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     “THE LAST LAUGH” 

         1 Corinthians 1: 18-25  /  John 20: 1-18 

Rev. Ron Dunn                    Easter Sunday                                               April 1, 2018 

I have always believed that God has a wonderful sense of humor, one that, more often than 
not, we fail to fully appreciate.  Too often, we are simply too serious in our assessment of all 
things religious and that is especially so in our understanding of God.  My mother was raised 
in a Quaker tradition which, at the time of her childhood, lacked the ability to find humor in 
much of anything.  She told me that as a girl, she and her friends had this little saying that 
they would share together and then laugh about.  “Quaker Meeting has begun.  No more 
laughing, no more fun.  If you show your teeth or smile, I will kick you down the aisle.” 

Please understand that, in sharing this, I am not picking on Quakers.  Instead I am picking on 
those of any faith tradition—including my own—which takes itself so seriously that it can 
find no humor or laughter in life. 

How appropriate, therefore, that Easter should fall today on April’s Fools Day.  As you may 
know, it doesn’t happen very often.  The last time that it did so was in 1956 and the next 
time it will do so will be in the year 2029.  April Fools Day is a day, of course, in which we 
celebrate human foolishness and there is, of course, much to celebrate in this regard.  I did a 
quick google search and found some interesting April Fools Day pranks that you might want 
to consider for next year—if not for today. Somebody has way too much time on their 
hands!   

As I have mentioned on previous Easter Sundays, Lutheran pastors in Germany began a 
tradition in the 18th century of telling an Easter joke at the beginning of their sermons.  This 
was known as the Risus Paschalis, the paschal joke. It was their surprising way of reminding 
their congregations that when all is said and done, it will be God who has the last laugh. 

That’s really the essential message of our reading from 1 Corinthians this morning.  
The Apostle Paul reminds his readers—past and present—that, in the eyes of some, the 
cross is only so much foolishness.  Yet, in the eyes of those who understand, the cross 
represents the power of God that transforms death into life.  Paul summarizes his message 
this way:  “For God’s foolishness is wiser than human wisdom, and God’s weakness is 
stronger than human strength.” (1 Corinthians 1: 25) 

 

Although Paul doesn’t put it exactly this way, he at least hints at the idea that in the triumph 
of the cross, in the good news of Easter, God has played a great joke on death—a joke that 
those who are absorbed with human wisdom and strength, will never quite seem to grasp. 
Time and time again, they miss the punch line.  It goes right over their heads. 
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In our lesson from the Gospel of John and his account of the Easter story, we find that Mary 
Magdalene has also missed the punch line—at least, initially.  She, of course, has come to the 
tomb, expecting to anoint the body only to discover that the stone has been rolled away and 
the tomb is empty.  She went to find Peter and the “other disciple” and told them about what 
she had found.  They, in turn, raced to the tomb, found that it was as Mary had said before 
returning to their homes. 

But Mary did not go with them.  She stayed to grieve, weeping outside the tomb.  She then 
encounters two angels who ask her why she is weeping.  Assuming that Jesus was dead, she 
explains that, “They have taken away my Lord and I do not know where they have laid him.” 

Then the story takes an unexpected turn.  She notices a man standing next to her but does 
not recognize the risen Christ.  He asks her “Why are you weeping?  Whom are you looking 
for?”  Assuming that he is the gardener, she replies, “Sir, if you have carried him away, tell 
me where you have laid him, and I will take him away.” 

Then Jesus calls her by name, “Mary!” Suddenly, she could see who it was that was standing 
before her and she replied, “Rabbouni!” which means teacher.  Suddenly Mary got it!  She 
understood the punch line!   No matter what she might have thought or no matter what she 
might have feared, she understood that, in fact, God’s love is stronger than death.  What the 
world considered so much foolishness was, in fact, the wisdom of God and the power of God. 

I imagine that Mary Magdalene ran all the way back home, laughing all the way, eager 
to share the punch line of God’s joke on death—the grave could not hold him! 

Mary Magdalene, of course, was not the only one to miss the punch line of the resurrection’s 
joke on death.  In Luke’s account of the Easter story, the risen Christ joins two of his 
followers as they travel from Jerusalem to Emmaus.   

As they walk and talk together, Luke informs us that neither of these two followers know 
that is the risen Christ who walk with them—their eyes are kept from recognizing him.   
Then, later that night as he blessed and broke the bread for their meal, their eyes were 
opened and they could see. 

In other words, they suddenly got it!  It would be life and not death, love and not hate that 
would have the final say!  The last laugh belonged to God  and they could not help but join in 
that laughter as they ran all the way back to Jerusalem to share this amazing news with the 
others—just as Mary Magdalene had done.  

 I find it a bit intriguing that in both of these resurrection stories, these followers of Jesus—
those who were the closest to him—had difficulty recognizing his risen presence.  For whatever 
the reason, they failed to grasp the identity of the one who stood before them.  The punch line of 
God’s joke on death somehow escaped them. 

In his book, “Becoming Human,” Brian Taylor suggests that the reason for this disconnect might 
have something to do with the fact that the resurrection that we celebrate represents a radical, 
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often unrecognizable change in the life of a person.  To illustrate, he points out that there is a 
difference between resurrection and resuscitation or restoration.    

