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As I approach my 59th birthday, I'm experiencing an awakening, or a shift in understanding, about joy.

I'm defining it differently than I used to define it.  In my teens through my 40s I suffered, so I adopted a suffering 
adult's definition.  

Then, I understood that happiness is based on what happens, on happenstance.  It's circumstantial.  Happiness 
is getting your way which, as a suffering person, I wasn't getting at the time.  

Joy, by contrast, is a constant regardless whether you get your way, a consequence of theologizing.  It's possible
to be sad yet joyful.  This is how I used to define it.  

I told my son the difference between happiness and joy is tears.  When we're happy, we smile.  When we're 
joyful we smile too, but with a tear in the eye.  Since the tear is invisible, joy and happiness appear the same, but
they're quite different.  

That's how I used to understand it.  My concept of joy was tinged with pathos.  

It's a very consoling definition for suffering adults because it validates their suffering.

Unfortunately, it can also perpetuate it; in some cases, to the extent of fomenting masochism and a toxic death 
embrace of sadistic, narcissistic religious leaders with masochistic followers.

Now that I'm past the suffering (including cancer), I view joy differently.  Now I would say it's energy.  It's what 
widens the eyes, quickens the pulse, puts an irrepressible smile on one's face.  We look forward with great 
anticipation to what gives us joy.  

Now my understanding of joy is devoid of pathos.  It's no longer a suffering adult's definition; but rather, a 
carefree child's.  I've screened out the sorrow, and am concentrating singularly on joy itself with an attitude of 
curiosity, with the attitude of a student.

Now, having survived a mortal illness, and approaching my sixties, I look back and realize that I've lived a fairly 
joyless existence.  As a hardy Scandinavian, formed by the Cub Scouts, Boy Scouts, Sunday School, 
Christianity, and the Marine Corps, I  prioritized virtue, duty, honor, Doing The Right Thing (DTRT), conforming to
standards, and never thought about my own joy.  

I looked down on anyone who did as selfish, childish, and narcissistic.  I was disdainful and contemptuous 
toward them.  

I despised them.  I was hateful.  

This probably accounts very much for my three divorces.  All three wives were childlike in some way and wanted 
joy.  I discouraged and frustrated them, so they quit.

I can't say as I blame them.

I chose Economics for my profession - “The Dismal Science.”  I do joyless things like budget, account, and track 
time; things joyful people dread and avoid, and prefer to delegate, as necessary evils, to joyless people like me.

My dad was born in 1931, a child of The Great Depression.  He experienced food insecurity.  He has always 
experienced scarcity, even after the Depression was long over.  His own career was frustrating, his income was 
never adequate; and gradually, over his lifetime, he fell deep into debt that imposed a chronic crushing effect on 
everyone's joy, including his own.  We all learned to be stoic.

Student of Joy 11/26/22 1 of 3



Under these circumstances, our family never did anything fun or extravagant.  No restaurant dining, no 
vacations, no travel, no successes to celebrate.  No discretionary income.  

No pleasure shopping.  Shopping was always painful because there was never enough to afford mere 
essentials.  It was chronic, grinding struggle that ended my mother's life prematurely.  

The closest approximation to vacations that I ever experienced were Boy Scout outings and picnic road trips to 
visit friends and relatives in used cars that my dad struggled to keep running by doing his own maintenance, 
rationalizing that turning wrenches was his hobby.  Airplanes, hotels, motels, and restaurants were out of the 
question, as were new or newer cars. 

If we were fish, we would be called bottom feeders.

Our life was very small and home-based, as our home was all we could barely afford.  (As it turns out, we could 
not even afford it.)  

Our radius was small.  Everything was small and focused on avoiding expense and conservation.   Fortunately, 
we lived in a fairly pleasant town and a beloved family home with a lot of sentimental value and nostalgia.  It was
our one source of comfort, stability, and security.

