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To Lilian Joy,
who makes me aggressively happy
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Be joyful though you have considered all the facts.

Wendell Berry, “Manifesto:  
The Mad Farmer Liberation Front”

Whatever happens, my dear brothers and sisters, 

rejoice in the Lord. I never get tired of telling you 

these things, and I do it to safeguard your faith.

Philippians 3:1 nlt
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introductionintroduction

Decide to live

There are a thousand thousand reasons to live this life, every one 

of them sufficient.

— Marilynne Robinson, Gilead

It was December 31, 6:45 a.m. My roommate was still fast 
asleep, the covers pulled just over her head rising and falling to 
the rhythm of her deep breaths. I sat in my bed with a warm cup 
of tea, a candle lit, utterly happy. I have always loved the still-
ness before the world is awake, when there is silence enough to 
hear the murmurs of your own hopes and desires more clearly. 
That morning I had a purpose: to prepare for the new year. As 
I sipped my tea, I perused the past year in my mind like I was 
flipping through a picture book, treasuring all the good things, 
the happy memories I had made, moments of growth. There 
had been difficulties, yes, but they seemed so outweighed by 
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goodness. As my mug radiated heat through my fingertips, 
my heart warmed with gratitude. I felt a deep, palpable peace. 
From this stillness, a message came to my heart.

This year will be hard. You will suffer. The people you love 
will suffer. Prepare yourself.

I paused and opened my eyes. That is probably the general 
anxiety disorder speaking, I thought. I am accustomed to a 
persistent sense of impending doom and to intrusive images of 
all the things that could go wrong, from broken plates to mis- 
sent emails, to crushed limbs, to global nuclear catastrophe. 
All in a day’s dread! I read an article recently that found that a 
large portion of adults diagnosed with anxiety, depression, and 
OCD are of Scotch- Irish heritage. Perhaps it was centuries of 
rain pelting sardonic gloom into our genetic code, or a history 
of familial conflict with our self- righteous brother, England. 
Whatever the reason, the Clarksons have not bucked the trend. 
My dad’s side came from Edinburgh, and my mom’s from Bel-
fast. If  God had wanted to make us serene, God could have 
made us Finnish! (Finland has repeatedly won the “most happy 
country in the world” award.) I’ve often prepared a small speech 
in my mind for my future spouse about the high likelihood of 
our children inheriting mental illness: Dear, I’m bringing great 
hair, bad knees, and clinical depression to the table. But would 
Yeats, Heaney, and Hopkins have written such beautiful poetry 
if they hadn’t been so sad? Despite very little sign of a blos-
soming career in poetry, I comfort myself with these thoughts.

So my first inclination was to call the doom- and- gloom voice 
in my head an intrusive thought, have a bite of something with 
protein in it, do some breathing exercises, and carry on reveling 
in the nearly perfect morning. Slightly agitated, I closed my 
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eyes, attempting to reclaim tranquility. But the message came 
again, as clear as if my roommate had emerged from her cocoon 
of slumber to dictate the message herself:

This year will be hard. You will suffer. The people you love 
will suffer. Prepare yourself.

It was like I’d paused a song, which now resumed at a slightly 
louder volume. I shook my head again, hoping the thought 
might trickle out my left ear like a tablespoon of presumptu-
ous pool water from the college gym. But with one last burst 
of urgency, I felt it to be undeniably true.

The year would be hard. I would suffer. I needed to be 
prepared.

This time I listened. I knew in my gut that this was not the 
voice of fear or anxiety. It was not angry; I was not being pun-
ished. It was the voice of my mom calling me to let me know 
there’s traffic ahead, and to leave a little early. It was the voice 
of a friend tipping me off to the high expectations of a difficult 
professor. It was the voice of a doctor, about to draw blood, 
two seconds before the needle went in.

Quiet Desperation

I didn’t tell anyone about my omen. I’m really not one for direct 
messages from God. I have, from time to time, wished to hear 
an audible voice from heaven announcing definitively that God 
exists, or telling me who to marry or where to go to grad school. 
But, alas! I am subject, like most other people, to the vagaries 
of prayer, of belief, of faith. Truth be told, I have often doubted 
those who seem to have God’s private phone number. It just 
doesn’t seem realistic to say God told you where to park, and I 
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think it would be better to tell the boy you’re just not that into 
him rather than that God told you to break up with him (now 
you’ve heaped both divine and romantic disapproval on him, 
poor lad). For me, prayer is usually more about clearing away 
the clamor of life and the urgency of my insecurities so I can 
hear the steady, calm voice of wisdom humming beneath it all. 
That is why this experience was so strange. It had a conspiracy 
theorist–street preacher vibe to it. I felt almost embarrassed. 
And when I didn’t feel embarrassed, I felt annoyed. For twenty- 
odd years my call had gone to voicemail, and all at once I got 
a message from an unlisted number with a foreboding voice at 
the other end telling me I was going to suffer.

So, I told no one and went about my business, quietly waiting 
for the shoe to drop. And it did.

It dishonors a sorrow to tell it to too many people, I think, 
and it was not entirely my own sorrow to tell, so I hope you will 
excuse me if I do not share the particulars here. It is enough to 
say that it was crushing, that it went on and on, that there could 
be no happy ending. And yet, with the great grief of it clawing 
for my total attention, I somehow managed to graduate from 
college, get into Oxford and Yale for courses in religion and 
literature, and to turn them both down. I had tried and tried 
to talk myself into saying yes to one of the opportunities— but 
I could not. The more I prayed about it, and sought that quiet 
voice, the more it evaded me. I could not be at peace about 
them, so I turned them down, half-convinced it was what God 
wanted me to do and half-convinced I was insane for turning 
down the best opportunities I might ever have.

