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If You’re Happy and You Know It  A Sermon Preached by the Rev. Angela Herrera 
 

First Unitarian Church        September 8, 2019 
 
Last spring, I donated a sermon to the social justice auction. This has become an annual 
tradition. It means people at the auction have a chance to buy a sermon topic of their choice. 
The catch is, they have to announce their proposed topic when they bid. So the auctioneer calls 
out a price, someone raises their paddle, they say, “immigration!” or “abortion” or whatever 
their desired topic is, and then the price goes up as others try to outdo them.  
 
This year, this topic—if you’re happy and you know it—had a very determined bidder. And—
this is cool— when she started to reach her limit pricewise, some of the people who had been 
bidding against her at first decided to pool their resources with hers. They also bid as a group 
with the other big topic: immigration. Back and forth, the group pooled their funds, until finally 
“happy” won the day. This was really fun to see. The end result was that our social justice work 
received a really nice contribution. And another cool things is that while only the winning topic 
is guaranteed to become a sermon, I often do get sermon ideas from the rest of the bids. In fact 
I preached on immigration a couple of weeks ago. 
 
Afterward, I asked our determined bidder what she had in mind with “if you’re happy and you 
know it.” She said it’s important to spread happiness around, to be generous, and to help 
people. If you’re happy and you know it, she said, pay it forward. Smile at people. Lend a hand. 
You won’t stay happy, she added, if you don’t give some of it away.  
 
And, she pointed out, there are two ways to sing the song. If you’re happy and you know it then 
you really ought to show it. Or, if you’re happy and you know it then your heart will surely show 
it.  
 
She likes the second way better. The heart way. I like it, too. It makes some intuitive sense that 
true happiness will just surely show, it will flow from our hearts, we will engage this world with 
energy and love. 
 
But… I wonder how we would define happiness. I mean, are you happy? Some of us are going 
through hard things. This world is a hard thing. Even just being human is a hard thing. Systems 
of oppression make it all harder and uglier.  
 
What is happiness? Is it a feeling that makes you smile? Is it getting what you want? Does it 
come from being in control? Does it have to do with success? 
 
A lot of scientific research has been done on happiness, but even researchers get tripped up on 
how to define it, with the result that their studies often seem to contradict each other.i  
 
One way of thinking about happiness is as a transient feeling. This kind of happiness would be 
observable in an MRI scan of the brain. Pleasure centers lighting up—at the sight of a baby 
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laughing, or a beautiful sunset. Or a pair of studded cowgirl boots. Whatever your thing is, 
okay? You get it.  
 
Another way of thinking about happiness is in terms of overall life satisfaction. It is a sense of 
living into one’s potential as a human being. Living with purpose. A sense of meaning.  
 
It’s about the way we understand the stories of our lives, too. Do we see ourselves as primarily 
helpless? The victims of things beyond our control? Or do we find and own our power? I don’t 
mean the power to control things. I mean the power to engage with your life as a learning lab, 
and a work of art, as a tragedy and a comedy and a love story and a story of resilience and 
redemption. To wring every last bit of meaning and power out of it and own it. To know its 
value and to create relationships that honor all that and honor it in other people too.   
 
There is a story in the Hebrew scriptures, about Jacob, the grandson of Abraham. ii Abraham is a 
common religious ancestor in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. They are sometimes referred to 
as the Abrahamic traditions. In this story, Abraham’s grandson Jacob is facing danger. He is 
afraid he is about to be killed. In hopes of sparing his family that has been traveling with him, 
he has sent them all ahead of himself, in one group after another so that when he finally meets 
his adversary—who happens to be his brother—he will be alone. Night has fallen and Jacob is 
alone now, on a riverbank. When morning comes, he will cross it and meet his fate. But what 
happens next, the scripture says, before morning, is that a stranger wrestles with him all night. 
They struggle in the dark.  
 
This is where we are reminded that these stories were never meant to be written down, but 
were passed along in the oral tradition for hundreds of generations. The written down, frozen 
scripture doesn’t tell us where the stranger came from, or even whether Jacob is awake. Is he 
dreaming? We don’t know. But we do know that Jacob is injured in the fight. And then, when 
morning comes, the stranger says “let me go.” But Jacob tells the stranger, I will not let you go 
unless you bless me.  
 
The stranger asks him, “What is your name?” 
 
“Jacob,” he answered. 
 
 Then the stranger says, “Your name will no longer be Jacob, but Israel,[f] because you have 
struggled with God and with humans and have overcome.” Israel means wrestles with God. 
 

Afterward, Jacob feels certain that the stranger was God.  
 
I will not let you go until you bless me. That is an approach to life suggested in these ancient 
scriptures. It is an approach to fate and to all the trials of humans and humanness—an 
approach that develops a meaning-centered kind of happiness.  
 

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Genesis%2032&version=NIV;NRSV#fen-NIV-957f
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To insist on being blessed by struggle is not to say of our suffering “I’m glad this happened” but 
it is to say “this happened and I grew.” Or this happened and I discovered the support around 
me. Or my inner strength. Or maybe even “it saved my life” somehow.  
 
Two kinds of happiness: meaning and pleasure.  
 
What science affirms is what most of us would probably guess. That neither of them works very 
well without the other. People who have a deep sense of purpose or meaning, but no pleasure 
in life, are not very happy people. And people who experience a lot of pleasure, but lack a sense 
of meaning or purpose, are not very happy either. 
 
We need both.  
 
