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Like the jester, (Jesus) defies custom and scorns crowned heads.   

Like a wandering troubadour, he has no place to lay his head.   

Like a clown in the circus parade, he satirizes existing authority by  

riding into town replete with regal pageantry when he had no earthly  

power.  Like a minstrel, he frequents dinners and parties.  At the end,  

he is consumed by his enemies in a mocking caricature of royal 

paraphernalia.  He is crucified amid snickers and taunts with a sign  

over his head that lampoons his laughable claim . . . He is infinitely 

vulnerable, but never finally defeated. 

 —Harvey Cox, The Feast of Fools 

 

Laughing Jesus, by Fred Berger 

Holy Fools 
 

Welcome 
  

Today we begin to reflect on the question, “What does it mean to be a people of emergence?”  

 

Life’s favorite ways to help us emerge into something new is to encourage us to keep a lookout for the 

unexpected. The story being retold today about an empty tomb and the appearance of Jesus to his followers 

as a gardener, and again as he walked with two disciples on the road to Emmaus, and then as Thomas 

doubted, is certainly about the unexpected.  

 

The Swiss moral philosopher, Henri-Frederic Ariel wrote: “Let mystery have its place in you; do not be 

always turning up your whole soil with the plowshare of self-examination, but leave a little fallow corner in 

your heart ready for any seed the winds may bring, and reserve a nook of shadow for the passing bird; keep a 

place in your heart for the unexpected guests, an altar for an unknown God.”  

 

Our covenant encourages us to let mystery have its place and to keep a place in our hearts for unexpected 

guests. Let us join in a unison reading of these words, printed in your order of service, with which we begin 

worship  

 

The Covenant 
(Read in unison)         

L. Griswold Williams                        

 

LOVE IS THE DOCTRINE OF THIS CHURCH, 

THE QUEST OF TRUTH IS ITS SACRAMENT, 

AND SERVICE IS ITS PRAYER. 

  

TO DWELL TOGETHER IN PEACE, 

TO SEEK KNOWLEDGE IN FREEDOM, 

TO SERVE HUMAN NEED, 

TO THE END THAT ALL SOULS SHALL 

GROW INTO HARMONY WITH THE DIVINE— 

THUS DO WE COVENANT WITH EACH OTHER. 
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Opening Words 
Exultet for Easter Morning (selection) 

Rev. Mark Belletini 

 

For an Easter morning many years ago, the Reverend Mark Belletini wrote the following poem of praise: 

 

When some argue for heaven, 

And others argue for earth, 

For the life of me I cannot comprehend the 

seriousness of the debate. 

 

After all, the heaven I see daily overhead 

Never argues with me. 

It just tumbles clouds through my eyes and yours 

And paints the horizons pink and orange 

Come evening or come morning. 

 

And the earth I walk on never argues with me either. 

It mostly just explodes with buds and petals 

Like some out-of-control fountain. 

Heaven and earth remain silent even when people malign 

the ancient exclamation “O God!” 

by fusing with violence and entitlement. 

 

But now, on this Easter Day, everything grows 

beyond words, beyond earth and heaven, into 

a necessary vision of harmony and peace for all 

humankind who rise into life that is alive. 

 

CHALICE LIGHTING  

Read responsively) 

Rev. Elizabeth M. Strong 

 

Out of the earth 

rises light, 

Rises life, 

Rises spring. 

 

MAY WE JOIN WITH THE MIRACLE THAT IS SPRINGTIME 

AND ENTER INTO LIFE WITH LIGHTNESS AND JOY. 

 

Out of the spirit 

Rises faith, 

Rises hope, 

Rises love. 
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MAY WE JOIN WITH THE MIRACLE THAT IS EASTER TIME, 

AND ENTER INTO LIFE WITH HOPE AND LOVE. 

LET US RESURRECT WITH SPRING, 

LET US RESURRECT WITH THE SPIRIT 

AND ENTER INTO RENEWED LIFE 

AS WE GATHER INTO OUR TIME OF WORSHIP TOGETHER 

THIS EASTER MORNING. 

