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      Preface

      Everyone wants to be happy. They may not always agree on what happiness is, and they certainly do not always agree on how to experience it. But whatever it is, they want it. So do you. “All men seek happiness,” wrote Blaise Pascal. “This is without exception. However different the means they may employ, they all strive towards this goal. . . . This is the end of every act of every man, including those who go and hang themselves.”1

      So it is not surprising that an awful lot of books have been written on the subject. There are books on happy habits, brains, diets, and chemicals; books on happy families, philosophies, and religions; books on the science of happiness, the sociology of happiness, the theology of happiness, and the history of happiness; books on how you can be happy if you really want to be and books on how you will actually be happier if you stop trying to be. In such a flooded landscape of ideas, it is probably worth explaining the approach taken in this book before we get started.

      Happiness is an attempt to bring together three types of writing on happiness. All three have influenced me in important ways, but they are almost always kept separate from one another. The first type is biblical and pastoral, in which the case is made from Scripture that God is happy and wants us to find our highest joy in him. The second type is theological and philosophical; it mounts an argument for considering happiness as the result of living a virtuous, loving, and good life, in dialogue with Christian theologians and ancient and modern philosophers. The third type is psychological and sociological, full of studies, charts, and all kinds of practical recommendations on how to live a happier life. The second and especially the third types often have bright yellow covers. The first type never does.2

      Some writers combine two of these three genres. C. S. Lewis, who wrote about joy in most of his books, bridges the first and the second. Jonathan Haidt is an influential example of someone who blends the second and the third.3 But in Happiness, I seek to integrate all three. I am convinced we can learn from pastors, theologians, philosophers, and psychologists on the subject of happiness—and that some of our greatest thinkers, from Paul to Augustine to Pascal to Lewis, were comfortable wearing any of these various hats if the situation required it. I have also found it both intriguing and encouraging to discover how often the best thinkers in each category are saying very similar things.

      Structurally, this book is organized around six questions: why, what, who, when, where, and how. I start by considering why enjoyment is possible, rooted in what Scripture says about the character and purposes of God (chap. 1). Then I explore what happiness actually is and how the wide range of words we use for it overlap and differ from one another (chap. 2), before looking at who we are and how our bodies, souls, natures, minds, emotions, and brains collaborate—or not—in our desire to rejoice (chap. 3). In the next two chapters we think about the when and the where of enjoyment, drawing from Ecclesiastes and the Psalms in particular to reflect on how happiness relates first to time (chap. 4) and then to space (chap. 5). We finish with the very practical question that most people are asking (chap. 6): How can we actually rejoice in the Lord, live the good life, and experience joy?

      A couple of disclaimers before we start. First, I am a pastor. My specialist training is in the study of the New Testament, not positive psychology or mental health; and although I have done my best to learn about these fields in the areas where they overlap with the subject of this book, I would be the first to admit that I am not an expert on them. Readers looking for more details (and credentials!) can follow the footnotes in the relevant sections, especially in chapters 3 and 6.

      Second, I am also by nature quite a cheerful person. That might sound like a strange disclaimer, especially if you have been raised to believe you should never trust a skinny chef. But as we will see, our God-given dispositions play a major role in the extent to which we experience joy in this life—although not (thankfully!) in eternity—and those of us who are Eeyores by nature can often find it annoying to be told to cheer up by Tiggers, especially if they do not realize how much their positivity results from their temperament. I hope that a mixture of pastoral experience, personal trials, and a bit of self-awareness will prevent me from falling into that trap, but I thought it was better to come clean about it nonetheless.

      With all that said, here is a book on what happiness is, where to find it, and how to make it last forever. Enjoy.
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      The Road to Joy

      How We Rejoice

      Rejoice in the Lord always; again I will say, rejoice.

      Philippians 4:4

      If you pick up a Bible and let it fall open at random, there’s a good chance it will open in the book of Psalms. Israel’s songbook is right in the middle of the Old Testament: a vast compendium of songs for all seasons, emotional and thoughtful. It’s full of calls to weeping, wisdom, and worship; of noisy praise and silent prayer; of lamentation and celebration. It is the book that Jesus quotes the most. It is the book the New Testament quotes the most. It has been central to the way God’s people worship for the past three thousand years. And it opens with one of Scripture’s most beautiful words: the Hebrew word asher, meaning “flourishing,” “thriving,” or “happy.”

      [Asher] is the man

      who walks not in the counsel of the wicked,

      nor stands in the way of sinners,

      nor sits in the seat of scoffers;

      but his delight is in the law of the Lord,

      and on his law he meditates day and night.

      He is like a tree

      planted by streams of water

      that yields its fruit in its season,

      and its leaf does not wither.