More than anything, I was just bone tired. When I was hon-
est with myself, I feared, as fragile as I was, that if I had gone, 
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I would have splintered, leaked, and failed. I see now that there 
was a wisdom in my hesitancy, but at the time all I could feel 
was that I was stupid for turning down two dream opportuni-
ties. I felt that I was a coward or a fool, or very possibly both. 
I moved home to work and save money and get my bearings. 
I was so exhausted from the disappointment and sadness of 
it all that I was barely able to be pleasant. I began to feel that 
I was a drain to everyone around me. Not that there were 
many people around me, because I was in that strange posi-
tion of returning to a place where you had once been a very 
different person and feeling oddly disjointed from the people 
you knew in high school. I avoided the friends I did have be-
cause they acted so awkward around me, either conspicuously 
avoiding any discussion of the Sad Thing while indicating its 
presence with a dozen significant looks, or trying to shore 
up the open- ended pain of it with well- meaning words. For 
the first time in my life, I thought a lot about dying. I didn’t 
want to die, exactly. I was just tired of living, tired of being in 
pain, tired of feeling lost, tired of being a drain to the people  
around me.

So I threw myself into a handful of unglamorous jobs and 
tried to be okay. Henry David Thoreau aptly wrote that “the 
mass of men live lives of quiet desperation,”1 and I was quietly 
desperate. I grew to hate the silence of early mornings. With 
nothing to distract me, my sadness and my failures would visit 
me. I tried to avoid their gazes, but when there was no one else 
in the room, I couldn’t help but acknowledge their persistent 
presence, their unflinching glares. The quiet mornings that were 
once a balm to my soul now felt like a poorly fitting shoe chafing 
a raw blister, opening an old wound again and again.
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One of my unglamorous jobs was working at a local cof-
fee shop. I enjoyed the intense physicality of this job and the 
constant social interaction, which helpfully distracted me and 
kept me from wallowing. One morning, I rolled out of bed at 
5:30 a.m. to open the shop. The temperature had fallen below 
zero, and I shivered as I clumsily unlocked the door to my car. 
It groaned in indignation as I sat down, and sputtered into life 
resentfully as I turned the keys. I plugged in my iPhone and 
put a playlist on shuffle, hoping some female folk music would 
wake me up gently.

As I turned out of my neighborhood, I thought of that De-
cember morning almost a year before. Jealousy, yes it was jeal-
ousy, of my past self for having access to such uncomplicated 
happiness and peace seized my chest. I felt like I had been a 
better person before, and sorrow had made something small 
and brittle of me. My own face seemed oddly unfamiliar as 
I caught sight of my care- weary eyes in the rearview mirror. 
Who was that? Could she ever be happy again? Feel lightness?

As I crested a hill, a mountain vista greeted me, beckoning 
my eyes away from the rearview mirror. The silhouettes of the 
peaks loomed immense in the azure sky. A hint of pink, so 
faint it almost seemed like wishful thinking, peered over the 
mountains and breathed purple into the horizon. I felt thank-
ful for a moment that even if I was miserable, the world went 
on being beautiful. 

Suddenly, the final line of the chorus (and title of the song) I 
was listening to caught my ears: “You are here.”2 Somehow, it 
shifted something in me. I had been trying to escape the blunt 
reality of what my life was, afraid some deep despair would set 
in if I stopped fighting. I was exhausting myself wishing life 
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was other than what it was. Suddenly, I realized: I was here. It 
was no good wishing I was someone else, somewhere else. And 
maybe that was okay.

When I arrived at the coffee shop, I left my car running and 
watched as the sun cast its rays on the mountainside. The rose 
hues of morning were no longer bashful but bold, illuminat-
ing the mountain, splashing each cloud with technicolor confi-
dence. Millions of particles of frost sparkled on the asphalt of 
the parking lot in mundane glory. I listened to the song again.

When something, a song or a sunrise, pierces you straight to 
the heart, it’s hard to put it into words. Perhaps this is why the 
great prophets in holy texts always sound so frantic trying to 
explain their spiritual experiences. “It was like a bird! It was on 
fire! The smoke filled the whole temple, which was also the uni-
verse!” Sometimes, moments of transcendent beauty can effect 
a transformation so complete that we’re left bereft of words. We 
know something has changed, but how can we explain it? With-
out it sounding smaller and somehow less wonderful than it was?

But I will try.
Something in the alchemy of the sunrise and the gently chiding 

lyrics began a new thing in me. It wasn’t a life lesson or a piece 
of great advice; it was a realization, an 
epiphany: this is life, the beauty and 
the pain together. A glorious sunrise 
coexistent with deep emotional pain, 
the utter brokenness of the world. One 
doesn’t make the other untrue. This is 
always the bargain. If you get one, you get the other. And in 
that realization, I was offered a choice: Can you say yes to this? 
To life as it is? Will you live this beautiful, painful life?

Can you say yes to 

this? To life as it is? 

