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Those of you with an amazing memory will recall that last year at the end of June I 

gave a sermon from this pulpit on the Scottish Enlightenment roots of the 

American Declaration of Independence.  

 

I want to begin this morning by briefly reminding you of what I said nearly a year 

ago.  Francis Hutcheson was a founder of the Scottish Enlightenment.1 A 

Presbyterian minister, Hutcheson was a professor at the University of Glasgow. 

Hutcheson taught that the ultimate goal in life is happiness. He did not mean by 

happiness physical pleasure. He believed that we become happy by helping other 

people. Our moral sense tells us, if we listen to it, that the goal of our life is to be 

happy, and that we become happy when we are kind, benevolent and caring toward 

other people. This positive view of human nature became one of the central ideas 

of the Scottish Enlightenment. 

 

If people find true happiness only in helping others, this provides the basis of all 

social organization, including that of the governments. Hutcheson said we can only 

pursue happiness when we are free to help others. He opposed restrictions on the 

freedom of women, arguing that human rights are universal and do not recognize 

any distinction based on gender. He opposed slavery, arguing that the greatest 

cause of unhappiness in the world was slavery. Hutcheson believed in maximizing 

personal liberty so that all of us would be free to pursue happiness by helping 

others. This Presbyterian minister and professor was the first to say “that action is 

best which accomplishes the greatest happiness for the greatest numbers.” 

 

Hutcheson died in 1746, but his ideas lived on in the American Declaration of 

Independence. 

When Thomas Jefferson arrived in Philadelphia in May of 1776, he had been 

studying Scottish Enlightenment philosophers for sixteen years. In his draft of the 

Declaration of Independence, many in the room found the phrases and sentences 

familiar. He wrote: 

 

                                                           
1Wills, Garry, Inventing America, Jefferson’s Declaration of Independence, Vintage Books, New 
York, 1978, pages 149-164. 



We hold these truths to be self-evident that all men are created equal, 

that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable Rights, 

that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of happiness. 

 

The pursuit of happiness. For some Americans this is a central goal, set out in 1776 

by Thomas Jefferson. Jefferson took the words directly from a Scottish 

Presbyterian clergyman.  This clergyman said we become happy when we are kind, 

benevolent and caring toward other people.  

 

Today in 2015 the meaning of the word happiness has evolved. I have included a 

few definitions on the back of the cover of the order of service. Dr. David Myers is 

a professor of psychology at Hope College in Michigan, United States, and the 

author of 17 books.  Dr. David Myers investigated what makes people happy. He 

measured happiness by self-reporting, asking people if they are happy. Based on 

the assumption that if you say you feel happy, you are happy. In 1992 Dr. Myers  

published the results of his research.  

 

He reported that most people feel that, if they had more money, they would be 

happier. However, he discovered that after we meet our basic needs of food, shelter 

and reasonable security, money does not influence happiness.  Once beyond 

poverty, further economic growth does not improve human morale. One the many 

studies Dr. Myers gave as evidence was a survey of the forty-nine wealthiest 

Americans as listed by Forbes. As a group they turned out to be only slightly 

happier than the average person.  

 

He argued that we are always comparing ourselves with others and always 

comparing our current experience with previous experiences. Our personal feelings 

of well-being hinge on how we are doing compared with our peers, our fellow 

workers, our friends, our extended family. Ambrose Bierce defined happiness as 

“an agreeable sensation arising from contemplating the misery of another.”  

 

I sometimes fall into this tendency to compare myself to others. I remember a 

experience I had on an airplane in 2003. I was flying from the United States to 

Europe. Sitting in the back of the plane a flight attendant came up to me and asked 

if I would be willing to change seats so that a family could all sit together. I said, 

yes, and she moved me from my seat to one where I was stuck between crying 

babies. I smiled and did not complain. A few minutes past and she came back, 

saying sir, we need to move you again. I got up and she walked me to a seat in first 

class. It was a wonderful experience. Ever since then I have never been able to say 

that money plays no role in happiness. I was happier in first class than in coach.  



 

However, Dr. Myer argued that happiness depends not on our status or wealth but 

on our attitude. We can, he argued, be happier by striving to make our goals short-

term and sensible. We can choose our comparisons intentionally. So when 

traveling on a long airplane flight in coach, I can compare myself to the people in 

first class, or I can remember the 1971 Swedish movie The Emigrants, when 

people travel by a wooden ship and several people become ill, die and are buried 

at sea. With this comparison in my mind I feel happy. 

 

Dr. Myer says this is why religious activities involving denial often give people a 

feeling of happiness and spiritual renewal. The Islamic practice of fasting during 

Ramadan is an example. The month of fasting each day from sunrise to sun down 

creates a contrast between hunger and eating. This contrast makes us happier when 

we sit to eat. Another example is a silent retreat. For those of us who enjoy talking, 

the contrast between our normal life and silent retreat, reminds us of the happiness 

of a simple conversation. 

 

In his research Dr. Myers found that people who attend a worship service at least 

once a month are happier. Survey after survey across North America and Europe 

revealed that religious people more often than nonreligious people reported feeling 

happy and satisfied with life. In one study religious people were twice as likely as 

non religious people to say they were “Very Happy.” In America, religious people 

are much less likely to abuse drugs and alcohol, to divorce or to be unhappily 

married, or to commit suicide.  People who go to worship at least once a month are 

physically healthier and live longer.  