      In all that he does, he prospers. (Ps. 1:1–3)

      Ponder the implications of that for a moment. What does it say about God that the opening words of his songbook are about how we find happiness? What should we conclude from the fact that the Psalter begins by describing how human beings can flourish like a fruitful, well-watered tree? It means that God cares about our thriving (Ps. 1:1), our delight (1:2), and our prosperity (1:3). It means he is committed to teaching us how to be asher—where we walk, stand, and sit; whom we associate with; and what we delight and meditate on—not least in the 149 songs that follow.1 It means that Jesus Christ, who is the ultimate subject of all the psalms and the perfect example of this one, is completely asher as well. It means that the happiness of God’s people is not a marginal concern of his but a central thread that runs through the Psalms and indeed the Scriptures. It means, as I argued in chapter 1, that God wants you to be happy.

      The rest of the Psalter shows us where this happiness is ultimately found—namely, in God. This is the case I made in chapter 5. There are all kinds of delights in God’s good world, many of which are specifically celebrated in the Psalms, including the skies (Ps. 19), physical health (Ps. 41), food and drink (Ps. 65), wise government (Ps. 72), long life (Ps. 92), the variety of creation (Ps. 104), marriage and children (Pss. 127–128), and material provision (Ps. 144). All of them should be enjoyed. All of them come from the hand of a good God, along with spiritual blessings like deliverance from evil (Ps. 18), forgiveness of sins (Ps. 32), rescue from death (Ps. 49), freedom from fear (Ps. 56), hope (Ps. 62), grace (Ps. 103), God’s word (Ps. 119), and his everlasting steadfast love (Ps. 136). But the location of perfect joy is the presence of God himself. He is where we find fullness of joy and pleasures forever (Ps. 16:11). Dwelling in his house is the “one thing” that satisfies (Ps. 27:4). So it is fitting that the Psalter, which opens by talking about human flourishing, closes by inviting people to sing, play, dance, delight, and exult in God (Pss. 146–149) and by summoning “everything that has breath” to “praise the Lord” (150:6). If you want to be asher, rejoice in God.

      It all sounds so simple. But as we saw in chapters 2, 3, and 4, it is made more complicated by several things. One is the multilayered character of our emotional life and the language we use to describe it, which makes us capable not only of experiencing joy in God and sorrow in circumstances at the same time but also of using words like “happiness” in at least seven different ways, which may or may not overlap with one another (chap. 2). Another thing that complicates matters is the complexity of our humanity as a whole, with the tensions that exist between body and soul, heart and mind, flesh and spirit, and the different functions of our brain (chap. 3). Then we have the passing of time, the transience of this world, and the certainty of death, each casting a shadow over our whole lives and leaving us longing for an imperishable eternity (chap. 4). So while we must not settle for a joy so deep we never feel it—and that is certainly a danger—we must not pretend we can get rid of every challenge in life until only the smile is left, like the Cheshire Cat in Alice in Wonderland. Happiness is possible, but it is not always easy.

      Wisdom from Positive Psychology

      We now turn to the final question and, for many of us, the most pressing one: How can we increase our joy? What sorts of things can we do and what sorts of people can we become such that our lives are increasingly colored by deep and lasting happiness?

      The previous chapters have pointed to a number of answers. Become more like God (chap. 1). Prioritize deeper forms of happiness over shallower ones (chap. 2). Know yourself, and use the body to stir the soul, the rider to train the elephant, the Spirit to mortify the flesh, and the daily decisions you make to help your brain (chap. 3). Work with the grain of time, from the time of day/month/year to the season of life you are in, and reflect on the certain realities of death and resurrection (chap. 4). Most importantly, seek the place of greatest joy, which is the presence of God—particularly as he dwells among his people in Word, Spirit, and sacrament—rather than the absence of difficulty (chap. 5).

      But in this chapter we will supplement those answers by addressing the question in more detail. What kinds of habits and practices cultivate happiness? What is the road to joy?

