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 Sometimes we need a mirror to see ourselves clearly. Whether we’re talking 

about our physical appearance or our assumptions about life. That’s why I enjoyed 

a recent article from a British outsider about the American pursuit of happiness. 

After six months in America she said, “The biggest difference between Britain and 

America: [is that] America is obsessed with happiness.”  [musing] Now I should 1

add: she’s living in California so that probably skews her perspective. But still, it’s 

a fair observation. Because the American pursuit of happiness is completely 

different than the “armchair cynicism” of a typical “British approach” to life. She 

says, “It’s not that [Brits] don’t want to be happy. It just feels embarrassing to 

discuss it and demeaning to chase it, like calling someone moments after a first 

date to ask if they like you.”   2

 At the end of the article she wonders if maybe we have some blindspots in 

our pursuit of happiness. Bc happiness is one of those cultural values that’s 

enshrined in our national charter: the inalienable right to life, liberty, and the 

pursuit of happiness. It’s our birthright - an incredible gift. And maybe it’s also so 

familiar that we need a mirror to see our pursuit of happiness more clearly. Bc 

despite all our time & energy, there’s been almost no change in the level of 

American happiness for as long as we’ve kept records. For the last 45 years just 

under one-third of Americans have consistently reported they’re happy. It’s a 

 http://www.vox.com/first-person/2016/10/4/13093380/happiness-america-ruth-whippman1

 Ibid.2

http://www.vox.com/first-person/2016/10/4/13093380/happiness-america-ruth-whippman


Rev. Eric Hillegas Year C Proper 26, 2016 
St. Chrysostom’s, Quincy

number that’s remained almost completely “untouched by [decades of] 

mindfulness or megachurches, by yoga or meditation” or parenting techniques. 

We’re not the happiest nation on earth, but we are “the most anxious, with nearly a 

third of Americans likely to suffer from an anxiety disorder in their lifetime.” 

 Maybe happiness isn’t something that belongs in the center of our vision. 

Maybe happiness isn’t something we can chase after (like buying another gadget or 

planning a weekend adventure with the right beer). Maybe happiness is less like 

the focus in the center of our lives & more like “the byproduct” of a life well-lived. 

 And that’s where today’s Readings come in. Because today’s Readings are 

and invitation to pursue happiness as the byproduct of life well-lived. If our faith 

has anything to contribute to the American pursuit of happiness, it may have less to 

do with mindfulness or feelings of empowerment (important as those may be) and 

more to do with the invitation to a life well-lived. 

 Today’s Gospel is all about explosive joy & happiness in the story of 

Zacchaeus. It’s all about happiness that overflows into the broader community and 

touches the lives of everyone it meets by offering them a new start. It’s all about a 

deep, life-giving happiness that’s rooted in the simple - but costly - act of 

forgiveness. You see, the message of our Gospel is that forgiveness is one of the 

central actions that feeds happiness. Forgiveness. Not power. Not pleasure. Not 

prestige. For Christians happiness is never something we achieve or chase after on 

its own. Happiness is never at the center of our lives. It’s always the byproduct of a 
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good life defined by the central act of forgiveness. 

 Forgiveness feeds happiness. That’s what happens in the story of Zacchaeus. 

He literally forgives the debts of others. Zacchaeus, the chief tax collector of 

Jericho, the one whose life is literally built on the debts imposed by Israel’s 

oppressors. Zacchaeus, one of the people in his community in the best position to 

pursue happiness through power, pleasure or prestige - with the full backing of the 

Roman Empire - he’s the one who finds happiness by forgiving the debts of others.  

 Forgiveness certainly isn’t restricted to finances, but it’s also no accident that 

finances and forgiveness so often go together in the stories of our faith. Because 

finances have always been one of the most practical ways of demonstrating our 

power & prestige in the world. Finances have always been a gateway to greater 

pleasure. It’s no accident that one of the key phrases in the Lord’s Prayer is:  

forgive us our debts, as we also forgive our debtors (Matt. 6.12, cf. Lk. 11.4). 

Because finances are also one of the most practical ways to demonstrate the 

transforming power of a forgiven life. Forgiveness feeds happiness; both for us & 

for others.  

