
From Humbug to Hallelujah
Guest Essay by Rev. Jim Swarthout

What is joy? 

That seems a curious thing to ask. Few things are as 

misunderstood as is the notion of joy. Of itself, that 

wouldn’t be a serious concern, except that I know 

from my own experience, at times we are often left 

chasing the wrong things in life. We chase those 

things and often, add to our suffering.

Too often we confuse joy with good cheer or with 

a certain rallying of the spirit that we try to crank 

up when we go to a party, or let off steam on a Fri-

day night. We tend to think of joy this way: There 

is ordinary time in our lives, when duty, work, emo-

tional and financial burdens, tiredness, worries, and 

pressure of all kinds keep us from enjoying life and 

from being as cheery and pleasant as we would like. 

We think of ordinary times in our lives as keeping 

us from joy – the grind, the routine, the rat-race, the 

workweek – and so we look forward to special times, 

weekends, nights out, vacation times, social times, 

celebrations, and parties where we can break the rou-

tine, break out, enjoy ourselves, and experience joy. 

Filling the hole in our soul 

Joy can never be induced, cranked up, or made to 

happen. It’s something that has to find us precisely 

F i n d i n g  J o y  i n  E v e r y d a y  L i fe

within our ordinary, duty-bound, burdened, full-

of-worry and pressured lives. This is joy: Becom-

ing the art of possibility! Imagine walking to your 

car or to the bus after a day’s work, tired, needing 

some rest. But, just as you reach your car or the bus 

stop, a sense of life and health in some spirit – filled 

full and all jumbled together lifts you up – you feel 

your body, mind, soul, gender, sexuality, history, 

place within a family, network of friends, city, and 

country, and this feeling makes you spontaneously 

exclaim: “God, it’s good to be alive!” That’s joy fill-

ing the hole in the soul!

Finding joy

You can’t find joy, it has to find you. That’s its real 

quality. Joy is always the by-product of something 

else. As the various versions of the Prayer of Saint 

Francis put it, we can never attain joy, consola-

tion, peace, forgiveness, love, and understanding 

by actively pursuing them. We attain them by giv-

ing them out. That’s the great paradox at the cen-

ter of breathing. We breathe in, and breathe out. 

We receive and take. In a way, we share what God 

has given us. Jesus used the Hebrew word, ruah, 

which means breath or spirit. The air that 

we breathe out is the air we will eventually 

breathe back in. Joy will come to us if we set 

about actively trying to create it for others.  

If I go about my life demanding, however 

unconsciously, that others carry me rather 

than seeking to carry them; feeding off of 

others rather than trying to feed them; creat-

ing disorder rather than being a principle of 

peace; demanding to be admired rather than 

admiring; and demanding that others meet 
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E
Every year I  walk around the annual Apple Festival in Long 

Grove, lured there by the quintessential charm of being part of a fall 

ritual that includes pumpkins, scarecrows, cider and most importantly, 

cinnamon and sugar-coated apple donuts. The air is fresh with wonder 

about what lies ahead and around every corner.  I love the smell of those 

donuts, the feel of the cool, crisp air and the early dusk gently settling 

in. Children curiously inspect crafts and artwork, and I envy their play 

in the hay while looking for a gift. Joy appears when their heads pop 

out between the straw bales. It is spontaneous and infectious! Joy comes 

through watching their curiosity and imagination. 
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my needs rather than trying to meet theirs, 

joy will never find me, no matter how hard 

I party or try to crank up good cheer. I’m 

breathing the wrong air into the universe.  

You were not afraid when spring became 

summer, summer became fall, and fall is 

now becoming winter. Hallelujahs will soon 

be heard replacing humbugs. Souls will be 

filled with hope and curiosity. Imagination 

will fill the cool fall air. 

The art of possibility is the center of this 

magazine, and here in this column as well. 

May you live into hope that turns darkness 

into light, rain into snow, and pain and suf-

fering into hope and joy-filled living.

Yep, even weight loss and suffering come 

to my mind on my visit to the Apple Festival. 

Pass me that second sugar apple donut. And 

the joy of the moment arrives as the sugar 

passes over my lips! 
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