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I don’t think I have to tell you that there’s not a lot to make us smile or laugh these days.  Even in a usual year 

without a pandemic, Holy Week is quite solemn.  On Maundy Thursday, we remember Jesus’ Last Supper with 

his friends and his betrayal and arrest.  On Good Friday, we feel the depths of despair remembering Jesus’ 

crucifixion and suffering and death.  It is certainly a very somber religious observance.    

This mood changes on Easter, however. Although at dawn, when the women went to the tomb and found it empty, 

they were sad and confused that the body of Jesus had been stolen or moved.  When they saw the angel, they were 

frightened.  The disciples were in hiding for fear of the authorities.  So while we certainly move to happiness and 

joy, the first emotions are tentative at best. 

In the ancient church, a joyful tradition sprang up that was called Risus Paschalis. In Latin, risus translates into 

the English word "laughter" and Paschalis is "Easter." So, of course, the words side by side say "Easter laugh." 

A website called The Joyful Noiseletter reminds us that God does have a sense of humor, and it was God who had 

the last laugh when people went to the tomb that Easter morning. Surprise! Jesus is not dead! The tomb is 

empty!  He risen! 

So, hundreds of years ago in the early church, the day after Easter, Easter Monday, became a day of rejoicing, 

laughter and merriment, perhaps because the clergy, after a long Holy Week, could finally have a break. These 

practices go back as far as A.D. 385, connecting them to Saint Gregory of Nyssa. 

Many traditions sprang up, including pranks and jokes, to help people lighten up -- reminders to not be too serious 

with the joy of Easter. Long before we watched coaches get baptized with a bucket of Gatorade following a 

championship game, on Risus Paschalis, it was a common practice to dump buckets of water on people -- 

especially the clergy.   I believe that’s what caused Pope Clement X to end these practices.  (Maybe the pope was 

doused with water once too often or listened to one too many bad jokes!)  Whatever the reason, he'd had enough, 

and in the 17th century he put an end to all this tomfoolery and banned Risus Paschalis. However, over the past 

twenty-five years or so, this risus has risen from the grave. In the post-resurrection season of Eastertide, some 

churches have adopted the laughter once again. And I believe this year we really need some laughter. 

You know, a good laugh is not a matter of being disrespectful.  Besides, the last thing we as Christians want to 

do is to be perceived as humorless.  

A long time ago, a priest had a chance encounter with Groucho Marx in Montreal. The priest extended his hand 

and said, "I want to thank you for all the joy you've put into this world." 

Groucho shook his hand and shot back: "And I wanna’ thank you for all the joy you've taken out of this world!"  

If you know me, you know I don’t ever want that to be me.  I always tell people that I take my faith VERY 

seriously—but myself, not so much!    We actually can find humor in many places in the Bible if we look for it. 

Reread the gospel of John, for example in chapter 20, when Jesus appears to the disciples after his resurrection. 

Think about it. The disciples had locked themselves into a room, afraid someone would find them and turn them 

in to the authorities as the disciples of the criminal Jesus. Here they are hiding – sheltering in place as it were. 

They're nervous. Perhaps Peter stepped to a window and opened the curtains slightly to peer into the street below. 

Had anyone followed them? 

Suddenly, someone else is in the room! Do you suppose it's possible that Jesus said "Boo" as he jumped out of 

the shadows, scaring the daylights out of his trembling followers? No wonder Jesus says, "Peace be with you." 

Peace is exactly what they need, while they’re getting peeled off the ceiling! 



Think about some of the Gospel stories of Jesus.  It seems like Jesus loved a good party!  He performed his first 

miracle at a wedding reception in Cana, turning water into wine. In the parable of the Prodigal Son, Jesus tells us 

that the overjoyed father threw a big party for his returning son.  The father declared, “We are going to have a 

feast, a celebration, because this son of mine was dead and has come to life; he was lost and is found.” (Luke 

15:23-24) 

We read elsewhere in the Bible, in the Psalms, that we are to make a joyful noise. What is more joyful than a 

good, hearty laugh? 