Our culture is funny about pleasure. On the one hand, it sells pleasure. We are taught that it’s 
something we should buy. We are surrounded with ads for it, ads that for the most part feature 
thin white people, well dressed, with perfect teeth, which conveys a strong message that 
pleasure is only for certain people. On the other hand, the culture is very suspicious of pleasure, 
too. We speak of relatively small, harmless things as guilty pleasures. The word “hedonism” 
which means pleasure-seeking, has a negative connotation.  
 
In her book Pleasure Activism, the scholar and activist adrienne maree brown describes 
pleasure as a beautiful, necessary part of the most meaningful and powerful kinds of social 
activism. She writes especially for those who have been taught that they are not white enough, 
thin enough, rich enough, male enough, gender conforming enough, etcetera, to experience 
pleasure. Those who have been taught to feel shame instead.  
 
But her description of pleasure, joy, authenticity, and delight in relationships powering and 
fueling and really transforming the work of social justice also just sounds really happy to me. In 
that both/and kind of way. Pleasure and meaning.  
 
And that’s what I thought of right away when, at our social justice auction, the winning topic 
was “if you’re happy and you know it.”  
 
I think the question I asked earlier, “Are you happy” is a trick one. Happiness is not an either or 
kind of thing. It’s not like you either have it or you don’t. We have it by degrees, and in different 
balance at different times. When we have a balanced happiness, the kind that involves both 
pleasure and meaning, that’s when it’s mostly likely that our hearts will surely show it. It will 
just flow from us. And then it will grow and grow. 
 
This congregation has been created by so much of that. That’s why this is the kind of place 
where a third-grade girl told her teacher, “this is only place I can be myself.” And then she 
became a leader.  
 



 4 

A place where there is radical love. And radical, soul-nourishing work. And fifteen ukuleles. 
Meaning and pleasure. Hard work and joy. Happiness. 
 
I’m going to wrap up soon. I want to give you a few extra minutes to enjoy Connections Sunday 
in the courtyard. But first, I want to share that today is the day we are launching this year’s 
pledge campaign.  
 
Each year the Board of Directors meets to discuss our congregation’s needs and ambitions for 
the coming year and set a fundraising goal. That’s the meeting Meghan mentioned. It’s no 
mystery that the church’s many programs - from Sunday services and children’s programming 
to the work we do for our community - all of it is funded by all of us, the members. We are the 
church.  
 
I understand that it is a blessing to give and it is also a sacrifice. It’s with this knowledge that 
your Board and I grappled with the plan for next year’s budget. We’ve asked so much of each 
other in this congregation, and you have been so incredibly generous. Over the next few years 
we’re funding our new social hall. And while we make those gifts, we’re also funding these 
annual campaigns to keep the church running. It’s a lot.  
 
It’s also true that in these times, we need to be at our most robust together. Brave and strong. 
Visible. Outspoken and connected in the community. With all that is happening in our country, 
and with elections coming, 2020 is going to have a lasting impact for generations to come. Now 
is not the time to back down.  
 
So when the Board met this time, they started with that. They didn’t ask “how low can we go.” 
They asked “What would we be able to do if we had a right sized budget next year?”  
 
The other day someone called First Unitarian a one-stop-shop for everything her family holds 
dear. Community. Justice. Equality. Love. We give not just to the church but through the church 
to many things that matter. 
 
It’s a place where—like those bidders at the justice auction—we pool our resources for justice 
and for creating more happiness, through meaning and through pleasure. 
 
Where we do things together that most of us couldn’t do alone, like  

• host homeless families for a week at a time,  

• run a summer camp that clearly impacts lives, 

• give away 160 bags of groceries to hungry neighbors in just one day—and show up to do 
it again every week 

• And create a social hall that will be known as a safe space, for organizing and for 
welcoming the stranger in Albuquerque. We are already collaborating with some of our 
community partners to put that new hall into service.  

 
We are showing up. We are not backing down. And yet… 
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To fund our “right sized” budget would require a significant increase. And you’ve already given 
so much. It’s a hard spot. I get it. Many of us have already stretched to do what we can. And yet 
there is more to do. How would we cut back on funding our values? Work on one issue while 
putting another to the side? Do we put off giving the small staff we all count on cost of living 
increases, or do we reduce staff hours in one area to meet the need in another? Do we fund 
our justice work for immigration while holding off on racism, reproductive justice, and climate 
change?  
 
No. We want to be clear and unwavering. And we are capable. I think we can do it. 
 
So one of the things in the courtyard today is a table with an envelope for you. Inside, you’ll 
find a pledge card. You don’t have to turn in money now. All you need to do today is open up 
your envelope, read about why pledging is different than other giving, and give it some 
thought. You can turn the card in when you’re ready.  
 
Now we want things here to be not just meaningful but pleasurable, we want maximum 
happiness, so the first people who pick up their envelopes today will receive an original First 
Unitarian sticker with a positive message, which you can put on your car or bike or wherever 
you like.  And everyone who turns in their pledge card this year gets something special in 
return, in the mail. I’m not going to tell you what it is.  
 
I do want to tell you thank you though. Whether you are able to pledge $10 or $10,000, it 
absolutely takes every one of us to make this church. On behalf of everyone whose life will be 
touched by this place in the coming year, thank you.  
 
 
 
 

i https://greatergood.berkeley.edu/article/item/happy_life_different_from_meaningful_life 
ii Genesis 32:22-30 

 


