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The Easter reasoning for celebrating Holy Humor Sunday the week after Easter is that “Humor is 
not the opposite of seriousness. Humor is the opposite of despair.”(Conrad Hyers). And if we 
believe that Easter represents God’s victory over sin and death – major contributors to despair – 
than we have every reason to celebrate with laughter and good humor. 
 
So I thought, since we have so many scholarly folks, that you would want to know that there has 
been scholarly research done about humor and jokes. The following is from the BAAS (British 
Association for Advancement of Science). They did a world-wide survey to find out what jokes 
seemed funniest in which countries. They sorted through more than 40,000 jokes from 70 
countries. 
 
Here’s the world-wide winner. 
Two hunters are out in the woods when one of them collapses. He doesn’t seem to be breathing 
and his eyes are glazed. The other man pulls out his phone and calls emergency services. “My 
friend is dead!” he yells. “What can I do?” The operator, in a calm, soothing voice replies: “Take 
it easy. I can help. First, let’s make sure he’s dead.” ‘OK,” says the caller. There is a silence, then 
a shot is heard. Back on the phone, the hunter says, “Ok, now what?” 
 
Americans and Canadians favored jokes where people get their comeuppance: Texan: “Where 
are you from?” Harvard grad: “I come from a place where we do not end our sentences with 
prepositions.” Texan: “OK – where are you from, jackass?” 
 
Meanwhile, many Europeans liked gags that were surreal or made light of serious subjects such 
as illness, death and marriage: “Doctor, last night I made a Freudian slip. I was having dinner 
with my mother-in-law and wanted to say: ‘Could you please pass the butter?’ But instead I said: 
‘You silly cow, you have completely ruined my life.’” 
 
Marriage-mocking also featured in the top American joke: A man and a friend are playing golf 
one day. One of the guys is about to chip onto the green when he sees a long funeral procession 
on the road next to the course. He stops in mid-swing, takes off his golf cap, closes his eyes, and 
bows down in prayer. His friend says: “Wow! That is the most thoughtful and touching thing I 
have ever seen. You are truly a kind man.” “Yeah, well,” the golfer replies. “We were married 35 
years.” 
 



Death earned big laughs in Scotland: “I want to die peacefully in my sleep like my grandfather. 
Not screaming in terror like his passengers.” I have to admit, I like that one – and if you ever ride 
in a car driven by my dad you’ll know why. 
 
Laughing is a part of celebrating – in older times as I mentioned before worship – jokes and 
pranks and general silliness demonstrated God’s complete victory over the powers of darkness. 
In an era where evil was considered an individual, Easter is God’s great practical joke on Satan: 
the devil that he’d won – killed Jesus, but God has the last laugh and raises Jesus from the dead.  
 
And Easter isn’t just a day, you know, it is a season. All the Sundays between Easter and 
Pentecost are Easter Sundays. The idea being that what God did on Easter Sunday is so amazing 
that it is going to take some time to unpack its meaning. During this Season there are readings, 
like today’s that considers the new thing – the church – that has come into being because of the 
resurrection of Jesus. 
 
The church – the company of saints – the assembly of the faithful – us – is wonderful, 
frustrating, mysterious, disappointing, enduring, fragile, hopeful, community. That it exists at all 
is a miracle, and even when I struggle with doubt the existence of the church, this improbable 
collection of saints, sinners, skeptics and believers grounds my faith. 
 
The passage from John is read every blessed second Sunday after Easter – but it is a great picture 
of the earliest Christian gatherings – before there was even that name, Christian, applied to them. 
Some had seen the Lord and Thomas had not. Yet, as the text said, a week later Thomas was 
with them. Even with experiences that couldn’t have been more different – some had seen, some 
had not – they stayed together. Their togetherness trumped their different beliefs and experience. 
I like that picture of the church – it gives me hope that even though we still have different 
experiences, expectations and beliefs we can still be church together.  
 
I don’t know if we can ever appreciate just how precious – not in the cloying sense of a too cute 
Hallmark card, but in the sense of buying a funky purse at Goodwill and discovering a diamond 
ring in a zippered compartment – I don’t know if we can ever fully appreciate just how precious 
the church is and can be. We are here, not because the government assigns us, or our jobs 
requires us, we voluntarily get up early on a non-work day and show up at a building that was 
erected entirely by offerings freely given to hear words that are thousands of years old, sing, 
pray, and listen to someone you pay tell you to go out there and risk yourself for the sake of the 
kingdom of God – a place we can barely describe and a being we can’t prove exists. 
 
Laughter is an entirely appropriate response! One of my seminary professors used to call 
theology ‘Divine Comedy’ because here we are finite and fallen talking and reflecting on the 
perfect and the infinite. 



