
From Languishing to Joy, May 9, 2021, St. Timothy, Burnaby 

Psalm 98; 1 John 5.1-6; John 15.9-17 

“Shout with joy to the Lord, all you lands; lift up your voice, rejoice, and sing.” 

Prayer 

In 2014 the musical comedian “Weird Al” Yankovic released an album called Mandatory Fun. The title 

poked fun at modern work-place policies designed to increase employee motivation and engagement. In 

an effort to make work more enjoyable (and increase employee productivity), many workplaces have 

been introducing “fun” things at work: pool tables, snack bars, slack-lining, nature retreats. However, 

just like long seminars instructing employees how best to practice “self care” (rather than just giving 

them time off), these policies of “mandatory fun” quickly backfired. It’s hard to have fun when you’re 

forced to. It’s hard to take care of yourself when you have to spend two hours listening to an expert tell 

you how important it is to take time away for yourself. 

And it’s hard to “shout with joy” when you’re languishing. 

Languishing. That’s a term that has been coming up more and more lately. It’s a psychological term that 

describes that unhappy middle place between depression and flourishing. Perhaps you have 

experienced some of the symptoms of languishing: having difficulty concentrating, feeling like you’re 

living in a fog, and not experiencing the joy and hopefulness about the future that you’re used to. It 

might well be that you’re languishing (alongside many in the population).  

An article in the New York Times a few weeks ago summed it up nicely in the title: “There’s a Name for 

the Blah You’re Feeling: It’s Called Languishing”. Many of us don’t have the energy we used to. We don’t 

get excited the way we used to. And we aren’t as productive as we used to be—this article points out 

that the most important factor in daily joy and motivation is a sense of progress (and links to an article 

on “The Power of Small Wins”). 

What was perhaps the most jarring about this article is summed up in this quote   

“Part of the danger is that when you’re languishing, you might not notice the dulling of 

delight or the dwindling of drive. You don’t catch yourself slipping slowly into solitude; 

you’re indifferent to your indifference. When you can’t see your own suffering, you don’t 

seek help or even do much to help yourself.” 

We become immune to our own need for help. This is why I’m quick to cut people off when they tell me 

that “others have things far worse.” That may be true—there are many people who have things really 

bad right now and maybe things aren’t as bad for you—but you don’t need to be happy just because 

you’re suffering less than others.  

And we’re usually not happy just because we’re not suffering as much as others. We might still feel kind 

of … blah. But then we might also feel guilty that we’re not feeling happy. After all, it could be a lot 

worse, right? 

But that hasn’t been working out well for us. “Forced happiness” is about as effective as “mandatory 

fun”. It just doesn’t work.  

https://hbr.org/2011/05/the-power-of-small-wins


So the psalmist encouraging us to “shout for joy to the Lord,” and to “lift up our voice, rejoice and sing” 

kind of falls flat. And part of the problem is one of distance—not only of space, but also time.  

For the psalmist, the victories of the Lord were much closer—both in time (they happened not that long 

ago), but also in proximity. The glorious ways in which the Lord provided are celebrated because the 

psalmist experienced them—or knows people who did. By contrast, today we are very far removed from 

the manna in the desert, the water from the rock, the freedom from captivity in Egypt. Even the 

resurrection of Jesus from the dead or the feeding of the five thousand. Those were all wonderful deeds 

of power that showed God’s provision and ability—but they happened so long ago. And so far away. 

When the deeds of power and provision we are called to celebrate seem distant, then God can seem 

distant. We start to fall, quite unconsciously, into a sense of “what have you done for me lately.” But, 

like with languishing, we are unaware that we are slipping into solitude. That we’re falling away from 

God. 

One of the most difficult things about keeping things on track with God is that God is distant. God is 

mighty and powerful. We can look back on the mighty works of God in awe but that doesn’t help us feel 

closer to God. We’re left marveling from a distance. God is holy and wholly other. And in that distance 

we can begin to become complacent with our faltering connection with God, usually without even 

noticing it. 

John’s first letter tries to add a different relational element to how we connect to God. We experience 

the love of God, we express the love of God, by obeying God’s commands. The relationship, John 

suggests, is like parent and child. For “everyone who believes that Jesus is the Christ has been born of 

God; and everyone who loves the parent, loves the child. By this we know that we love the children of 

God when we love God and obey his commandments.”  

John may be on to something—and we can see in the gospel reading Jesus is able to tweak his ideas just 

a little. There is still a relationship component there; there is still a requirement for obedience to God’s 

commandments; obedience is still a demonstration of love. But something is different. When Jesus 

speaks to his disciples to encourage them to demonstrate their love through their obedience to God’s 

commands, he addresses them as his friends. 

“This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you.  No one has greater love than 

this, to lay down one's life for one's friends. You are my friends if you do what I command you.  I do not 

call you servants any longer, because the servant does not know what the master is doing; but I have 

called you friends,[because I have made known to you everything that I have heard from my Father.]  

You did not choose me, but I chose you.  [And I appointed you to go and bear fruit, fruit that will last, so 

that the Father will give you whatever you ask him in my name.]  I am giving you these commands so 

that you may love one another." 

Suddenly, the transcendent God, the same God that created the world and led the Israelites to victory 

and provided manna in the desert, is here. Close by. And that God, who has taken on the flesh of human 

beings in Jesus, is present. Immanent. And he calls those who follow his commands friends!  

Much of what we may be missing in this period of languishing is contained in friendship. Contact. 

Closeness. Meaningful conversation. Being understood and loved. Those of us who are languishing may 

be dealing with the loss of the friendships we had grown to depend on. Those friendship have not 



disappeared, entirely. But they are suddenly more distant. They are less tangible, somehow. And we 

didn’t even notice them slipping away. And we haven’t even been able to pay attention to our own loss 

of those friendships.  

Jesus calls us his friends. Us! And all we need to do for him to call us “friend” is love like he loved us. By 

giving of ourselves, laying down our own lives, our own will, our own desires for our friends, as Jesus did 

for us. One small act at a time. One “small win” as we start to string together successes to build a sense 

of progress. 

What does it mean to have Jesus as a good friend? It looks much like those rare friendships that we have 

(or those friendships that we remember from better times): A good friend is someone who you trust and 

who trusts you. Someone who knows you, sometimes better than you know yourself. Someone who 

understands why you are the way you are, what made you that way. Someone who accepts you for who 

you are, who cares for you despite your flaws and despite the distance of space or time.  

It may be hard to shout with joy when we are languishing. But perhaps we still have the strength to obey 

Jesus’ command, just a little at first. To give up our own desires, to lay down our lives, in order to love 

others as we have been loved. And perhaps we really can find a way from languishing to joy through 

demonstrating our love for one another, even when we are really struggling to feel anything at all. 

Jesus said, "As the Father has loved me, so I have loved you; abide in my love.  If you keep my 

commandments, you will abide in my love, just as I have kept my Father's commandments and abide in 

his love.  I have said these things to you so that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be 

complete.” 