 

As I said, Dr. Myers published his findings in 1992. Around that time a man 

named Dr. David Lykken read an article about happiness by Dr. Myers in The 

Journal of the American Psychological Society. The article reported that happiness, 

is largely unrelated to income level or educational attainment, or social status or to 

whether a person is married or single. It occurred to Dr. Lykken that he already had 

in his computer at the University of Minnesota data on middle-aged people who 

are a representative sample of the population of Minnesota. More important, part 

of his sample was of twins. Dr. Lykken was a behavioral geneticist and Professor 

of Psychology and Psychiatry at the University of Minnesota. He died in 2006.  

 

Dr. Lykken and other researchers had already found that genetically identical twins 

separated at birth and raised by completely different parents were still remarkably 

similar. He wondered if happiness also could be genetically determined. By the 

late 1990s he had studied 120 pairs of reared-apart twins and four sets of reared-



apart triplets.  He measured happiness by having the twins fill out a questionnaire. 

It read in part: 

 

Compare yourself with other people on the specified trait or ability-where do you 

think you would rank compared to other people of your age and sex? Please make 

the best estimate that you can. 

 

Capacity for Happiness: The ability to really enjoy the good things in life, if and 

when they come your way; to experience pleasure, enthusiasm, satisfaction. Not 

whether you are happy now, but whether you can be truly happy, joyful, "high," 

when things go right for you. Do you think that your capacity for happiness is less 

than others, higher than others or in the middle?   

Capacity for Misery: The tendency to suffer when things go wrong, to feel despair, 

regret, disappointment, anguish. Not whether you are miserable now but whether 

you are likely to really suffer when things go wrong for you. Do you think that 

your capacity for misery is less than others, higher than others or in the middle?   

 

Contentment: Taking the good with the bad, how happy and contented are you on 

the average now, compared with other people? Do you think that your capacity for 

contentment is less than others, higher than others or in the middle?  

 

Based on questions like these that were asked of identical twins raised apart, Dr. 

Lykken argued that a person's baseline levels of cheerfulness, contentment, and 

psychological satisfaction are largely a matter of heredity. He argued that our 

happiness is at least 50 percent biologically determined.  

 

When I read this I thought about my own unscientific work as a minister. I have 

noticed that a few people seem happy almost all the time. They seem to always see 

the glass as half full no matter what life throws at them. On the other hand, I have 

noticed that a few people are chronic complainers. For them the glass is always 

half empty.  

 

For example, I remember a man and a woman in a church that I once served up 

north. The man was generally positive and the woman was generally negative. One 

November the generally negative woman proposed that we have a coat drive at the 

church. She invited members of the congregation to bring any excess coats that 

they had to the church. She would take then to a homeless shelter in the city. This 

was a positive idea and many church members encouraged her. The generally 

positive man offered to help. The Sunday morning came and people brought to 

church far more coats than anyone had expected. There were at least 150 coats, 



most of them in good condition. It seemed to me that no one, no matter how 

negative, could find anything wrong with this successful coat drive. However, as I 

was leaving the church that day, I heard the chronic complainer say to her cheerful 

helper, “They brought too many coats! How do they expect me to fit all these coats 

into my car? This coat drive is a disaster!”  

 

I thought of these two people when I read the research that a person's baseline 

levels of cheerfulness, contentment, and psychological satisfaction are largely 

biologically determined. If the twin studies are correct she could not help seeing 

and speaking about the problems. She was born that way. And the cheerful positive 

guy could not help being positive most of the time. He was also born that way.  

 

Nearly three hundred years ago Francis Hutcheson, a Presbyterian Minister and a 

professor at the University of Glasgow taught that the ultimate goal in life is 

happiness. He did not mean by happiness physical pleasure. He believed that we 

become happy by helping other people, and he believed we can only do this is we 

are all free and equal–happiness requires no discrimination against people of color 

or against women. This idealistic Presbyterian clergyman was the first to say “that 

action is best which accomplishes the greatest happiness for the greatest numbers.” 

 

This positive view of human nature became one of the central ideas of the 

American Revolution. For over two hundred years we have explored the meaning 

of the words “We hold these truths to be self-evident that all men are created equal, 

that they are endowed by their Creator with certain inalienable Rights, that among 

these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of happiness.”  

 

In 1992 Dr. David Myers, a professor of psychology at Hope College in Michigan, 

published evidence that after we meet our basic needs for shelter, for food and for 

security, more money does not buy happiness. After meeting our basic needs 

neither more money nor more status will make us happy. Instead we can increase 

our happiness by cultivating our friendships, by physical exercise, by getting 

enough sleep, by doing meaningful work, and by going to religious services.  

 

In 1999 Dr. David Lykken at the University of Minnesota published evidence that 

our genetic make up partly determines happiness and depression. He believed that 

our happiness is about 50 percent determined by our biology and 50 percent 

determined by how we chose to live our lives.  

 



Both Dr Myers and Dr. Lykken agreed that we should not expect to always be 

happy. Both defined the words Happiness as a feeling that exists within a 

contrasting field.  

 

  If we can remember a time when we were hungry, then we are more likely 

feel happy eating a meal.  
 

  If we can remember the pain of hard work or of a long hike, then we are 

more likely to feel happy when we lay down in a soft bed to rest. 

  

  And if we can remember a time when we were lonely, then we are more 

likely to feel happy when we come into a community of friends such as we 

have here today.  

 


