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I want to begin with an odd little story. For many years - perhaps since 

I was a child - I had an odd habit. I am one of those people who love 

Christmas; and in particular, our Christmas tree. Our ornaments are all 

treasures -- beautiful or funny little baubles that represent genuinely 

treasured gifts or memories. There is a story in almost every one. 

 

But the habit I had was of avoiding looking at the Christmas tree once it 

was set up. Oh, every now and again I would gaze on it in delight, when 

the world was dark and it was lit up in its glory. But mostly, I avoided 

looking at it. 

 

I realized I was doing this only a few years ago. I’m no longer sure what 

made me realize it, but I did, and I got to wondering why on earth I was 

avoiding looking at the tree. I worried I had some hidden 

Christmas-tree trauma. Finally, it struck me: I was avoiding looking at it 

because I loved it so much. I was responding to my love for it, my 

appreciation of it, by rationing my attention -- as if, by the simple act of 

observing the tree, I would use up its beauty and the joy of its happy 

presence in my life. 
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Imagine that for a moment: to believe that, simply by observing and 

appreciating something, you can use up something beautiful, or use up 

the joy something brings. As if it is a commodity, in limited supply. 

 

We live in a country and in a time when there is a deep need to 

reconsider our relationships: to one another, to our Earth home, to all 

life on this increasingly fragile planet. There is so much that needs to 

change. How will we ever go about it? 

 

Whether you look to secular or spiritual change agents, you will find a 

singular thread throughout their wisdom: real change begins within. It 

asks us to center ourselves in meaning. It calls us to care for ourselves 

so we may care for each other. A commitment even to Life itself, much 

less being an agent of change, calls us into a fullness of heart, a 

widening compassion that encompasses first ourselves and our 

beloveds, and then spreads out in waves from there.  

 

To take but one example, at a recent Organizing School session offered 

in Unitarian Universalist circles, three principles for pursuing social 

justice/change were offered: Block, Build, Be. Block the most harmful 

actions. Build relationships by connecting to others who care about the 

things you care about -- other organizations, other individuals. But at 
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the base of it all is BE: you must center yourself in meaning and in 

healing, revivifying practices. 

 

Today, I want to talk about one such healing idea or centering practice: 

sparking joy. I choose it partly because the term had some popular play 

as a result of the work of Marie Kondo, but much more because in a 

time of such incredible upheaval and very real danger, we are more apt 

than ever to forget that joy is a present possibility.  

 

William Kuyken writes: “Joy is an intrinsic attitude of mind that 

includes gladness of the heart, softheartedness, and tenderness that 

supports a capacity for appreciation, contentment, and gratitude. Just 

as our hearts can tremble in the face of suffering, they can also tremble 

in the face of happiness and beauty. Its affective tone is gladness, 

aliveness, and vitality. It is associated with a range of emotions, 

including contentment, wonder, radiant pride, gratitude, and delight.” 

 

Softheartedness. Tenderness. An capacity for appreciation, 

contentment, and gratitude. Each of these have a part in our 

development and the expansion of our empathy - our ability to build 

and be in relationship, with each other and the world around us. 
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Kuyken also points out that the enemies of joy are resentment and 

schadenfreude - that taking of pleasure in someone else’s misfortune. 

How easily resentment rises up in our hearts! And I know, from the 

many conversations I have had these last four years - but even moreso 

in a time of covid, as some in the US aggressively reject science and 

rejoice with almost vicious delight refusing simple safety precautions 

such as wearing a mask - that schadenfreude is hard to resist when 

those same people fall ill, or even die. Our physical separation from 

each other, combined with the weight of all we feel is at risk, can pull us 

so quickly into our less empathetic heart space.  

 

This is why it is so important to cultivate our empathy, and even our 

sense of joy. Instead of hoarding it, as I did with my appreciation of our 

Christmas trees, we need to see it as a spiritual practice of compassion 

and wellbeing, a way to become more softhearted and generous with 

our love and appreciation. 

