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Last Sunday in our service about gratitude, UUCC member John Harris 

stood here and said, “When I was asked to tell what I was grateful or give 

thanks for, my first reaction was to laugh. For all that is going on in the U.S. 

and the world today, I said to myself, I am not grateful.” 

 

Many of us laughed in recognition and solidarity. 

 

Then John continued, “The truth is, I have a lot to be grateful for.” 

 

* * * * * 

 

One of adrienne maree brown’s principles of “emergent strategy” is that 

“What you pay attention to grows.” 

 

What you pay attention to grows. 

 

And we have choices about where to direct our attention—just as John 

chose to look for things to be grateful for, despite it all. 

 

I don’t endorse the sentiment that a person can simply “choose 

happiness” or “choose joy”. 

 

Too often, those admonitions seem to be promoted by those whose 

relative good fortune is disproportionately great, whose experiences of 

loss and hardship and hunger (whether literal or figurative) are minimal … 

for whom happiness is more easily identified and accessed. 

 

Too often, the admonition to “choose happiness” ignores the barriers that 

prevent some among us from seeing, much less reaching, the happiness 

that is theoretically available. It’s like advising someone without boots to 

pull themselves up by their own bootstraps. 



 

 

 

 

   
 

  

And … it is also true that nearly everyone has some measure of choice 

about where to direct their attention—about whether to be open to 

possibilities for joy and happiness. 
  

As Viktor Frankl—survivor of the Holocaust—famously wrote in Man’s 

Search for Meaning, “Everything can be taken from a [person] but one 

thing: the last of the human freedoms—to choose one’s attitude in any 

given set of circumstances, to choose one’s own way.” 

  

And still, I resist admonitions that feel like “shoulds” for our feelings—you 

should feel happy; you should embrace joy; you should see the positive 

side of things; you should feel angry about what that person said to you; 

you should feel sad about that person’s death. 
  

Feelings don’t follow rules. 
  

And … What we pay attention to grows. 
  

I love the line in Laura’s “Praise Song” that says, “We glory the possibility.”  

  

we divine ourselves, 

bless the anger that keeps us here, 

firm our feet, reach our hands, and glory our survival. 

We glory the possibility. 
  

Am I going to tell you you should be happy, joyful, positive? No. 
  

Might I suggest you can choose to believe there is the possibility of joy, of 

happiness, of positive change? Yes. 
  

What we pay attention to grows. 
  

* * * * * 

  

In the introduction of her book Pleasure Activism—a book in which she 

reinforces some of those emergent strategy principles—adrienne maree 

brown states a list of intentions for readers of the book, including to 



 

 

 

 

   
 

“recognize that pleasure is a measure of freedom”; to “create more room 

for joy, wholeness, and aliveness (and less room for oppression, repression, 

self-denial and unnecessary suffering) in your life”; and to “identify 

strategies beyond denial or repression for navigating pleasure in 

relationship to others”. (3) 

  

“Pleasure is a measure of freedom.” One of the things that I value about 

this book is that it’s not merely a promotion of hedonism—although she 

does celebrate the value of embracing pleasure for pleasure’s sake—but 

also that it promotes the pursuit and experience of pleasure as an 

expression of, and a measure of, one’s freedom. 
  

Life is meant not merely to be survived, but to be enjoyed. Pleasure, 

happiness, joy—those are the reasons we invest ourselves in the work of 

justice and peace and freedom; because every human deserves access 

to joy. 
  

Pleasure Activism is a book written especially for Black women and others 

whose experiences have too often been characterized by 

marginalization, shame, and systemic oppression … who haven’t had 

access to pleasure, or who have been shamed for their pleasure. 
  

brown writes, 
  

True pleasure—joy, happiness and satisfaction—has been the force that 

helps us move beyond the constant struggle, that helps us live and 

generate futures beyond this dystopic present, futures worthy of our 

miraculous lives. 
  

Pleasure—embodied, connected pleasure—is one of the ways we know 

when we are free. That we are always free. That we always have the 

power to co-create the world. Pleasure helps us move through the times 

that are unfair, through grief and loneliness, through the terror of 

genocide, or days when the demands are just overwhelming. Pleasure 

heals the places where our hearts and spirit get wounded. Pleasure 

reminds us that even in the dark, we are alive. Pleasure is a medicine for 

the suffering that is absolutely promised in life. (437-438) 



 

 

 

 

   
 

  

The world is a mess—a pandemic (and its management) that has 

disrupted so much that was previously familiar, taken for granted, about 

how we live our lives in community; political divisions that are so 

entrenched that we wonder if any real progress will ever be made; queer 

kids and librarians and other educators in our own progressive school 

district being maligned; women’s rights threatened here in the United 

States; wars and hunger and rampant illness in places with inadequate 

access to resources. 
  

Our attention is needed there—to promote freedom, to right wrongs, to 

make spaces truly safe for all our children. 
  

But our attention is needed not only there. Because there is also beauty 

and pleasure and joy to be known and celebrated. In the touch of a 

lover’s hand. In the sight of a blooming holiday cactus. In moments of 

raucous, irreverent laughter. In the happily-ever-after of a novel or film 

enjoyed … just because. In the consumption of food. In the building of a 

new structure to hold books or houseplants. In the creation of music or 

visual art or a delicious meal. 
  

* * * * * 

  

… this is the gritty praise of living in a world 

on fire. 

… 

We live this gorgeous improbability of a world knowing 

tomorrow will come and 

will not comfort us. 

… 

we divine ourselves, 

bless the anger that keeps us here, 

firm our feet, reach our hands, and glory our survival. 

We glory the possibility. 
  

Where, for you, is the possibility of joy? How might you turn your attention 

there … open yourself to it? In what possibility can you glory? 



 

 

 

 

   
 

  

In Pleasure Activism, brown writes, 
  

A central aspect of pleasure activism is tapping into the natural 

abundance that exists within and between us, and between our species 

and this planet. Pleasure is not one of the spoils of capitalism. It is what our 

bodies, our human systems, are structured for; it is the aliveness and 

awakening, the gratitude and humility, the joy and celebration of being 

miraculous. (16) 

  

You. Are Miraculous. Go out and find yourself some pleasure today. Be 

open to it. Turn your attention toward the possibility of glory. The worry and 

anxiety and uncertainty will not magically disappear. But maybe—just 

maybe—more joy will come. 
  

So may it be. Amen. 
 


