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Joy          A Sermon Preached by the Rev. Angela Herrera 

First Unitarian Church              December 5, 2021 

 

Each month here at First Unitarian we have a theological theme that we explore in Sunday 
services, and then that theme is woven throughout covenant groups, Adult Religious 
Exploration sessions, and children’s religious exploration. You’ll find quotes and reflections 
relating to it in our church communications and on social media. Other church groups and 
events also use the theme in as they see fit. These themes are a way of inviting this big 
congregation into a kind of shared conversation each month, something that links us 
together inside and outside of these Sundays. 

This month our theme is “opening to joy.” Joy is one of those words, kind of like love, that 
can be a little squishy when you try to define it. Is it the same as happiness? Pleasure? Does 
it come from things like success and comfort? Or perhaps from experiences or beliefs? 

If you look it up in a regular dictionary, that’s not all that helpful. Merriam Webster defines 
it as a feeling of great happiness.i So, happiness +, I guess? Joy is being extra happy? 

The American Psychological Association gives us a bit more to work with. They define joy 
as “a feeling of extreme gladness, delight, or exultation of the spirit arising from a sense of 
well-being or satisfaction.”ii  

And, the APA explains, 

joy may take two forms: passive and active. Passive joy involves tranquility and a 
feeling of contentment with things as they are. Active joy involves a desire to share 
one’s feelings with others. It is associated with more engagement of the 
environment than is passive joy. The distinction between passive and active joy may 
be related to the intensity of the emotion, with active joy representing the more 
intense form.  

Over the years, there have been many scientific studies showing that people tend to get 
happier or more joyful as they get older. One such study took place in April of 2020 when 
the pandemic was ramping up. That’s the month that 91% of the global population faced 
closed borders or travel restrictions. Nine out of ten people on the planet. With the virus 
especially dangerous for older people, and the thousands of deaths that were beginning to 
take place, one might expect that older folks suffered more, emotionally, from the pandemic 
than younger people. But according to the study, that was not the case.  

The study was carried out by researchers at Stanford who surveyed 945 Americans 
between the ages of 18-76.iii The group was about 75% white, which according to the US 
Census Bureau’s Quick Facts page, is similar to the overall US population.iv However, I do 
want to point out that the study does not say how the remaining 25% of participants 
identified racially. So although the group apparently was diverse, the reporting still 
managed to center whiteness in a cringy way. As though the only significant racial 
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categories are white and non-white, which makes whiteness seem normative and 
everything else vaguely “other.” This is important to note because when we gloss over 
these things, we participate in making it seem reasonable to center whiteness. But it’s not 
reasonable. It’s a choice that gets repeated across science and other disciplines and has 
consequences in the real world. 

On other demographics: the group made about the same median income, had a similar 
gender breakdown, and lived alone at about the same rate as the general US population. 
They were slightly more educated, though, with about 88% reporting that they had 
attended at least some college, compared to the usual 60%.  

What did the researchers find? Among the study participants, older people were faring 
better emotionally than younger ones, despite facing higher risk. 

I’ll read you the negative and positive feelings the researchers asked people about. As I do, 
see if any of them happen to resonate with you this morning. Where are you in this list? 
There’s no right or wrong answer. Feelings come and go all the time, and sometimes they 
are even mixed, or just neutral.  

The negative ones were: 

Concerned, anxious, worried, bored, frustrated, irritated, sad, lonely, fearful, angry, 
disgusted, guilty, embarrassed, and/or ashamed. 

The positive ones were: 

Calm, quiet, appreciative, interested, content, happy, relaxed, peaceful, energetic, 
affectionate, amused, accomplished, joyful, proud, relieved, and/or excited.  

Everybody has their ups and downs. But in this study, as in other studies, the older the 
participant, the less likely they were to report frequent or intense negative emotions, and 
the more likely they were to report frequent or intense positive emotions.  

If happiness generally increases with age, why might that be? Before the pandemic, 
researchers had been wondering whether it was a matter of perspective—as in life is 
shorter the older you get, so you might as well be happy—or whether older people were 
better at avoiding stressful situations. Maybe older folks had just learned a few tricks and 
had more resources.  

I’ve been curious about the social context for the generations, too—how the widening gap 
between rich and poor, the sky-high cost of education, and an unfriendly economy might 
impact younger people’s happiness. But the pandemic study provided the researchers with 
the unusual opportunity to see everyone facing the same extremely stressful, unavoidable 
event, and one that that was more dangerous for the older folks than the younger ones, and 
see how different groups fared.  

It turned out the emotional advantage of aging was still there.  
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There’s a parable the Buddha shares in one of the sutras, or sacred texts of Buddhism. The 
Buddha tells of a man who is travelling across a field and encounters a tiger. So he flees, 
and the tiger chases after him. Soon he finds himself at the edge of a cliff, seemingly with 
nowhere to go. So he grabs the root of a vine and swings down over the edge. The tiger 
stands above him, watching and smelling the air hungrily. The man looks down, and is 
terrified to see another tiger directly below, also waiting to eat him. His only lifeline is the 
vine, and now he notices two mice, one white and one black, beginning to chew at the vine. 
The man also sees that growing right next to him is a perfectly ripe strawberry. With one 
hand still holding on for dear life for however many seconds he has left, he reaches over 
with the other hand, plucks the strawberry, and puts it in his mouth. It tastes so sweet.v 

That’s it. That’s the parable. But does the perception that our life’s time is running out 
heighten our sense of joy? It certainly can lead us to savor the good. I think that’s what this 
parable of impermanence is about. But studies have shown that as we perceive having less 
time left in life, negative emotions overall increase. Aging somehow compensates for this. 
People tend to experience more joy as they age, despite knowing they have less linear time 
ahead of them than they used to.     

