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Celebration & Play 
St. John’s Church, NF 

July 27/14  Proper 17, Year A 
 

 The Bible readings today demonstrate the comic spirit in the face of human 

tragedy. The Bible captures the essence of humanity, its joys and sorrows; the Bible 

pulls no punches, it tells it like it is, our tremendous capacity for joy on the one hand, 

our human struggles on the other. Tragedy and comedy sum up the human 

condition: for Christians, indeed for all of God’s children, there is great cause for joy 

because, as St. Paul says, “there is nothing in all creation that will ever be able to 

separate us from the love of God.” We have the best reason to celebrate life, yet so 

often we do not. 

 The readings today are full of joyful spirits. The OT story of Jacob is a love 

story and ends with a marriage celebration, as all classic comedy does. Jacob is 

doubly blessed in the end, with two wives!  Psalm 105 tells us to “give thanks, sing, 

glory, rejoice” in the Lord. St. Paul’s letter to the Romans teams with exultant 

language: “God works for good with those who love him”; Christ “shared his glory 

with them”; “in all things we have complete victory”; “nothing can separate us from 

God’s love.” And the series of short parables in Matthew’s gospel use images of 

abundance to describe the joy in the discovery of the kingdom of heaven: birds fill 

the branches of the mustard tree and a whole batch of bread dough rises; the man 

who finds the treasure in the field is “so happy” he buys it; the fishermen catch “all 

kinds of fish” until “their net is full.”  

 These images reflect the spirit of Christ who came that we might have life and 

have it more abundantly (Jn. 10:10). The gospels record only once that Jesus wept 

and only once that he got angry. The rest of the time he is presented healing, telling 

stories, celebrating and, I’ll wager, he was laughing a lot. His first miracle, changing 

water into wine, occurred at a marriage feast. The Scribes and Pharisees tried to 
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discredit him by pointing out that he spent his time eating and drinking, partying, 

“like a glutton.” 

 We, his church in the world, need to ask whether we are joyful people and 

whether we appear, indeed, are that way before others. In our private and public 

lives, do we celebrate? Are we joyful? Are we pleasant to be with? Or are our 

services of worship so solemn and reverential that they are gloomy and dull? Why 

don’t we laugh more in church? Applaud more? Dance? Sing lustily and with good 

courage? If we are not joyful together, then why would anyone be interested in our 

faith, our church, our God? Why would they join us to worship if they can enjoy more 

laughter and life watching a comedian on TV? In contrast to a sit-com, we have 

cosmic laughter to offer. Once upon a time, after a worship service where for the 

first time I was providing Sunday supply, two women approached Eleanor and me 

after the service, and without introducing themselves or inquiring about us, they 

launched into complaints about the order of service. I must be honest that I’m not 

exactly sure what they were complaining about, for I soon moved away from them. 

All I heard was whining and complaining. How can a person be filled with complaints 

after worshiping? When I asked the warden about them later, she remarked that 

“those two forget what side of the sod they’re on.” Precisely: “I have set before you 

life and death; therefore choose life.” At this service of worship, there is upbeat 

music and singing, movement, even dancing upon occasion, the laughter of children 

and parishioners; the contemporary liturgy of St. John’s celebrates life, names our 

individual and corporate challenges to be sure, but offers great hope and joy. St. 

John’s has much to offer the diocese of Niagara and the greater, wider church in 

terms of joyful liturgy and worship experience. But still, if people are attracted to our 

worship and rituals, and join the fellowship, do they encounter joyful, loving people, 

or do they witness unpleasantness and tension or an inhospitable attitude? Liturgy, 

even good liturgy, is not enough; Love is the great commandment. 
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 The readings appointed for today have their darker elements and I am not 

ignoring them; indeed, I want to emphasize them. The Bible dramatically presents 

human tragedy and sorrow. Jacob’s marriage to the woman he loves happens in the 

midst of family disagreement: what marriage doesn’t? At weddings, families and 

family members often don’t get along, tempers flare over the most minor incidents 

or comments: celebrations, both joy and sorrow. Jacob has been tricked by his uncle 

into working for seven years to earn the woman he loves, only to be given the older, 

undesirable sister, then he must work another seven years to get the woman he truly 

desires. Laban tells Jacob: “You shouldn’t work for me for nothing just because you 

are my relative” and then proceeds to make him do just that. Business arrangements 

among family members: no cause for worry and strife, right? 

