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 The Anatomy of Happiness


      Blessed are those you choose


      and bring near to live in your courts!


      We are filled with the good things of your house,


      of your holy temple.


      Psalm 65:4


      The Pursuit of Happiness


      You want to be happy. Admit it; it’s okay. I want the same thing. Everyone does. Your longing for happiness is valid. If I love someone, my love inevitably expresses itself in my desire for his or her happiness. I want my children to be happy, and as a child of God, I know that God wants me to be happy.


      The very first psalm in the Psalter is essentially written to answer the question about how we can be truly happy. The placing of this psalm at the opening of the Psalter was intentional. It was put there to introduce what the editors of the Psalter saw as the message of the book they were compiling. They recognized that the Psalter as a whole shows us a pathway by which we can attain true happiness. It is a pathway that is described not in terms of outward actions but in terms of an inward journey of faith. The psalms show us the disposition of a godly person in every kind of life circumstance. Whether he be in hardship or prosperity, as Psalm 1 says, because he is walking in the ways of God, his leaves shall never wither.


      Blessed is the man


      who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked


      or stand in the way of sinners


      or sit in the seat of mockers.


      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,


      which yields its fruit in season


      and whose leaf does not wither.


      Whatever he does prospers. (Ps. 1:1–3)


      The Hebrew word translated here as “blessed” was used to describe what most modern English speakers call “happiness.” It is used to describe the most desirable state of being possible for a human being. The word happiness seems to have become the most intuitive word in our usage of the English language to express a universal, if largely undefined, desire.


      Many Christian teachers avoid using the word happiness, believing it has been diluted and even defiled by popular usage. I believe, however, that God speaks the language of the world he loves. He speaks to the heart, and therefore he wants to use our heart language. If I were to choose a word to describe the most desirable state of being portrayed in the psalms, I would choose the word happiness. Joy is the feeling that arises from being happy. The psalms describe the process of attaining joy as an experience flowing from happiness.


      Defining Happiness


      To what are people referring when they use the word happiness to express their deepest longing? What is happiness? The word itself is an indeterminate term that we use to refer to the most desirable state of being imaginable for us. Its meaning for each of us consists of fragments of positive experiences we have had, the memory of which makes us conscious of an indefinable absence of something fundamental to our being. This sense of absence creates a longing to revisit the experiences that we denote under the one broad heading of “happiness.” What people most fail to do is to analyze what it was in these past experiences that made them feel good and why these experiences did not last.


      We are inevitably drawn, it seems, to methods of becoming happy over which we can exercise some control. It is altogether counterintuitive to seek fulfillment in something we cannot control. We will never feel that we have fulfilled a desire if the fulfillment does not seem secure. To have something one might easily lose is, we sense, potentially worse than not having it at all. And so we seek fulfillment in things we can potentially control. We are naturally drawn, therefore, to things, places, and activities. If we felt validated and significant in a newly kindled romantic relationship, then we will seek a new romantic attachment. If we felt peaceful and content with a new home or with an improved financial status, we will strive to acquire a better home or gain a higher level of financial security. If we felt invigorated and purposeful in a certain activity, we will return to that activity. In all these things, we fail to understand the essential nature of our desires and their relationships to external circumstances.


      If I were to summarize the central principle that God reveals to us in the psalms, it would be this: rightly oriented desire. This, as I shall demonstrate, is the key to happiness. Whereas the biblical narratives speak of actions, the psalms express desire. They also demonstrate the journey by which desire itself finds its ultimate fulfillment. This elusive thing we call happiness is beautifully and abundantly expressed in the psalms in a way that enables us to understand much about the anatomy and source of happiness. And so I will use the psalms to define what it is that you and I really long for.


      The Origin of Happiness


      You may think that the best place to begin to analyze the experience of happiness in the psalms is in the jubilant praise psalms. These moments of jubilation in the psalms are indeed expressions of happiness, but for the sake of clarity, they are not the best starting point. The experience of jubilation is an intermittent experience in the broad continuum of the spiritual life portrayed in the psalms.


      I once visited Lake Michigan on a very windy day and noticed, just off shore, a lone surfer paddling around, desperately trying to catch a ride on a wind wave. It was a sorry sight to my eyes. I am also a surfer, but I get to enjoy much more favorable conditions than this desperate midwesterner. I live on the south coast of Australia, where, in contrast to the surface-level wind chop of Lake Michigan, we have a deep and powerful groundswell that comes from thousands of miles away in the deepest, remotest parts of the southern ocean. When the swell approaches our shores, you can see the sets of waves marching in from miles away like giant ripples from the horizon.


      Wind waves are so called because the waves are immediately dependent on the wind. The waves last only as long as there is wind to produce them. But groundswell is at its most powerful when it is thousands of miles from the conditions that created it. The uninhibited journey that groundswell takes in open ocean gives it increasing momentum and power as it goes. We notice it most spectacularly when it approaches our coast. If we were out in the ocean, the groundswell would pass under us without us noticing more than a slight lift and fall of our vessel. But when it strikes land, it stands up majestically and peels and churns over reefs in a wondrous display of natural power. The spectacular sight we see on our shores is like the exuberant and energetic expression of joy in the jubilant psalms. The cause of this display, however, is to be found in a journey that began many miles away from the expression of jubilance itself.


