FINDING JOY IN THE JOURNEY

If we were in a Sunday School class and I asked the question, “Why are we here?” most of you would probably say that we are here to gain a body and to prove ourselves.  And you would be correct.  But do you realize that there is another major reason for being here on earth.  This is a reason that I did not discover until later in life.

I was reading a scripture that I had read many times.  I had memorized it in seminary, and yet I never understood the second half of the verse.  In 2 Nephi 2:25 we read “Adam fell that men might be, and men are that they might have joy.”  Men are that they might have joy!  We are here on this earth to find and create as much joy as we possibly can.

I grew up in Idaho Falls.  When I was a young girl, one of the highlights each year was going to Blackfoot for the Eastern Idaho State Fair.  Our favorite part of the fair was the grab bags.  Somewhere in the pavilion, near the Culligan hats, were grab bags that cost a dollar.  They contained such treasures as garden seeds, pencils, erasers, rulers and glow in the dark key chains.  They were all different and it was exciting to see what each person got.

Picture each one of us in the preexistence, standing with our Heavenly Father.  After explaining the Plan of Salvation to us, I can imagine him handing each one of us a grab bag – each of them containing spiritual gifts, talents, and trials.  They were all different.  I can picture our Heavenly father saying to us “Okay, I want you to go down to earth and make joy out of whatever is in you grab bag.”  While it may be a little more difficult for some than for others, I truly believe that each one of us can create joy out of whatever we have in our bag.

This life was not meant to be depressing and miserable, frustrating and discouraging.  In fact, there are fourteen invitations in the scriptures to “be of good cheer.”  I think of the Savior’s own life.  Although it was filled with difficult challenges, he was at peace and he found joy and I honestly believe that we can do the same.

I want to explain before we go any further, the difference between pleasure, happiness and joy.  All three are positive human emotions, but they are indeed, very different.  Pleasure is anything that satisfies an appetite.  If we are craving chocolate and we eat a Snickers bar, we get pleasure. There is nothing wrong with pleasure as long as we keep it within the boundaries of the commandments.  However, the problem with pleasure is that it is very short lived, and must be fed constantly.  It is not a long-term source of satisfaction.  

Happiness, on the other hand is longer lasting.  To me, anything that happens in our external environment that makes us feel good brings happiness.  If you go to school and the guy you like acknowledges your existence, it makes you happy.  If your mom offers to buy you a new dress, it makes you happy.  The problem with happiness is that once again, it is dependent on external sources.  And since those sources are constantly changing, you may find yourself on an emotional rollercoaster.  Which brings us to the final emotion – joy.

Joy is my favorite because since it originates within us, and we have complete control over it, we can find joy whenever we choose, and we can have it last as long as we would like.  Someone once described joy as “happiness combined with the spirit of the Lord.”  I like that definition.

When I was serving as a missionary in Chile, we ate this wonderful food called manjar.  It is similar to the caramel you dip apples in to make carameled apples.  We ate in on bread, we ate it on everything – it was divine!  When I returned to the United States, I was horrified to find that they do not sell manjar here, and I wondered how I was going to make it through the rest of my life.  And then I remembered that I had brought the recipe home with me.  As I got looking at the recipe, I realized that I had all the ingredients I needed to make it.

I would like each of you to remember that if you find yourself in a situation where you have no joy, you have all of the ingredients to make it. I will share with you the recipe, so that you can find joy in your journey.

ADVERSITY

The first ingredient to finding joy in the journey is to realize that we experience joy not in spite of our trials, but because of our trials.  As I was preparing this talk, I was going to encourage you to cram as much joy as possible into your life in between trials, because I had always defined joy as the absence of trials.  I could not have been more wrong.

Think about it – if we only feel joy when we have no trials, how often will we feel joy?  Like we talked about earlier, we were put on this earth to be tried and tested. Adversity is not an aberration; it is just a natural part of everyday life.  We cannot wait until our trials are over to feel joy.

Do you realize that Adam and Eve never felt joy in the Garden of Eden?  That came as a shock to me.  If I were in a beautiful garden, eating fresh berries, playing with the animals, talking with God, surely I would experience joy!  But like it says in the scriptures, Adam and Eve were in a state of innocence, “Having no joy, for they knew no misery.”  It wasn’t until they got out in the lone and dreary world and started having hard times and difficult days, that they were able to appreciate the positive experiences.  Prior to that they had no point of reference to compare it to.

Early on in our marriage, when we were living in California, we had a dishwasher.  I received no joy, whatsoever, from that dishwasher – it was just an appliance, and I didn’t think twice about it.  However, when we moved to Idaho, our home did not have a dishwasher.  We went three years without one and I had to wash the dishes three times a day by hand.  One Christmas we bought a dishwasher, and I cannot describe the joy I felt.  It continues to bring me joy every day.  I can hardly wash the dishes without smiling, it makes me so happy – primarily because I know what it’s like not to have one.