      Your local bookshop is full of suggestions. Many of them are helpful. In a book cowritten with Oprah Winfrey, Harvard professor and happiness guru Arthur Brooks identifies four major “happiness pillars”—family, friendship, work, and faith—which should be the focus of our lives, along with the emotional habits we need to cultivate if we want to maximize our wellbeing: gratitude, humor, hope, compassion, awe, and humility.2 Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi draws attention to the experience of “flow,” whereby we are so engaged in our work or play that time stops and our consciousness merges with the activity.3 Martin Seligman highlights the importance of accomplishment, positive relationships, and “belonging to and serving something that you believe is bigger than the self.”4

      Christopher Peterson gives a “three-word summary of positive psychology: Other people matter.”5 Jonathan Haidt emphasizes love, flow, adversity, virtue, and divinity (which itself incorporates spirituality, awe, transcendence, and religious community).6 Robert Waldinger and Marc Schulz present an eighty-year-long Harvard study on human flourishing, which essentially concludes that the best indicator of our wellbeing and satisfaction in life is the strength of our relationships.7 Sonja Lyubomirsky lists twelve practical steps toward happiness, including several of the above as well as forgiveness, optimism, developing coping strategies, avoiding comparisons, and looking after our bodies.8 Berkeley psychology professor Dacher Keltner focuses on the transformative power of experiencing awe on a daily basis.9

      There is much we can learn from all this research. In particular, positive psychologists have highlighted the importance of interrogating negative thoughts (cognitive behavioral therapy); they have shown us the value of finding achievable but challenging tasks to which we can give undivided attention, and in which we can be thoroughly absorbed (“flow” or what we might call “being in the zone”); and they have demonstrated that the things that actually make us happy are not necessarily the same as the things we think will make us happy.

      We assume that a larger house is worth the nuisance of a commute through heavy traffic, but the evidence suggests the reverse is true, because we quickly adapt to the larger house but not to the stressful commute.10 We think a dramatic increase of wealth will make us happier than it actually does. We take it for granted that we enjoy relaxing at home more than being productive at work, but studies have shown that it is often the other way around, especially if the task in question is well matched to our skill set.11 Even when people know that an hour spent reading a good book, learning a new recipe, playing with a child, or talking to a friend will make them happier than scrolling on the sofa, many will scroll on the sofa anyway. You can probably think of your own examples.

      But what is most striking about these findings from positive psychology is how Christian most of them are. Cultivate virtue. Grow in gratitude, focusing more on what you have than what you don’t have. Be compassionate and kind. Give yourself to the service of other people. Forgive people when they sin against you, and ask for forgiveness when you sin against them. Love your neighbor as you love yourself. Do not compare yourself with others, whether in envious inferiority or superior pride. Pursue spirituality, ideally as part of a religious community. Seek experiences of transcendent awe, fear, and wonder. Humble yourself. Meditate. Pray. Remain faithful to your family, particularly your marriage partner. Seek peace in your relationships. Use experiences of hardship as opportunities for growth in perseverance, resilience, and character. Do not overestimate the value of money and possessions or let the quest for them lead you into anxiety. Find a meaning and purpose in life that is bigger than you. Cultivate faith, hope, and love, and the greatest of these is love.

      All of these teachings are central to the Christian vision of the good life. Moreover, for most of them, you need look no further than the Sermon on the Mount. And that is hardly surprising, since the Sermon on the Mount is in many ways a sermon on human flourishing and the good life. It begins with nine invitations into a way of life that leads to flourishing (Matt. 5:3–12); then describes a life that is integrated, whole, and complete in relation to others (5:21–48) and to God (6:1–18); then warns people about the joy-destroying power of greed, envy, anxiety, comparison, and judgmentalism (6:19–7:6); and finishes by laying out the two paths available to all of us, the paths of wisdom or folly, thriving or destruction (7:13–27).12 You might think that the books with happiness surveys and yellow covers have little in common with the world’s most famous sermon. But in essence, both of them are addressing the same question—how do humans flourish and find happiness?—and providing eerily similar answers.

      We could say the same of Paul’s letters.13 “Put to death therefore what is earthly in you” (Col. 3:5), Paul tells the Colossians. Then he lists many of the joy-stealing vices you would be warned about in a mainstream book on happiness: infidelity, greed, envy, comparison, anger, bitterness, malice, slander, and deceitfulness (Col. 3:5–9). In their place, he continues, you should cultivate very different habits, which (again) overlap closely with the ones that happiness gurus would prescribe:

      Put on then, as God’s chosen ones, holy and beloved, compassionate hearts, kindness, humility, meekness, and patience, bearing with one another and, if one has a complaint against another, forgiving each other; as the Lord has forgiven you, so you also must forgive. And above all these put on love, which binds everything together in perfect harmony. And let the peace of Christ rule in your hearts, to which indeed you were called in one body. And be thankful. (Col. 3:12–15)

      This overlap should be encouraging for two reasons. One is that becoming more like Christ involves exactly the sort of character, habits, and virtues that make human beings happier, according to psychological research. (Note that this is not the same as the habits that make our lives easier. Flourishing is not the absence of suffering. For now, flourishing is impossible without suffering.)

