
Sermon 
“The Pursuit of Happiness” 

A Sermon for Cary Presbyterian Church 
Sunday, May 16, 2021 

Seventh Sunday of Easter 

Prayer for Illumination 

Lord God, we come to you in the morning of a day glorious 
to behold . . . with the song of birds in the newly green trees, 
and a sky Carolina blue and beautiful.  We would easily find 
happiness this day, except… 

† Except we notice that while some of us happily inhabit a 
world of financial security — most people on earth worry, 
for they have little more that what they can scratch out of 
the hard earth, and an inequitable economy. 

† Except that from our vantage point of safety, we are 
nevertheless haunted by the reports of violence and conflict: 
 * Near us in our own community 
 * With our fellow children in Gaza, the West Bank,   
  & Jerusalem, where the bombs, and missiles, and   
  rockets’ red glare rule over both the day and night   
  — raining down death and destruction     
  indiscriminately. 

† Except that we are aware of the dreadful hovering of   
 illness & death before which our frailty and insecurity   
 loom large. 
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We tremble before such realities and wonder how you must 
feel about the persistent inclination of your children to 
follow the advice of the wicked, and sit in the seat of scoffers. 

 We yearn for peace with our neighbors and within 
ourselves.   

 We hunger for a life of meaning in a world of trite 
moralisms. 

 We would be mindful of you in a mindless society which 
is given over to silliness of a hundred kinds. 

 We are restless for a life of joy and blessing, and 
happiness too. 

So we come today, yet again, to your Word.  We are not the 
first, for our mothers and fathers of faith have come before 
us and are with us even now as a great cloud of witnesses.  
We come trusting that you can be met in our wrestling with 
your challenging Word. 

† So speak yet again a wisdom beyond the world’s folly. 

† Utter anew your guidance to those with ears to hear. 

† Declare unapologetically the truths to which your 
people must cling if we are ever to inhabit the kingdom of 
heaven. 
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And for our part we come ready to listen, and to love, and to 
follow.  In the name of the One who wants our joy to be 
complete … Jesus the Christ.  Amen. 

1John 5:9 If we receive human testimony, the testimony of God is greater; for 
this is the testimony of God that he has testified to his Son.  10 Those who 
believe in the Son of God have the testimony in their hearts. Those who do 
not believe in God have made him a liar by not believing in the testimony that 
God has given concerning his Son.  11 And this is the testimony: God gave us 
eternal life, and this life is in his Son.  12 Whoever has the Son has life; 
whoever does not have the Son of God does not have life.  
13   I write these things to you who believe in the name of the Son of God, so 
that you may know that you have eternal life.  

Psa. 1:1     Happy are those 
  who do not follow the advice of the wicked, 
 or take the path that sinners tread, 
  or sit in the seat of scoffers;  
2  but their delight is in the law of the LORD, 
  and on his law they meditate day and night.  
3  They are like trees 
  planted by streams of water, 
 which yield their fruit in its season, 
  and their leaves do not wither. 
 In all that they do, they prosper. 
   
Psa. 1:4     The wicked are not so, 
  but are like chaff that the wind drives away.  
5  Therefore the wicked will not stand in the judgment, 
  nor sinners in the congregation of the righteous;  
6  for the LORD watches over the way of the righteous, 
  but the way of the wicked will perish. 

††† 
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 Luke 19:6 So he hurried down and was happy to welcome him. 

I. I borrow my Title this morning from the Declaration of 
Independence 

“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that 
they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that 
among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.” 
 A. It is unclear whether Jefferson was influenced by   
  Locke, or Liebnitz, or George Mason in the    
  inclusion of the “pursuit of happiness” as an    
  unalienable right of humankind . . . But having this 
  pursuit as a part of a country’s founding vision is   
  fairly unique!  
  B. But . . . Given our inclination to pursue it . . .   
   What is it?  How do we define happiness? 
   1. Immanuel Kant Grounding for the    
    Metaphysics of Morals p. 27 
" . . . the concept of happiness is such an indeterminate one that even though 
everyone wishes to attain happiness, yet he can never say definitely and 
consistently what it is that he really wishes and wills.” 
  C. This Spring I have been helped in my own   
  thinking  about happiness by the book  Happiness:   
  a history by Darrin McMahon.  It’s an epic tome of 
  more than 500 pages which traces the philosophical 
  and  theological origins of the concept of     
  “happiness” through the classic western literature. 
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  1. I’ve not yet finished the book but what I can   
   already sense is this:  “Happiness” is more   
   often a gift one stumbles upon than it is a    
   possession one can pursue and domesticate. 
  2. That one of the unfortunate tendencies of the   
   “pursuit” of happiness is the tendency to    
   destroy the very thing we are pursuing. 
   *This can be heard in the stuffy, dour words of 
   the 19th Century arch-Bishop Richard    
   Whately when he opines “Happiness is no   
   laughing matter.” 
 D.  I think that there is a way to living in happiness,   
  however, that can be part of our discipleship,    
  and which can nurture in us a glad contentment   
  with the life we have been given. 