 But forgiveness is costly. It’s costly to forgive people if they owe us 

something - whether it’s a financial debt, a social debt, or an emotional debt. So 

instead of forgiveness it’s always been easier to focus on something else. Instead of 

forgiveness, it’s always been easier to focus on things like rituals that occupy our 

attention; things like the feasts, the prayers, and the sacrifices we hear about today 
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in the prophet Isaiah (1:10-18). Sometimes it’s just easier to bring a few offerings 

into the temple, to burn some incense and say prayer, or to celebrate a big festival. 

Those are rituals that feel cleansing or empowering. Those are the actions that 

make us feel like we’re paying attention to the God of our faith. 

 It’s always been that way. That’s how it was for the prophet Isaiah 700 years 

before Jesus. And today the prophet Isaiah tells the people that God has had 

“enough” of their offerings (1.11); God can’t “endure” their gatherings (1.13); God 

“hates” their festivals (1.14) - because there’s a gap between what they’re saying 

and what they’re doing. There’s a gap between their pious words and their selfish 

deeds. The people of Israel cared deeply about happiness but they’re pursuing it the 

wrong way. They assume they can just look out for their own good and let God 

worry about the world. And God says, “No, that’s how it works.” 

 In Isaiah we learn that our happiness is deeply connected with the world’s 

happiness. And forgiveness is what bridges the gap between our rituals and our 

deeds. When it looks like our happiness can only be found by defending and 

protecting our own turf - forgiveness bridges the gap. When it looks like our 

happiness can only be found by collecting all the debts people owe us - forgiveness 

bridges the gap. When it looks like our happiness is competing with the relentless 

pressures & scarce resources of the world - forgiveness bridges the gap. In the 

context of our world, forgiveness is going to feel completely unnatural or even 

threatening. It’s going to take time to figure it out. That’s okay. To quote the 
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prophet Isaiah:  cease to do evil, and learn to do good (Is 1:17).  

 Learn it. You see, for Christians the good life takes practice. It’s something 

we learn. It takes practice to learn a way of life that don’t simply rely on our own 

power, pleasure, or prestige. We need to learn that our deepest happiness is 

connected with actions like rescuing the oppressed, defending the orphan, and 

pleading for widows. 

  And today’s Psalm can be one of our best helps. Because the picture of 

forgiveness that we find in the Psalm is big enough to include all of life. In today’s 

Psalm we hear, Blessed is the one whose transgression is forgiven (Psa. 32.1) - and 

that word forgiven means something like carrying a heavy load. Blessed is the one 

whose burden is carried. For Christians the forgiveness that feeds happiness means 

carrying the burdens of others. But we’re not on our own. We’re invited to let God 

carry our burdens so that we can carry the burdens of others. The psalmist says, “I 

will confess my transgressions to the LORD,” and you forgave [you carried the 

weight] of my burden (Psa 32:5). 

 Forgiveness feeds happiness because forgiveness is what carries the burdens 

& transgressions of the world. We’re invited to let God carry our burdens so that 

we are able to carry the burdens and transgressions of others; so that we are able to 

carry the burdens of the oppressed, the orphan, and the widow. You see forgiveness 

isn’t limited to the burdens of people who personally wrong us. Forgiveness also 

includes carrying the collective burden of any wrongs that our society inflicts upon 
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others. We’re invited to be people who learn to carry others burdens. We’re invited 

to see the connection between our happiness and the world’s happiness. Until we 

learn to do good by carrying burdens of the world, the Prophet Isaiah says that 

even if we think we’re stretching out clean hands in prayer to God, the only thing 

God may see is the blood of our indifference to the burdens of the world.  

 Forgiveness feeds happiness. Make forgiveness a central pillar of your life - 

put it right at the center; allowing God to carry your burden so that you’re able to 

carry the burdens of others. It’s one of the keys happiness. It’s one of the keys to 

new life in a broken world. Forgiveness creates happiness that spills into our 

communities, creating new relationships with former enemies. It’s one of the keys 

to happiness. And forgiveness grows out of our relationship, our fellowship & 

feasting, with Jesus. So that every week when we gather at the Eucharistic, and 

come into this church bearing the burdens of the world, we offer them to Jesus. 

And we hear Jesus speak to us like spoke to Z.; affirming that we too are God’s 

people - children of Abraham; and that because of our willingness to carry the 

burdens of the world - salvation has come to our house too. Amen. 
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