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It’s Holy Humour Sunday – again.  So I am going to start with an old joke to get us in the 

mood :   

Jesus was walking through heaven one day, a little bored, when he passes the Pearly 

Gates and sees St. Peter talking with an elderly gentleman and decides to go over and 

hear the man’s tale. 

“Where are you from, old man?” Jesus asks. 

“Well, I lived my life on the shores of the Mediterranean,” the old man replies. 

“Hmmm. I spent some time there myself,” says Jesus. “What did you do for a living?” 

“Well, I was a humble carpenter,” says the old man. 

“Wow. So was I,” says Jesus. “I followed in my father’s footsteps.” 

“I had a son,” says the old man, ”Well, he wasn’t my son really, but a miraculous spirit 

came into him and he became famous, and people still talk about him all over the 

world.” 

Jesus is very excited, because he is sure he now knows who this man is, and can’t hold 

back any longer. “Father!” he cries. 

The old man falls into Jesus’ outstretched arms. “Pinocchio?” 

You see!  You think you know where the story is going and then – there’s a twist at the 
end.  That’s good humour. 
 
Having a Holy Humour Sunday can be controversial.  What one person finds hilarious 
can be someone else’s sacred cow.  Since most of us didn’t grow up with the tradition of 
the “Easter Joke”, you might find the concept of Holy Humour a little irreverent.   
 
But it is a tradition as ancient as the Easter Story itself.  After 6 weeks of Lent and then 

the pomp and grandeur of Easter Sunday, early on many churches took a lighter 

approach in the days that followed the Easter feast.  Orthodox churches gathered on 

Easter Monday to tell funny stories and jokes. Many Christians around the world save 

the day after Easter Sunday for folk dancing and feasting in the churchyard. This, they 

tell us, is a time for celebrating the big joke that God pulled on death itself. In Latin it is 

called ‘Risus Paschalis' - God's Joke, or the Easter Laugh.  

When Thomas missed the appearance of Jesus in that upper room, he automatically 

became the butt of all Easter jokes.  Thomas thought for sure he had been pranked.  

What do you mean you saw Jesus? he asked.  He knew they had to be pulling his leg.  

He suspected as soon as he said anything in support, then they would pull the rug out 



from under him and start laughing at his expense.  I will not believe until I see for 

myself, he insisted. 

But the joke was on Thomas, because Jesus appeared a second time. He showed 

Thomas his wounded but risen self.  Blessed are those who believe without seeing, said 

Jesus. 

Over a great distance of time and language and culture, we have lost our connection to 

the humour that is woven through all of Jesus’ ministry.  In almost every parable he 

pulled the rug out from under his audience’s assumptions: a judge defeated by a 

powerless widow? A tax collector who shows us what faith is? A Jewish preacher who 

turns the Roman Empire upside down?  So unthinkable you had to laugh. 

I wonder how Jesus measured up to comedy as we understand it.  I found an article 

about David Steinberg, who hosts a show called Inside Comedy.  Steinberg talked 

about the nine rules of being funny, and I wondered whether Jesus possibly fit the 

profile.   

Rule 1:  Failure is the only option – The only way to get better at what you do in 

comedy is to take risks – and to fail.  Fail over and over and over again, until you finally 

get a laugh. The problem with most of us is that we hate to look bad – so we take those 

risks.  People stand out when they do take risks – they show their courage. They make 

the best comedians. 

Jesus was not afraid to be seen as a failure – in fact, I think he knew that being 
“successful” in God’s way, meant he would be a failure in the eyes of the world.  Ha! the 
authorities thought to themselves on Good Friday – Jesus failed! Now no one will follow 
his way.  But the joke was on them – because by “failing” in their eyes, Jesus rose in 
God’s presence.   
 
Rule 2:  Get personal – In an entertainment industry that tries to reach the widest 
audience possible, comedians stand out. They get way too personal. We love it – 
because even if they aren’t telling OUR story, we identify with them on our most basic 
human level.  Whether they are talking about shopaholic partners, abusive bosses, 
disobedient pets – their individual struggles have the power to forge a bond with us. 
 
Jesus is not afraid to get personal with us, either. He already knows what makes us cry, 
who it is we want to strangle, what we don’t want anyone to see. There is no hiding, 
only acceptance, and an invitation to begin the new life he promised us. 
 