Will you live this 

beautiful, painful life?
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That day, I decided to live. I mean this in two ways. The first 
is that I stopped thinking about dying. I decided that whatever 
came, it was my job to see this one strange and wonderful life 
through to the very end. Where I once cherished a jealousy of 
my idealized past self, I began to develop a healthy amount 
of FOMO (Fear of Missing Out) on my future life. I began to 
think of all the sunrises I hadn’t seen, all the huevos rancheros 
I hadn’t eaten, the hands I hadn’t held, the work I hadn’t done. 
When I think back on it now, I feel an almost wild relief. I wish 
I could take my past self, hold her face in my hands, and tell 
her all the wonderful things I would have missed if I’d given up 
on life: the birth of my first niece (named for me— Lilian Joy), 
moving to Scotland, falling in love with a good man, making 
some of the best friendships of my life, discovering the immense 
gratification of bread baking and Dutch ovens, getting to teach 
bright- eyed freshmen, and many, many sunsets.

Choosing to Live

But it wasn’t merely that I chose not to die—I chose to live. 
It is possible to choose not to die, and still not to live. I think 
that is where the quiet desperation comes from, a halfhearted 
acquiescence to existence, which resents the whole ordeal of 
living too much to care about sunrises, huevos rancheros, or 
romance. It is the heart weary of breaking that chooses instead 
not to care. And if I’m honest, it is this kind of living that has 
proven the hardest for me. It is hard to live with skin in the 
game, to feel the cold. Accepting the full breadth of both the 
deep pleasure and deep pain of life can seem like too much for 
a heart to bear. 
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But that day, I acknowledged a hunger for something deeper. 
If I was going to be alive in the world, I wanted to drink deep 
of goodness. I wanted life to mean something. I wanted to be 
honest and open, and if there was something true and beautiful 
in this world, I wanted to know what it was, and to live in its 
light. I began to hold on to life with white knuckles and to say, 
like Jacob, that ancient wrestler with God and man, “I will not 
let you go unless you bless me” (Genesis 32:26).

Is it too much to ask for blessing in this world? For happi-
ness?

In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus makes a list of “blessed” 
people. The Greek word used here is μακάριος, which could also 
accurately be translated as “happy” or “lucky,” and is usually 
used of people who should be envied for their good fortune, 
wealth, or status in life. I’ve often heard people try to make 
some kind of distinction between happiness and joy, but Jesus 
makes no such distinction here. It is just plain old happy, lucky, 
satisfied, blessed.

These are the people Jesus calls happy:

The poor in spirit,

Those who mourn,

The meek,

Those who hunger and thirst for righteousness,

The merciful,

The pure in heart,

The peacemakers,

The persecuted,

The insulted and falsely accused (Matthew 5:3–11).
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The blessed ones, the happy ones, are not people born to 
easy circumstances or with a sunny disposition. They are not 
people who simply “look on the bright side.” They are hungry, 
thirsty, sad, and yet somehow blessed. The happiness they have 
persists beneath the weight of living, even blossoms defiantly 
out of it. It seemed to me that these happy and blessed people 
were the opposite of shallow, sheeny positivity. They’ve seen 
the heart of reality, and it is good. It is blessed. Happy.

Whatever they had, I wanted it.
When New Year’s came around again that year, I began to re-

assess the message I’d heard so clearly the previous year. I began 
to think that perhaps it wasn’t an omen or a premonition; it was 
simply true. It was the steady, calm voice of wisdom: Life will 
be hard. You and the people you love will suffer. Be prepared.

But now I realized there was another truth: there will also 
be sunrises.

Aggressively Happy

This is a book about happiness. A long time ago, I had tweeted 
about something, probably tea or lipstick or something, when 
someone replied in the following way:

“This is disgusting. You are so aggressively happy.”
I pondered this response for a moment, perplexed. But the 

more I thought about it, the more I liked it. To find a sturdy 
center of joy in this world takes a lot of work. I’m not always ag-
gressively happy, but I want to be. So I thanked the disgruntled 
tweeter and added it to my bio.

Ever since then, I’ve thought of “Aggressively Happy” as a 
motto and identity.
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And maybe after reading this book, you will too.
But perhaps, like the tweeter, you have mixed feelings about 

the idea of being “Aggressively Happy.” You might find it an-
noying, like someone bursting into your room at 8 a.m., throw-
ing open your blinds, and singing “Oh what a beautiful morn-
ing!” before shoving a cup of coffee into your hand (that you 
immediately spill) and asking if you’re excited to embark on 
today’s adventure, i.e., another day of work or school. On the 
face of it, there’s nothing evil about this action. And yet, like 
any rational human being, you’d love nothing better than to 
pitch the life- adventure, coffee- bearing songbird out the open 
window and shout “bah humbug!” while you’re doing it. It 
reminds me of a related verse in the Bible: “A loud and cheerful 
greeting early in the morning will be taken as a curse!” (Proverbs 
27:14 nlt). Happiness is okay, but at the right volume, and not 
on weekday mornings.

Or you might feel a general haze of guilt around the idea of 
being happy. It may seem criminally insensitive to pursue joy 
when confronted with the deep sorrow, injustice, and chaos of 
the world. Happiness seems either willfully ignorant, in a state 
of denial, or callous to the pain of other people. To this way 
of thinking, the only acceptable mode of existence is either 
perpetual indignation or sympathetic depression. Or you might 
have a vague sense that desiring to be happy is too worldly. 
Kicking around in your subconscious is something about joy 
being different from happiness, and a general feeling that deep 
and holy people are serious and somber. You’d rather be aggres-
sively holy than happy, and you’re pretty sure you can’t be both.