 St. Paul’s letter has its dark side as well: he asserts his joy and confidence in 

God’s saving grace in the face of persecution and human failings: he speaks of human 

weakness, the inexpressible groaning of our hearts, unjust accusations, guilt, 

condemnation, trouble, hardship, persecution, hunger, poverty, danger, and the 

ultimate human tragedy, death—“we are treated like sheep that are going to be 

slaughtered,” he says. And the parables of Jesus end with a vision of the end of the 

age, with “evil people . . . thrown into the fiery furnace where they will cry and gnash 

their teeth.” We are always living in the end times and such images metaphorically 

evoke the agony of people in the here and now, estranged from Emmanuel, suffering 

their inner torment as a result of their own evil thoughts and deeds, or of others 

toward them—the agony of people who don’t know the answers to their own life 

questions. 

 The mystery of the kingdom of heaven, the trick of it, is to discover God’s love 

and presence in the midst of just such human struggle and agony, not apart from it. 

The kingdom of God is small as a mustard seed in a large field which nevertheless 

grows to be the biggest of all plants. It works like yeast amidst the bread dough. It’s 
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hidden treasure. It’s a pearl of great price which one must seek to find. It’s like going 

fishing—sometimes you don’t catch anything, you don’t even get a nibble, or the big 

one gets away yet again—but sometimes, it’s a great catch. Our faith in God would 

be weak and useless indeed if it collapsed in the face of adversity and setbacks. 

Recall the formative story of the Israelites, their capture and enslavement by Egypt; 

from such conditions they “give thanks to the Lord and call upon his name” and 

“remember the marvels he has done.” St. Paul writes his moving letter from prison 

and persecution. In death, there is life—surely the essential meaning of the 

resurrection, surely cause for joy and celebration. 

 The Biblical stories do not overlook or ignore the pain of the human condition, 

the grief, fear, guilt, evil we all experience seemingly all the time, but the Biblical 

storytellers also include celebration and play, the comic spirit. It may be that uncle 

Laban is a horrible, mean, nasty, greedy man who cheats his nephew, who tricks him, 

hoodwinks him into marrying a woman he didn’t want, gets 14 years of labour out of 

him, but in terms of narrative technique, for the story’s effect, there is tremendous 

irony, indeed great justice, because Jacob, the trickster, the young man, remember, 

who deceived both his father and his brother, is now himself tricked, deceived into 

believing he has not only married but also slept with the woman of his dreams—the 

“bed trick,” switching one woman for another in the dark of night, is the stuff of 

folktale; Shakespeare used it in his comedy, Measure for Measure. If we laugh and 

appreciate such a plot device in theatre and literature, why not in the Biblical story? 

Maybe old uncle Laban knows his nephew only too well, has heard what Jacob did to 

his father and brother, and has decided to give him a little of his own back. In any 

case, whatever Laban’s motivation, at this point in the telling of the tale, Jacob’s 

question, “Why have you tricked me?” rings in the air rather dramatically. There 

would be a silent pause on the stage, for surely it presents a moment of recognition 

for him, as well as the audience or reader. Jacob, the trickster, gets exactly what he 
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deserves in terms of just retribution, but it’s a romantic comedy, and after learning 

about himself, he gets the girl he wants, and the story ends with a marriage 

celebration; from his two wives come the twelve tribes of Israel, furthering God’s 

blessing and promise to his father Isaac and to Abraham before him. And Leah, the 

unattractive older daughter, gets a husband in the bargain. There is the stuff of high 

comedy in this story. 

 And finally there is Jesus’ playfulness to notice: in the little parables, these 

brief aphorisms, there is a sense of fun and play. He focuses his sayings on little 

things—mustard seeds, yeast, and on imaginative, adventurous plots, found pearls 

and hidden treasure—buried treasure, the stuff of children’s daydreams and 

literature, Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island the prime example, and the stuff 

as well of adult dreams to judge by the popularity of lottery tickets and casinos. The 

kingdom of heaven is like this: now you go figure it out. There is such joy in the 

discovery, not only of the pearl and the treasure in the story, but also of the 

meaning of the parable. They’re little brain teasers. Jesus probably spoke them with 

a twinkle in his eye, asking his disciples, “So, you understand these things?” Often in 

the gospels his disciples are a dim lot and don’t get much of what he is saying, 

another useful narrative technique, for we must often identify with their 

bewilderment, but occasionally they must have seen the light, again as we do, and 

then, laughing, answered with a resounding, “Yes!” Their shared laughter is like the 

kingdom of heaven. 

 As we journey through our days and ways, let us strive to do so with our 

hearts and minds filled with the joy and love of God. Let us make others feel glad to 

be alive. God’s people should "live fully, love extravagantly, and be all that God 

intends them to be," as Bishop John Spong loves to say. As the body of Christ we 

have such grand cause to celebrate life in all its abundance.  

  


