
Gospel as Comedy

Acts 2:14a, 22-32; Psalm 16; 1 Peter 1:3-9; John 20:19-31

When bad, sad things come your way, you can have at least two different responses. You can

treat this as the tragedy that it is: complain, weep, and seek consolation from your friends and family. Or,

it is possible to treat this bad circumstance in a comedic way. You can laugh. I have seen all kinds of

things that make me laugh even in the midst of this pandemic. There was a clip on the news last night of

a man who puts a white board at the end of his driveway every day with a funny joke or quip for people

walking past to have a little smile. So perhaps you too, can smile at your misfortune. You can barge

through your difficulty with a positive mental attitude. And you can do all this with the faith that eventually

things will work out.

Paul displays this comedic point of view when he writes from the depths of some Roman jail,

seemingly defeated by the imperial power, “In everything, God works for good with those who love him”

(Rom. 8:28). Paul is not saying that there aren’t bad things happening in this world; Paul says that God is

always working for good, like the “One World Together” concert started by Lady Gaga last night.

Literary critics say that there are basically two kinds of literature, two ways of describing ourselves

in the world, that are found even in the very earliest human literature: tragedy and comedy. Tragedy,

according to Aristotle and others, is when a great person falls down a very long way. This is the

stock-in-trade of Greek tragedy. Someone seems to have a perfect life, full of power and prestige. And

then that person becomes a victim of his or her fatal flaw—the great person is tripped up by some

weakness of character. From that person’s once very high perch, he or she falls down a very long way.

Then there’s comedy. Comedy occurs, not when somebody says or does something that’s funny,

but in the technical, literary sense, comedy begins in happiness, then slides down into misfortune,
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difficulty, or tragedy, but then through surprising twist and turns comedy starts to move upward toward a

happy ending, toward unforeseen resolution. The plot of a comedy thus has a “U”-shape. It begins high,

goes low, and then raises up again. The happy ending is so happy because earlier circumstances made

us wonder if the protagonist was going to be defeated. Surprise! The story ends in a way that we hadn’t

expected.

Some biblical critics have said that all of scripture is based on the comedic form. Scripture has a

U shape to it. Plenty of bad things happen to both good and bad people throughout scripture. There is

real tragedy that elicits true lament and real sadness, but there is also a real upward turn.

The family of Abraham makes its way in the world, achieving a certain prominence, before they

are enslaved in Egypt. But, with a mighty hand, God brings Israel out of Egyptian slavery in the Exodus.

The kingdom of Israel is built into a formidable power before decline culminates in a forced march

into exile, but then, by God’s grace, Israel gets to return home.

I am sure you can see where I’m headed with this, on this Sunday after Easter. Jesus is born amid

the songs of angels shouting, “Glory to God in the highest!” Jesus begins his ministry, and few hear him

gladly. Almost nobody treats him like the royal king or God’s anointed, like who he really is. His ministry

ends not with public acclaim, but with the cross. A tragedy for sure.

But then comes the resurrection. God refuses to let Caesar have the last word. Death is defeated.

In the most dramatic upturn in all of the plot line of human history, crucified Jesus is raised from the dead.

What we thought was going to be an unmitigated tragedy becomes an unrestrained joyful comedy.

Today’s scripture from the Acts of the Apostles occurs soon after Easter. As we noted last

Sunday, Jesus Christ has been raised from the dead, and the first thing he does is to commission his

followers to go out into the world with the truth about the resurrection: God is going to defeat sin and
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death and get back the world that belongs to God.

That is exactly what Peter does in this morning’s scripture on this Sunday after Easter. This has

got to be one of the first Christian sermons, one of the earliest sermons preached about the significance

of Easter. But most of the sermon is taken up with history, as Peter recounts the story of God’s mighty

deeds as recorded in scripture. He goes all the way back to the beginning of Israel, highlighting King

David, the mighty one who would lead Israel into national glory. Peter can interpret scripture this way

because, as we have noted, all of scripture has this comedic “U”-shape to it. Things get bad, and at the

bottom where we seem powerless to overcome adversity, God bends the shape of our history upward.

Peter says that’s what God has done time and again in the story of Israel, but now has done with

particular intensity in the spectacular resurrection of crucified Jesus from the dead. We crucified Jesus,

but God raised, to amplify the one whom we attempted to silence with death.

While Easter is God’s most dramatic, spectacular comedic reversal of fortune, Peter’s sermon

shows that God was not acting out of character. The God of Israel is the God who time and again steps

in, making the way where we thought there was no way, who turns our downward history upward toward

God.

Didn’t Jesus promise us in his most famous sermon (Matthew 5) that in the age he inaugurates,

our tears, our tragedy, would be turned to laughter, to his comedy?

