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In just 12 days the Fourth World Congress of the International Positive Psychology 

Association will be held in Orlando. The International Positive Psychology Association 

was founded in 2007, to promote the science of positive psychology and to create 

rigorous standards for positive psychology, so that the field always represents the very 

best levels of current knowledge. According to the web site, “The Fourth World Congress 

will feature the most compelling research findings and science-based applications of 

positive psychology in a number of professional realms.” People will gather from all over 

the world to participate in lectures and discussions. 

 

I should explain to visitors, two weeks ago, I talked about studies on happiness conducted 

in the 1990s. People were asked if they were happy and the researchers concluded that we 

have some control over our happiness because our mood is to some degree determined by 

the comparisons we make. Simple conversation can make us happy after a day of silence. 

A shower makes us happy after a week of camping. I also said that studies of identical 

twins raised apart indicates that our happiness is partially determined by genetics. Some 

of us are born with a tendency to feel happy. 

 

Last week, I explored the idea that the chemicals we put in our bodies can help us feel 

happy. For at least 55 percent of the people who try them, antidepressants are effective in 

treating the illness of depression. Antidepressants do not always work, but many people 

find that they help them feel happy. 

 

This morning I want to talk about this movement that has developed in the last few years 

called Positive Psychology. The phrase positive psychology first appeared in a 1954 book 

called Motivation and Personality by Abraham Maslow. Maslow stressed the importance 

of focusing on the positive qualities in people, as opposed to treating people as a “bag of 

symptoms.” Humanistic psychologists such as Maslow believe that every person has a 

strong desire to realize his or her full potential, to reach a level of “self-actualization.” 

Maslow said, “Freud supplied us the sick half of psychology and we must now fill it out 

with the healthy half.”  

 

Abraham Maslow died in 1970. Thirty years after his death, his work was taken up by Dr. 

Martin Seligman, Professor of Psychology in the University of Pennsylvania. In 1998 

Seligman chose Positive Psychology as the theme for his term as president of the 
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American Psychological Association. In the first sentence of his book Authentic Happi-

ness, Seligman wrote, "for the last half century psychology has been consumed with a 

single topic only – mental illness." He urged psychologists to explore what makes us 

happy. This has become a worldwide movement. 

 

Dr. Seligman argues that one key to happiness is discovering what our strengths are and 

in focusing our energy to use those strengths effectively. At the authentic happiness web 

site:  

 

https://www.authentichappiness.sas.upenn.edu/home   

 

Seligman has 19 questionnaires that anyone can take for free. These questionnaires are 

intended to help people identify their strengths, because one key to happiness is discover-

ing our strengths and focusing our energy to use those strengths effectively. 

 

I am going to read to you two of the questions from one of the 19 surveys. As I read them 

think about how much you are like the person described. At the end of the description I 

will ask you to think about whether or not you are “very much, somewhat, a little, or not 

at all like” the person described? 

 

Ms. A works primarily to earn enough money to support her life outside of 

her job. If she were financially secure, she would no longer continue with 

her current line of work, but would really rather do something else instead. 

Ms. A's job is basically a necessity of life, a lot like breathing or sleeping. 

She often wishes the time would pass more quickly at work. She greatly 

anticipates weekends and vacations. If Ms. A lived her life over again, she 

probably would not go into the same line of work She would not encourage 

her friends and children to enter her line of work. Ms. A is very eager to 

retire. Do not raise your hand, but ask yourself, are you very much, some-

what, a little, or not at all like the person described? 

 

Here is another example of the questions on the website.  

 

Ms. C's work is one of the most important parts of her life. She is very 

pleased that she is in this line of work. Because what she does for a living is 

a vital part of who she is, it is one of the first things she tells people about 

herself. She tends to take her work home with her and on vacations, too. 

The majority of her friends are from her place of employment, and she 

belongs to several organizations and clubs pertaining to her work. Ms. C 

feels good about her work because she loves it, and because she thinks it 
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makes the world a better place. She would encourage her friends and 

children to enter her line of work. Ms. C would be pretty upset if she were 

forced to stop working, and she is not particularly looking forward to 

retirement. Again, do not raise your hand, but ask yourself, are you very 

much, somewhat, a little, or not at all like the person described?  

 

The goal in taking a test like this is not to find out what is wrong with us, but to find out 

our strengths. A key to happiness, according to Seligman, is to put our time and energy 

into doing things we are good at instead of feeling frustrated because we are trying to do 

things that are beyond our abilities or strengths.  

 

I took the complete “Survey of Character Strengths.” According to the survey, my top 

strength is “curiosity and interest in the world.” According to Dr. Seligman, curiosity 

about the world entails openness to experience, and flexibility about matters that do not 

fit our preconceptions. Curious people do not simply tolerate ambiguity, ambiguity 

intrigues us. Curiosity is active engagement. Dr. Seligman says that couch potatoes 

clicking their television remote do not qualify as strongly curious people. For curiosity to 

be a strength, as it is in my case, a person needs to be more actively engaged in life. The 

opposite of curiosity is being easily bored. 

 

I wondered how I might use my top strength of “curiosity and interest in the world” as a 

guide in my life. Dr. Seligman writes that every year, he, his wife and his three children 

make New Year’s resolutions. Each year in June they hold a review to check on how they 

have done with the resolutions. Most years they found that they manage to make progress 

on about half of them. However, when Seligman began to focus his work on positive 

psychology, he noticed something about his family New Year’s resolutions. He found 

that they were consistently resolutions about correcting shortcomings. They were about 

what family members should not do in the coming year.  

