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Anyone here ever watch a show called “HeeHaw”?    It had a lot of bluegrass and country 

music.  There was a character on HeeHaw named Grady Nutt.  Grady was a Baptist preacher, 

a comedian, and he came to be known as the prime minister of humor.  And he had a saying, 

"Laughter is the hand of God on the shoulder of a troubled world." 

 

That's where I want to begin as we focus on God's gift of joy on this third Sunday of Advent.  

Laughter is the hand of God on the shoulder of a troubled world.  Laughter is a gift of God, a 

gift that we need in these days, in these holidays, when in a world of Pandemic & sheltering-

at-home, systemic racism, economic instability, estrangement and absolute uncertainty, all is 

not calm and all is not bright. 

There is something about humor that brings us to life, and the scriptures for this day hint at 

all of this:  

The prophet Isaiah:  I will greatly rejoice in the Lord. 

And the Apostle Paul, (if we were to read the New Testament reading for today) in writing to 

the Thessalonians:  Rejoice always.      

 

 

We all need something that brings us to life, like a desert rejoicing and blossoming, like water 

in the desert.  

 

"Have you heard any good jokes lately?"  Just that comment is enough to bring us out of the 

doldrums, to lift our spirits, to fill us with anticipation.   

Here is one of my favorite jokes: 

There was an elderly couple who in their old age noticed that they were getting a lot 

more forgetful, so they decided to go to the doctor. The doctor told them that they 

should start writing things down so they don't forget. They went home and the old lady 

told her husband to get her a bowl of ice cream. "You might want to write it down," 
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she said. The husband said, "No, I can remember that you want a bowl of ice cream." 

She then told her husband she wanted a bowl of ice cream with whipped cream. "Write 

it down," she told him, and again he said, "No, no, I can remember: you want a bowl of 

ice cream with whipped cream." Then the old lady said she wants a bowl of ice cream 

with whipped cream and a cherry on top. "Write it down," she told her husband and 

again he said, "No, I got it. You want a bowl of ice cream with whipped cream and a 

cherry on top." So he goes to get the ice cream and spends an unusually long time in 

the kitchen, over 30 minutes. He comes out to his wife and hands her a plate of eggs 

and bacon. The old wife stares at the plate for a moment, then looks at her husband 

and asks, "Where's the toast?"  

 

We need humor in our lives.  It is like the hand of God on the shoulder of a troubled world.  It 

is like the desert rejoicing and blossoming.  In the midst of the laughter, it is as if the sorrow 

and sighing flees away.  The message of the prophet Isaiah is so relevant for us because it 

acknowledges the pain and the loss and the devastation the people had been through; and 

at the same time, it points to something beyond the present condition.  

 

The creation will be renewed.  

The ruined cities will be rebuilt. 

The exiles will come home.  

The oppressed will hear the good news. 

Those who mourn will be comforted.   

 

Now I know that I am pushing a little here, because we've all heard the message, haven't we, 

that "Christians are supposed to be serious."   It is as if some little voice is saying, "Wipe that 

smile off your face; don't you know you are in church!" 
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When we are most pressed, when we are most stressed, what is needed is not the serious 

and the somber, but something else: The hand of God on the shoulder of a troubled world  

 

We need to laugh.  "Rejoice," Paul writes the Thessalonians...do not quench the spirit!  And 

what is the fruit of that spirit?  Joy.  Sometimes, even in the toughest times, we need an 

experience of joy. 

 

A family story.  Getting Dad’s ashes and leaving him in the back of Aunt Vean’s SUV! 

My father’s death was a difficult time, for many reasons.  But there were moments, like 

these, when it was as if the hand of God was on our shoulder, touching us.  In hindsight, it 

was God's gift of joy in a difficult time.  

 

And so we hear the word of God, on this third Sunday of Advent, and in many faith 

communities we will light the candle of joy.  Ultimately, our joy is all about who Jesus is.  

After his time of testing in the desert, which paralleled Israel's exile, Jesus is worshipping in 

the synagogue in Nazareth, and he is reading the scripture for the people, and he opens the 

Book of Isaiah to this very passage: 

 

The spirit of the Lord is upon me 

Because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor 

He has sent me to proclaim release to the captives 

And recovery of sight to the blind 

To set at liberty those who are oppressed 

To proclaim the year of the Lord's favor. 

Then Jesus closes the book and sits down.  And everyone is looking at him.  And then he says 

to them, "Today this scripture is fulfilled in your hearing." 

And in that moment, we get it.  It's like the ending to a wonderful story and we get it; we 
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sense that "this is where it was leading to all along."  We rejoice, we laugh, even in the midst 

of pain and loss and devastation, because in Jesus we hear the deep resonant laughter of 

God. 

Have you ever seen this image entitled “Laughing Jesus.” It’s been used or adapted by 

countless Christian organizations, as well as some non-Christian and even New Age groups. It 

was created by Willis Wheatley, about 40+ years ago when he was then working for the 

United Church head office in Toronto. And it was originally called “Jesus Christ, 

Liberator.”   This was given to me by a parishioner in Quamichan on VI who told me to always 

remember the God who laughs beside us. 

 

So, people of God:  be joyful! 

Discover some occasion for laughter.  

Do not quench the spirit. 

Let the waters flow in the desert. 

Let the weeping turn to laughter. 

Let the desert become a garden. 

Rejoice! You are not alone.  

That embrace may be the hand of God on the shoulder of a troubled world. 