When we lived in California, it was always 70-80 degrees outside.  Every day was sunny.  Looking back on it now, I realize that I didn’t appreciate the good weather.  Here in Idaho, each time we get a warm day without snow or wind, I really enjoy it – again, because I have seen the opposite.

Bruce Hafen said it this way “Somehow, our joyful experiences mean more when we are fully conscious of the alternatives and the contrasts that surround us.  We prize the sweet more when we have tasted the bitter.  We appreciate our health when we see sickness.  We truly love peace when we know the ugliness of war.  These contrasts do not deter our idealism…..they only make the moments of true joy worth waiting for.”

I think we need to view the adversity in our lives in a new light.  We don’t necessarily need to seek out adversity, because life seems to create enough for us on its own.  But maybe we need to appreciate it for what it is, and to recognize that it does not destroy our joy, but rather makes it possible for us to feel joy.

I do, however, want to make one thing clear.  When we go through a difficult, devastating loss – the loss of our health, the loss of our job, the loss of a loved one, there are natural stages of grief that we must work through in order to heal.  We may initially feel shock and denial.  We might feel anger and try to bargain with the Lord.  Eventually we reach the point of acceptance and understanding.  It is so critical to allow ourselves to progress through these stages, because if we do not, we may never properly heal.  Those scars will remain.  When I talk about feeling joy in adversity, I’m not saying that we should walk around with a fake smile on our face pretending that everything is okay.  We must allow ourselves to grieve.  

OBEDIENCE

Another essential ingredient, much like the flour in a cake, is obedience.  Like it says in Alma 41:10 “Wickedness never was happiness.”  That is a pretty strong statement.  Wickedness never was happiness.  Nothing destroys our joy faster than sin.

Our Heavenly Father gave us the Plan of Salvation, which is also called “The Plan of Happiness.”  I find it interesting that each of us on this earth is eagerly seeking happiness, and yet very few of us actually follow the plan.

Shortly after returning from my mission, I drove from Provo to Idaho Falls late one night.  While I was on my mission, they had changed the interstate near Tremonton.  With the changes, drivers had to make a specific turn-off in order to get to Idaho Falls.  I, unfortunately, was not aware of these changes.  Naturally, I missed the turn-off, but didn’t notice it for nearly an hour. (I’m not the most observant person in the world.)   After seeing scenery that was totally unfamiliar for quite sometime, I stopped at a restaurant to ask where I was, and was told that I was in Snowville, on my way to Boise.  The cashier at the restaurant said that I would have to backtrack an hour on the interstate or take a little windy road through to Malad.  

I chose the Malad option and eventually made it home.  But I realized one important thing that night.   I realized that even if I had driven really fast; even if I had driven a really, really long time on that road, I never would have made it to Idaho Falls, because that is not the road that leads to Idaho Falls.

There is a specific road in this life that leads to happiness.  If we are not on the road to happiness, we will never get there.  I would encourage you that if there are things in your life that are preventing you from feeling joy, get them taken care of.  Talk to your bishop, talk to the Lord – do whatever it takes to make things right.  

I love the scripture where Alma talks about his own repentance. (Alma 36:21)   He says, “There could be nothing so exquisite and so bitter as were my pains.  Yea, and again I say unto you that on the other hand, there can be nothing so exquisite and sweet as was my joy.” Regardless of how exquisite your pain is right now, you too can feel that sweet, sweet joy.

JOY IS A CHOICE

The third ingredient is to recognize that joy is a choice.  Attitude has nothing to do with circumstance. Let me repeat that:  Attitude has nothing to do with circumstance.  It has taken me my whole life to realize this.  If you are happy, it is because you chose to be.  If you are miserable, it is because you chose to be.  You are the one in control.

My father was a wonderful example to me of this principle.  He struggled with his health for many years. He had seven kidney stones, quadruple bypass open-heart surgery following a heart attack, a shoulder replacement, two or three major back surgeries, arthritis, and Crone’s disease.  The Crone’s disease nearly took his life when he had an abscess the size of his head in his abdomen, which required emergency surgery to save his life.  These are just the ailments I can remember off the top of my head.  And yet to talk to him, you would think that he was the luckiest guy alive.  He whistled as he worked in the garden, so happy to be alive.  He could hardly thank the Lord enough for his blessings.  I spoke with him on occasion and said “Don’t you just get sick of it sometimes?”  He would reply in all honesty “I’m just so grateful that I don’t have some of the trials that other people have.” 

