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“Why aren’t you dancing with joy at this very moment?” is the only relevant spiritual question.  

—Pir Vilayet Khan, Sufi Mystic 

 

Invitation to Worship: Rumi 

Dance, when you're broken open.  

Dance, if you've torn the bandage off.  

Dance in the middle of the fighting.  

Dance in your blood.  

Dance when you're perfectly free. 

 

Ancient Witness: John 15:9-11 

 

You know, so much of Christianity, liberal and conservative alike, is fear-based: 

fear of not measuring up, 

fear of being unworthy, 

fear of a punishing, vengeful, judging god, 

fear of hell and damnation. 

 

I run into this all the time.  At a funeral someone might say, “I know he’s in a good place now, 

because he was such a good person.”  And so the motivation is fear of missing out on God’s 

blessing.  Billy Graham used to start off his crusades by saying, “If you were to die tomorrow, 

where would you go?  Heaven or hell?”  That’s fear-based religion. 

 

Now, this kind of religion might produce obedient subjects, but it will not, in my view, produce 

spiritually mature people.  Ultimately, a religion must evolve from being fear-based to being joy-

based if it is to raise the spiritual consciousness of its people. 

 

“Always remember,” a rabbi once said, “joy is not incidental to your spiritual quest.  It is vital.”  

And we read that Jesus said to his disciples: “All these things that I have spoken to you, I have 

said them so that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be full.”  What a beautiful 

legacy—abundant joy. 

 

Sometimes when we hear the call of the prophetic message—working for justice in health care, 

in police reform, in labor rights, in environmental care—we can get discouraged or depressed.  

We can get overwhelmed by everything we should be doing.  But here’s the thing:  true prophets 

don’t just speak the truth to power. 

 

True prophets merged their exterior work of social transformation with an interior life of joy and 

happiness.  They weren’t motivated by shame, guilt, obligation, measuring up, being seen as 

righteous.  They weren’t negatively motivated by external expectations but positively motivated, 
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driven by an internal flame.  They had ecstatic experiences, which literally means “to stand 

outside oneself” of “be beside oneself” with joy. 

 

Jesus was out of this prophetic tradition, operating from a sense of intimacy with God.  Jesus did 

not offer a fear-based or success-based spirituality, but a joy-based spirituality.  There is no quid 

pro quo.  The motivation is not to “get” anything at all.  According to Jesus, everybody already 

has what they need to be incredibly happy.  It is within them.  The only thing they need to do is 

wake up, open their eyes, and then allow their actions to flow from this awareness. 

 

It is not the kind of happiness that the world or society offers—the happiness of achievement or 

acquisition.  I’m not talking about happiness as all sunshine and puppy dogs, that is superficial 

and denies the tears and suffering of life.  Rather, it is the kind of happiness that comes from a 

non-dual awareness that we see in many mystical traditions’ eastern religions.  Some call Jesus 

the first non-dual teacher of the western world.  It exists alongside the negatives and difficulties 

of life.  It is true that Jesus was “a man of sorrows, acquainted with grief.”  But he was also a 

person of deep, abiding joy.  It was not a joy that glosses over and denies the negative emotions; 

it much deeper and more profound than that. 

 

Here’s a story from Anthony de Mello, a Jesuit priest who was born and lived his life in India.  

It’s a story of a guy who is moving out of his village in India, and he sees what they in India call 

a sannyasi.  The sannyasi is the wandering mendicant or monk.  This is a person who, having 

attained enlightenment, understands that the whole world is his home and the sky is his roof, and 

that God is his parent who will look after him, so he moves from place to place the way you and 

I would move from one room of our home to another. 

 

So here is this wandering sannyasi, and the villager, when he meets him, says, “I cannot believe 

this.”  And the sannyasi says, “What is it you cannot believe?” 

 

And the villager says, “I had a dream about you last night.  I dreamt that the Lord Vishnu said to 

me ‘Tomorrow morning, you will leave the village around 11 o’clock, and you’ll run into this 

wandering sannyasi.’  And here, I’ve met you.” 

 

“What else did the Lord Vishnu say to you?” asks the sannyasi.  And the man says, “He said to 

me, ‘If the man gives you a precious stone he has, you will be the richest man in the whole 

world.’  Would you give me the stone?” 