Scientists have actually done studies that prove a good laugh is good for your health.  Dr. Patch Adams (remember 

the old movie with Robin Williams) said, "Laughter enhances the blood flow to the body's extremities and 

improves cardiovascular function. Laughter releases endorphins that can raise our moods and kill pain.  Laughter 

boosts the immune system and helps the body fight off disease.  Laughter is indeed the best medicine!  Being 

happy is the best cure of all diseases!"  So, feel free to laugh at the bad jokes, chuckle with the good ones and 

even share one or two later yourself!  

The point of all the jokes and funny stories is that Risus Paschalis reminds us that Christ is risen and that sin, 

death and the devil have been vanquished! We celebrate. We laugh, sing and dance, even while sheltering in 

place.  Next week we can go back to being God's “frozen chosen” (oops!  I forgot we’re not all Presbyterian!), 

but this Sunday I think we need to feel light! 

I believe that a church that can laugh is a church that understands the triumph of the resurrection and the enormous 

power of God. 

Two verses I read from Psalm 126 refers to that kind of worship community. "When the LORD restored the 

fortunes of Zion, we were like those who dream. Then our mouth was filled with laughter, and our tongue with 

shouts of joy; then it was said among the nations, 'The LORD has done great things for them.'" 

Even in the midst of this Covid-19 pandemic, God continues to do great things for us.  We may be feeling lonely 

in our homes—away from friends and people we love, but God is still with us every moment of every day.  And 

when we consider what God did on the first Easter, laughter and shouts of joy should bubble out of our mouths. 

God has left us an empty tomb as a punch line to the greatest thing ever done: Jesus rising from the dead. 

The resurrection of Jesus is no joke. We can imagine God's pleasure, even laughter, when everyone thought death 

could overcome Divine power and love.  They thought they could kill God?  Seriously?  They thought it was 

impossible to raise the dead?  Impossible is one of God’s favorite words!  God has all power in heaven and on 

earth.  God had the last laugh over death.  

The resurrection from the dead is one great and joyful peal of laughter in the face of all that threatens to bring us 

down.  In the midst of all the bad news, Jesus is at the head of the resurrection parade transforming our fears and 

tears into hope, and yes, joy.  God's resurrection laugh lasts through all the doubts and worries and trials we 

face.  We know that this is an extraordinarily challenging time.  But when we remember God’s gifts, we find 

strength and even some smiles to bring us through—no matter what our circumstances.  God has taken care of 

everything in this life and the next.  There is nothing that has power over us because we are God’s beloved 

children.   Remember that great verse from Romans:  “Nothing can separate us from God’s love in Christ 

Jesus.”  (Romans 8:39).  And when it says nothing, it really means nothing! 

Being a Christian and following Christ is very serious—as is our commitment to God—but we need to remember 

that we are called to rejoice in the Lord always. (Philippians 4:4).  Rejoicing means to be filled with joy and that 

means being able to laugh at things sometimes, just as God was probably laughing a little bit when everyone 

looked for Jesus in the empty tomb. God's great joke was that Jesus was not dead; he was alive again. Our Lord 



and Savior lives.  Because of that, we can face tomorrow with confidence.  Be glad and rejoice and let out a good 

laugh. 

Will you pray with me? 

God of grace, God of love and laughter, we thank you for laughter with friends and loved ones. We thank you for 

the laughter of children, and the song it creates in our hearts. We pray for those who cannot find their laughter 

this day because of illness and death and financial crisis.  But today, Lord, may we put that down and remember 

your holy laughter which is the resurrection and the life, that sets our spirits free so that we may take your love 

into every part of our lives.  We laugh today because of the most amazing thing of all—that you conquered death, 

that the tomb is empty, that light shone so brightly that it overcame the darkness.  Thank you, thank you, thank 

you!  Amen. 

 