I like what Dr. Wayne Dyer said, “You always have options.  In every situation in your life, you can choose how you are going to deal with it and how you are going to feel about it. Wherever you find yourself, whatever the circumstances, you can make the situation into a learning or growing experience.  Whether you are in a hospital bed, a routine job, in New York City or Wide-Spot-in-the-Road, Missouri, the setting is irrelevant.  You can be alive enough to get something out of the experience, and you can either like where you are or, if you prefer, work at moving to another, more fulfilling place.”

When I was in Young Women, I received this quote that sums up what I am trying to say: “I am determined to be happy in whatever situation I may be, for I have learned from experience that the greater part of our happiness or misery depends upon our dispositions and not our circumstances.”

GRATITUDE

My daughter once sent me a quote from her mission that said, “Some people call the glass half empty, some call it half full. Some people are just happy to have a glass.”  I have found that when I am unable to find joy in my life, it is often because I have stopped counting my blessings.  Even during the lowest moments of our lives, there is so much to be thankful for.  Counting our blessings puts our trials in perspective.  Just think how happy you’d be if you lost everything you have right now – and got it back again. Here is something else to consider: “Instead of bewailing the fact that we can’t have all that we want, many of us should be thankful we don’t get all we deserve.” Think of all the things you don’t have that you don’t want!  I promise you that as you cultivate a feeling of gratitude and take time to thank the Lord for your blessings every day, your joy will increase.

ELIMINATE COMPARISONS

I don’t know why we as human beings, and especially we as women feel the need to constantly look around and compare ourselves with others.  I found an article that I thought was very funny, primarily because it is so true.  I’d like to share it with you.

Sara Eckel says “My friend Kate made an interesting discovery after she lost 30 pounds:  It didn’t make her happy.

Oh, she was glad to lose the weight.  It definitely improved her physical and emotional wellbeing.  But it didn’t transform her life, and until she had actually lost those pounds she didn’t realize how much she had expected it to.  “I used to look at women who were skinny,” she told me once over dinner, “And I’d think, “How could she have any problems?  She’s thin.”  

I nearly dropped my fork when she told me this, because I realized I felt exactly the same way – only for me the issue was boyfriends.  Somehow I could never manage to muster the necessary sympathy for a coupled friend who was feeling low.  Because in the dark recesses of my mind I would always think “But she has a boyfriend.  How can she be unhappy?”

We brought the matter to our friend Jennifer – who is thin and has a boyfriend.  For her, the secret to happiness lies in having disposable income – anyone who can spend $200 on a pair of really cool sandals has nothing to complain about.”

Yes, the grass is always greener on the other side of the fence – until you get to the other side of the fence.  

KEEP REALISTIC EXPECTATIONS

If you were a student and got a “B” in geometry, would you be excited or mad?  It probably depends on what grade you were expecting.  If you were expecting an “A” you would probably be quite disappointed.  However, if you were sure you were getting a “C” you would be ecstatic.  I have learned that we can greatly alter our level of satisfaction by altering our level of expectations.

Someone once said “Blessed is he who expects nothing, for he shall never be disappointed.”  I am not suggesting that we become pessimists.  I’m simply saying that we need to be careful to keep our expectations realistic.  If we wake up in the morning to go to town and we say “Every traffic light is going to be green, and when I get to Walmart there is going to be an empty parking space right in front of the store, and everything I buy is going to be on sale,” we will most likely be disappointed.

HARD WORK

I wish I could tell you that the Lord will just give you joy for free.  But that is not usually the case.  As I think back on the most joyous moments in my life, nearly every one of them was preceded by a great deal of hard work and sacrifice.  I think that serving a mission was by far one of the most difficult things I have ever done.  And yet I can honestly say that I experienced more joy during my mission than perhaps any time in my life.  Another joyous moment was the birth of my children – and that was certainly preceded by a lot of sacrifice and hard work.  Joy is something we have to earn.  There is usually a price to pay.

GET THE SPIRIT IN YOUR LIFE

Perhaps the most critical ingredient of all, as we seek to create joy, is having the spirit of the Lord with us. In D&C 11:13 it says, “I will impart unto you of my Spirit, which shall fill your soul with joy.”  When we feel the spirit, it prompts us to be obedient – which will bring us joy.  When we feel the spirit, it prompts us to serve others, which will bring us joy.  When we feel the spirit, it causes that great and mighty change to take place in our hearts– which will also bring us joy.  

If it has been a while since you have felt joy, ask yourself “When was the last time I had the spirit with me?”  I think that is perhaps the quickest way to bring joy into our lives – listening to good music, reading the scriptures, going to church – whatever is necessary to bring the spirit into our lives.  Joy will follow.

RECOGNIZE THAT JOY CAN ONLY BE FOUND IN THE JOURNEY

We must find joy in the journey, because that is the only place joy is found.  Happiness is not a station you arrive at; it is a manner of traveling.  I love this article called “The Station” by Robert J. Hastings and want to share it with you.