We often call Christian community our church family. I was thinking about that this week. I 
don’t know about yours, but when my family gathers we start remembering stories, especially 
the funny ones. Shared experience, shared laughter strengthens our connections to each other. 
Thinking about my mother I really don’t know how she did it – getting four children dressed, fed 
and out the door to school and herself to work and then every evening preparing dinner with not 
so helpful daughters. I remember one evening Mom snapping at my sisters and me for “looking 
silly.” We were taking turns one hand on the counter and the other on the washer and swinging. 
Probably what was really bugging her was that we were goofing off and not being helpful. She’d 
had enough and elbowed her way over. “I’ll show you how silly you look!” She placed one hand 
on the washer and the other on the counter started to swing, but maybe her hands were wet or 
slightly greasy, but anyway they failed to secure purchase and she swished . . .  flat on her 
keister. “Yes mother,” her daughters dutifully responded, “that does look silly.” 
 
Laughter aids in healing our hurts. The summer I interned as a chaplain this truth was evident 
more than once. One of my first patients was a young man dying of AIDS. He was a beautiful, 
talented, funny young man ravaged by a merciless disease. I sat with him and his partner the 
afternoon he died. His mother stopped me in the hall wrecked with grief and fear. She belonged 
to a church that had a narrow understanding of God’s grace and devastated by their rejection of 
her son. I remember struggling for words and asking if her son had been baptized. Yes he had. 
Well, God makes promises to us at our baptism and God keeps those promises. We cried 
together and later she called and asked if I would officiate at a service for him. It was simple 
service and afterwards we gathered in the home of one of friends of the gay couple. The mother 
sat awkwardly on an ottoman balancing a small plate of finger sandwiches and a glass of tea. The 
young man’s partner holding a cup of coffee. You could feel the tension and unease. I asked the 
mother a question about his childhood and the stories started. Then the partner chimed in with 
stories of his own. Soon we were all wiping our eyes – from laughter. 
 
G.K. Chesterton says that “Angels fly because they take themselves so lightly.” Laughter at 
oneself helps keep one maintain perspective. That has been especially good advice for me 
because in my years leading worship I’ve had my moments: after worship one Sunday a woman 
came up to me, “Karen, did you mean to say ‘deliver us from email in the Lord’s Prayer?’” Of 
course I didn’t – but aren’t there times when we do need to be delivered from email?? Then there 
was the time I was reminding the congregation of those we needed to remember in prayer: I 
meant to say ‘Mel Christy’, but what I said was ‘Mel Gibson.’ Hey! I’m sure he needs prayer, 
too!! The church in Salem had a very large basement that contained a number of classrooms and 
also a huge ‘Social Hall.’ It was a function space, but not lovely – in fact, left over from the 
fifties it was / is a designated bomb shelter. Well, the Salem church tried to hold Sunday lunches 
down there but it was awkward, not very successful at all. My colleagues at the church there 
thought it was hysterical when, one Sunday, during announcements I invited folks to “Social 
Hell.” Sigh. 



We laugh because it’s funny and because it reminds us that we’re human and all too fallible. One 
of my mentors describes himself as a recovering alcoholic even though it has been over 30 years 
since he has taken a drink. He was a fighter pilot during the Vietnam War and when he came 
home he went to seminary and was ordained as a Presbyterian pastor and served churches in East 
Texas for many years. His alcoholism reached a crisis while he was serving two churches. One 
afternoon he was in the old manse that had been repurposed as an office and Christian Education 
building. He was drinking and he heard someone coming in the door. He went to hide in the 
bathroom, stepping into the bathtub, hiding behind the shower curtain. He stood there trembling, 
holding his bottle of booze. When he tells this story now, he does so laughing his terror and the 
shock of the lady when the curtain was pulled back. His secret was out. And as you might 
imagine it was a painful time for everyone. The two churches he was serving reacted very 
differently. The larger church spilt down the middle they voted in favor of him staying, but by 
such a narrow margin he knew it would not be feasible. The other church had never had a full-
time pastor, but with Presbytery’s offer to help the session invited him to stay. HP thanked them, 
but he confessed that he had some healing to do and he didn’t know how long it would be until 
he could be their pastor. This is what the session told him, “That’s ok; we’ll be your pastor until 
you are ready to be ours.” You know, even though that little church had never been able to afford 
a full-time pastor – they never needed one cent of Presbytery’s money. Presbytery sent the first 
check – they sent it back un-cashed. That church with its amazing experience of forgiveness and 
grace has continued to grow and be a vital congregation. 
 
And isn’t that the surprising treasure, that somehow between our differences of preferences and 
opinions, despite differing expectations and hopes, in ways that sometimes we can barely put 
words we experience God’s presence among us? It is an unfathomably beautiful gift this being 
church together by the Spirit of the Risen Christ. And it’s alright if some of us doubt – there’s 
room for doubters. And it’s alright if some of us are broken, screwed up or scared – because we 
all are broken, screwed up and scared. And if that is true, here is another truth – there is the 
heartbreaking sweetness of forgiveness here and a joy that springs eternal from very heart of our 
death defying God. And so we laugh because, as Ann Lamont says, “laughter is carbonated 
faith.”  
 