 

Time for All Ages 
Jesus and the story of The Lost Sheep 

Adapted and reenacted by Joyce Duncan 

Rev. Clare: So I have a nephew who was born on April Fool’s Day—no joke. He turns nine today. And he 

loves sheep. He even tried to hug a sheep a couple of years ago . . . crawling up from behind. But the sheep 

ran away.  

Sheep were important in biblical times. They provided not just wool, but also meat and milk. Their horns 

were used as musical instruments or to hold oil. The skins were made into clothing and coverings for walls. If 

you read the Bible today, you’ll find that sheep and shepherds are mentioned many times. One person claims 

the Bible talks about sheep and shepherds 247 times.  

The first part of the Bible, called the Hebrew scripture, includes a famous song called the Twenty-third 

Psalm. It begins with these words: “The Lord is my shepherd; I shall not want. He makes me lie down in 

green pastures.” In other words, people are like sheep, cared for by God.  

The second part of the Bible is the Christian scripture. It tells about Jesus’s life and teachings. In one famous 

story told by the disciple John, Jesus calls himself a shepherd. He says these famous words: “I am the good 

shepherd. The good shepherd lays down his life for the sheep.” Jesus goes on to say, “The hired hand, who is 

not the shepherd and does not own the sheep, sees the wolf coming and leaves the sheep and runs away— 

and the wolf snatches them and scatters them. The hired hand runs away because a hired hand does not care 

for the sheep.  

“But,” Jesus concludes, “I am the good shepherd. I care for my sheep.” 

Joyce (comes in dressed as shepherd, carrying a crook or a staff):  I beg your pardon; I can see you are in the 

middle of something important here, but I am sorely pressed. I just finished counting my flock of one 

hundred sheep, and I counted but 99. I am missing one of my flock. It is the dearest little gray lamb, with 

black face and feet and a pink nose! I have looked in all the fields that we grazed on, all the woods. What if a 

wolf has caught her and taken her? What if she has fallen into the stream behind the playground and 

drowned? What if she tried to cross Dulaney Valley Road?  

Rev. Clare: But surely you should be grateful that so many of your flock are safe and not worry so much 

about just one? 

Joyce: Oh, I am grateful; I care dearly for all of them. But I cannot rest while I know that one of my lambs is 

missing. I think maybe she smelled one of Karyn’s pies, and has strayed into this room, hiding until she has a 

chance to get a piece when no one is watching the snack table! 
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Rev. Clare: Well, we are kind of in the middle of something, but never let it be said that we are not people of 

flexibility! How can we help you? 

Joyce: Well, I see a lot of (young) people who look like they have sharp eyes! Could I ask them to help me 

find my missing sheep? 

Rev. Clare: Everyone young or young at heart is invited to help our shepherd friend find her missing sheep. 

Please bring her up front if you find her.  

(People look around, bring forth the hidden stuffed animal.) 

Joyce: Rejoice with me, for I have found my sheep that was lost. Praise the Great Spirit that watches over us! 

All: Hurray! Hurray! 

Joyce: My undying gratitude! I must rejoin my flock! (exits) 

Rev. Clare: This story of the lost sheep—and the shepherd who leaves 99 sheep in the wilderness to look for 

the one lost one appears in both the gospels of Matthew and Luke. And according to both Matthew and 

Luke, Jesus finished the story of the shepherd who went in search of one lost sheep, “Which of you wouldn’t 

do the same?” 

And we’re all supposed to say, “Right. I’d do that, too.” But the real answer is that no one would do that. No 

shepherd would leave a flock of 99 sheep in order to find one lost one. The 99 sheep were not safely fenced 

in. So they were in danger when the shepherd left.  

Furthermore, the shepherd didn’t know where the lost sheep had gone. For all the shepherd knew, leaving 

the flock of 99, the one lost sheep might not still be alive. And when the lost sheep was found, in the story 

Jesus told, the shepherd doesn’t go back to the flock. The shepherd goes home to have a party. Maybe this 

should have been the story of the lost shepherd instead of the lost sheep. For 99 sheep, one shepherd went 

missing. And in order to find the shepherd, the other 99 sheep need to get lost in the world.  