“Tucked away in our subconscious is an idyllic vision.  We see ourselves on a long trip that spans the continent.  We are traveling by train.  Out the windows we drink in the passing scene of cars on nearby highways, of children waving at a crossing, of cattle grazing on a distant hillside, of smoke pouring from a power plant, of row upon row of corn and wheat, of flatlands and valleys, of mountains and rolling hillsides, of city skylines and village halls.

But uppermost in our minds is the final destination.  On a certain day at a certain hour we will pull into the station.  Bands will be playing and flags waving.  Once we get there so many wonderful dreams will come true and the pieces of our lives will fit together like a completed jigsaw puzzle.  How restlessly we pace the aisles, waiting, waiting, waiting for the station.

“When we reach the station, that will be it!” we cry.  “When I’m 18.”  “When I buy a new Mercedes Benz!” “When I put the last kid through college.”  “When I have paid off the mortgage!”  “When I get a promotion.”  “When I reach the age of retirement, I shall live happily ever after!”

Sooner or later we must realize there is no station, no place to arrive at once and for all.  The true joy of life is the trip.  The station is only a dream.  It constantly outdistances us.

So stop pacing the aisles and counting the miles.  Instead, climb more mountains, eat more ice cream, go barefoot more often, swim more rivers, watch more sunsets, laugh more; cry less.  Life must be lived as we go along.  The station will come soon enough.”

We’ve all been told to stop and smell the roses, and yet how often do we really do that?  The first thing we have to do is to slow down.  I have ridden on two trains in my life.  The first was “BART” in San Francisco and the other was the Heber Creeper in southern Utah.  The Bart is like an above-ground subway and its purpose is to get you from point A to point B as quickly as possible.  You are crammed in with the other patrons and you can’t see a thing.  You basically hold on for dear life.  

The Heber Creeper is just the opposite.  It is a fun, family train and it slowly creeps through the mountains while you sip your lemonade.  There is beautiful scenery to look at and you just soak it all in.  My suggestion to each of us is that we get off the BART and buy us a ticket on the Heber Creeper.  You may be amazed at what you are missing.

It is also important to recognize that joy may not come in big chunks.  So often we say to each other “Have a nice day” or “Have a good week.” What are the chances that everything will go right for an entire day?  Or an entire week?  The chances are pretty slim.  

Finding joy is much like panning for gold.  A prospector does not wade into the stream, swipe his pan through the water and bring up large bars of gold.  Instead, he swipes the pan, searches through the rock and gravel and perhaps finds a small nugget or speck of gold.  He then repeats the process over and over again. So it is with us.  We have to snatch up moments of joy whenever we can, and by the end of the day or week, we will have accumulated a great deal of joy. 

REMEMBER THE PIONEERS

In closing, I just wanted to share a story with you.  This story is about one of my husband’s ancestors, Margaret Phelps.  This first time I read it I honestly didn’t think it could be true because it was so sad, but it is.

Alva and Margaret Phelps with their family were camped in their wagon at night when the call came for Alva Phelps to leave with the Mormon Batallion.  It was midnight when they were awakened from their slumber with the painful news that they were to be left homeless without a protector.  Margaret Phelps was very ill at the time, with a very sick babe and two other children to care for.  There was no time for any provision to be made for wife or children; no time for tears, regret was unavailing.  Alva Phelps left in the morning.  Margaret Phelps had to be lifted up by some of the sisters to wave goodbye to him until his loved form was lost in the distance.  It was the last time she ever saw him.

Two months from the time of his enlistment came the sad news that Alva Phelps had died.  Margaret hadn’t received her usual letter on Saturday, but Sunday she went to meeting as usual.  The Bishop took charge and in his opening remarks he stated that Sister Phelps and family had the sympathy of all the Saints in her sorrow at the death of her husband.  She got up to leave, but fainted there.  She had just embarked on her sea of trouble, however.  Her brother William took her home and promised her that as long as he had a home, she would have one too.  He told her not to worry that he would see that she wouldn’t want for anything and he would take care of her.

The next morning he was pitching dirt on the roof of his house when something broke in his side and within a few hours he was dead.


The story goes on and on.  There is no doubt that the pioneers experienced an incredible amount of hardship.  They were called to pass through very difficult circumstances – wagons getting stuck in the mud, burying their children along the way.  I honestly do not know how they did it.  But I truly believe that those pioneers did not mope across the plains.  I don’t think they marched with their heads hung down, cussing and swearing and being depressed.  Sometimes we think that their theme song was “Here Comes the Ox Cart, Oh How Slow!”  But in reality their theme song was “Come, Come Ye Saint, no toil nor labor fear – but with joy, wend your way.”  They found joy in the journey, and so can we.  My prayer for each one of us is that “with joy, we will wend our way.” In the name of Jesus Christ.  Amen
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