There have been brief episodes in my life when I caught faint glimmers of joy that made me smile and quickened
my pulse:  

• interactions with beautiful women; 
• dancing, music, or singing; 
• breathtaking natural beauty in the outdoors; 
• cute children and animals; 
• comedy; 
• festivity and feasts; 
• serendipitous encounters with friends;
• achieved goals;
• solved problems;
• reconciled conflicts;
• sublime contemplative moments;
• flashes of insight or inspiration

I spent a couple of decades immersed deeply in Orthodox Christianity, which teaches “bright sorrow” or 
“sorrowful joy” and “Kenosis” or the process of becoming unselfish, of self-emptying.  This hardened my 
understanding that joy must be intrinsically pathetic, that tears must always be involved; and it faded or obscured
my recollection of a child's joy.  It worsened my stoicism, my penchant for conformity, my disdain for joyful 
people.  

I've found that Orthodoxy has a certain effect on people:  it makes them wooden and resentful, perfunctory and 
procedural.  It's a heavy burden that no one can really bear; there isn't enough time in a day to do all that 
Orthodoxy requires, and it is replete with malnutrition and sleep deprivation, which make people irritable.

Now as I approach my sixties, I find myself needing worship, community, and hymnody, but I am reluctant to re-
engage with the Orthodox Church because I do not want to finish my life being wooden, resentful, burdened, and
joyless.

Indeed, in Russia's attack on Ukraine, we see Orthodoxy's true colors.  Russia reminds me of the abusive 
husband who tries to batter his wife into submission, telling her that he loves her and that he's crushing her spirit 
for her own good and for the sake of marital unity, to uphold the institution of marriage.

This, I have found, is what Orthodoxy does to people.  It makes them fixated on outward forms and procedures, 
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while fomenting murderous hatred and resentment within.

~~~

On Facebook, I posted a captionless picture of my dad and me eating ice cream cones.

It got something like 30 “likes.”  For someone like me with 505 friends, someone who is neither a beautiful young
woman nor a cute cat, that is a lot of engagement.

Then I asked about joy.  I got three responses, all sanctimonious textbook answers about how we get joy by 
focusing on others.

Yes, yes, yes.  I used to believe and relay that drivel, but I don't any more.  It's a codependent trap that means 
nobody can be independently, autonomously joyful.  To get joy, they're dependent on others.

Oh, how I used to believe that . . . the Boy Scout's Daily Good Deed, and sacrificial Christian service.

Yes:  the Bible teaches, “I am crucified with Christ, therefore I no longer live, but Jesus Christ lives in me” 
(Galations 2:20).

Consequence:  we get what I now call Creepy Jesus Zombies who have no personality . . . wooden ghouls like 
the fratricidal Russian Orthodox, wandering around looking for “others” to “serve” so they can experience joy; 
bloodsucking leeches who need others to experience joy, they can't experience it by themselves.  In my view this
leads to toxic codependency.

This contrast, this juxtaposition – 30 likes of a picture of a son enjoying ice cream with his dad, versus three 
answers to a question about joy, all sanctimonious and doctrinaire – indicates to me that there are a lot of people
in the world who know joy when they see it, but don't know how to acquire it for themselves.  The best they can 
do is relay quotations.  They have very little firsthand, authentic experience.

Another phenomenon I notice that also indicates to me what I'd call Joy Deprivation or Joy Starvation is the 
social media phenomenon of Doomscrolling.  People scroll social media scanning for an opportunity to take 
offense or quarrel.

They don't know how to rejoice, but they do know how to fight, and they're scrapping for one, habitually, 
instinctively.

I behold all of this and conclude that I have a lot of company.  I'm not the only person in the world who has lived 
a relatively joyless life.  I'm not the only person in the world who presumes that his own joy is dependent on 
others.

~~~

So as I approach my 59th birthday, I have decided that I want Joy for my birthday, and for the remainder of my 
life.

I recognize how in this respect, with my stoic formation and background, I am a beginner.  I have a lot of habits 
and prejudices to overcome.  I have a lot of blinders to remove.  I am handicapped.

I don't even know what I'm looking for.  I don't know where to begin.  All I know is, joy is when your eyes widen, 
your pulse quickens, your senses are heightened, and you smile irrepressibly, and it doesn't depend on anyone. 
Each of us can have our own joy without having to play the chump or the simp.  We can be independently, 
autonomously joyful.

I want that for myself.  I want that for everyone.

Don't you?
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