Maybe you’re just cynical and think that happiness is an 
illusion, a benighted young philosopher taking a long drag on 
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his cigarillo, thumping his copy of The Stranger and muttering, 
“Life is pain.” Each passing year of chaos reinforces your suspi-
cions that all happiness in this world is an abnormality, maybe 
even a defect. You think that if anyone really had a handle on the 
world, they’d be knowing, tragic, and cynical. Happiness is ei-
ther unrealistic ignorance or an insincere performance for some 
nefarious reason. Nothing personal. You just don’t believe in it.

If you see yourself in one of these descriptions, I want you 
to know that this book is for you. It’s for you because I have 
felt each of these things, sometimes even still feel these things 
deep in my bones, but I’ve come to believe there are other, bet-
ter ways to live.

Perhaps it will help if I clarify what this book is not about. 
It is not about being happy all the time. There is such a thing 
as toxic positivity, a compulsive need to look on the bright side 
that lends itself to a perpetual denial of the real, deep difficulties 
of life. A happiness that ignores pain, injustice, and brokenness 
is not worth having. But a happiness that can stand tall, look 
life in the eye, and smile anyway? That is well worth the fight. 
And a fight it must be. Patching together a joyful life takes far 
more effort than submitting to the soporific lull of cynicism. 
Cultivating happiness takes grit, determination, and a good 
sense of humor. It’s a lot of work.

So why should you do it?
I can think of three reasons.
The first is that life will be more pleasant for you. Here’s the 

thing: life is hard. No matter who is president or how much 
you trust God or how far ahead you plan or how beautiful you 
are. Life is hard. Marriages end. Viruses sweep across the globe, 
ending lives and livelihoods. Life is hard on the outside, in all 
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the crazy things that happen to us and our society. But life is 
also hard on the inside, where we carry loneliness no lover can 
fix, where abuse has left its scars.

If we accept that life will be full of difficulties and sorrows, 
we then have two options: to resign ourselves to life generally 
being a bummer, or to seek enjoyment, delight, and hope in 
the midst of (and in spite of!) life’s ups and downs. To put it 
bluntly: you could choose to cultivate happiness or you could 
not. If it is possible to be blessed, I think we should go for it.

The second is that life will be more pleasant for people 
around you. I want you to know something: you affect the 
people around you. When you cultivate a perspective on life 
that is joyful and life- giving, it spills out into the lives of others. 
Far from being insensitive or unrealistic, cultivating a life of joy 
that nourishes others is one of the most generous and practical 
things you could do to make the world a better place. And your 
joy will grow as a result of seeing the fruits of your bravery in 
other people’s lives. It is the opposite of a vicious circle.

Are you determined to add to the 
noxious emissions of depression and 
cynicism? Well, knock yourself out, I 
suppose. But I wish you wouldn’t. And 
guess what? You don’t have to.

The final and most important reason 
to cultivate happiness is that happiness 
tells the truth about the world. Let me 
lay my cards on the table: I have come to 
believe there is a deep well of happiness 
at the heart of life. I believe that for all of its darkness, and 
mundanity, and confusion, life is good, and was made to be 

Cultivating a life of 

joy that nourishes 

others is one of the 

most generous and 

practical things you 

could do to make the 

world a better place.
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good, deep down to its core. I believe being alive is a precious 
gift, and the greatest crime is to squander it. I believe that there’s 
reason to hope. I know I can’t exactly prove these things, but 
in my experience, life is better when you live like they’re true.

This book is about learning to live like it’s true.
It’s been five years since I decided to live. My journey of Ag-

gressive Happiness is just beginning, but I want to invite you 
to join me. I think the world needs more aggressively happy 
people, people whose whole will is bent on finding the loveliness 
of life and giving themselves as a gift to a weary and cynical 
world. But before you set out on your way, let me tell you how 
to read this book.

I’ve organized this book around ten verbs:

Befriend sadness.

Flounder well.

Remember: you have a body!

Enjoy things unironically.

Tell yourself a good story.

Be like Mr. Collins.

Believe in God.

Accept love.

Expect the end of the world.

Give yourself away.

I think of these as my rules for living a happy life. I have 
tried to arrange these in a thematically helpful way, but they 
do not need to be read in order. They each contain stories from 
many different periods in my life, along with poems, songs, 
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saints, and ideas that have put wind in my sails and hope in my  
heart.

Which relates to one other thing—at the end of each chapter 
I’ve included three suggestions: something to read, something 
to see, and something to listen to. Art, poetry, and music help 
me make sense of life, and so I chose to include art that has 
helped me live an aggressively happy life. You can find most of 
the suggested artwork/poetry/pieces of music online for free. I 
hope they will help you not only think but feel your way through 
the ideas in this book, and that they will bring some joy, beauty, 
and poignancy into your days. I have also included some things 
to ponder as you spend time with these works of art.

I do not claim to know the whole story yet; I am a novice in 
this blessed life. But in this book, I have tried to pass on some 
of the lessons I have learned, in hope that they might help other 
people along their own paths. Most of all, I hope this book 
makes you aggressively happy every time you read it. I hope each 
chapter will make you laugh, maybe even cry (an author can 
dream!), and leave you feeling like life is a little more possible.

And then I hope you will put down the book and go live an 
aggressively happy life.
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BefriendBefriend sadness

While we are in this life, [we] have in ourselves a marvellous mix-

ture of both happiness and sorrow. . . . We remain in this mixed 

state all the days of our life. But [Christ] wants us to trust that he 

is perpetually with us.