Jesus was telling people, “If one is in the presence of the lost sheep, one is in the presence of God. For where 

one is lost, alone, alienated, marginalized, and oppressed, there also is God.” When there is a problem, the 

story says, you should not go away and ignore it. You should actively try to fix it. And the best way to fix the 

world is to love the world and all the people and animals in it.  

Jesus was saying that humans are like the lost sheep beloved by God. So sheep in biblical times were good for 

more than meat, milk, wool, and skin. They and their shepherds helped religious leaders and teachers think 

about what it means to be beloved. And Jesus? He told humorous stories about what it means to love and be 

loved and to be beloved. Jesus finished the story of the shepherd who went in search of one lost sheep, 

“Which of you wouldn’t do the same?” 

And the real answer is that no one would do that. So the people would’ve been so surprised by this 

unexpected question and answer, they would’ve laughed. And we, beloved human beings, still tell these 

stories, today. Happy Easter!  
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Prayer/Meditation 
April Fools                 

Rev. Lisa Friedman 

 

Let us continue in the spirit of prayer with a spoken meditation in honor of April 1st by the Reverend Lisa 

Friedman. 

 

Spirit of Life and Love,  

We gather on this day dedicated to fools and whimsy.  

 

We do not know who created this day,  

But surely it was a wise soul,  

Hardly a fool.  

 

For there are indeed days that come to us all,  

When we are one with the Trickster,  

Delighting in the world of surprise and laughter,  

And it lightens our spirits. 

 

Then there are days  

When it feels that the joke must surely be on us,  

When we wonder if there are other fools like us in the world:  

Clowns whose smiles are not so different from their frowns.  

 

But the good news is that there are;  

We are all fools of a kind,  

And not just once a year. 

We have foolish hearts that dare to love,  

Foolish minds that dare to explore,  

Foolish spirits that dare to dream— 

Look around! 

We do not live by reason alone.  

We need something more.  

 

So let us pause for a moment,  

To be grateful for the fools  

Who live in each of us.  

 

Let us not be afraid to let them out,  

To laugh and fall and stand again,  

For we can never know what wisdom  

We might yet learn. 
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Reading 
From Jesus the Holy Fool           

Elizabeth-Anne Stewart 

 

In her book, Jesus the Holy Fool, Elizabeth-Anne Stewart explores how Jesus embodied the archetype of Holy 

Fool.  

 

She writes: “Jesus’ ministry focused on raising people from the dust of their lives so that they could 

experience life as blessing. As Holy Fool, Jesus relied completely on God in his works of liberation; and as 

Holy Fool, his purpose was not to draw attention to himself, but to bring about God’s reign. In each 

encounter, we see him reaching out to those imprisoned by their own self-definitions and limited ways of 

thinking, or to those who had taken upon themselves the judgments of society.  

 

What is necessary, however, is the complete reorientation of each individual—a conversion so radical that the 

old patterns of thinking, acting and being no longer have validity. What was a certainty must no longer be 

trusted; what was inconceivable must be passionately hoped for; what was impossible must be dreamed into 

reality . . .  

 

Just as Moses called forth the Children of Israel from the land of oppression, so Jesus invited the people of 

his time into existential freedom. The paradoxical news he proclaimed was that God is fully accessible in the 

present moment—a moment to which each of us is invited to respond. Jesus the Holy Fool is one who 

empowers the weak and the vulnerable. He lays the mantle of prophecy upon the voiceless and calls the 

marginalized to lead others to heroic stands. When the world laughs, ridiculing those who dare march to a 

different drummer, Jesus the Holy Fool applauds, inviting them to share the circus ring with all the holy 

clowns of history.  

 

Holy Fools, then, are those “Made mad and merry by their faith in a God ‘silly in the crib’ and ‘foolish on the 

cross,’ a God whose sage folly alone can save us from the raving lunacy of the princes of this age.”  

 

Sermon 
Holy Fools 

Rev. Clare L. Petersberger 

 

Nine years ago, today, around 5:50 in the afternoon, my brother called to say that his wife had begun to have 

contractions with their first child. The baby wasn’t due until April 10th. But they were on the way to the 

hospital. My brother added, “I hope he waits until one o’clock in the morning so that he doesn’t have April 

Fool’s Day as a birthday.”  

