Go Where the Joy Is
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“Oh, dishes!” exclaimed the woman, the joy obvious in her voice.  The scene was at a relief center for victims of Katrina, and she had just found a full set of dishes offered free to anyone that needed it.  The woman had lost everything in the storm, so the dishes represented an important step in the return to a normal life.

A friend of mine recently returned from a trip to Haiti.  He had gone there on a three or four day trip to help install a water pump in an impoverished area where clean water was very difficult to come by.  It was his first trip to Haiti, and he was struck by two things: the poverty of the people and their friendliness.   He said it was like a constant street party.  The people were friendly, relaxed, smiling at one another and clearly enjoying each other’s company.

These little incidents illustrate an interesting, well known, but underappreciated feature of human nature, the ability to find joy in the midst of suffering or severe difficulty.  Little graces bring joy in these circumstances because they carry our minds forward in hope.  They prove things can and will get better.  It is a truth of God’s providence.  The dry bones can rise.  The rains can come and bring life to the desert.  Victory is snatched from apparently certain defeat.  Death leads to resurrection. The city can, and will be, rebuilt.  Such joy is not foolish.  It is the sign of a deeper truth.

The fact that this type of joy, joy in the midst of suffering, is associated with hope and with moving forward has an important implication for both our spiritual and physical lives.  It points out the death-grip of hanging onto the past, of unforgiveness, unrepented anger, and similar sins.  “Wrath and anger are hateful things, yet the sinner hugs them tight.”  (Sirach 27:30)   God’s love is always new and creative, drawing us onward, outward, and to Himself.   If we hug the evils of the past we can not be drawn away from the bile they create.  Hope, on the other hand, is fulfilled when we focus on God and His eternal truth.  In doing so we let Him draw us forward and bring us to where we can receive His blessings, the blessings we so desperately need.
“Stop worrying, then, over questions like, ‘What are we to eat, or what are we to drink, or what are we to wear?’  The unbelievers are always running after these things.  Your heavenly Father knows all that you need.  Seek first his kingship over you, his way of holiness, and all these things will be given you besides.  Enough, then, of worrying about tomorrow.  Let tomorrow take care of itself.  Today has troubles enough of its own.”  (Matthew 6, 31-34)  
