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I want to share with you a little incident that happened after the Falmouth Road Race a few weeks ago.  

We had our two grandkids, Cora and Ollie, with us, and we were driving into town, talking about the 

race.  Now keep in mind that Cora is seven years old and just entered second grade.  So she's really into 

reading and writing and practicing her letters.  And this is how the discussion went: Cora asked, “Do 

you get a prize if you win the race?”  “Well, yes, if you're one of the best runners,” John replied.  “How 

much?”  “Well, I think the top prize was $10,000 for first place.”  To which Cora responded, “Wow!  

That's a lot.  Do you think they give some of the money to hospitals and charities and places like that?”   

“Well, honey, I don't really know.  Maybe.”  “Or, do you think they keep it for themselves and are 

greedy?”  Well, somehow John thought to use this little discussion about ethics as an opportunity to 

transition into a religious lesson.  “Have you ever heard of the 10 Commandments?”  “No,” they both 

replied.  So John starts to tell them.  Not exactly as written in Exodus, but a kid friendly version. “Well, 

one of them is that you shouldn't be greedy. Another one is that you have to love God with your whole 

heart.  And another is that you have to love your mommy and daddy.  And another is that you shouldn't 

steal.  And you shouldn't kill...”  Suddenly Cora yells out, “Stop, stop.  Stop the car!”  She looks at me 

and says, “Mimi, do you have a piece of paper and a pencil?  I have to write these down.”   

 

"I have to write these down."  Perhaps we all need to write them down.  Because if you really think 

about the Ten Commandments it becomes obvious that God gave us those Commandments for a reason.  

And given the state of today's society, today's culture, just imagine if we really followed all the 

Commandments.  I'll review them for you again with a shorter, contemporary version.  You shall 

worship God.  (That's an interesting one since most people don't even go to church.)  You shall worship 

no other gods or idols.  (Like celebrities or sports stars or even yourself.)  You shall not use God's name 

in vain.  (We hear that name more in vain than in praise!)  You shall keep the Sabbath and rest, you 

shall not steal, you shall not kill, you shall honor your mother and father, you shall not envy, you shall 

not commit adultery, you shall not lie.  (Pause.)  Like I said, just imagine if we really followed these 

Commandments.  Because I think it's pretty evident that society is going in almost the exact opposite 

direction.  Lying and cheating and stealing are prevalent.  Hero worshipping is over the top.  People are 

searching for solace in things other than God and his commands and teachings.  And you have to ask 

yourself, could there be some connection to what's happening in our society today.  Like why is there so 



much crime?  Why is there so much drug use?  Why are two police officers in this idyllic little town on 

Cape Cod called Falmouth, almost shot to death.  Why is there so much unhappiness out there?  And I 

think that’s the real question – why is there so much unhappiness? 

 

And that takes me to the point of my sermon today.  But first let me ask you a question.  Do you know 

what the most popular college course in America is today?  Can anyone guess?  Well, it's taught at Yale 

University, and it's so popular that the university is offering it free online to anybody who wants to take 

it.  It's called, “Psychology and the Good Life.”  And it's all about how to be happy in life.  How to be 

happy!  Just Google the course!  There's even a "Happiness Inventory" you can take online.  But let me 

get to why and what of the course.  According to the American College Association, 52% of all students 

feel hopeless, and 39% suffer from severe depression.  So the course is aimed at college students who 

are supposedly more overwhelmed, more stressed, more anxious and much more depressed than they've 

ever been.  But the real fact of the matter, is that these same statistics are also reflective of our society as 

a whole – people feeling hopeless and depressed.  The professor who teaches the course is Laurie 

Santos, and she not only teaches about the science of happiness, but the practice of happiness.  She tries 

to focus on behavioral changes, and how one can change their habits to become more happy.   

 

Let me share part of what she teaches, which I read about in the magazine The Week.  She tells her 

students to think of a short list of things that might make them happy, say three or four things.  They can 

be big things or little things.  Now I want to do the same with you.  So take a minutes and think about 

three or four things you think would make you happy.  (Pause)  Okay, got that list in mind?  Well, 

you're wrong.  Wrong.  Wrong.  Wrong.  Nearly everything you think that will make you happier won't.  

