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“SO YOU WANT TO BE HAPPY”
John 10:3-10
Jesus said, “The real shepherd cares for his sheep, calls his own sheep by name and leads them where they need to go.  When he has brought out all his own, he goes on ahead of them, and his sheep follow him because they know his voice.  But they will never follow a stranger; in fact, they will run away from him because they do not recognize a stranger’s voice.”

Therefore, Jesus said, “I tell you the truth, I am the gate for the sheep.  All who ever came before me were thieves and robbers, but the sheep did not listen to them.  I am the gate; whoever enters through me will be saved.  He or she will come in and go out, and find pasture.  The thief comes only to steal and kill and destroy; I have come that they may have life, and have it abundantly.”


Jesus said, “I came that you might have life and have it abundantly.”  God wants you to be happy; God wants me to be happy.  I think you know that.  Let me tell you that happiness is a by-product of the choices we make and the principles by which we live.  Let me say that again…HAPPINESS IS A BY-PRPODUCT OF THE CHOICES WE MAKE AND THE PRINCIPLES BY WHICH WE LIVE!  This morning I want to share with you FIVE PRINCIPLES through which you and I can find greater happiness for our lives!
I.  LET THE PAST BE THE PAST

All of us have past failures, past mistakes, past embarrassments, past strained relationships, past poor choices, past hurts which can haunt our lives if we let them.  If we’re not careful with the past, it can imprison us spiritually and emotionally and mentally.

We all know, I think, that most of the New Testament in the Bible was written by the Apostle Paul.  Of the 27 books of the New Testament it is generally agreed that Paul wrote 13 of those books.  In one of his most familiar statements Paul says, “One thing I do.  I forget what is behind and I press on toward what is ahead.”  That’s good advice for all of us.

Of course, this doesn’t mean we don’t seek to learn from the past – our past mistakes, our past failures, our past failed relationships, our past poor choices; and it doesn’t mean we don’t seek to correct past behaviors which need correcting, or make amends for past actions; but it does mean that we should not let the past diminish our present and future joy and peace.

I like the one way one poet puts it when he writes in a poem titled, Yesterday.
Yesterday is just that – it’s yesterday.

It cannot be relived.

It cannot be retrieved.

It cannot be changed.

It is done.  It is gone.  It is old news.

Don’t let yesterday be your master.

Yes, words spoken were spoken.

Yes, emotions were released.

Yes, actions were taken.

But, yesterday was yesterday.

Today is today.

New words can be spoken.

New actions can be taken.

New possibilities can arise.

Put yesterday where it belongs…

in the past.

II. GO EASY ON THE IMPERFECTIONS OF OTHERS
Just as we want others to avoid holding us to the standard of perfection, so we should not hold others to the standard of perfection either.  We want others to go easy on our imperfections and so we should go easy on their imperfections as well.


I don’t know about you but I like to read the Dear Abby column in the newspaper.  I read it every day.  I never cease to be amazed at the number of people who write in and talk about working for an overly critical boss or living with an overly critical spouse or having overly critical parents or living near overly critical neighbors.  Based on the Dear Abby columns there are a lot of really, really critical people out there.


You know what my experience has been?  Overly critical people are almost never happy people.  Those who can accept the imperfections in others are the ones who are happy.  Those who are peace with themselves are those who are peace with others.  You cannot, I don’t believe, truly be at peace with yourself unless you are seeking to be patient and understanding with the imperfections of others.  Just as we let folks down; folks are going to let us down.  

Now I’m not saying that we ignore issues that may need to be addressed in someone’s behavior or someone’s actions.  There are those times we must address the actions and behaviors of others; both for our own good and the good of others.  But those who typically are patient and tolerant of the mistakes of others are truly the happiest people. 

III. AVOID THE “IF ONLY” SYNDROME
Far too many don’t achieve the level of happiness and joy in life which is possible simply because
 they live constantly in the “if only zone.”  

· If only I had the job I want

· If only life hadn’t done this to me

· If only my family situation were better

· If only I weren’t dealing with this challenge at this time

· If only I had more money

· If only I could have the opportunities others do

· If only I had the talent he or she has
“If only”…then I could be happy.  Well, “if only” persons never end up happy.

One of my favorite authors is Father John Powell.  I’ve mentioned him to you before.  Father 
Powell is a retired professor of theology and psychology at Loyola University in Chicago.  He is the author of numerous insightful books on human experience with titles like:  Fully Human, Fully Alive; Why Am I Afriad to Tell You Who I Am?;  The Secret to Staying in Love; etc.  One of his books, which I’ve previously, is titled, Happiness is An Inside Job.  In that book he writes:

“I think we are looking for happiness in all the wrong places.  We have pinned our hopes on other people and objects that simply cannot deliver.  To remind myself, I have a sign on the mirror over my sink.  It reads:  ‘YOU ARE LOOKING AT THE FACE OF THE PERSON WHO IS RESPONSIBLE FOR YOUR HAPPINESS.’” (p. 11)

Isn’t that an insightful truth?  Each time you look in the mirror, you are looking at the only person who can really make you happy.

