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Sermon:  Luke 14: 1, 7-14 (Laughter)

“For all who exalt themselves will be humbled, and those who humble themselves will be exalted.”

This is clearly a point Jesus didn’t want us to miss, for he repeated it on two other occasions.  He tells us the parable of the Pharisee and the tax collector, where the Pharisee thanks God that he is better than the tax collector, and the tax collector beats his breast and prays, “God, be merciful to me, a sinner!”  Jesus concludes by saying, “ . . . all who exalt themselves will be humbled, but all who humble themselves will be exalted.”
  And Jesus, speaking to the crowds and to his disciples, tells them not to follow the example of the scribes and Pharisees who flaunt their status, saying, “The greatest among you will be your servant.  All who exalt themselves will be humbled, and all who humble themselves will be exalted.”

I wonder if you have any idea what a relief it is, to be able to preach about a text that is absolutely uncontroversial.  [And yes, I can almost hear some of you thinking, ‘Does he have any idea what a relief it is to hear a sermon that is uncontroversial?’] Who, liberal or conservative, evangelical or Anglo-catholic, is going to take offense at this saying of Jesus about humility?  But there is a wrinkle.  As John Selden wrote in the 17th century, “Humility is a virtue all preach, none practice; and yet everybody is content to hear.”  The good news for me and for you is that all preach it and everybody is content to hear it.  The problem for us both is the practice.

There are several reasons for this.  One is that life in the “real world” doesn’t seem to work this way.  There is no shortage of classes for assertiveness training, but try finding one for humility. Whether in the corporate world, in academia, or in the church, the accolades go to the aggressive and assertive.  We give lip service to humility, gentleness, and patience, and most of us would like to be thought of in this way, but our energy and focus is that of our culture.

Another problem is that the virtue of humility has to be approached obliquely, not head on.  A person who strains to be humble is apt to look about as convincing as a New Yorker posing as a cowboy, like Billy Crystal  in the movie, City Slickers.

An added difficulty we face in trying to practice humility is the severity found in some Christian writings.  Take The Rule, written by Benedict of Nursia about 530 A.D. for the monastic community that he founded.  In this work, Benedict used the metaphor of Jacob’s ladder, with twelve steps.  Not to achieve sobriety, but humility.  Many of the steps ring true to us:  reverence for God, doing God’s will, submitting to one another in obedience; enduring affliction, confession to the Lord, speaking gently and  sparingly.  But some of the steps seem a bit much, and some seem just wrong.

Benedict wrote, “The sixth step of humility is to be content in all things.  We are to be content with the meanest and worst of everything . . .”  The seventh step, self-reproach, doesn’t get any better:  “The seventh step of humility is when we declare with our tongue and believe in our inmost soul that we are the lowliest and vilest of all, humbling ourselves and saying with the Psalmist, ‘But I am a worm, and I am the reproach of all, the outcast of the people.’”

Then his tenth step: seriousness.  “The tenth degree of humility is when we are not easily provoked to laughter.  For the Scriptures remind us, ‘The fool exalts his voice in laughter.’”

This just makes me shake my head.  Just what the Church needs –a batch of folks who are serious all the time and suppress the urge to laugh.

Recently Paulette and I watched a movie called The Bucket List, starring Jack Nicholson and Morgan Freeman.  In short, the two meet in a hospital after both have been diagnosed with terminal lung cancer.  Though different in almost every way, the two become friends.  Together they compile a “bucket list”  -- things they want to do before kicking the bucket – and set off to do them (Nicholson’s character being very wealthy).  Skydiving, getting tattoos, climbing the Pyramids, driving a Shelby Mustang, motorcycling on the Great Wall of China, well, you get the idea.

One of the items on the list is to “laugh till I cry.”  I won’t spoil the movie for those who haven’t seen it, but it reminded me of times that I laughed until I cried.  I really hope that you have experienced this too.  And what I remember is feeling so alive-in-the-moment, so joyous, and so, well, cleansed.  Any and all problems completely vanished; the feeling was one of unadulterated, uncontrollable, unrepentant hilarity.  Something rare and precious and a true gift.