      As I said, wind waves depend on the immediate presence of wind to sustain them. When the wind stops, so do the waves. This shows that there is no real energy in the waves themselves. The energy is in the external atmosphere. So it is with superficial joy, an experience we sometimes remember as happiness. It gives us a taste of genuine happiness, but there is no energy in the experience itself. It is merely created by external circumstance, such as a relationship that makes us feel significant and valuable as long as the relationship lasts. But no sooner does the relationship end or the romance fade than the feeling dissipates, like wind waves when the weather moves on. In seeking happiness, we intuitively look to create immediate conditions that will yield immediate results. This gives us the sense that we are able to control and create our own happiness at will, but what we get is nothing more than wind chop.


      The thrill of the rising and crashing waves of exuberant joy is a subject I will turn to later. At this point, however, I want to venture far away from the shore, where joy expresses itself in exuberance. I want to go far across the sea to where joy begins and where happiness is created. If you want more than a wind chop of joy in your life, I encourage you to follow me out into the deep water, into the featureless wasteland of the open ocean. Here something can be created in you, the momentum of which will not be dependent on the immediate conditions of your life at any one time. Like a great swell moving across the ocean from its deep source, your joy will attain a momentum that will endure through the uneventful moments when God seems distant. It will survive long periods of inactivity until God appears in its path and it crashes upon its destination with an abandonment of jubilance as it meets the one who is both its origin and its destination.
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 The Pursuit of Sadness


      The LORD looks down from heaven


      on the sons of men


      to see if there are any who understand,


      any who seek God.


      All have turned aside,


      they have together become corrupt;


      there is no one who does good,


      not even one.


      Psalm 14:2–3


      The Sadness of God


      God is sad. This is the most urgent reality that faces us. God suffers a deep and inconsolable sadness. It may seem strange that such a thing could be said of the eternal, all-powerful God. The greatness of his being may suggest that he is invulnerable to suffering. But, in choosing to love, God indeed made himself vulnerable, because if love is unrequited, it becomes the source of immense grief.


      How could God not be sad? If he loves human beings as his own children, how could he not be deeply grief stricken by the plight of humanity? How inconceivably terrible must the weight of the collective suffering of humanity be to God! I can barely cope with the thought that even one small child should be subject to physical and emotional torment, and yet God has to bear the weight of the suffering of billions of his children. If my love for my children is any indication of God’s love for those he has created, then I cannot conceive how he can bear such grief.


      More terrible still is the fact that this suffering is ultimately caused by human beings having severed the bond of love between themselves and God. It is terrible enough to have to look upon the suffering of those you love when you can do nothing about it. But it is worse still when you can do something about the situation that causes the suffering, but your offer of love and reconciliation is rejected. That God’s children would rather suffer in alienation and destitution than be reconciled to God is surely the most tragic situation imaginable.


      Sadness is the unfulfilled capacity for joy. God is in anguish over his children because they are his highest joy. The greater the joy, the greater the sorrow when the object of one’s joy is lost. But the inverse is also true. The greater the sorrow over a lost child, the greater the joy when the child is found again. And so, as Jesus said, “There is rejoicing in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who repents” (Luke 15:10). God’s sadness flows from his joy, and the increase of his joy in being reconciled to his children flows from his sadness at having lost them. If sadness is unfulfilled joy, then joy is the fulfillment of sadness.


      If it is true that God is deeply grieved, and according to the Bible it is, then the cause of this grief must of necessity become our primary concern. To embrace God is to allow his desires to rule in our hearts. To know God is to share his joy and therefore also his grief. If any person is to love God, he or she must be prepared to grieve over the things that grieve God. To come to God is to have our hearts broken by God’s sadness, not only for the world he loves but also for us. To be embraced by God is to be shattered by the revelation of all that grieves God in our lives. It is to be devastated by the reality that we are the cause of the greatest suffering in the universe: the suffering of God.


      Embracing the Sadness of God


      We make God sad. There are things in our lives that grieve God: our propensity to stray from him, our defensiveness against his claim upon us, our disregard of his kindness, and our lack of trust in his love expressed in actions that blatantly disregard his directives to us. This, in every human being to a lesser or greater extent, is what causes the suffering of God. There is no greater love than that which God has for his children, so there is no greater sadness than when God’s children spurn his love. We have all done it, we all do it, and you and I are probably doing it right now. Such is the propensity of human nature to autonomy and independence that even the most sanctified of hearts will not be free of this offense. To deny this is, according to the apostle John, to deceive ourselves (1 John 1:6).


      The spirituality of the psalms begins with this self-realization. Specifically, it begins with the psalmist feeling the painful tension between his sense of primary kinship with God and his propensity to grieve the one who so persistently loves and blesses him. This is, to use a musical term, the root note in the psalms of alienation. The theological term for it is penitence. It is not that all the psalms of alienation explicitly begin with expressions of penitence, but rather penitence appears to be a primary aspect of the initial approach to God from the position of alienation.


      I hesitate to use a traditional term, in this case penitence, because of its idealized acceptance in Christian piety. The experience portrayed in the penitential psalms is not the abstract acceptance of basic depravity that Christians acquiesce to for the sake of theological correctness. Nor is it the institutionalized woe-is-me routine of would-be zealous piety.


      Penitence in the psalms is not a building block for a pious identity but rather something deeply relational. It is the emerging sense of a terrible relational rift between the individual and God. The experience is akin to that of a person with painful injuries who is feeling the results of the gradual abatement of the anesthetic that has kept the pain at bay. In the psalms, this is the result of the initial turn toward God that occurs when life has become bitter and calamitous. The fruit of the Spirit manifested in the psalmist’s heart in these moments compels him to acknowledge the relational tragedy in the midst of whatever circumstantial dilemma he faces. This prevents him from the usual fist-shaking approach of those who blindly imagine God as an abstract source of insurance rather than a divine Father. The relational rift that provides the disturbance in the penitential psalms is that between the God who loves with such persistence and the object of his love, who spurns that love with equal persistence. Penitence occurs when God’s persistence wins.
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 The Joy of Brokenness


      The sacrifices of God are a broken spirit;


      a broken and contrite heart,


      O God, you will not despise.


