
John 15: 9-17 
 

Who would have thought dance lessons? 
 
It was the 1950s and after her alcoholic father had abandoned the family, 

Paula Cooey's mother was left to raise three kids on her own. 
 
She was an accomplished dancer and so she began to teach dancing and 

baton twirling, travelling throughout rural north Georgia. 
 
She would hold classes in the public schools as an itinerant dance 

teacher. 
 
She charged a dollar per student per hour for classes in ballet, tap and 

acrobatics. 
 
For those who wanted private lessons she charged two dollars for half an 

hour. 
 
For baton twirling she charged fifty cents for half-hour classes. 
 
Every spring she held a recital and all the students performed. 
 
This was the nineteen fifties in rural north Georgia and so, as Cooey 

says, ―Contrary to popular nostalia about ―stay-at-home moms‖ 
in the fifties, most of the mothers, whether with their husbands 
or without them, worked outside the home.  

 
Even at a dollar an hour, once a week, most parents could hardly afford 

to pay for one child, never mind two or more.‖ 
 
So, Cooey's mother ―and the other mothers worked out a barter system, 

trading home grown produce, transportation, hair care, and an 
array of other services in exchange for lessons.‖ 

 
Sometimes, as when someone got laid off from their job, or got sick and 

had to quit work, or got wiped out by a drought or flood, she just 
gave the lessons away. 

So, they had, themselves in their family, mostly a succession of 
extremely lean years. 

 
Writes Cooey, ―My mother was not wild about the poverty, but she loved 

her work with a passion I used to suspect was reserved only for 
her work to the exclusion of the rest of us.‖ 

 
Something about that seems joyful to me. 
 
A joyful person teaching others how to be joyful, too. 
 
 
The gospel text for today takes place at Jesus' last supper. 
 
That's important. 
 
At the last supper Jesus talks to his disciples about being joyful. 
 
―I have said these things to you so that my joy may be in you, and that 

your joy may be complete.‖ 
 
He's washed their feet, setting before them that example of humble 

service. 
 
He's spoken of one of them betraying him and Judas has left the table to 

do just that. 
 
He's told Peter, in spite of his protestations to the contrary, that he will 

deny Jesus three times before morning. 
 
He's spoken of his death, his leaving them, telling them not to be 

troubled, because of course, they are troubled and afraid. 
 
And it's  then that he speaks to them about joy. 
 
It's a strange context for joy, they're about to be deeply grieved and yet, 

there it is. 
 
 
Apparently, there are things we need to learn if we would be joyful. 
 



Twentieth century theologian, Paul Tillich in writing about joy, noted 
that ―Christians are accused of destroying the joy of life...‖ 

 
He noted that Friedrich Nietzsche, one of the greatest modern foes of 

Christianity, himself the son of a Protestant minister, expressed 
his judgment about Jesus with the words, ―His disciples hould 
look more redeemed.‖ 

 
And so Tillich asks, ―Is our lack of joy due to the fact that we are 

Christians, or to the fact that we are not sufficiently Christian?‖ 
 
Perhaps part of the problem is our too easy association of joy with 

pleasure, because of course, we are ambivalent about pleasure. 
 
Even though God who declared all his creation good, created us with the 

ability to feel both pain and pleasure, we're a little suspicious and 
perhaps a little bit afraid of too much pleasure. 

 
And being human, it's true we can make an idol out of anything, and 

pleasure can become that...an idol. 
 
But, perhaps joy is beyond that and can be experienced in both pain and 

pleasure. 
 
How are we really to ―rejoice in the Lord, always‖? 
 
C.S. Lewis in a book called Surprised by Joy, described joy as ―an 

unsatisfied desire which is itself more desirable than any other 
satisfaction.‖ 

 
You hear that? 
 
Joy is a desire...an unsatisfied desire, but that unsatisfied desire is more 

desirable than any pleasure we ever experience. 
 
I think he's right. 
 
I think what that unsatisfied desire is, is the desire for union with God. 
 

And even though that remains illusive, I think just to experience that 
strong desire to be one with God, one with others, one with 
Creation brings us closer to it and closer to who God created us 
to be be than anything else. 

 
Maybe the feeling we associate with joy is the fleeting feeling of that 

union with God. 
 
