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Living Joyfully! 

 

December 20, 2015 

Rev. Dr. Jim Sherblom 

First Parish in Brookline 

 

I love looking out at your faces.  I will miss you!  Many of you have heard hundreds of sermons 

from me over the last eleven years, you know my stories as I know yours, and whether you like it 

or not, you know I deeply believe, based on my spiritual teachers and my life story, that we can 

all live lives of far greater joy.  In short: find what makes your heart sing, then follow it, and be 

kind.  There is no need to be perpetually angry, anxious, tired, or over stressed.  There must be at 

least 50 ways to live a life of joy, so this final sermon will focus on my top five habits of the 

heart, to make my heart sing.  You might ask: “Will these practices work for me?”  You might 

try them.  Each of these paths can be difficult to bring into our lives, but each one multiplies our 

sense of wellbeing and happiness in community.  However these practices will not change your 

life just by hearing of them, but they can be practiced over many years, until they truly do 

become habits of your heart every day.  Now I know some of you find my aspirational sermons 

annoying, for you, let me say, this is my very last Sunday aspirational sermon, so for those who 

have ears to hear...  I’m just saying! 

 

The United States of America entered the 21
st
 century with the highest material standard of 

living in the history of the world, yet with levels of joy and wellbeing well below most other 

developed or developing countries, with growing economic inequality, a growing feeling that life 

is hard, with too much stress, we are far too busy, more harried, and less satisfied with our lives.  

This need not be true.  These five spiritual practices, practiced in one form or another in every 

major spiritual tradition, are proven to be life giving, soul restoring, and lead to longer, healthier, 

and happier lives.  Wouldn’t you like to double, triple, or quintuple the amount of joy in your 

life?  The catch is these practices all require sustained effort and hard work over a lifetime.  

These practices are gratitude, resilience, surrendering, tithing, and loving compassion.  

Collectively they can help us to overcome the daily temptation each of us feels to live only for 

the ego self, only for ease and personal gratification, only for reduction of our pain and suffering, 

but instead we can live abundantly, joyfully in this messy, beautiful, complicated, rewarding, 

wondrous, mystery of life in all its aspects. 

 

The first spiritual practice which transforms us from spiritual consumers to persons of faith is 

gratitude.  This is an easy one.  We all know how to practice gratitude, but how often do we 

actually do it?  We are grateful for our loved ones, our children, our friends, blessed things that 

happen to us.  But how many of us can be like Rumi: grateful for the joys of life but also our 

depressions; random acts of kindness, and also random acts of meanness; momentary awareness 

of the breaking dawn, but also our accidental micro-aggressions.  As Rumi would ask: can we 

welcome and entertain them all?  To recognize they may be preparing us for the people we were 

born to be?  The dark thought, the shame, the malice, can we meet them at the door laughing, 

grateful for whatever comes, for this is truly to know the practice of gratitude.  Being grateful for 
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whoever comes, because each could have been sent as a guide from beyond.  I don’t want to 

experience the suffering and then miss the joy.  As part of my spiritual practice I sometimes keep 

a gratitude journal.  How many people here do that?  It is a wonderful and common spiritual 

practice.  Yet my journals don’t focus on my usual sources of gratitude: the awesome sunrise, my 

adorable wife, my coming retirement from parish ministry, things that make me happy, but rather 

focus upon those things which Rumi says are necessary to truly master gratitude as a lifelong 

spiritual practice to maximize joy.  Can we each get our gratitude on, every day, in nearly every 

way? 

 

My second important spiritual practice is resilience.  This has been, along with gratitude, the 

most important spiritual practice in my life.  I have lived with and through so many difficult 

circumstances in my life that I have needed to make resilience a core spiritual practice for 

myself.  It can add great value to your lives as well.  I have a confession.  I am afraid I assumed 

you already had greater resilience than you did, so when I tried to offer to help guide you along 

your path in times of trials, you may have experienced it as my inability to sit with you in your 

anger and despair.  In short I failed some of you in your times of need.  For that I am sorry.  In 

retrospect, I wish I had listened to each of you more deeply, with more empathy, and to 

respectfully accept you where you were on your spiritual journey.  Please accept my apology, 

and know I meant well, even when I moved too quickly from your despair to possibilities and 

hope.  I trust your next minister will be more pastoral, better able to judge what you need when 

you need it, to know when you are ready to learn from and transcend your suffering, and if not, I 

trust that you will tell her what you need.  One of my teachers compares transforming suffering 

through resilience to feeding your family from spoiled fish.  A dead fish stinks, you want to keep 

it as far as possible away from your supper, yet if you compost it in the ground, with lots of 

water and sunshine, it can become a source of new life to make a joyous meal for all.  My 

monthly discussions with our Seasoned Souls group have taught me much about resilience in 

life.  No matter how hard we fall, how much we want to just give up, or how difficult it is to 

recover, our resilience will always lead us to something good in the end.  That dead fish can be 

transformed into food for the soul. 