— Julian of Norwich, Revelations of Divine Love

The air was so humid you could taste it. Little clouds of bugs 
wafted through the golden evening light, looking almost beauti-
ful when the sun caught them just so. It was a little too warm to 
be bracing, but something like invigoration thumped through 
my veins. It was my first week at college, and everything was 
wonderfully new and exciting. It may have only been a private 
Christian college in Southern California, but to me it felt like 
the Amazon, the Alps, or the deep blue sea: unknown terrain, 
full of exciting things for me, the intrepid adventurer, to experi-
ence. The world was my oyster, and I was quite at my leisure.
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I was on my way to the first meeting of a club I was con-
sidering joining. Interested freshmen were directed to meet on 
the soccer field near the old middle school. This was an oddity 
of attending school in California; you could always count on 
the weather being uncomfortably warm but not prohibitively 
unpleasant, and so student groups often met outside rather 
than go to the trouble of reserving a room. As I approached the 
appointed field, I spied a small crowd of shy- looking freshmen 
mulling around awkwardly and introducing themselves to one 
another, and a smaller group of smug- looking sophomores tell-
ing inside jokes. They were infinitely superior to us, of course, 
because they already had established social groups.

There was one particularly smug- looking sophomore strut-
ting around like he was the king of the jungle. And for all I 
knew, he was. He had a full head of golden curls, which he held 
at a quizzical angle and through which he periodically ran his 
fingers. He was prowling around, like a big cat on the lookout 
for a juicy wildebeest to eat.

When I arrived at the welcome table, a kind and decidedly 
not smug-looking girl greeted me and directed me to a pile of 
name tags and markers. I plucked up a deep- purple pen from 
the pile and wrote my name in big swirling letters: “Joy.”

I added a heart. Pleased with my work, I affixed the name 
tag to my chest and sought to ingratiate myself to some of the 
other newbs. I found a group of pleasant- looking people sit-
ting under a tree and joined them, tucking my legs comfortably 
under myself and enjoying the plush carpet of grass. To my 
surprise, after a few minutes of ritual college conversation with 
my fellow freshmen (“What’s your name? Where are you from? 
What are you majoring in? Which dorm do you live in?”), I saw 
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the King of the Jungle approaching. He sat down next to me in 
a way that suggested I should be honored by this condescension. 
He stretched out on the lawn and proceeded to rip up the grass 
and absentmindedly deposit it in a little pile, stopping occasion-
ally to tousle his curls. After a few minutes of lazily shouting 
at his friend across the circle, his attention shifted toward me. 
He shamelessly ogled my name tag.

Joy Marie

“So,” he said, making eye contact in an unnerving way, “your 
name is Joy.”

I nodded to indicate that this was, in fact, the case.
“So, do you feel like you always have to be happy? Like you 

can never be sad?”
This was intended to be a piercing question, but it was not 

exactly novel. I am used to people making puns with my name, 
bursting into song (“Joy, Joy, Joy, Joy down in my heart . . . 
WHERE?!”), or commenting that I “suit my name” with a ge-
neric reference to my cheerful disposition. Every once in a while, 
my name awakens some hovering existential quandary regard-
ing the nature of happiness, causing people to ask questions 
like the King of the Jungle just had. When strangers ask such 
probing questions, I am often tempted to reply, “I don’t know, 
Stacey. That seems a little personal. How’s your marriage?” But 
I usually don’t. I usually just laugh and comment on the hors 
d’oeuvres. But this time something impish got into me, and I 
couldn’t resist.

“Well, actually,” I said with a smile, “my full name is Joy 
Marie.”

_Clarkson_AggressivelyHappy_EC_sa.indd   29_Clarkson_AggressivelyHappy_EC_sa.indd   29 11/8/21   8:02 AM11/8/21   8:02 AM

Aggressively Happy • Joy Marie Clarkson 
Bethany House, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2022 used by permission



aggressively happy

30

He looked unmoved, like this didn’t change things. I went on.
“Marie means ‘sea of bitterness’ or ‘sea of sorrow.’ So, I like 

to think of my name as a motto more than a description. ‘Joy 
in the sea of bitterness.’”

His eyes began to glaze over.
“Life is full of bitterness, don’t you think? But it is possible to 

make it through on a boat of joy. The whole ocean can’t drown 
a tiny boat as long as the water doesn’t get inside.”

This was more than the King of the Jungle had bargained for. 
He was not enjoying himself. He nodded vacantly and shifted 
his attention to another innocent freshman, to whom he no 
doubt asked invasive questions. I grinned and sought a new 
conversation partner. I did not join the club.

The Contradictions of Joy Marie

My mother would swear on a Bible that Marie means “wished- 
for child.” While I fully embrace this maternal affirmation of 
my existence, I have always preferred the paradoxical interpre-
tation of my name. She had me when she was forty- two, after 
three miscarriages. Not knowing my sex, during her pregnancy, 
my mother’s friends would always pray for “Baby Joy.” I can’t 
help but see a little narrative continuity in the name. I was born 
when I shouldn’t have been, a joy in a sea of sorrow. But it’s 
more than that. I hold on to it because it expresses something 
I have always felt to be fundamentally true about myself.

Let me explain.
JOY.
I have sometimes privately wondered if I enjoyed life more 

than the average person.