      Psalm 51:17


      The Ocean and the Shell


      God is everywhere. We are engulfed in his presence. His presence is like the water of a vast ocean in which we are deeply immersed and suspended. “You hem me in—behind and before,” says the psalmist (Ps. 139:5), “Where can I go from your Spirit? Where can I flee from your presence?” (v. 7). God is everywhere, all around us, pressing in upon us as the ocean presses in upon a submerged object. How is it then that God can remain so seemingly distant and remote from us? How is it that we can feel so alienated from God if we are so engulfed in his presence?


      The reason for this is because we have developed a thick shell, like the thick steel casing of a deep-sea submarine. The shell keeps the infinite ocean of God’s presence from touching us. We can be in the ocean and yet remain largely unaffected by it. Inside our shell, the only sense we have of the ocean is the abstract idea that it is out there beyond our immediate perceptible reality. Inside our shell, it is possible, even common, for us to become so accustomed to and focused on our small, incarcerated lives that we forget and maybe even begin to doubt the existence of the ocean in which we are submerged.


      Occasionally, however, we find ourselves submerged deeper into the ocean, perhaps through curiosity, perhaps just by accident. When this happens, we begin to feel a strange sensation as our shell groans under the pressure of the ocean. This sensation is often the first indication to us that there is something beyond the little world in which we live. But our immediate reaction, so deeply intuitive that it is often subconscious, is to move upward and away from where the pressure is exerted upon us. We do this because the groaning reminds us of the destructibility of our shell, and the prospect of our shell being broken is inconceivable to us. We cannot conceive of any other way of living. The ocean terrifies us because we have become accustomed to our incarceration inside the shell. But that is nevertheless what we are: incarcerated. We are trapped in our own defensiveness and self-deceit. We are trapped by our own desire to be autonomous and sovereign. This is, of course, another metaphoric expression of the biblical notion of hardheartedness.


      Equalization


      We have become shell creatures, but we were not made this way. We built our shell because we wanted to become lord of our own universe, so we had to create a universe for ourselves over which it was possible to exert some control. The more control we desired, the smaller our universe became. And so we find ourselves in this thick shell, sealed off from the ocean of God’s presence, which surrounds us. In this sense, we are also sealed off from reality. This creates a clash of states, as is the case with any submerged, sealed object such as a submarine.


      It is only with great difficulty that we can submerge a sealed, air-filled object because the water pressure compels it to float upward and away from where the pressure is exerted. What causes this is the disparity between the low density of the air inside the object and the high density of the water outside the object. The deeper the object goes, the greater the clash because of the higher water density at greater depths. Divers have to deal with this issue when they go deep into the ocean. The air pressure inside their ears is at odds with the water pressure outside their ears. To prevent this clash, and the pain it causes, they have to equalize. They do this by pinching their nose and blowing against their closed nose and mouth, forcing externally pressurized air into the ear through the nasal cavity. Equalization occurs when the inner state is brought into conformity with the outer state. With divers, this is possible only to a certain depth.


      Deep-sea fish are able to live in the areas of the ocean where the pressure is the greatest because they have ways of keeping their internal pressure the same as that of the water around them. Many deep-sea fish do not have any excess body cavities, and their bodies are soft and flexible. The deep is their natural environment, and they are able to move about in it and remain suspended without the resistance of any disparity between inner and outer pressure.


      We are, to continue with the metaphor, like deep-sea fish. If the presence of God is to be likened to an infinite ocean, then our natural environment—the environment that allows us to move most freely and uninhibited—is in the deepest connection with his presence. When we are in the deep ocean and the ocean fills us, a kind of equalization occurs. Our inner state is in conformity with the external reality of God, so there is no painful conflict between our internal state and the external reality. We are able to live in a state of rest, suspended weightlessly in complete conformity with God.


      However, by developing a shell to shut out the reality of God and create a self-determined internal environment, we have created a disparity. We then live in an environment that stifles everything we were made to be. Life is cumbersome, and we live with a constant conflict between our internal state and external reality. And though we are constantly repelling ourselves away from the deep, we are unable to escape the conflict completely because God is indeed infinite and everywhere. And so the cry of the psalmist is poignant when he asks, “Where can I go from your Spirit? Where can I flee from your presence?” (Ps. 139:7). The answer can be the most wonderful truth or the most terrible. It depends on whether or not we are equalized.


      Journey into the Deep


      The first step in the spiritual journey portrayed in the psalms is the breaking of the shell that allows us to disassociate from reality. The psalms of lament are like the groaning and cracking of this shell. The pain of brokenness is the necessary pathway to the joy of freedom.


      This process is fascinating and remarkably familiar to anyone who has made this journey. The cries of alienation lead the psalmist deeper into God. We can sense the tension in the cries, tension between the psalmist’s experience and the reality of God. The psalmist feels forsaken, yet God is telling him that he is with him. He seeks God on the strength of the assurances of his Word, the truth of which, however, still remains abstract.