II.  The Psalms are a good place to start looking for   
  guidance. 
 A. Psalm 1 today suggests that Happy are they who: 
  1. Direct their thoughts to God and God’s Word 
  2. Make a commitment to be faithful in their   
   relationship to the Lord. 
 B. Another favorite, Psalm 32, adds: 
  1. Practice careful self-examination  — looking   
   for places in need of healing and correction. 
  2. Who embrace a brutal honesty about the ways 
   we fall short . . . And an even stronger trust in   
   the ways God’s love redeems all that is amiss   
   in us. 
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III. And the passage from John (Last week’s lection) is also   
 instructive. 
 A. When Jesus tells us he has instructed us so that his   
  “joy might be in us and our joy complete.” 
  1. He means the instruction about not only    
   abiding in God (as the Psalms would suggest) 
  2. But in loving others. 

 Happiness happens when we stay firmly committed to 
the important relationships in our lives. 

 * To God first 

 * To one another in an ever-expanding circle of grace 

Relationships take time . . . . 
 * Make time for friendship with God 

 * Make time for family & friends 

 * Make time for all those other children of God you   
  do not yet know and love. 
IV. It is fascinating that while Jesus speaks of “joy” in the   
 life of those who abide in him… “happiness” is never   
 mentioned. 
 A. Indeed, the word “happiness” never appears in the   
  New Testament and the word “Happy” only once. 

 Luke 19:6 So he{Zacheus} hurried down and was happy to welcome him. 
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 B. What are we to make of the realization that    
  happiness is not promised to those who follow    
  Christ? 

 C. I suppose one could argue that when Jesus says, 
“Blessed are they” that part of what he means is “happy” 
and yet when you read the sermon on the mount the 
circumstances in which people are “blessed” are not 
“happy” circumstances: 
Matt. 5:3   “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of 
heaven.  

Matt. 5:4   “Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be comforted.  

Matt. 5:5   “Blessed are the meek, for they will inherit the earth.  

Matt. 5:6   “Blessed are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for 
they will be filled.  

Matt. 5:7   “Blessed are the merciful, for they will receive mercy.  

Matt. 5:8   “Blessed are the pure in heart, for they will see God.  

Matt. 5:9   “Blessed are the peacemakers, for they will be called children of 
God.  

Matt. 5:10   “Blessed are those who are persecuted for righteousness’ sake, 
for theirs is the kingdom of heaven.  

Matt. 5:11   “Blessed are you when people revile you and persecute you and 
utter all kinds of evil against you falsely on my account.  
 D. Jesus speaks not of “Happiness” but of “joy,” and   
  “blessing.” 
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“Happiness turns up more or less where you’s expect it to—a good marriage, 
a rewarding job, a pleasant vacation.  Joy, on the other hand, is as 
notoriously unpredictable as the one who bequeathes it.”  

Frederick Buechner  Wishful Thinking p. 47. 

Maintain your soul in tranquil dependence on God; don’t worry; don’t mistake 
what you possess for what you are.  Accumulating things is useless.  Both mental 
and material avarice are merely silly in view of the dread facts of life and death.  
The White Knight would have done better had he left his baggage at home.  The 
simpler your house, the easier it will be to run.  The fewer the things and people 
you ‘Simply must have,’ the nearer you will be to the ideal of happiness—‘as 
having nothing to possess all.’” 

Evelyn Underhill page 294 of Disciplines for the Inner Life.

Which brings us back to Psalm 1 
 The Psalmist is saying, in essence, what Underhill 
advises: 
“Maintain your soul in tranquil dependence on God.” 
Psa. 1:1     Happy are those 
  who do not follow the advice of the wicked, 
 or take the path that sinners tread, 
  or sit in the seat of scoffers;  
2  but their delight is in the law of the LORD, 
  and on his law they meditate day and night.  
3  They are like trees 
  planted by streams of water, 
 which yield their fruit in its season, 
  and their leaves do not wither. 
 In all that they do, they prosper. 

 It is, of course, a divine irony that we best “pursue” 
happiness by letting happiness happen where it will and 
focussing our attention on the pursuit of other things: 
† Love of God 
† Love of Neighbor 
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† Love even of self 
† Avoidance of wickedness, sin, and scoffing, 
† The glad embrace of our dependence upon the God   
 from who all blessings flow. 

The irony is that if we will do those things we will have 
happiness and won’t even need to “pursue” it at all.
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