In John’s Gospel, Jesus resuscitates Lazarus from the dead.  He brings him back and restores 
him to the life that he had known.  Taylor suggests that resurrection, however, involves 
something more than a return to the way things were.  It involves a radical change, a 
fundamental transformation from what was to what now is and what will be.  This then, is not a 
return to normalcy, but a new venture into a new and uncharted life. 

Understood in this light, the idea of resurrection becomes a bit more radical and therefore, a bit 
more fearful for many of us.  Truth be told, we are all for new life—as long as it resembles the 
old life that we have known.  The radical change or deep transformation of resurrection can 
make us more than a little uncomfortable. 

I am reminded of the old cartoon that show two caterpillars on the ground looking up at a 
beautiful butterfly soaring gracefully above them.  One caterpillar is saying to the other:  “You 
couldn’t get me up in one of those contraptions for a million dollars!”  Indeed, the actual 
experience of transformation is not necessarily one that we are inclined to sign up for.  It may 
seem a bit too risky! 

Yet, the invitation of Easter is to take that risk—to let go of the old habits, the old comforts and 
the old conveniences that have kept us grounded to a life that is no longer needed or necessary.   
If we ever hope to fly, we must be willing to try on a new way of thinking, a new way of acting 
and a new way of living. 

The essential message of Easter, you see, isn’t just about the gospel narrative that describes the 
empty tomb.  The essential message of Easter is also about the narrative of our lives and our 
willingness to allow this story of Jesus’ resurrection to become our story.  

 There’s an Easter banner that puts it so succinctly:  “You can fly!  But that cocoon has to go!”  
Indeed, it does!   It’s time to let go of the cocoon that is holding you back from the life that God 
intends.  It’s time to fly. 

In that understanding, I conclude, this morning, with a story that many of you have heard before, 
but it is, I believe, one worth sharing yet again.   Some of you are familiar with the classic 
children’s story entitled, “Hope for the Flowers” by Trina Paulus.   

It is the story of two caterpillars, Stripe and Yellow who grow tired of the normalcy of caterpillar 
life.  They are looking for something more than just eating and sleeping and getting fat.  So they 
set off on an adventure that leads them to climb a great “caterpillar pillar” as it reaches up into 
the clouds.   

They reason that true meaning and purpose must be found at the top of this pillar.  Why else 
would so many other caterpillars be climbing it?   Not long after they begin their climb, however, 
Yellow discovers that it is simply not for her.  There is too much pushing, shoving and trampling 
taking place. 
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Disappointed and discouraged Yellow climbs down from the pillar and continues her 
search on her own as Stripe continues the climb.  Eventually she encounters a gray haired 
caterpillar hanging upside down on a branch.  When she noticed that he seemed to be 
tangled up in some hairy stuff, she offered to help.   

The gray haired caterpillar replied that he didn’t need any help, that this was what he 
needed to do in order to become a butterfly. 

“What is a butterfly?” Yellow wanted to know. 

It’s what you were meant to become, he replied.  It flies with beautiful wings and joins the 
earth to the heaven.  It drinks only nectar from the flowers and carries the seeds of love 
from one flower to another.” 

“It can’t be true! Gasped Yellow.”  “How can I believe that there’s a butterfly inside you or 
me when all I see is a fuzzy worm?” 

“How does one become a butterfly?” she asked pensively. 

“You must want to fly so much that you are willing to give up being a caterpillar.” 

 “You mean to die?” asked Yellow. 

 “Yes and no,” he answered.  “What looks like you will die but what’s really you will still live.  
Life is changed, not taken away.  Isn’t that different from those who die without becoming 
butterflies?” 

As you might guess, Yellow makes the choice to begin this transformational process.  
Following the lead of the gray haired caterpillar, she chooses to die to her old self in order 
to experience her new self in the form of a glorious butterfly—a butterfly who then invites 
Stripe, still climbing the caterpillar pillar, to experience this transformation also.  In case 
you were in doubt, it has a happy ending!  

 

The message of “Hope for the Flowers” is the essential invitation of Easter--the invitation 
to die to what was—that is, the old caterpillar life—in order to be transformed into a new 
and transformed life, a life that enables us to soar like beautiful butterflies.   

While we may be tempted to settle for a mere restoration of what was, something more is 
needed—something that involves nothing less than a resurrection…nothing less than a 
bold step into the embrace of the life that is waiting to be. 

What might that resurrection look like in your life this morning?   What would it take 
for you to let go of your cocoon and embrace the life that God is setting before you? 

God’s joke on the forces of death is not one that everyone gets.  In fact, we can easily 
become so absorbed with the wisdom and ways of the world that we fail to see that the 
foolishness of God is wiser than human wisdom and the weakness of God is stronger than 
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human strength.  Yet, this is a day that serves to remind us that the forces of despair, 
darkness and death are not nearly as formidable as we have allowed them to become. 

This is a day that reminds us, once and for all, that there is nothing in all of creation that 
can separate us from the power of God’s transforming love for us in Christ Jesus…  

This is a day that reminds us that despite all the evidence to the contrary, it is God and not 
the forces of hatred, prejudice and death, that has the last laugh.  The least we can do on 
this April Fools Sunday, is to share in that laughter.   

Christ is risen!  He is risen indeed!! 

Amen 