Peter is an agent of Easter. He is standing up and testifying to the whole world the truth about

God: This is who God really is. God is not the one who says to Israel, “I gave you the law, I sent you the

prophets, yet time and again, you turned away from me and disobeyed me. That’s it. Time’s up for Israel.

Now I will punish you into oblivion.” No, God is the one who, time and again, keeps returning to Israel to

bless and to preserve Israel.
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God is not the judgmental, vengeful, wrathful God who forces us to pay for our sin and gives us

what we deserve for our misdeeds. God is the one who takes the sad effects of our human folly and turns

them all around, moving them upward toward God.

God is not the one who terminates all things, who draws a line in the sand, saying, “I’m over here

in eternity; you stay over there in your mortality. Never will you cross that line or leap over that wall.” God

is the one who graciously brings us along with Jesus into eternity.

And surely, in speaking of King David as an example of the very best that a resurrecting God can

do, Peter means to show that once-crucified, now-resurrected Jesus is like a new but even more

powerful regent, greater even than King David. Jesus Christ is not only raised from death to life, but now

he rules. Everything that God is, Jesus is. The comedic God does not end the human story at the tragedy

of the cross but rather with one last, spectacular act: Easter. The play is not over until God says it’s over.

And then, in an act as spectacular as the resurrection, the once-crucif ied Jesus is enthroned where he

now rules. The comedic work of God continues in Jesus through the acts of the reigning Christ and

through the people whom the risen Christ summons to be his Easter agents throughout the world. And as

we talked about last week - that’s us.

That’s the gist of Peter’s post-Easter sermon. I want it to be the focus of my sermon today. Peter

goes back in Israel’s history to show that Jesus Christ is resurrected and now reigns. Whatever good we

experienced of God in the past, is now expanded, energized, and powerfully occurs in Jesus, the

once-crucified and now-reigning Lord.

Will Willimon shares the story of a Bible study group he was leading: they had just read Luke’s

account of the first Easter that precipitated a discussion about the resurrection.

“I’m sorry, but I just don’t believe we can make the resurrection credible to modern, skeptical,
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thinking people,” said one of the members of the Bible study, “In this world, everything that lives dies. I’ve

never seen a body resurrected from the dead. I’ve heard about near-death experiences, but I know that’s

not resurrection. I just don’t know how the church can continue to maintain this kind of faith.”

One of the members of the group said, “If Easter were only about the resurrection of a dead body,

bringing that dead body back to life, then I would agree with you that the resurrection is incredible.”

She continued, “But I think Easter means so much more. I’m not sure about what God will do with

me in the future—I have a hope of what God will do with me when I die—but I am not completely sure.

What I am completely sure of is what I have experienced of God in my past dealings with God. As I think

I’ve mentioned before, I had a terrible disease when I was a child. My parents thought I was going to die. I

did too. But I didn’t. I came through that terrible illness more convinced of the goodness of God than ever

before. Then throughout my life as a student, a young adult, a mother, a spouse, and a teacher, I’ve had

moments, crises, not as dramatic as when I nearly died as a child, but still trying, desperate moments,

when I thought to myself, ‘This is the end. It’s over for me. Curtains.’ But it wasn’t over. God found a way

to make a way when I thought there was no way. And because I’ve experienced so much of that in my

history, that’s why I have faith in the resurrection in the future.”

At Pentecost, Peter was challenged about what all the commotion was among the followers of

Jesus, why all this uppity speech and Spirit-filled enthusiasm, how in the world once disheartened,

defeated and despairing disciples could now be urging others to join them, what made them decide to

have public meetings, speak up, and speak out to anybody who would listen.

Peter stands up and explains, “This is God’s work. God is up to God’s old, glorious, life-giving,

future-making tricks. The same God who raised crucified Jesus from the dead keeps on moving from

death to life, making a way when we thought there was no way. God has done it before, time and again
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with Israel, with David, and all the rest. And now God is doing that very same resurrection work among

us. There’s now a new reigning king who’s even more majestic and powerful than King David.”

If you thought Easter was a one-time outburst from the church that we tried to do up right last

Sunday, you are mistaken. Easter continues. First, here in community, in this joyous service of Eastertide

right here. Then, at the close of the service as you return to the world, as you go as agents of the

resurrection to share the good news that there is new life, even in the midst of a pandemic. God is at

work even now. Like Peter, it’s now our job to show—in word and deed—that God has entered human

history and is continuously working to have God’s purposes defeat chaos and bring about order and

love. Resurrection continues.

So let’s go out from this time of reflection and get back in the world and tell somebody: our story, a

story that, by the grace of God, has a happy, a very happy, ending. Jesus Christ is not only raised but

now rules. God is still in control. Thanks be to God. Amen.
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