 

So the sannyasi says, “Wait a minute.”  He rummages around in his knapsack that he had.  He 

asks, “Would this be the stone you are talking about?”  And the man couldn’t believe his eyes 

because it was a diamond—the largest diamond in the world. 

 

He holds the diamond in his hand and asks, “Could I have this?”  And the sannyasi says, “Sure, 

you could take it.  I found it in the forest.  You’re welcome to it.”  And he goes on, and sits under 

a tree on the outskirts of the village.  The man grasps this diamond, and how great is his joy! 

 

De Mello says that “this is the way our joy feels, isn’t it, the day we get something we really 

want?  Do you ever stop to ask how long it last?  You got the girl you wanted, right?  You got 
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the boy you wanted, right?  You got that car, huh?  You got the degree.  You were first in your 

university class.  How long does the joy last?  Let’s measure it.  I mean that.  How many 

seconds?  How many minutes?  You get tired of it, don’t you?  Then you are looking for 

something else, aren’t you?” 

 

So, the guy has this diamond, and instead of going home, he sits under a tree, and all day he sits, 

immersed in thought.  And toward the evening, he goes to the tree where the sannyasi is sitting, 

gives him the diamond back and says, “Could you do me a favor?”  “What?” says the sannyasi.  

“Could you give me the riches that make it possible for you to give this thing away so easily?” 

 

It was the Buddha who said that the root of all sorrow, the obstruction to true happiness, is 

attachment.  And he said that the end of suffering and the beginning of true happiness comes 

when we drop the attachments, which is the false belief that external things can make you happy.  

True happiness is caused by nothing; it is uncaused.   

 

De Mello said, “When you cling, happiness dies.  If your happiness depends on anyone or 

anything, that’s not happiness.  That’s anxiety.  That’s tension.  That’s pressure.  That’s fear.” 

 

He said that the problem is that we’ve been conditioned and taught that happiness is conditional, 

caused by things: “We’ve been programmed to be unhappy.  Anything we’re doing to be happy 

is going to make us unhappy… You don’t have to do anything.  You have to understand.  Drop 

the false belief.  Drop the attachment, and then you’ll know what happiness is… you falsely 

believe that without this thing or that person or situation or event, you will not be happy.  See its 

falseness, and you will be free.”  De Mello said, “If you ask the mystic why he or she is happy, 

the answer will be, ‘Why not?’  No block, no obstruction.  Why not?” 

 

Another one of my favorite teachers, Richard Rohr, talks about two kinds of happiness: 

emotional happiness versus a kind of happiness that is deeper.  He borrows a term from Bill 

Wilson, the founder of Alcoholics Anonymous, and that term is “emotional sobriety,” which is 

the idea that full sobriety is not just to stop drinking, but to become spiritually awakened and 

have some detachment from our emotional responses.  The idea is that we are all addicted to our 

emotions—they feel like truth—like the real thing—to us. But our emotions get us, they have us.  

We get drunk on them, we identify with them. 

 

When religion presents emotional happiness as the goal, it feeds into this addiction.  That’s the 

trap of emotionalism.  Rohr says, “All the great religions of the world at the highest (spiritual) 

levels would say God alone—something stable, inside us, and reliable—is the source of all 

sustained happiness… (true) happiness is an ‘inside job’ and not dependent on outer 

circumstances.” 

 

And so true happiness—deep, spiritual sustained happiness—enables, for example, joyful, 

soulful blues and jazz that we’re enjoying this morning.  It’s joy is independent of the 

circumstances, emerging out of and co-existing with the harsh and bleak experience of African 

American slaves in the deep south. 
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This deep joy is not tied to emotions and outer circumstances, but transcends them and somehow 

makes this music appropriate during funeral processions, even during the worst and most painful 

of times, through the dark valleys. 

 

Contemplation or Centering Prayer can help us get in touch with this uncaused happiness, this 

inner light.  Rohr writes: “For 20 minutes perhaps, you choose to not cater to your thoughts, 

emotions, addictions and programs for happiness.  You are not allowing them to have you, but 

instead you have them… (you are) compassionately observing your thoughts and emotions and 

then compassionately letting go of them.” 

 

And we let them go for something unshakable and lasting.  We let them go for the real thing. 

 

 

(NOTE: The spoken sermon, also available online, may differ slightly in phrasing and detail 

from this manuscript version.) 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 