 IV.
REACH OUTSIDE YOURSELF TO HELP OTHERS

Another of my favorite writers over the years has been Leo Buscaglia.  Dr. Buscaglia died in 1998.  He was for many years a professor of special education at the University of Southern California.  He was a well-known author who wrote such books as Living, Loving, and Learning and Bus 9 to Paradise.  Perhaps his most well-known book is the work The Fall of Freddie the Leaf.  There simply is not a better book for helping children cope with the reality of death than that book.


In one of his books Buscaglia tells about a student at USC who came to him admitting that he was battling a lethargic spirit and attitude.  His name was Joel.  He told Dr. Buscaglia that he just didn’t have any energy or enthusiasm for life.  He didn’t feel like studying.  He didn’t feel like spending time with his friends.  He didn’t feel like communicating with his parents.  He felt he was sliding into depression.  He told Dr. Buscaglia, “Life just has no meaning.  There is nothing really worthwhile.”  As Buscaglia tells it, he told Joey he had a plan for getting him out of his mental and emotional doldrums.  He said, “Joel, I want you to go with me over to the convalescent center near the university campus.  I think I know how we can get you out of this depressive state.  I want you to start volunteering there and spending some time focusing on the needs of others.”  Well, as you might imagine, Joey initially resisted the idea but feeling like he had to do something to move forward, he agreed.  They went to the center and Dr. Buscaglia pointed out an elderly woman sitting in the foyer and he told Joel to go over and talk with her.  “What will I say?”, Joel asked.  “Just go up, introduce yourself, and ask her how she’s doing.”  Joel went over to the lady, spoke to her, and she said, “Are you a relative?”  “Well, no, I’m not.”  “Good”, she said, “sit down and talk.”  That began Joel’s regular volunteer day at the convalescent center.  He would talk with them, play bingo with them, joke with them, and read to them.  Over time his time with these older adults was so successful that his regular day there became known as “Joel’s Day.”   Then there came the day that Dr. Buscaglia saw Joel at a USC football game with a group of older adults; they all were having a blast!

Reaching out to help others changed Joel’s life.  It sparked a renewed energy and enthusiasm for life which he so desperately sought.  Now I’m not about to say this morning that reaching out to others automatically drives away depressive tendencies; it’s not always that simple.  But, I can tell you that those who reach outside themselves, those who give of their time and energy to help others, those who are self-giving people are almost always deeply happy people.

V.
SEE THE GOOD IN THE EVERYDAY


I read recently some startling statistics; the cost of raising a child from birth through 17 years of age.  This data is mind-boggling.  The cost of raising a child from birth through age 17 is somewhere between $160,000 and $250,000.  Isn’t that astounding?  The cost of providing the necessities for our children for those 17 years is a staggering amount.  The range depends on the level of income as obviously those with higher incomes tend to spend more on their children.  And none of these figures include the costs of college.  


Well, let me share with you a response someone made to that information.  It’s a piece that helps put it all in perspective:

Raising children is no easy matter.  It requires patience, stamina, resolve, a willingness to give up your needs for their needs, and the ability to accept that things are going to happen in their lives which disrupt yours.  Raising children is not for the faint of heart.

But oh the rewards.  The gift of a child’s smile and laughter.  Their sense of wonder about life and the world which renews your own sense of wonder.  The freedom to frolic in the snow or the rain or the mud.  The inescapable joy which permeates their lives.  The needed challenge to your settled routine which invites you to break away and do something exciting.  The heart-filling words, “I love you, Mom; I love you, Dad.”  The indescribable fulfillment as they mature and grow and become their own persons.  The pride as they move along life’s journey and accomplish what they’re meant to accomplish.  Words cannot describe in the end the gifts our children bring to us along our life’s way. 

So one the one side we’re told of the enormous amount of money it takes to raise children, but then we’re reminded of the great joy they bring to our lives!  Here are the burdens, but oh the unfathomable blessings!


My point here is that we can look at life one of two ways; we can focus on the drain, the responsibilities, the routines, the challenges or we can focus on the deep blessings!  Every day – even amidst our draining routines and responsibilities – there are profound blessings!  Every day brings some marvelous good – if only we have eyes to see and ears to hear!

CLOSING

Jesus said, “I came that you might life and that you might have it abundantly.”  God wants you to be happy and God wants me to be happy.  But we need to remember that happiness is a by-product of the choices we make and the principles by which we live.  I invite you this morning to embrace these principles and therein discover the great happiness life can bring!!
1. LET THE PAST BE THE PAST
2. GO EASY ON THE IMPERFECTIONS OF OTHERS

3. AVOID THE “IF ONLY” SYNDROME

4. REACH OUT AND HELP OTHERS

5. SEE THE GOOD IN THE EVERYDAY
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