But, if joy itself is the desire for it, then it's related to prayer in that we 

are learning to desire the right things. 
 
Jesus certainly thought we can experience that desire in either pleasure or 

pain. 
 
He spoke to them about joy in the midst of their fear, turmoil and soon to 

be grief! 
 
So, perhaps there are things we need to learn if we would respond to life 

with joy. 
 
 
Listen to this scripture, Jesus would teach them the things that make for 

joy. 
 
He says just two thing really. 
 
He says abide in my love... be at home in Christ's love for you. 
 
And secondly he says love one another. 
 
Now, he's not talking there about having warm feelings for everyone. 
 
He's talking about being deeply concerned about and taking care of 

others in their needs. 
 
Although, I think when you do that it's hard not to have warm feelings 

for them, isn't it? 
 
But, those two things make it possible to live a joyful life, a life marked 

by the constant desire in all things for union with God. 



 
First he says, ―I have loved you, abide in my love.‖ 
 
You know, ―You didn't choose me, I chose you.‖ 
 
Be at home in that love. 
 
And then he says, ―If you keep my commandment (which is: love one 

another)... if you love one another, ―you will abide in my love...‖ 
 
Being at home in God's love for you. 
 
You see, the closest corollary to joy is not happiness or pleasure. 
 
It is confidence and assurance. 
 
Soren Kierkegaard once wrote: ―If at every moment, both present and 

future, it were eternally certain that nothing has happened or can 
ever happen, not even the most fearful horror invented by the 
most morbid imagination and translated into fact, which can 
separate us from God's love – here would be reason for joy.‖ 

 
Confidence, assurance of God's love. 
 
That's it. 
 
That's exactly what we need to learn, and what our faith proclaims as 

foundationally true. 
 
It's what makes for joy... what frees us to desire in all things, union with 

God, and  also what frees us to love others. 
 
 
Paula Cooey says that when she thinks back now of her mother and her 

suspicion that her love for her work as a dance teacher had a 
passion all its own to the exclusion of the rest of them in the 
family, she thinks: ―so what if it did!‖ 

 
―So what if she loved her work as much as life itself.‖ 
 

Says Cooey, ―Her work was one long sustained act of extrordinary 
generosity; in her imaginary world, every child who wished for it 
might learn to dance.‖ 

 
She says that her mother and the mothers of the students ―understood that 

children needed confidence and that his confidence could be 
acquired through bodily discipline and practice. 

 
They knew well this confidence was much more important than talent. 
 
They also valued the experience of enjoying one's phyicality for its own 

sake and sharing that joy through performance with one another 
and an audience of doting parents.‖ 

 
Says Cooey,  her ―mother inspired confidence in gawky children and 

spread joy like an epidemic across north Georgia...‖ 
 
The kids learned joy as an acceptable response to the discipline and 

exertion of the dance, and the mothers learned joy as the 
response to their accomplishment. 

 
Reflecting further about it all, Cooey writes that what strikes her is ―how 

little it was explicitly focused on either self-sacrifice or on self-
fulfillment.‖ 

 
Although both of those things were involved (pain and pleasure?) the self 

was not the focus! 
 
The focus was the dance—taught, learned, staged, performed, watched. 
 
―Looking back,‖ she says, ―I now see dance as a profound metaphor for 

love, both human and divine, for which the language of self-
sacrifice and self-fulfillment is impoverished at best.‖ 

 
It's not about the self, is it? 
 
Which all goes to say again, it's not about us! 
 
It's about the love of God in Jesus Christ for all of creation. 
 



And it's about being free to be part of that! 
 
Jesus himself said this fullness of life is about losing your self. 
 
And so often we read that as self-sacrifice. 
 
But, it's beyond that. 
 
It's about losing your self in the desire for union with God. 
 
Like you do sometimes singing, or playing a sport, wood-working or 

teaching, like you do doing anything you love...giving your gifts 
to life, to others. 

 
Like you do dancing. 
 
It's about joy. 
 
Friends, may we as a church be at home in Christ's love and lose 

ourselves! 
 
May we lose ourselves, offering our gifts whatever they are, for others, 

here and not here and be at home in Christ's love. 
 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


