulnerable in every way:  personally, professionally, economically, religiously and 
socially.  But he did it anyway.  With the angel’s message ringing in his ears, he went for 
joy. 
 
And we are called to do the same, to bring #morejoy to the world.  To disrupt cycles of 
defensiveness and attack, and instead channel angelic messages.  To take the risk, to 
increase our tolerance for vulnerability, so that we don’t just stop shutting joy down, but 
actually help it to grow.  So how do we become more comfortable with vulnerability?  
Brown says the answer is gratitude.  When we feel fear rising up in us, we can focus on 
what we’re grateful for…  Imagine Joseph, five minutes after he told Mary he’d marry 
her, starting to freak out about what his parents were going to say.  Maybe he paused, 
breathed deeply, and said to himself, “I’m grateful my parents care about me so much,” 
or “I’m grateful the angel will be with me when I talk to my parents,” or “I’m grateful it’s a 
beautiful night – no matter what happens, the stars will continue to shine.”  And maybe 
the Arby’s VP, in the cab on the way to visit the man mocking his company on Twitter, 
started to feel a bit ridiculous – I can only imagine how the puppy was responding to the 
smell of the bag of meats.  Maybe he paused, breathed deeply, and said to himself, “I’m 
glad I work at a place with a sense of humor,” or “I’m grateful no matter what I get to 
hold a puppy,” or “I’m grateful I won’t have to eat these sandwiches.” 
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My friends, we – like the angels – are called to be God’s messengers of joy for an 
anxious world.  We are called to fly in the face of fear, whether the fear is out there (in 
the world) or in here (in our hearts).  Please know, this joy comes with no guarantees.  
Or, more accurately, we are guaranteed that there will be pain and loss and grief.  
Those experiences come with being alive, with caring about others, with being a 
beautiful and brave and fragile human being.  But woven throughout the difficult times of 
life – sometimes at the exact same time as the difficult times of life – there can also be 
joy, the experience of connecting deeply, discovering meaning, feeling whole and holy.  
Neale Donald Walsh wrote it this way:  “On this day of your life I believe God wants you 
to know… that safety is not the thing you should look for in the future. Joy is what you 
should look for. Security and joy may not come in the same package. They can…but 
they also cannot. There is no guarantee. If your primary concern is a guarantee of 
security, you may never experience the truest joys of life. This is not a suggestion that 
you become reckless, but it is an invitation to at least become daring.” 
 
And so, my friends, may we follow Joseph’s example – Arby’s too.  To take the risk, be 
vulnerable, dare to experience joy.  After all, as a result, Joseph spent his life close to 
God’s presence, and helped God’s Love – literally – to grow in the world.  And as we’ll 
discuss next week, the world needs #morelove.  Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 