_Clarkson_AggressivelyHappy_EC_sa.indd   30_Clarkson_AggressivelyHappy_EC_sa.indd   30 11/8/21   8:02 AM11/8/21   8:02 AM

Aggressively Happy • Joy Marie Clarkson 
Bethany House, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2022 used by permission



Befriend sadness

31

I love being alive. On days when all is well, I wake up with 
a sense of secret delight, a canary in my pocket that sings its 
heart out even if only I can hear. I take immense pleasure in all 
the small things of life: a warm mug of tea as sunshine creeps 
through my curtains, my golden bullet of love (i.e., the family 
dog, Darcy), a fresh blank page waiting to be scribbled on. 
When I step outside on a spring day and breathe deep of the 
wet wondrousness of new life welling up in every blooming 
corner of creation, I can’t imagine what we did to deserve this 
world so full of wonders. Music is a physical thing with me; 
it is color and emotion seeping into every corner of my being. 
Sometimes when I listen to Dvorak, I’m surprised light doesn’t 
come out my fingertips. I love people. Most of the time I really, 
unironically do. At least most people. I think they’re wonder-
ful. Daffodils, puppies, and tacos delight me. There’s enough 
beauty in the world to spend your whole life seeking it, and 
never have your fill.

I don’t know what it’s like to be other people, but on my 
good days, I love being me.

The walls of my soul are thin. Light streams in the cracks, 
and when I listen closely, I can hear the heartbeat of the world, 
pulsing away with a joy as poignant as grief. I am porous. It all 
slips through. In the excess of this technicolor universe where 
we live, I feel it all deeply.

I feel it all deeply.
MARIE.
I have sometimes privately wondered if I was more fragile 

than the average person.
Light soaks through my porous soul, but dark things slip 

through too. Sad and ugly things. I am the canary in the coal 
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mine, singing my heart out because the walls are closing in. 
With my ear to the wall of the world, I hear a death rattle, lungs 
eaten up by loss, envy, hatred. The world I love so much— the 
birds and the sea and the sunshine— is polluted, not only with 
the haze of actual smog, but with the knowledge that someone, 
somewhere is suffering. I can’t get it out of my head. I can’t get 
it out of my heart. Sometimes when I see the news, I am seized, 
not with fear but sadness. When I look at all the senseless loss 
and cruelty, I can’t imagine what we did to deserve this broken 
world. All is not as it should be. I’m not good at getting over 
things. They hang around me like the smell of a bonfire. I can’t 
tell the difference between my calamity and the calamities of 
others. It’s all sorrow, all smoke from the burning of my pre-
cious, beloved world.

I don’t know what it’s like to be other people, but on my bad 
days I can hardly bear it.

Joy Marie.
The same capacity that enables me to rejoice so fully makes 

me vulnerable to the great consuming pain and loss of our 
world. Some days holding these two 
worlds inside makes me feel like I have a 
superpower. I am like a carbon monox-
ide alarm for the world. Yes, the small-
est of things can set me off— joyful or 
sorrowful— but isn’t that the point of 
such a device? What good would an in-
sensitive CO alarm be? But some days I 
just feel tired, fragile, like an overstimu-

lated child. I worry that what I have mistaken for strength is 
only compacted grief.

The same capacity 

that enables me to 

rejoice so fully makes 

me vulnerable to the 

great consuming pain 

and loss of our world.
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My name announces it as true about me, but I think these 
wells of gladness and seas of sorrow live in all of us. We all 
contain multitudes. The frustrating thing is that it’s nearly im-
possible to pick which emotions we experience. We can’t really 
say, “I’ll only have the happy ones, please. And sadness for Sun-
days. But never anger!” We can choose to cultivate an outlook 
on life that disposes us toward joy, yes. But if we actively try to 
suppress our stormy emotions, our ability to feel joy will also 
be stifled. You will exhaust yourself and cauterize your feelings. 
You won’t have room to rejoice if you’re in a constant game of 
whack- a- mole with your negative emotions.

So how do we live with these worlds inside us?
I love the Irish animated film Song of  the Sea. The backstory 

is a retelling of the Celtic myth of a warrior king called Mac 
Lir (“son of the sea”) and his mother, Macha, who is, inex-
plicably, an owl. Mac Lir suffered a broken heart and cried so 
much that he drowned the ocean. Hating to see her son suffer, 
Macha panicked and sought to stop his suffering in the only 
way she knew how, by turning him into stone. Head bent in 
grief, the giant became an island in the sea where the birds 
built their nests. The movie tells the story of two children who 
live on that island with a sorrow of their own: their mother 
disappeared. Their father’s heart is broken, and like Macha 
in the story, their grandmother is concerned, insisting they 
move away from the island to live with her. After being taken 
to the city, the children escape and try to return to the island, 
encountering mythical figures, dancing fairies, and old- tale 
spinners as they go. But as the story wears on, the atmosphere 
becomes less merry. The magical creatures, even the good ones, 
begin to turn to stone.
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The two stories become one; Mac Lir’s sorrow is the sorrow 
of their father, and Macha’s enchantments are the overbearing 
care of the grandmother. To keep the fairy from disappearing, 
they must speak to Macha and convince her to stop turning 
things into stone. After a perilous journey, they find her hidden 
in her magic nest, half-turned to stone herself. She is a real mess. 
She does not know what to do with emotion. It is terrifying to 
her. Each time she experiences an overpowering emotion— joy, 
anger, sadness— she bottles it up in a magic glass jar. Her house 
is strewn with little Mason jars filled with storm clouds and 
sunshine and red- hot fire. Stemming the tide of emotion has 
become an obsession. Remembering the grief of her beloved 
son, she would rather feel nothing than be vulnerable to the 
pain he endured. She makes herself into stone, impenetrable, 
invulnerable, safe. But if she bottles up all her sorrow, the world 
of fairies will turn to stone. And so will Macha.