      The other reason is that whoever you ask—ancient philosophers with their observations, modern psychologists with their surveys, or Christian teachers with their Bibles—you will find that if you stand back from the ups and downs of a particular mood or moment and look at life as a whole, you will see that happiness, goodness, and flourishing are essentially the same thing. Admittedly, in a particular snapshot, it might not always look that way (as Psalm 73 makes very clear). An arrogant, exploitative, narcissistic, promiscuous, and vicious person might look on top of the world in their Instagram reels; a humble, kind, faithful, and virtuous person might be sobbing through a period of personal tragedy or struggle. But when we take the long view, all the evidence suggests that virtuous people lead happier lives overall. Those whose lives are marked by love, kindness, humility, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control will experience higher satisfaction, stronger relationships, deeper meaning, and greater flourishing in their lifetimes than those whose lives are not, whatever circumstances may come. We call it the good life for a reason.

      The Good Life

      To see how this works, consider a few examples: humility, thankfulness, compassion, kindness, forgivness, life-in-common, grief, praise, awe, and love. There are others we could add as well, including courage, patience, hope, and self-control, but these ten will get us started.

      Humility. This is where Jesus begins in the Sermon on the Mount. Flourishing are the poor in spirit, for they shall inherit the kingdom. Flourishing are the meek, for they shall inherit the earth. Christ keeps hammering away at the need for humility throughout his ministry, telling parables of planks and specks, smug Pharisees and broken tax collectors, the proud being humbled and the humble being exalted. He calls his disciples to become like children, defines leadership in terms of service, singles out low status people for praise, and walks the path of humility himself. If you read the Gospels, you cannot fail to notice it.

      What we do not always notice, though, are all the connections between humility and happiness. Humble people are far less entitled, far more grateful, and far less prone to grumbling, judgmentalism, and envy than proud people—almost by definition. They recognize their own faults and resolve interpersonal conflicts much more quickly than proud people, which means their relationships are characterized by higher trust and higher openness.14 They laugh at themselves. They share praise. They are not crushed by their mistakes, because they are well aware of their imperfections already. They put others before themselves, which makes them more desirable (and often more successful) colleagues in work environments.15 They think in terms of what they have but do not deserve rather than what they deserve but do not have. Consequently, the humble don’t grumble.

      Thankfulness. Scripture is bursting with gratitude: reasons for it, examples of it, stories about it, exhortations to it. Partly, this is because it is an appropriate response to the goodness of God. If you recognize that “every good gift and every perfect gift is from above, coming down from the Father of lights, with whom there is no variation or shadow due to change” (James 1:17), then you will obviously want to express gratitude to him for all the gifts you have received.

      But in many ways thankfulness benefits the thanker more than the thanked. When you are grateful for something, you do several things that are likely to make you happier, including (1) remembering and (2) savoring the gift for which you are grateful, (3) expressing it in words, thereby (4) driving out negative thoughts, (5) strengthening your ties to the person who gave it to you, and (6) focusing on what you have rather than what you do not. As such, positive psychologists frequently point out the numerous benefits of gratitude, which range from greater resilience, confidence, optimism, and relational bonds to lower blood pressure, stress, self-pity, overthinking, materialism, and envy.16 (Even if you had never met someone, you could make a good estimate of her overall happiness by reading her text messages and seeing how often she expressed thanks and appreciation.) Happier still are those who regularly give thanks for gifts other people receive, as well as for gifts they themselves receive.17

      Compassion. One of the most surprising things I learned while researching this book was that showing compassion makes us much happier than showing empathy. Empathy (literally “in-feeling”) means putting yourself in someone else’s shoes so that you can feel his or her pain. Compassion (literally “suffering with”) converts this into action, whereby you not only understand the other person’s pain but also learn to tolerate it and act to alleviate it.18 When people are trained in empathy, their mood generally gets worse, because they are now carrying other people’s pain as well as their own—whereas when people are trained in compassion, their mood improves because they are equipped with the resilience to tolerate the pain and the practical steps to address it.19 The difference will be obvious to anyone who has had to administer a painful injection to a child.20

      While Scripture does not say much about empathetic feeling, it says a great deal about compassionate action, whether in the form of healing the sick (Matt. 14:14), teaching the crowds (Mark 6:34), preaching the gospel (Matt. 9:35–38), feeding the hungry (Mark 8:2), raising the dead (Luke 7:13), welcoming the prodigal (Luke 15:20), visiting the prisoner (Heb. 10:34), or lifting a victim of violent assault onto your donkey and paying for his recuperation (Luke 10:33). Not only that, but Scripture also explicitly connects such actions to the flourishing and wellbeing of the one who shows compassion not just the one who is shown it.

      If you pour yourself out for the hungry

      and satisfy the desire of the afflicted,

      then shall your light rise in the darkness

      and your gloom be
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