Rule 3:  Figure out what works … and then change it – in comedy, change is the 
only consistency. Nobody succeeds by doing the same thing over and over again – just 
when you hit the peak, you have to go back and risk that embarrassing failure stage 
again and again. 
 
When you think about it, Jesus had a pretty good gig going on in Galilee. Miracles, 
healings, teachings, crowds following him from place to place.  He could have just 
stayed the same – except he set his face towards Jerusalem and certain failure – so 



that he could turn the tables on injustice and death.  Not funny, said his followers. Not 
funny YET, Jesus replied. 
 
Rule 4:  Look back to look forward – There is nothing quite like classic comedy.  
When comedy strays too far from its roots, it can lose its magic.  It’s not about 
COPYING the past, but being humble enough to learn from it.   
 
Jesus brought a deeper understanding to the old, old story of God’s people.  Sometimes 
we think of Christianity as a new creation, but Jesus was in tune with the tradition of his 
ancestors in the Hebrew scriptures – it touched a deep chord.   
 
Rule 5:  Being liked is over-rated – Most humour has an edge to it.  It has to disrupt 
you in order to make you look at things another way – that’s what makes it funny.   
 
When Jesus pulled the rug out from under the feet of the authorities, he wanted to 
disrupt the systems that oppressed his people: the religious guilt and economic 
exploitation, the racism and sexism that dragged them down. He wanted his audience to 
see the world and themselves in a different way, in a kindom (God’s kindom) where 
everybody mattered. The cost of his loyalty to God’s kindom set him against Rome – but 
it was also the threshold to new life. 
 
Rule 6:  Work the silence – I love watching Bob Newhart do comedy. Because he 
knew how to use silence.  
A silent room in comedy is not a fail – when people are bored you can hear them 
fidgeting.  They are really silent when their brains are engaged.  Because silence is 
powerful.   
 
Maybe that’s why Jesus was silent in front of Pilate. Maybe that’s why it took three days 
for Jesus to rise to new life.  The silence itself was powerful and holy and transforming. 
 
Rule 7:  Misery loves comedy:  Steinberg says “I used to say ‘If you’ve had a good 
childhood, a happy marriage and a little bit of money in the bank, you’re  going to 
make a lousy comedian.” There are some situations where the only thing you can do 
is laugh in the midst of your tears. Humour lifts the burden of blame and guilt at least 
for a moment – and in that moment we might see the way forward. 
 
Jesus’ story is one where there was no end of hardship – fleeing from Herod, 
confronting Rome. Yet his parables and his turn of phrase are full of humour – it turns 
out that being able to see past death is the final joke, after all. 
 
Rule 8:  Listen up – Everybody is always amazed at how really good comedians can 
deal with hecklers.  It’s because they listen really well, and they see what the heckler is 
harping on, then they turn the tables on them.  That is also good improv – if the 
comedians are listening to other players, they can tap into twice the creativity. 
 
That’s why Jesus rarely came up short in his response to others:  he was really listening 
to them. He could use the same words, the same imagery as his critics, but he added 
the God-perspective that others overlooked. 
 



Rule 9:  Don’t pander to the lowest – Always work from the top of your intelligence, or 
whatever talent God has given you.  There is no such thing as dumb humour – the kind 
of laughter that belittles other people is not worth your time.  Even the comedians who 
play brainless detectives, like Steve Martin, or who are so out of touch like Mr Bean are 
using their smarts. 
 
 Here’s a joke to close 
A proud and confident genius made a bet with a relative, a guy who was not known for 
his brains. The genius says, "Hey you, every question I ask you that you don't know the 
answer, you have to give me $5. But if you ask me a question and I can't answer yours I 
will give you five thousand dollars."  

The cousin says, "Okay." The genius then asks, "How many continents are there in the 
world?" The other guy doesn't know much geography and so he hands over $5. Then 
he says to the genius, "Now you answer me: what animal stands with two legs but 
sleeps with three?" The genius tries and tries and searches his great brain for the 
answer. But finally he gives up and hands over the $5000 to his cousin.  

The genius says, "I can’t believe I lost. What was the answer to your question?"  

Then his cousin handed him a five dollar bill. 

I think Jesus would have liked the way that one turned out.  May we go forward with his 
Spirit and share his hope.  Amen 

 