I think it has to does have to do with perspective, but with the kind that makes us resilient. 
Resilience is something we can develop at any age. We develop it by getting through 
something hard. Right now, we’ve all just gone through something hard. We’re still in it, 
and we’re adapting to it, aren’t we. We’re working on our resilience. As people get older, 
they accumulate memories of hard experiences. Losses, upheavals, brushes with death. 
Things that teach us that no feeling is final. And make us spiritually larger, if we let them. 
Things that make us able to be with more of life all at once. What I notice about resilient 
people of all ages is how, so often, they smile with a tear in their eye. You know what I 
mean?  

In the book Proverbs of Ashes, Rebecca Parker writes about a time when she was in the 
midst of a deep despair. A real dark night of the soul; the kind you can’t see out of. They 
don’t last forever, but they feel like they will. One night as she went for a walk, in such a 
terrible emotional and spiritual state that she honestly did not even want to live anymore, 
she came upon a group of amateur astronomers. They had gathered in the night to look at 
the sky together. Their telescopes were assembled, like basically, from Radio Shack. And 
one of them, mistaking her for a fellow astronomer, turned to her and said enthusiastically, 
“I’ve got it focused perfectly on Jupiter. Come, take a look.”  

She did. There it was, perfectly banded and glowing. And then, having seen that, and 
experiencing the ordinary joy of the people who got together to look at the stars, and 
feeling the cool grass under their feet and the night air on their skin, all of it … returned her 
to the fullness of her senses. Like she’d only been experiencing one sense, despair, and now 
her other senses were awakened again, too. 

Parker writes: 

“It would be wrong to think of this moment as one in which joy triumphed over 
despair... Such a view assumes that bad feelings need to be excised, or suppressed by 
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stronger, better feelings. Peace or happiness or even survival are imagined to be 
accomplished by cutting something out or dominating some aspect of the self. 
Viewing the soul this way internalizes violence…. I did not defeat negative feelings of 
anguish and despair because I saw something more lovely and good. Rather, I 
became able to feel more. My feeling broadened.  

Pain, sadness, and despair were not eliminated and overcome. I embraced them 
with a larger heart…my consciousness had been broadened to embrace memories of 
the religious community, immediate experiences of the world’s beauty and the 
kindness of human beings, and a vivid sense of future possibility”.vi 

That, my friends, is opening to joy. It isn’t about closing to other things. It’s about 
experiencing the room within ourselves for the fullness of our senses, and allowing that, 
because life is short and it is sometimes very hard, and we need joy in order to thrive. 

In our work for justice, too, joy belongs alongside the struggle, just as it may exist alongside 
sorrow.  

Adrienne maree brownvii speaks of the role of pleasure in the work of social 
transformation. Pleasure must be one of the feelings that helps us open to joy. In her book 
Pleasure Activism, brown writes: 

Pleasure reminds us to enjoy being alive and on purpose... Pleasure—embodied, 
connected pleasure—is one of the ways we know when we are free. That we are 
always free. That we always have the power to co-create the world. Pleasure helps 
us move through the times that are unfair, through grief and loneliness, through the 
terror of genocide, or days when the demands are just overwhelming. Pleasure heals 
the places where our hearts and spirit get wounded. Pleasure reminds us that even 
in the dark, we are alive. Pleasure is a medicine for the suffering that is absolutely 
promised in life… Pleasure is the point. Feeling good is not frivolous, it is freedom.viii 

Feeling good is not frivolous, it is freedom.  

That’s especially true for those who, as a result of systemic oppression, are often denied 
pleasure. Have you ever heard someone criticize a poor person for spending money on 
something that is just for pleasure? As though pleasure were unnecessary? I have. I’ve been 
the person who got flack for that. Pleasure-seeking by the poor is often judged by wealthier 
people as trashy, lazy, selfish, or irresponsible. Things that are considered fun for rich 
people, including drinking alcohol, buying seafood, staying at hotels, owning things like 
boats or RV’s, or going to parties or festivals, are judged differently when done by the poor. 
As though there were no other possible priority for wealthy people’s time and money, too…  

But every single person needs pleasure and joy. And opening to joy while we are working 
for transformation into greater compassion, equity, and justice in the world is a high-level 
spiritual move. Like the strawberry on the cliffside, joy in the midst of actively engaging 
what is challenging in this world is sweeter than other kinds. It keeps us nourished and 
resilient. It makes the work sustainable, and… irresistible. This is reminding me of that APA 
description of passive and active joy. 
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“Passive joy involves tranquility and a feeling of contentment with things as they are. 
Active joy involves a desire to share one’s feelings with others. It is associated with more 
engagement of the environment than is passive joy.”  

My prayer for us as we see 2021 through its final weeks and turn the corner into a new 
year soon is that we find our senses fully awakened. May we experience well-being, delight, 
and exultation of the spirit, together and individually, even as we are present with all that 
is. May we open to joy. 

May it be so. 

 
i https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/joy 
ii https://dictionary.apa.org/joy 
iii Carstensen, Laura L. et al. “Age Advantages in Emotional Experience Persist Even Under Threat From the 
COVID_19 Pandemic.” Psychological Science. 2020. Vol 31 (11): 1374-1385. 
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0956797620967261 (Accessed Dec. 3, 2021) 
iv https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/US/PST045219 
v http://www.dailybuddhism.com/archives/903 
vi Brock, Rita Nakashima, and Rebecca Ann Parker. Proverbs of Ashes: Violence, Redemptive Suffering, and the 
Search for What Saves Us. Beacon Press, 2001.  
vii brown spells her name in lower case 
viii pp. 437-8, 441; also at https://www.uua.org/worship/words/quote/pleasure-point  
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