      As he goes deeper, the tension increases until finally the shell starts to crack. It is similar to a submarine being submerged where the pressure is too great. The steel groans ominously. Then bolts start to blow out, and water begins to spray into the cabin. This is what happens when the lamenting psalmist is suddenly invigorated by a sense of God’s reality. This is the moment when God’s promises cease to be abstract and when faith is awakened by the cool, invigorating spray of his presence. The experience compels the psalmist to push deeper into God until finally the cracks in the shell are gaping and the water is gushing in.


      When the shell is finally broken, a wonderful experience of happiness ensues. It is a happiness that is known only by those who have encountered God in this way. It feels like being suspended weightlessly in the ocean of God’s presence. Even though we feel the immense pressure of his presence bearing down upon us, we still feel weightless because we are equalized. His presence fills us, allowing us to be suspended in that deep place without being propelled away from where the pressure is exerted.


      The joy of the broken is the joy of those who are set free, like fish in the ocean, free to move and live in their natural environment without the cumbersome shell that shields them from reality. The principle underlying this spiritual journey of the Psalter is succinctly summed up in the words of Psalm 126: “Those who sow in tears will reap with songs of joy” (v. 5). It is a different metaphor, but not entirely. Only when a seed is submerged can it break open and the process of growth begin.


      This principle, which is so abundantly demonstrated in the psalms, also lies behind the strange and otherwise absurd injunction of James: “Grieve, mourn and wail. Change your laughter to mourning and your joy to gloom” (James 4:9). It is not that James envisages the fruit of the Christian life to be sadness. On the contrary, the fruit of knowing God is fullness of joy. But to grow fruit you need a seed, and the seed of joy is sadness. As a Jew evidently steeped in the wisdom literature of the Old Testament, James understood that if we sow in sadness, we will reap the joy of salvation. He says, “Humble yourselves before the Lord, and he will lift you up” (4:10). Jesus makes the same point when he says, “Blessed are you who weep now, for you will laugh,” and, “Woe to you who laugh now, for you will mourn and weep” (Luke 6:21, 25).


      It is a terrible thing to fabricate joy when the sadness of God remains unconsoled, to dress the wound of offense that grieves God and to say, “Peace, peace, . . . when there is no peace” (Jer. 6:14). The love of God compels us to allow our shells to be crushed by the sadness of God. And as we sow in tears, as we allow our hearts to be broken open with the sadness of God, we will surely then know the joy of God as it floods in through the cracks of our brokenness.

    

  


  
    
      

      4
 The Liberation of Desire


      Delight yourself in the LORD


      and he will give you the desires of your heart.


      Psalm 37:4


      The Power of Desire


      Our desires determine our lives. We will always pursue and act according to what we desire the most in any moment. Rational thought has no power over desire. A heroin addict knows that heroin will ruin his life, but he still injects it into his veins. No amount of rational dissuasion will change this. Why? Because we always follow the strongest desire we have in any moment. The way to escape a destructive desire is not to try to deny the desire. This never works. We can overcome one desire only with another greater desire. Where one desire clashes with another, the greater desire will turn the lesser desire into repulsion precisely because it threatens the greater desire.


      Many people claim to want to know God, but because they have a greater desire for something that they intuitively know God will challenge, they inevitably shield themselves from God. This process is rarely obvious and most often subconscious. It is not uncommon for people to be vexed at God’s seeming absence from them when in fact it is they who are subconsciously defending themselves against God. The solution to this scenario is first of all to make ourselves conscious of what we really desire. But even when we are conscious of what we desire, it is impossible to change that desire just by self-will. How do we change what we want when we want what we want more than we want to change?


      We cannot break out of this cycle without some external intervention. Thankfully, God provides that external help. He breaks the cycle of desire by downloading his desires directly into our hearts, as God said through Ezekiel: “I will put my Spirit in you and move you to follow my decrees and be careful to keep my laws” (Ezek. 36:27). What the Holy Spirit delivers to our hearts with his indwelling presence is a choice. We are now able to choose one desire over another, and the desire we choose is the one that will grow.


      In every seeking psalm, the psalmist chooses one desire over another. He chooses to be dependent on God over his propensity to independently solve his own problems. When David declares his famous “one thing I ask” prayer, he is not only exercising the desire for God that had taken hold of his heart but also willing that desire to increasingly overpower his heart and become preeminent. This is an expression of the reorientation of desire that is taking place in his situation of hardship. David’s desire itself is being reoriented toward its intended goal:


      One thing I ask of the LORD,


      this is what I seek:


      that I may dwell in the house of the LORD


      all the days of my life,


      to gaze upon the beauty of the LORD


      and to seek him in his temple. (Ps. 27:4)


      The Purpose of Desire


      We were created in the image of God, which, among other things, means that we were created as relational beings. Relationships are therefore the fulfillment of our being—first our relationship with God and then by natural consequence with our fellow humans. This is the context for which desire was intended. We were created to desire that which fulfills our being. The result of disconnection from God is therefore also the disorientation of desire. Once we are disconnected from God, desires focus on objects rather than on relationships. In our dysfunction, we still relate to people, but we have a tendency to relate to them as objects rather than as subjects.


      This is not always completely the case because the divine image remains in us even if it is greatly marred. But the dysfunction is evident in all people to some extent. It is evident when we choose friends who make us feel good about ourselves by association. It is evident when a man leaves his wife because she is no longer as attractive as she was. It is evident when a parent rejects a son or daughter because of disappointment over what he or she has become. In these ways, we reduce “personhood” to the sum of certain qualities and turn persons into objects. The desire for objects flows from the basic original desire in the first human beings to be more than what they were; hence, they first objectified themselves. From that time on, people have pursued objects in their quest for greater identity.