She must undo the curse and let her heart become flesh again, 
must let Mac Lir cry his ocean. But what if his ocean of sadness 
drowns the world?

What if my boat of joy drowns in my sea of sorrow?
It’s a fair question.

Getting Acquainted with Grief

The prophet Isaiah describes the servant of the Lord this way: 
“He is despised and rejected of men; a man of sorrows, and 
acquainted with grief” (Isaiah 53:3 kjv). I take great comfort 
in the idea that God chose to inhabit our fractured world, 
that Jesus willingly took on a body vulnerable to the common 
cold, stomach flus, and the violence of hateful people. I do not 
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know why our world is as broken as it is, or why God lets it 
be that way, but I know that God has not chosen indifference 
to our pain, but solidarity. God, who is above everything and 
all powerful, who did not need to be vulnerable, has bent low 
and become acquainted with sorrow. Our sorrow. Your sorrow. 
Thinking that, perhaps, I’m not alone in my sadness makes me 
a little braver.

But there’s something else I love about this verse: the word 
acquainted. It makes grief sound like a person Jesus knew. 
Someone He talked with sometimes. It makes me think that if 
sorrow passed Jesus in the street, He would recognize it.

Are you acquainted with grief?
I think most of us have a relationship with grief more like 

that of Edward Rochester to Bertha Antoinetta Mason in Jane 
Eyre. (If  you haven’t read the book, this is a huge spoiler, 
but Bertha is the violent and unstable wife Rochester hides in 
his attic.) She’s always there, but no one really knows about 
her, and for the most part life goes on as normal. Sometimes 
a particularly sensitive person will hear her rattling around 
upstairs, but if they ask about her, we change the subject, sus-
piciously deny their inquiries, or, if  we’re really in bad shape, 
demand that they leave our house immediately and go live 
with missionaries. But sometimes grief makes a fuss, banging 
around upstairs moaning and shrieking, maybe even lighting 
the curtains on fire. She’s pitiful and we sort of resent her. 
She’s keeping us from living a good life, marrying our sassy 
governess. We wish she would go away. But we feel a strange 
loyalty to her, like she needs care. If we leave her up there long 
enough, she’ll eventually blind us and burn the whole house  
down.
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Yes, for some of us grief is more like an unwanted houseguest 
than an acquaintance.

She lives with us, but we don’t speak to her.
There are so many reasons we may not feel able or willing to 

make the acquaintance of grief and her cousins, fear and anger. 
Perhaps in your family some emotions were only experienced 
as damaging: an angry father, a cripplingly depressed mother. 
Perhaps your brain, like mine, is wired with what we call mental 
illness. Perhaps in your world some emotions were simply ver-
boten: anger, curiosity, sadness. Perhaps your religious com-
munity made you feel guilty for any “negative” emotions, as if 
you didn’t have enough faith, as if you weren’t a real Christian. 
Perhaps you have experienced deep trauma that has catastrophi-
cally unsettled your emotional universe. Perhaps you are simply 
afraid that if you started crying, you might never stop.

I have hidden from grief in my life too, or rather hidden her 
away, hoping she won’t make a fuss. I’m never very successful. 
She finds her way into my life, sometimes in unexpected and 
often unpleasant ways. Anger I can’t place. Fear I haven’t dealt 
with. She pulls down a curtain, she lights a room on fire, she 
pushes someone I love away. Why am I so reticent to speak with 
her? I think it is because I’m afraid that grief will tell me the 
truth about the world, and that if I heard it, I could never really 
be happy again. I’m afraid sadness knows the secret heart of 
reality, and it is broken. I’m afraid that if I listened to her, grief 
would tell me that all there is in this life is loss, disappointment, 
betrayal, and then death. I’m afraid I would drown in the sea 
of sorrow.

But Jesus was acquainted with grief. And I wonder if I can 
be too.
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So I resolve to make her acquaintance. When the world is 
quiet and no one is around, I take a deep breath and invite sad-
ness to sit with me, to tell me her story. She begins by naming 
precious things: people I love, hopes I’ve cherished, imaginations 
of the way the world could have been, ways my life should have 
been if hurt and disappointment hadn’t woven themselves into 
the fabric of my heart. She tells me these things have gone away. 
At first all I can hear is loss. All I can see is what I wished for, 
what I cherished, gone in a breath. I feel lost and desperately sad.

But as I call on all my strength to listen closely, I hear some-
thing I didn’t expect.

Sadness tells me how precious the world is. She tells me how 
deeply she has loved, how dearly she has hoped, how fully she 
has trusted. She tells me that all those hopes meant something, 
pointed to the gladness beating at the heart of the world. She is 
indignant because she knows her birthright: wholeness, unity, 
growth. She weeps not because loss meant nothing, but because 
it meant a great, great deal. Her tears testify to the world we 
were meant for, that we should create for our children, that we 
taste in baptism. She has her ear to the wall of the world, and 
she knows it beats with beauty. She wrings her hands in sorrow 
that we have gotten so out of tune.

Sadness sings the same song that Joy sings.
In His most famous teaching, the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus 

says something remarkable: “Blessed are those who mourn, for 
they will be comforted” (Matthew 5:4). I’ve often puzzled over 
it. Aren’t people who mourn the opposite of blessed? They’ve 
lost something. Their hearts are broken. But sadness has her 
wisdom too. Those who mourn do so because they cannot ac-
cept the brokenness of the world with equanimity. Their very 
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indignation reflects a knowledge of the deeper reality of life: 
that it was meant to be good, whole, and full of joy, and that it 
is not. Those who mourn know the full value of what has been 
lost and refuse to forget it.