So it is difficult for me to see laughter (as long as it is not malicious) in any light other than good.  For me, the heavens must ring with laughter.  Whether at a vestry meeting or during a Sunday sermon or with friends and family, laughter is a good thing.

I found an essay written by Reinhold Niebuhr, who was professor of Christian ethics at Union Theological Seminary and a noted author.  He received the Presidential Medal of Freedom in 1964, but is probably most known for a prayer he wrote:  “God give us grace to accept with serenity the things that cannot be changed, courage to change the things that should be changed, and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.”  The essay I found is titled, Humor and Faith.

Niebuhr begins with a quotation from Psalm 2, verse 4:  He that sitteth in the heavens shall laugh: the Lord shall have them in derision.  He continues: This word of the Second Psalm is the only instance in the Bible in which laughter is attributed to God.  God is not frequently thought of as possessing a sense of humour, though that quality would have to be attributed to perfect personality. [a reference to Jesus?]  There are critics of religion who regard it as deficient in the sense of humour, and they can point to the fact that there is little laughter in the Bible.  Why is it that Scriptural literature, though filled with rejoicings and songs of praise, is not particularly distinguished for the expression of laughter?  There are many sayings of Jesus which betray a touch of ironic humour; but on the whole one must agree with the critics who do not find much humour or laughter in the Bible.

Niebuhr goes on to say, though, that humor is a prelude to faith and laughter is the beginning of prayer.  And in his essay, there was one chapter that I found particularly appropriate for our gospel lesson today:  Laughter at the Self.  For Niebuhr, being able to laugh at ourselves is a product of self-transcendence.  Showing that we don’t take ourselves too seriously, that we can see ourselves in perspective, in all the ludicrous and absurd aspects of our words and deeds.  And that all of us ought to be ready to laugh at ourselves because all of us are a little funny in our foibles, conceits and pretensions.  What is funny about us is that we take ourselves too seriously.

There is a wonderful example of someone that lived up to the standard of being able to laugh at himself --  Paul Newman, the actor.  Who once pictured his epitaph as reading, “Here lies Paul Newman, who died a failure because his eyes turned brown.”

Newman credited his success mostly upon his ability to laugh at himself and his reluctance to take himself too seriously.  He said, “If you don’t believe the legend, then you can’t really take yourself seriously.  And if you don’t take yourself seriously, you’ve got a chance.  It’s when you take yourself seriously and you begin to believe all this B.S. that you can really founder.”

On Christmas Eve in 1970, Newman was having a few drinks with his friend A.E. Hotchner.  The two had a few too many and decided to make a giant vat of their own homemade salad dressing.  They made so much that Newman had to use one of his canoe paddles to stir it.  They decided to fill old wine bottles with the dressing, cork them, and, after dark, left them on neighbors’ doorsteps.

One of his neighbors was Martha Stewart.  She liked the citrus taste and the fact there were no preservatives added, and convinced Newman to take a sample to a local grocery store.  Newman said later that they immediately ordered “a freight train load” of it, and Newman’s Own was off and running.

Even the labels poked fun at him and the company.  But what made it  special was his allocation of his profits.  He specified, “My profits will be divided between a number of tax-deductible charities and causes, some church-related, others for conservation and ecology and things like that.” This has continued after his death in September 2008, through the Newman’s Own Foundation.  To date Newman’s Own has contributed over $300 million to various charities, including the Hole in the Wall summer camps for children suffering from severe illness.  All because Paul Newman refused to take himself seriously.

So, is there laughter in heaven?  Does God laugh, other than in derision?  The Bible says that Jesus wept, but did Jesus laugh?  If you say ‘yes’ to any of these, does this mean that you believe something to be true about God that cannot be supported by Scripture?  OK, I know.  This was supposed to be completely uncontroversial, and I’m skating near the edge.

So back to solid ground.  Let’s not be afraid to laugh at ourselves.  Look for that twinkle in your loved one’s eyes that says you’ve said or done something a tad foolish.  Paulette’s really good at this, but I bet she’s not alone.

So let us be willing to laugh at our foibles, conceits, and pretensions. Let’s take our faith seriously, but not ourselves.  And let our laughter delight and transform us.  Drawing us and others closer to the Kingdom of God.
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