 

The third practice is the hardest one for me.  Some of my teachers have despaired that I would 

ever learn it.  It is surrendering our separate ego self to the greater good of the broader 

community.  So I came to parish ministry.  You have every right to choose where and when you 

wish to be involved in this community, we are an intentional community, but a consumer 

approach seldom meets your real spiritual needs.  You may not like teaching, or greeting, or 

singing in the choir, or committee work, but the spiritual response when asked is: “where does 

this community need me most?”  If we bring our gifts for the greater good of this congregation, 

are drawn into service wherever we are most needed, and where we sacrifice our ego through our 

service, we will be transformed in the process.  Sophia, Scott, and Michele all told stories of 

transformation.  Each required surrendering a part of themselves to community.  The easy 

answer is seldom the spiritually rich answer.  But we can only confront, defy, and heal 

consumerism, classism, racism, sexism, xenophobia, and the other sicknesses of community if 
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we can confront them as a faith community.  To do together what we cannot do alone, we don’t 

each get our own way, but we can do it together. 

 

My fourth core spiritual practice is the practice of tithing, to give back to those with a greater 

need than ours 10% of everything we receive.  Loretta and I have been practicing tithing over 36 

years of married life.  As a spiritual practice it is every bit as powerful as gratitude, resilience, 

and surrender, and once you set your mind upon it, it is so easy to do.  It changes your 

orientation to material things.  The poorest family in this congregation will have lifetime 

earnings of greater than $1 million, so by tithing they can give away $100,000 to make the world 

better.  The average family in this congregation will have lifetime household income over $4 

million, so they can do four times as much.  And some families will have lifetime household 

incomes 3 to 4 times that level.  Loretta and I have been richly blessed, but that is partly because 

of our attitude towards money and material things, and hence our practice of tithing.  I 

experience the world with more generosity because we tithe.  We accept what we receive with 

gratitude, recover from any wounds and sorrows, look to the common good, and tithe regularly. 

We have a happier marriage, are more connected to community, and help the arc of the universe 

bend towards justice, all by giving away a mere 10%! 

 

The fifth and final spiritual practice: thinking, speaking, acting, and being full of loving 

kindness, is one which we as a congregation give more lip service to than we maintain as a daily, 

hourly, and momentary practice.  We may sit in Buddhist meditation for an hour every morning, 

but if we come and complain about all the things we hate, or can’t stand about something 

someone has done, we’ve abandoned loving kindness.  In many spiritual traditions, living in a 

near continuous state of loving compassion, is seen as the single most powerful path to living 

joyfully, but one that is just too hard for most in community.  But it is the practice for wise 

elders, who can transcend normal obligations and judgment, meditating upon loving compassion 

for all beings; it is a path for one’s elder years.  I must confess I often fail to live this practice 

while serving as an organizational leader, whether I served a financial, entrepreneurial, or even a 

ministerial role; it may be my temperament, but I can’t open my heart fully while under constant 

stress.  If I want to experience this source of joy, I must first walk away from community 

leadership in order to bring my soul to peace, to surrender to love for all sentient beings, hence 

the picture on the front of your order of service, I go into the mystic.  I seek, at least for a while, 

to be more Mary Oliver than Rumi, to melt into the late autumn leaves, to wander, and to follow 

the singing of my heart, so as to surrender to love. 

 

These are my five parting gifts to you as a congregation: instead of gold, frankincense and 

myrrh, I offer gratitude, resilience, surrender, tithing, and loving kindness.  Please practice them 

to excess!  Depending upon how joyful or miserable your life is, and I no longer make 

assumptions about your life, regularly practicing these five spiritual practices could double, 

triple, or quintuple the joyful living you encounter every day.  But what if you don’t like to 

practice?  I am reminded of the NYC tourist who asked how to get to Carnegie Hall and was told 

“practice, practice, practice.”  On any spiritual journey there are seldom real short-cuts.  We are 

told that to master any activity requires at least 10,000 hours of practice.  I have given you far 
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more than 10,000 hours as your senior minister.  Every ending holds a new beginning.  So let’s 

begin. These five spiritual practices all lead toward a more abundant and joyful life, not focused 

upon individual gratification or consumption, but on a common life and a common good 

grounded in a connection with and beyond ourselves.  I came here as senior minister in 2005 

with strongly developed spiritual practices of gratitude, resilience, and tithing.  They have served 

me well all my life.  The decade I spent with you has helped me to learn how to surrender first 

one and then another aspect of my selfish being; for that I am truly grateful to you all, this is a 

lesson I could learn only in community, and I am a slow learner.  Yet I now feel the need to 

move into a different relationship with the divine mystery, one where I am answerable only to 

God, myself, and my spouse (not necessarily in that order), in order to better experience the joys 

of loving kindness.  You have been an important part of my spiritual journey, as I hope I have 

been of yours.  I love you all dearly, not just because you deserve it, though you do, but also as 

an aspect of my own spiritual practice.  The road leads on!  Blessed Be and Amen. 