      Desire, however, was meant for relationships. To sustain relationships, desire must have the quality of never being satisfied with having achieved an objective. This is how it should be because relationships are not objectives and people are not objects. Desire is insatiable precisely so that we can never say of a relationship, “I am satisfied now, and I don’t feel any more desire to keep loving and pursing this relationship to greater depths.” The insatiability of desire is meant to perpetuate love. I love my children. I love to be with them and to hug them and kiss them. My desire to do this, moreover, is never satisfied; it never fades by having enough time together and enough hugs and kisses. I never feel like I have given and received enough love. This is the wonderful thing about the role that desire plays in its right context. The perpetual nature of desire gives me continual joy in my relationships with those whom I love.


      When we transfer desire onto objects, however, then the insatiable nature of desire throws us into a torturous cycle of discontent. When we desire wealth, fame, and success, when we desire people as sexual objects or as sources for our own identity validation, when we desire power and influence, these desires will become a source of great sorrow rather than joy. We will find ourselves in an endless cycle of painful discontent. What makes this worse is that the more we set our desires on objects, the less able we will be to sustain relationships. The relational void then creates a vacuum in our souls that will make our unsatisfied desires all the more painful and our gratified desires all the less satisfying. This in turn serves to further perpetuate the painful cycle.


      To escape this cycle, we need God to intervene, and this is what God does. As I have said, we cannot overcome desires on our own. What we desire is what we desire; we cannot not desire what we desire. When God places his desires within us by his Spirit, this gives us a choice. We have a choice to exercise either the desire of our dysfunctional nature or the desire of the Holy Spirit within us. In the light of this new option, the apostle Paul exhorts us in his letter to the Galatians, saying, “Live by the Spirit, and you will not gratify the desires of the sinful nature” (5:16). Paul also says in his Epistle to the Romans, “Those who live according to the sinful nature have their minds set on what that nature desires; but those who live in accordance with the Spirit have their minds set on what the Spirit desires” (8:5).


      The desire of the Spirit is no mystery. It is well documented in Scripture and explicitly stated. It is for relationship. God wants a relationship with us in the context of a broader family relationship. He wants us to love him and to love those whom he loves. This is of course what Jesus identified as the greatest commandment: “Love the Lord your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your mind and with all your strength.” And flowing from this, “Love your neighbor as yourself” (Mark 12:30–31).


      Desire belongs in relationship because relationship is God’s desire. He desires relationship with us, and therefore to be aligned with all reality and truth, we must reciprocate this desire. This is what is happening in the psalms that express an insatiable longing for God. The psalmists are simply reciprocating God’s desire for them. When desire focuses on relationships, we fulfill the very nature of our created being. As we desire God, we begin to desire God’s desires, we begin to value God’s values, and we begin to love those whom God loves. “Delight yourself in the LORD,” says the psalmist, “and he will give you the desires of your heart” (37:4).


      When we desire God above all, then all other things can be enjoyed for what they are. We will actually find greater joy in the pleasures of life because we no longer need these pleasures to fill the vacuum left by the absence of God. And so the desire for God does not equate with asceticism. When we delight in God, we have a greater capacity to take pleasure in the pleasures of life. God created all things for our pleasure, not to be the fulfillment of our deepest desires.


      Cultivating Desire


      Desire is like a muscle. The more we exercise it, the more it grows. We exercise a desire by seeking the object of our desire. So if we desire wealth, for example, then the more we seek wealth, the more our desire for it will grow. The more we anticipate being wealthy, the more we fantasize about the wealthy life, and every time we make a decision based on this desire, the desire grows to the point where we will even begin to sacrifice relationships for the desire (even, and especially, our relationship with God). But the same principle applies to seeking God. The more we seek God, the more our desire for God will grow. And if we keep on seeking God, if we refuse to give up until we have found God and even then keep seeking a deeper knowledge of God, if we stubbornly persist in seeking God in the face of all doubt and discouragement, then our desire for God will gradually outgrow our other desires.


      As this happens, all our other desires will be subsumed under the primary desire for God. In this way, desire finds its purpose and everything will come into alignment in our hearts. It is not that we should not desire other things, but we should not allow other things to become more important to us than our relationship with God. When our relationship with God is our highest value, we will be able to enjoy other things for what they are. If we value our relationship with God above all other relationships, we will be liberated to love people and receive love from people without needing them to provide that vital and unique identity-giving love that only God can provide. When we love God as God, that is, as Lord of our hearts, then we are able to love people as people.


      Here is the importance of waiting for God. Here is why God gives us time, lots of time, to seek before we find. By seeking God, we exercise our desire for God, and as we exercise our desire for God, it grows. And when our desire for God grows to a place of supremacy in our hearts, then God is truly the God of our hearts. Seeking, therefore, creates within us the capacity to know God as God. It is by seeking that we are able to find God because seeking enables our hearts to receive God. If we don’t desire God above all things, then we are still blind to God. God cannot be known and depreciated. To know God is to know his supreme worthiness. To know God is to desire him above all. The more we cultivate a desire for God, the more our hearts are able to know him for who he is.


      Patience


      We are an impatient lot, we postmodern technophiles. We get everything so quickly, at the push of a button or the click of a mouse, and so we have largely lost the ability to wait. When we call on God, we expect him to turn up right away with our requests in hand, but from where has this expectation come? It is a culturally formed expectation, not a biblically formed one. The biblical narrative—and particularly the psalms—show us that God often allows a lot of time between the seeking and the finding so as to intensify the seeking, which in turn enlarges the finding. But when we call out to God, if we don’t get an answer, if we don’t sense his peace and joy right away, we tend to give up and go away disillusioned. Our desires have been so overindulged that they are easily exhausted by expending the smallest effort in pursuit of anything. Easy pleasure and constant entertainment of the senses have immobilized our will against pursuing anything beyond arm’s reach.