 

· For example, one child resolved, I will not be so irritable with my brother and 

sister;  

· Seligman resolved, I will listen more carefully when my wife talks. 

· His wife resolved, I will limit myself to two tablespoons of sugar in each cup of 

coffee,  

· Another child resolved, I will stop whining. 

 

As Dr. Seligman studied more about positive psychology, he came to the conclusion that 

thou-shalt-nots resolutions are a drag. Waking up in the morning and running through the 

list of all the things you should NOT do – no sweets, no flirtations, no gambling, no 

alcohol, no sending hostile e-mails – these are not conducive to getting out on the 
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positive side of the bed. Resolutions about fixing weaknesses are NOT helpful. 

 

So, he convinced his family to make resolutions about positive accomplishments that 

build on their strengths. For example: 

 

· One of his children resolved that she will learn to play the piano. 

· His wife resolved that she would learn the physics of string theory and teach it to 

the children. 

· Another child resolved that she would practice hard and win a ballet scholarship. 

· Their son resolved that he would write and submit a short story to a magazine. 

· Dr. Seligman resolved that he would write a book about positive psychology. 

 

Following the doctor’s advice, I should strive to achieve a positive accomplishment that 

builds on my top strength of “Curiosity and interest in the world.” 

 

One personal goal is to continue to use my curiosity and interest in the world to be the 

best minister I can be. I do that each day. Also as I think about “curiosity and interest in 

the world” as a personal strength, my mind goes to my planning for an up-coming trip in 

August. 

 

My curiosity and interest in the world have led me to develop skills as an observer, a 

reader and a talker. On the other hand, my dyslexia, my disability when it comes to 

writing and spelling, means that if I set as my goal writing a book or writing essays or 

writing poems, I am likely to always feel unhappy. Although I write out my sermons they 

always require proof reading. Those of you who receive e-mails from me get a chance to 

practice tolerance for spelling and grammar errors. When I feel unhappy it is partly 

because I have set unrealistic goals, goals that have nothing to do with my strengths. 

  

Perhaps it is the same for you. A few of you are good at everything. However, most of us 

have strengths and weaknesses. If we fall into work that we do not enjoy, it can be the 

source of unhappiness. Once I was at a ministers’ retreat taking photos during a break. A 

colleague told me that he had been a professional photographer. He said, “It started when 

I was serving in Vietnam. I was assigned the job of photographer, which was fine with 

me because there was less risk. When I got out of the army I became a professional 

photographer, working at many weddings. Once another photographer friend invited me 

to spend a day with him at a park taking pictures just for fun. About half way through the 

day my friend turned to me and said, ‘you do not seem happy.’ I confessed to him the 

truth. I hated photography.” That day this man decided to look into becoming a Unitarian 

Universalist minister. As a minister, serving a congregation, he found meaningful work. 
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My friend moved from photography, which he did not feel was his strength, to ministry, 

which he felt was more in keeping with his character strengths, and he was happier. 

Doing work that matched his character strengths was important. However, Seligman has 

found it is not just discovering our strengths that leads to happiness. His research 

suggests that happiness comes more from the exercise of kindness than it does from 

having fun. My friend found that as a minister he had more opportunities to exercise 

kindness. Acts of kindness that call upon our personal strengths can make our whole day 

feel better.  

 

Seligman says that in times of trouble he has pondered the relevance of positive psychol-

ogy. He has discovered that impoverished, depressed people care about much more than 

just the relief of their suffering. These persons care – sometimes desperately – about 

virtue, about purpose, about integrity, and about meaning. Experiences that induced 

positive emotions caused negative emotions to dissolve rapidly. 

 

For example, in 2004 a Tsunami killed 230,000 people in 14 countries in southern Asia. I 

watched one tourist interviewed on television as he was arriving home from a flooded 

area in Asia. He talked about how terrible the experience had been for him and his 

family. They had come close to dying, and they had seen people die all around them. 

Then he said how enormously grateful he was to the people of the country he had been 

visiting. In the hours after the flood, he said, strangers, people with little of their own, had 

reached out to help him and his family, by taking them into their homes, giving them 

water and food, caring for them. He had never before in his life seen such unselfish love 

and generosity. In the midst of a horrible tragedy, this man could focus on the positive. 

 

Of course negative emotions have value. Fear, sadness, and anger help us defend against 

threats. Fear is a signal that danger is lurking; sadness is a signal that loss is impending; 

and anger is a signal that someone is trespassing against us.  

 

However, as illustrated in the cartoon on the cover of the order of service,  “Polly Anna 

in Hell,” positive emotions can also help us survive. Positive emotions broaden our 

ability to see resources to respond to a threat. Positive emotions give us the energy to 

keep going in the face of great difficulties. A positive mood helps us think creatively, 

tolerantly, constructively, generously, and non-defensively. Positive thinking aims at 

discovering not what is wrong but what is right. It focuses instead on strengths and 

possibilities.  

 

What does positive psychology teach us? 

· First, a key to happiness is discovering our strengths and focusing our energy to 

use those strengths effectively.  
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· Second, use our strengths to help others. Do this and we will grow in happiness.  

 

I invite you to join in singing our closing hymn. After the hymn we will adjourn to 

partake in a happy event that takes place in this church, our monthly form of communion, 

the church potluck.  

 