Because nearly everything you're likely to list involves some sort of circumstantial change.  More 

money, a different home, a better job, a long vacation.  Your mind, and I might add advertising, is 

constantly telling you that if you just had these things, or if this or that changed, you would be happy.  

But your mind is wrong.  And down deep, don’t we know this to be true – just look at all the suicides, 

the substance abuse, the psychological issues we've seen with the rich and famous, and how so many of 

them aren't happy.  According to the course, only about 10% of what affects our happiness is 

determined by our circumstances.  Most of what controls our happiness is determined by our thoughts, 

our actions and our attitudes.  Let me repeat that.  Our happiness is mostly controlled by our thoughts, 

our actions and our attitudes. 

 



Psychologists have even gone to the next step of defining what those thoughts, actions and attitudes are.  

They have “reversed engineered” happiness by studying in detail the habits of people who identify as 

being happy.  What are these habits?  Well, let me use this as an opportunity to transition into a religious 

lesson.  For one thing, happy people devote time to friends and family.  We here, in the church, call that 

time together fellowship.  Happy people practice gratitude.  We here, in the church, call that counting 

our blessings.  Happy people practice optimism.  We here, in the church, call that hope.  Happy people 

savor life's simple pleasures and live in the present moment.  We here, in the church say, “Look at the 

birds of the air and the lilies of the field, and how God takes care of them.  Do not worry about 

tomorrow, your Heavenly Father knows what you need.”   Happy people know how not to overvalue 

money.  We here, in church say, “Do not store up riches for yourselves here on earth, where moths and 

rust destroy, and robbers break in and steal. Instead, store up riches for yourselves in heaven.”  Happy 

people know the value of down time and rest.  We here, in church, called that the Sabbath.   Do you see 

where I'm going with this?  My guess is that real happiness might involve some connection to the 

worship of God and following his commandments and teachings, even when our secular world calls it 

“reverse engineering.”   

 

You know, it's interesting to note that the Ten Commandments were given to God's people when they 

were wandering in the desert – confused, depressed, hopeless.  So God gave them the commands, not as 

laws with an associated punishment, but as standards, habits for them to practice that would shape their 

thoughts, their actions, their attitudes, and subsequently, their lives..  These commands were to be a 

constant reminder that they were people who were created by a great and Almighty God.  Created in the 

image of God, a God who loved them.  Who said, as we heard today, “You are precious in my sight and 

I love you.”   

 

Unfortunately today, because so many people don’t know God, don't know of God's unconditional love, 

they listen instead to the world around them, where they are constantly being told they are not good 

enough, not attractive enough, don’t have enough money, not smart enough, not in the right job, etc.  

And so they, too, feel confused, depressed, hopeless, unhappy... like they are wandering in that desert, 

unloved and unaccepted.  And we too may even fall prey to that feeling as well.  And yet, that’s the real 

key to happiness.  Acceptance.  And I definitely don't mean the acceptance of ourselves by others.  I 

mean the acceptance of ourselves by God.  You see, we often look at ourselves, and think that we’re 

flawed, and we don’t feel worthy of receiving God's love.  So if we can’t love ourselves, how can God 



love us?  But that’s where we are wrong.  Theologian Paul Tillich once wrote a very famous sermon, 

entitled, You Are Accepted.  In it, he argued that accepting the fact that God has accepted us, even if in 

our heart of hearts we find ourselves unacceptable, unworthy, – basically very unhappy... accepting the 

fact that God has accepted us, is the most important thing we can do that will allow us to cope in this 

life.  Tillich writes, “You are accepted, accepted by that which is greater than you, the name (and 

power) of which you (cannot comprehend)."  Simply accept the fact that you are accepted - that you are 

God's beloved child, created in his image, precious in his sight and loved unconditionally.    

 

And then you will find true happiness.  A happiness that does not depend on your circumstances.  As we 

heard St. Paul say today, “I have learned how to be content in any and every circumstance.”  This is a 

happiness that finds its source in God’s love and acceptance and grace, which then guides our thoughts, 

our actions, our attitudes, and our lives.  Now that's something you may want to stop and write down! 

Amen. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