 

This cultivation is present in most great world traditions. HRH Garzhi 

Bin Mohammed, in a paper for Yale’s Center for Faith and Culture, 

notes:  

“There are ... two kinds of joy in the Qur’an, one positive, and one 

negative. It will be noted that the difference between them is not so 

much what the ‘occasion’ for them is, but how that ‘occasion’ is seen: in 
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other words, when one receives something—say, a ‘provision’: food, 

clothing, lodging, education, transportation or any reasonable material 

benefit—if one rejoices in it merely for the sake increasing one’s worldly 

acquisitions, then that is ‘negative joy’. If, however, one rejoices in it as 

a gift from God and for the good it may do, then that is ‘positive joy’. 3 

From this a number of other consequences flow, including: (1) most 

material things in themselves are neither positive nor negative—it is 

how they are received and used that makes them positive or negative. 

(2) Joy is a subjective sentiment with an objective cause. (3) Joy is a 

reaction to an objective gift; the nature of the reaction depends on how 

it is understood, which in turn depends on the nature of the person 

reacting at that moment. (4) Whatever one receives in this world is 

always a gift from God, whether one realizes it or not; so one should try 

to bear that in mind. (5) Permanent joy is not a normal disposition in the 

world, which is always in a flux of loss or gain, unless one is always 

deeply aware of God, Who is beyond any flux.” (“Joy in the Qu’ran”) 

 

My favorite Bible verse is Galatians 5:22-23: “But the fruit of the Spirit is 

love, joy, peace, forbearance, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, 23  

gentleness and self-control. Against such things there is no law.” The 

Bible, as does the Qu’ran, articulates an understanding of joy - indeed, 

any “fruit of the spirit,” - as coming through a process of connecting 

with that greater something beyond ourselves: Allah, for the Muslim, or 

God, for the Christian. Yet even if you do not resonate with the 
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particular ideas of God or Allah, every understanding of joy and 

compassion, of love or peace or even empathy calls us to connect with 

something beyond ourselves: our place in the circle of life, our love for 

those who share the world with us. Put briefly, there is no selfish and 

self-centered, insular way to joy, just as there is no such route to a 

transformational love. Maria Montessori, one of history’s greatest 

educators, put it this way: “Joy, feeling one's own value, being 

appreciated and loved by others, feeling useful and capable...are all 

factors of enormous value for the human soul.” 

 

Even in difficult or dark days, there are ways to cultivate joy. They 

begin, as most things do, with intention and attention. Pause for a 

moment right now. Think on something beautiful. In my own home, it is 

a piece of artwork that is hanging in our living room, and my children, 

the many kindnesses of my husband. Perhaps for you, it is a perfect 

orange, or a piece of music so beautiful it is almost indescribable. 

Perhaps you have danced the perfect tango once, or you recall the most 

memorable kiss. For some, it may have been the sun setting over an 

unforgettable pastoral, or the way water felt on your skin as you settled 

into it. The world is full of amazements, of gifts we did not seek nor can 

ever repay. Sometimes it is the heartbreaking kindness of a stranger, or 

the generous response of someone who loves you. What matters most 

is that you savor it, that you recall it to mind sometimes when it is 
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gone, that you take the time to notice the multitudes of such moments 

as they enter the round of your day. Our family is grateful to the artists 

which have kept our spirits up as we have been sequestered, and the 

steady, generous flow of those who have worked so hard to keep us all 

safe and afloat in a dangerous tide. The writers and activists, as well as 

the dancers and comedians. The rooftop gardeners, and the flowers 

that bloom by the side of the road. Joy can be sparked in every day, 

almost in every moment, if we tend it. 

 

There are so many things to care about in this world. We do so much 

better in caring if we have full, generous, empathetic and resilient 

hearts. I hope that you wake into each day with an eagerness to find the 

joy that is possible. And don’t hoard it. William Blake put it this way: “He 

who binds to himself a joy/ Does the winged life destroy; /But he who 

kisses the joy as it flies/ Lives in eternity's sunrise.” Joy, like love, is for 

sharing. Amen, ashe, blessed be. 
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