      It is time to get fit again. If God puts us down and walks a hundred yards away, it is because he wants to teach us how to run. He wants us to exercise our desire for him until with all our being we know that he is all we need. God holds out the psalms to us as a standard of earnestness so that these expressions of desire for God will become a running track on which our fattened souls can be exercised.


      To step onto this track is to step into the flow of the Spirit’s yearning within us that draws us forward into the love of God. As we run this race, in step with the Spirit, we will find our spiritual capacities invigorated. That deeply suppressed childlike yearning for divine fatherly love will awaken within us and will compel our desires forward with an ever-increasing energy. It is as though the heart were a solar-powered rocket destined for the sun whose speed increases as it moves closer to its destination precisely because its destination is also the source of its energy. The more we seek God, the greater our desire for God will become, and the more passionate our pursuit of God will become. In this way, our spirits will be awakened and our hearts liberated to desire what desire itself was made for.


      I am still confident of this:


      I will see the goodness of the LORD


      in the land of the living.


      Wait for the LORD;


      be strong and take heart


      and wait for the LORD. (Ps. 27:13–14)

    

  


  
    
      

      5
 The Happiest Man


      Surely I have calmed and quieted my soul,


      like a weaned child with his mother;


      like a weaned child is my soul within me.


      Psalm 131:2 NKJV


      The Joy of Needing God


      Joy is liberated desire. Happiness is not found in the satisfaction of many conflicting desires but in the fulfillment of desire itself. The will must be drawn into the orbit that stabilizes it in its intended path. It must lock itself into the gravitational pull of God and allow itself to orbit forever around him. “I shall not want,” says David in the most well known of all the psalms. Why? Because “The LORD is my shepherd” (Ps. 23:1). He is not just celebrating the continual providence of God. His other psalms demonstrate the depth of his intention here. David’s needs were indeed met by God, but when he lacked everything else that one might desire in life, he found the most profound joy in God.


      The highest moments of happiness in the psalms are not found in the exuberant praise psalms but in the psalms that are clearly written in times of severe vulnerability and need. These were moments of profound discovery. Here we see the breakdown of the whole edifice of worldly success serving to drive the hearts of David and the other psalmists to God and to help them discover something about themselves that becomes eternally liberating. It is the discovery of the simplicity of human desire. All we need in life is God. The most ineffably profound enjoyment possible for the human soul is the embrace of God. To be filled with God, to be enfolded by the parental love of God, to become the manifestation of the mission of God is the consummate fulfillment of all that desire was created to pursue.


      As an old Spanish proverb says, “The richest man is not the one who has the most but the one who needs the least.” The happiest man, in other words, is not the one who has the most of what disoriented warring desires demand but the one who has reoriented desire itself. The happiest man is the one who needs nothing but God, who refuses to live without God, who says, “If God does not go with me into life, then it is no life at all, whatever I may have or achieve.”


      The Superstition of Materialism


      When most people think of being happy, they think of a set of circumstances that they believe will create this happiness. This association is based on past experiences in which a change in circumstances or the attainment of certain things provided an experience of joy. The problem is that, once we become accustomed to a set of circumstances or the possession of certain things, this joy fades.


      I will never forget our excitement when my wife and I moved into our house. It is a well-designed house but quite small compared to many of the houses around us, and it was very cheaply built. But it felt like a luxurious palace to us. We were so giddy with joy on the first night that we just sat in the main room soaking up the atmosphere like lizards in the sun. A few years ago, I considered buying a piece of land just down the road and building a bigger house. We have three children, and I felt we needed more space. There was nothing morally wrong with this choice in itself, but my reasons for making the choice were seriously flawed. I thought that life would be better for me and my family in a bigger house. Why else would we go to the trouble of taking on a building project and moving?


      My first doubts were aroused by the evidence from family experience. My wife is one of four siblings who were brought up in a tiny house in Geelong, Australia. The children shared small rooms, and they were very happy children. For a time, my family lived in a small cottage in the bush. My father, a hardworking German immigrant who does everything himself, built it out of trees that he had cut down and milled. It had two rooms and a loft. It was a wonderful and happy time of my life, and my parents would agree with this. So we decided our children would not suffer for having to share a room. But there was a deeper error at work in my thinking.


      In wanting a bigger and better house, I was responding to an automated desire to find happiness by manipulating my environment. I held the mistaken notion that a change in my external circumstances would somehow change my inner spiritual state, resulting in my happiness. This is akin to superstition; it certainly is no more logical than any other superstitious belief. People may attribute the disasters of a day to the fact that they walked under a ladder in the morning or saw a black cat. Or they may attribute their successes to an amulet they wear around their neck or the fact that they knocked on wood when they made their plans. We call it superstition because there is no real connection between these external objects and circumstances.


      The media constantly preaches the superstition of materialism. We get the message that if we have the right home and car, wear the right clothes, have a nice-looking partner, have the right job, and achieve the right level of success and admiration, then we will be happy. This is no better than thinking that wearing an amulet will bring me luck. These objects and objectives are of no more significance in and of themselves than if they were large empty boxes arranged around us in combinations said to be magically effective. The thought that changing my job, house, and partner will bring me happiness is no different from thinking that facing my desk the other way will make me more intelligent. The external furniture of our lives has no immediate logical relationship to our inward state of happiness.