I’ve come to realize that sadness and happiness are sisters. 
They are both born of a tender heart that feels and responds 
to this world we love. Sadness tells the truth about the world: 
that there are things so precious and beautiful in this world 
that deserve to be mourned when they’re lost.

Blessed are those who know it.

The King of the Jungle had it all wrong. He thought I could 
never feel sadness because I was joyful. But in my experience, 
the opposite is true. To rejoice, we must sometimes weep. The 
final scene of The Song of  the Sea is just about perfect. Macha 
breaks her spell, and as she finally begins to experience all her 
pent- up emotions, the little glass jars explode, one by one. Sad-
ness breaks as a rainstorm, tears spilling from her round owl 
eyes. Anger is a thunderstorm broiling with fury and cracking 
lightning strikes of rage. Happiness beams out as sunshine, an 
uncontrollable chirping of birds, and laughter. And as the emo-
tions wash over Macha, the world begins to awaken. The danc-
ing fairies frolic into life and play their fiddles. The storyteller 
shakes his long mane of hair, each strand full of stories. Mac 
Lir’s dogs rise and run to find their master. Mac Lir awakens, 
scaring the birds that have come to nest on his long- bowed 
shoulders as he rises to stride onward to meet the sunrise. It 
is color and beauty and song and joy and grief all bound into 
one. A sea of sorrow, a deep well of joy. It’s all very beautiful.
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This is how I’ve come to imagine my thin- walled soul. Emo-
tions are temporary things. They pass, if  we let them. They 
are like waves on the sand; you can’t do much to stop them, 
but they won’t be there long. There’s no use in being afraid of 
the weather.

This is what I want you to know: it is okay to be sad some-
times. It is okay to weep when your heart is broken. And if 
you’ve saved up sadness, you might have to weep for a long 
time. That’s okay. I know what it’s like. I’m sorry for the pre-
cious things you have lost, or never had. For the things that 
have broken your heart. For the things that have made you feel 
unsafe in the world. For the people who haven’t been able to 
treat your wounds with the honor they deserve. If I could (and 
you didn’t mind, of course) I would sit with you, and make 
you a cup of tea, and we would cry together 
over your sorrows. Because they deserve to 
be wept over.

And something else: we need other people 
to grieve with us, to teach us how to grieve 
well, how to sail through the sea of sorrow. 
We were not intended to sail alone. People 
say time heals all wounds, but I don’t think 
that is true. Time can make some wounds fester and harden. 
Some wounds need a specialist to make sure they heal, whether 
that be a mentor, a spiritual director, a professional counselor, 
or a psychiatrist. Don’t be afraid to ask. Sorrow doesn’t make 
everyone kind. Tend to your sadness so that it becomes a source 
of deeper love and deeper joy, not deeper pain. Good sorrow 
heals. And, hear this: you are well worth the trouble. Your 
wounds are worth the effort. God wants wholeness for you.

Tend to your 

sadness so that it 

becomes a source 

of deeper love 

and deeper joy, 

not deeper pain.
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I like how Tolkien puts it: “I will not say: do not weep; for 
not all tears are an evil.”1

Do not be afraid to weep. But also, don’t be afraid to laugh.
I want you to know something else: just because you may be 

sad now doesn’t mean you won’t someday be able to be incred-
ibly, deeply, and uncomplicatedly happy. The funny thing about 
sadness is that it wants to convince us that it is the truest thing. 
And sadness is a true thing. But so is happiness. So are babies 
giggling, and daffodils in springtime, and salmon and lox ba-
gels, and laughing so hard that your stomach hurts. Sadness is 
not somehow “more real.” When your sadness has passed, let 
it be passed. The hardest thing is to let happiness and sadness 
both be true. But they are. So, when a storm has passed and 
you’re feeling joyful and happy and thankful, ride the wave. 
Breathe deep relief and know that this too is true. It will feel 
frightening to rejoice, sometimes, because the vulnerability of 
joy is two breaths away from the vulnerability of sorrow.

When you throw your arms open in joy, sometimes you will 
get sucker- punched. But as far as I can tell, it’s better to sail the 
sea of sorrow than to never let joy fill the sails of your boat.

_Clarkson_AggressivelyHappy_EC_sa.indd   40_Clarkson_AggressivelyHappy_EC_sa.indd   40 11/8/21   8:02 AM11/8/21   8:02 AM

Aggressively Happy • Joy Marie Clarkson 
Bethany House, a division of Baker Publishing Group © 2022 used by permission



41

To ReadTo Read

A Grief Observed by C. S. Lewis

Notes on Grief by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie

To SeeTo See

The animated film Song of the Sea (2014) by Cartoon 
Saloon

To ListenTo Listen

“Lacrimosa” by Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart

“So What” by Noah Gundersen

To PonderTo Ponder
These artworks all deal with the theme of grief. A Grief Ob-
served and Notes on Grief chronicle the universal and yet 
particular experiences of grief from the perspectives of two 
very different authors. Song of the Sea embodies grief and 
sadness in fairy- tale form. Mozart’s piece (meaning “weep-
ing/tearful”) shows the grandeur of grief, and “So What” its 
inevitability.

Are you acquainted with grief? Make an appointment 
with her today. What would make you feel safe enough to 
experience both grief and joy? Who has taught you how to 
sail the sea of sorrow?
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