
Fruits of the Spirit – “Joy” not just “pleasure”

As soon as the center of all being is apprehended, there ariseth a joy in the heart that surpasseth all other.  ~Jacob Boehme
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What keeps one from the “center of all being,” the center of your own being? What keeps you on the surface of life seeking endless satisfaction, pleasure, distraction, fun and play? While these are certainly preferred ego states to shame, fear, anger, self-pity, and dissatisfaction, they are still not the same as living and being in a state of joy, bliss and ecstasy that is the natural state of your Self.  
How much of your lifetime has been spent in seeking out these temporary distracted states? And why? Of course, it is obvious if one looks just a little deeper that we seek out the satisfaction of an A on a test to avoid the shame of a D. We rush to happy hour at the end of the day to distract and numb out the feelings of shame when the boss was critical and demanding. We look forward to an outing as a break from the monotony and boredom of “routine as usual.” We “treat” ourselves because we feel deprived. We want “fun” because life is so tedious and disconnected. And when we start to recognize this, we see clearly that the things that make us “happy” are just ways to avoid feeling “unhappy.” But certainly, these states are not the same as feeling joy that is one face of the center of being. These states are temporary and dependent on external rewards or treats and distractions. They are not intrinsic, but fleetingly reliant on whether we can GET these things and experiences. The etymology of the word reflects this reality – it originally meant lucky, prosperous – think of the word happenstance. Both happy and happenstance, come from the old English word “hap” meaning chance or fortune. During World War II people spoke about being bomb-happy or flak happy to describe a state of dazed or shocked by stress. Is this to say that high achievement, fun, dancing, drinking and being merry is bad – not at all!  However, their en-joy-ment is only possible when they are done from a place free of inner suffering that motivates seeking them out.
This morning someone told me a story of being at his aunt’s deathbed and moving a chair out of the room because it was so cluttered. She could barely speak but she croaked out the word, “plastic.” Her one nephew understood what she was saying.  If the chair was to be moved it needed to be covered with plastic so that it didn’t get dirty. What a metaphor!! How tragic that this is one of the last concerns of someone on their deathbed. Consider how much joy has been in this woman’s life. What all is being said in this interaction about her inner world of fears and shame that she would be so focused on material objects?
I have shared with some of you the story of my friend Sandy D’Oliviera who was one of the warmest, most radiant and generous souls I have ever known – but then I only knew him in the last fifteen years of his life. Before that time, he had been a down and out alcoholic whose life culminated in him losing his job, his wife, his children, his dignity and any capacity to care for himself. He used his very last bit of money to buy a bottle of whiskey, which he took to the dirty, cockroach infested room in which he was living in central Durban with the idea of drinking the whiskey and then blowing his brains out. It was either this or become a street person – he had lost everything. But the gods shined on him. He passed out before he could kill himself.  In the morning he woke up, hung over in his own vomit and urine-soaked bed. The stench in the room was revolting. He staggered out of bed to open a window and a miracle happened. Outside the window, the downtown early morning roar of traffic greeted him. But the street was lined with ancient Jacaranda trees. Their blossoms are lilac. They blossom profusely and rain down a gentle shower of dying blossoms, creating violet shadows under them just as new leaves are sprouting for summer.  As he breathed in the cool morning air there was a sudden lull in the noise of the traffic as sometimes happens and, in that moment, he heard a bird singing high up in the tree. He gazed up into the light and shadow of the glorious trees to see if he could see the bird. In that moment his ego quieted, and he awoke to the infinite state of joy within himself. He apprehended that this glorious sight and sound matched this state of consciousness within himself. The god within him merged with the god in all that is beautiful in creation, and he knew the truth of who he was. As Keats says in his poem “Ode to a Grecian Urn,” "Beauty is truth, truth beauty, that is all Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.”
He realized he had a choice. He then clutched and clawed his way out of the deep, dark hole of shame he was in, determined to be of service to the bird and the beauty and all creation from his newfound place of wonder and joy. He saw the suffering of others in a new light – one of compassion, born of his own suffering and humility. He aligned himself with beauty and truth and worked for the rest of his life to bring literacy to the poor and downtrodden Zulu peoples of Natal and then to all Black people in South Africa. He worked with a steady, calm, quiet joy that shone from his face and his eyes. In the last fifteen years he gave more back to the world, from a place of light, than most people give in a lifetime. And whenever I was with him, he would point out beauty, “Look,” he would say, “look at the dark clouds and sunlight in the mimosa tree.” Awakened to beauty through the senses of his body, he found joy in service. He lived truth, beauty, and goodness. His goodness was reflected in all he did – it was indeed sacred activism that came from a joyful place at the center of his being.  He saw divinity in the birds and the trees, the sky, and other people because he found it within at the center of his being.


I slept and dreamt that life was joy.  I awoke and saw that life was service. I acted and behold, service was joy.  ~Rabindranath Tagore


Sorrow prepares you for joy. It violently sweeps everything out of your house, so that new joy can find space to enter. It shakes the yellow leaves from the bough of your heart, so that fresh, green leaves can grow in their place. It pulls up the rotten roots, so that new roots hidden beneath have room to grow. Whatever sorrow shakes from your heart, far better things will take their place.  			                						           ~Rumi






Journal Questions for Self-Reflection

When have you awakened to a sense of profound joy? Within the context of which relationships have you awakened to joy? A relationship with a bird, a tree, a sunset, a blood moon? These things did not “make” you joyful – they merely resonated with your Self and when you are aware of this resonance, you feel joy and love - you become aware of your Real Self. To feel the resonance, requires the temporary cessation of ego. And hopefully, with practice, this becomes more of your lived experience. It can only occur in relationship – to yourself, others, the world.

A Zen monk saw a beautiful goose fly by, and he wanted to share this joy with his elder brother who was walking beside him. But at that moment, the other monk had bent down to remove a pebble from his sandal. By the time he looked up, the goose had already flown by. He asked, “What did you want me to see?” But the younger monk could only remain silent.

Of what are birds symbols? Each of you should have a symbol book. I highly recommend “An Illustrated Encyclopedia of traditional Symbols, by J.C. Cooper or the Penguin book of symbols. However, before you rush to the symbol book start writing down the associations and words that come to you around a symbol like “bird,” and only then look it up in the symbol book.  You will find that deep within yourself you attribute the same meaning to the symbol as all the rest of humanity, across cultures, as well your own personal meaning.

A thing of beauty is a joy forever: its loveliness increases; it will never pass into nothingness.
~John Keats



The true source of joy is love - love of God,
love of beauty,
love of wisdom,
love of another human being,
it does not matter which.
It is all one love:
a joyful awareness of dissolving boundaries
or our ordinary narrow self,
of being one with the reality beyond,
of being made whole.

~Irma Zaleski, from the essay” The Door to Joy”
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