      I should hasten to add that I am not proposing a dualistic view of life in which everything inward and spiritual is good and everything material is bad. There is no such dualism in Scripture. The material universe is significant and good. That is clear from the first chapter of Genesis. But the significance of creation has to do with its role in the relationship between God and man. Rather than thinking that creation is only the context in which God relates to humans, we need to view the significance of creation within the relationship between God and humans. Creation is the expression of God’s attributes. God loves to bless his people with things that give them pleasure. Creation is a relational gesture made to celebrate and express the bond of love between God and humans. In this sense, material things are indeed connected with our happiness inasmuch as they are experienced within the relational context. Material things have no value in themselves anymore than a one-dollar bill has any intrinsic value (it is just a bit of paper with certain markings on it).


      According to the Bible, and I am thinking of the first two chapters of Genesis in particular, material things are the currency of a relational interchange. God enjoys his creation with his children, and he enjoys their enjoyment. It is all part of a relational experience. If we are blessed with wealth, the only way this can lead to happiness is if it leads us to recognize God’s goodness to us in entrusting such resources to our stewardship. It is not the wealth that creates the happiness but the relational connection that is celebrated through the gift of wealth.


      Let’s go back to me and my house. I now enjoy this house more than ever; in fact, I would say it contributes to whatever degree of happiness I have. This is not because my house has changed but because my experience of it has changed. Discontentment in our affluent world is not caused by lack but by comparison. This is why we keep buying new televisions. The new models make the old models look bad even though the last model looked amazing to us when we first bought it. I realized that I was experiencing my house in the wrong way. Actually, to be precise, I wasn’t experiencing my house at all. I was constantly thinking about what I could have, not what I did have. I was robbing myself of the enjoyment of what I had by constantly reaching for what I didn’t have. Why do we do this? This is an important question, and it leads me to the point I want to make here.


      The Externalization of Renewal


      Our obsession with material upgrades is, I believe, simply the externalization of our need for constant spiritual-relational renewal. I have said that desire was made for relationships. It is therefore of such a nature as to never be satisfied with any static goal. I must never get to the point where I say of God or another person, “I have had enough of you now and no longer feel the need to keep seeking an ever-deepening enjoyment of our togetherness.” A relationship is perpetuated precisely because we always desire a deeper experience of togetherness. A relationship is healthy and alive only when it is growing. Given that our relationships are an integral part of our selfhood (I am truly myself only when I am in a right relationship with God and others), as long as our relationships are being constantly renewed and are growing, then we ourselves are being renewed and are growing. That which does not grow is dying or dead.


      We therefore have a deep, inner need for constant spiritual-relational renewal, and this need is fulfilled by a constant engagement with, and enjoyment of, our relationship with God first and other people second. We feel renewed and invigorated as we renew and grow these relationships. If, however, we detach ourselves from our relationships, if we disconnect from God and begin to objectify other people, we will lack this sense of renewal and will inevitably try to create this sense of newness by renewing the externals of our lives. We will be constantly swapping one object for another in the belief that the change of objects will magically effect a state of spiritual newness within us.


      Of course, much is legitimate about the desire to renew the circumstances of our lives. Life is legitimately more interesting when we change things up now and again: a new color for the house, a new look in the wardrobe, and even a new occupation. All this is a good and natural part of enjoying life. The problem is that we often renew our circumstances to fill the painful lack of renewal and growth in our relationships with God and others. Our deepest spiritual need is for relationship, first relationship with God and then relationship with others. Imagine being the only person left on earth. You get to inherit everything that humans have ever made, but you are alone. I assure you that the deep, painful loneliness would render every material benefit absolutely void. Material things have worth only in the context of the basic relational interchanges of vital, growing relationships.


      If we feel stagnant, dissatisfied, and empty, we must understand that changing our external circumstances will not make us happier in the long term. That is something that the collective experience of human beings has verified over and over again. It is common wisdom, and it is spelled out in the Bible. The immediate pleasure of new circumstances or objects may disguise the emptiness, but it will not take it away. What we need to do is what the psalmists constantly did: We need to renew our relationship with God.


      It is painfully simple but ultimately true. When we get ourselves into a momentum of relational renewal with God, then everything else comes into alignment. We are then able to relate to other people as people, without their having to fill the void that the absence of God creates in our hearts. And when our relationships are in order, then we find that material things can be enjoyed for what they are. Objects then find their rightful place in the context of relationship, and we begin to experience them differently. So rather than changing our circumstances, we will have changed the way we experience our circumstances. This is the key.


      One more word about my house. When I understood these things, I was able to see my house differently. When I walk through the gate, I see a monument to the goodness of God. I see his providence in every beam and stone. The house is like a message from God to me, a message of his faithfulness and care for me and my family. My house has meaning for me only in the context of my relationships. I am satisfied with my house because I am satisfied in my God, who has provided this house for me. Money will build me a bigger house, but only my relationships with God, my wife, and my children can provide me with a sense of home. So if I am going to put effort into building something, I will expend that effort on building my relationships first, for when my relationships grow, I am renewed and so is my experience of everything else in life.


      Noncontingent Joy


      It is a remarkable feature of the psalms that expressions of joy are often entirely incongruent with the circumstances from which the psalms arise. External circumstances make the psalmists anxious and throw them into grief, but it is not the change in these circumstances that makes them happy. They often express genuine joy before anything changes. They express joy in times of abundance and pleasure and, with equal and sometimes greater intensity, in times of hardship and loss, demonstrating that external circumstances have very little to do with the attainment of happiness. The only necessary connection between the two in the psalms is when loss drives the psalmists to a new discovery of God or when thanksgiving reestablishes a former connection with God. Either way, the external circumstances do not create the happiness. Rather, the external circumstances are simply a tool of revelation and guidance as God seeks to draw his people back into his embrace.


      Sometimes the psalmists get what they plead for and sometimes they don’t, but in both cases, the process of seeking God shapes their desires into something different from what they initially thought they wanted from God. The change is not always dramatic. Often just the reestablishment of the psalmist’s relationship with God brings the aching of his unfulfilled desire into a calm state of orbit. He still needs what he needs, be it provision or protection or whatever else he has pleaded for. But the process of seeking God has lifted his gaze to something higher. His desires have locked onto something infinitely more attractive than any material thing. He has reconnected with the love of God, and in doing so, he has rediscovered his sonship. The love of God has lifted him up to the level of existence for which human beings were created. He is no longer just concerned about subsistence, health, and protection to keep himself and his people alive. He has been reawakened to the purpose of life itself. There are many examples of this movement in the psalms, but I think the greatest example is found in Psalm 73.


      The Journey to Happiness


      Psalm 73 is a valuable example of the reorientation of desire because it depicts the entire journey in retrospect for didactic purposes. It is essentially a wisdom psalm in the tradition of the book of Job. This retrospective objectivity helps us to more clearly map a journey that is played out in the subjective expressions of the other psalms.


      In accord with all the complaints and supplications in the Psalter, the psalmist, let’s say it is Asaph (to whom this psalm is attributed in the title), highlights a tension. It is the tension between God’s promise of blessing to those who walk in his ways and the obvious fact of his own seemingly inexplicable suffering. The main source of his psychological misery in this situation, however, was not his hardships but the disorientation of his desire. He was unable to feel the consoling warmth of God’s goodness because his desires had been hijacked by envy. He coveted the material wealth of the godless rich. He saw them being satisfied by the gratification of their every desire, and he felt this to be the happiness he longed for. He envied the security of the sheltered existence they were able to build for themselves with their wealth. He felt that the God who had promised happiness to his people was not being faithful to him and not being just.


      Surely God is good to Israel,


      to those who are pure in heart.


      But as for me, my feet had almost slipped;


      I had nearly lost my foothold.


      For I envied the arrogant


      when I saw the prosperity of the wicked.


      They have no struggles;


      their bodies are healthy and strong.


      They are free from the burdens common to man;


      they are not plagued by human ills. . . .


      This is what the wicked are like—


      always carefree, they increase in wealth. (Ps. 73:1–5, 12)


      Asaph tells how this tension nearly caused him to lose faith. But, as we see, it was in this tension that his faith was awakened. Like a bodybuilder straining to make that last bench press, he kept upholding the tension before God until at last there was a breakthrough. Where it seems that faith was being weakened by the strain, it was in fact being strengthened by the exertion. The final burst of strength in his faith took him into the temple, where he had an encounter with God that is left undescribed, most probably because it was indescribable.


      Surely in vain have I kept my heart pure;


      in vain have I washed my hands in innocence.


      All day long I have been plagued;


      I have been punished every morning.


      If I had said, “I will speak thus,”


      I would have betrayed your children.


      When I tried to understand all this,


      it was oppressive to me


      till I entered the sanctuary of God;


      then I understood their final destiny. (Ps. 73:13–17)


      This encounter with God in the temple changes everything for Asaph. His situation does not change, but his view of it does. It is as though a window to the greater heavenly dimension was opened up before him. We see his desires undergoing a radical reorientation. No longer does he envy the godless; he is suddenly filled with horror at the notion of being in conflict with God as they are (see vv. 18–22). Moreover, he realizes that all he needs and wants in life is God. He is filled with a sense of the supreme desirability of God. His perturbed and agitated desires are stilled like a wild animal that is overcome and yields like a docile pet. His heart comes to a stunning point of tranquil rest in the simple desire for God alone. What follows are, in my opinion, the most beautiful words written in the entire Psalter:


      Yet I am always with you;


      you hold me by my right hand.


      You guide me with your counsel,


      and afterward you will take me into glory.


      Whom have I in heaven but you?


      And earth has nothing I desire besides you.


      My flesh and my heart may fail,


      but God is the strength of my heart


      and my portion forever. . . .


      But as for me, it is good to be near God.


      I have made the Sovereign LORD my refuge;


      I will tell of all your deeds. (Ps. 73:23–26, 28)


      This is true happiness. Here is proof that happiness is possible and testimony to what true happiness is. Here is a man who carried the grievous tension between his situation and the goodness of God right before the face of God. His faith strained against the strength of this tension until it burst him out of his shell, born like a bird out of its egg. And here he finds freedom—freedom from the incessant tormenting noise of unsatisfied desire. He is still and content. His desires no longer fuel his anxiety, as is so often the case, but rather they begin to fuel his relationship with God. His will is now aligned with the will of God. The concerns for subsistence, health, and protection are thus subsumed under his preoccupation with God. Being alive has no other meaning than walking with God and serving his purposes.


      Happiness is the state of being in which desire finds its right orbit, a higher orbit around the true God. It is when desire detaches itself from the host of false gods that held it hostage and rises up to orbit serenely around the God who established its energy. God created humans with desire so that we can freely desire what God wants to give us. He gave us desire so that we can have the capacity to experience and enjoy the goodness of God himself.
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