 

About two hours later, the phone rang. When I picked up, I thought my brother breathlessly said, “We’re 

here”—meaning at the hospital. Instead, he had said, “He’s here”—meaning my nephew had been born. All 

the calculations for a due date had been rendered null and void. Although we weren’t expecting it, my 

nephew arrived into this world on April 1st, and we laughed with joy.  

 

I was reminded of this experience reading the February 21st issue of The Christian Century. Miles Townes wrote 

about how Easter Sunday was falling on April Fool’s Day this year. The last time it did so was 1956, and the 

next time it will do so is 2029, and then again in 2040, but after that, not again in this century. So that 
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offers some perspective on the unexpected and time. Where were you in 1956, and where will you be in 2040?  

 

On the surface, the secular holiday of April Fool’s Day, with its pranks and jokes, would have nothing in 

common with the religious holiday of Easter, with the discovery of the empty tomb followed by his disciples 

reporting they had seen, heard, and touched the resurrected Jesus. But one of the more memorable classes I 

took [when] preparing for the ministry was a course on Jesus and the moral life, with Harvey Cox. And 

Professor Cox’s thesis was that Jesus used humor in his parables to teach spiritual truths.  

 

In our Time for All Ages we heard the story of the shepherd who leaves 99 sheep to fend for themselves to 

go in search of one who may or may not still be alive. And Jesus asks, “Who of you would not do the same?” 

And the answer is, not a single, solitary shepherd would do the same. It would be irresponsible to leave 99 

sheep to fend for themselves to go look for one who had wandered off. The Reverend David Henson points 

out that’s a terrible business model.  

 

Yet the people heard Jesus say, this is how it would be in God’s realm; love will be so unconditional and 

universal that the shepherd will go in search of one lost sheep and rejoice when it is found. God isn’t running 

the world on a business model. God is loving the world—and especially the lost, hurting, lonely, broken, 

oppressed parts of the world. And the people laughed and felt what it means to truly love and be loved.  

 

Jesus taught that the Kingdom of God is like a mustard seed. “A mustard seed?!” his disciples asked. “We 

thought the Kingdom of God was a far off place in the sky. After all, the Lord’s Prayer—the one you taught 

us—begins, ‘Our Father who art in heaven.’” How unexpected to learn that the Kingdom of God is in a tiny 

seed, here on earth, now, and not in the future, and [is] something we can look for and help to create.  

Jesus had more to say about the Kingdom of God. It is like a landowner who hired workers to harvest his 

vineyard, and then hired more workers midday, and paid all the workers the same amount. And the ones who 

had put in more hours were not pleased and complained. So is the Kingdom of God a pure form of 

socialism? No, Jesus ends the story with, “the last will be first and the first will be last.”  

 

Rabbi Rami Shapiro does a riff on this ending pointing to how Jesus was teaching people to let go of what 

their egotism expected in order to embrace their compassion. Rabbi Shapiro wrote: “Everybody wants to be 

first; nobody wants to be last. But in Jesus’s kingdom, the first will be last. But wait: the last will also be first, 

so the first will be first again as soon as they become last. But when they are once again first, they will 

immediately become last again, only to then become first again and then last again and first again until 

everybody is so dizzy that they drop the very notion of first and last. Which is the point.”  

 

Jesus used laughter to create a bridge between how things are and how things ought to be. When others tried 

to use religious teachings to catch Jesus promoting blasphemy, Jesus turned the teachings around. The 

Pharisees, the teachers of religious law, bring a woman to Jesus and accuse her of being caught in the act of 

adultery. They ask him what to do, pointing out that their religious law says she must be stoned to death. 

Jesus does not answer at first. He knows, and they know, that compassion and not condemnation, mercy and 

not judgment, are at the heart of his teaching. But Jesus knows, and they know, that if he does not uphold the 

religious law, he could be tried for blasphemy. So Jesus continues to write in the dirt until the Pharisees 

demand an answer a second time. Then Jesus says, “Let the one who has never sinned throw the first stone,” 

and goes back to writing in the dirt.  

 

And, lo and behold, one by one, the accusers walked away, until Jesus was left alone with the woman. 
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According to the Gospel of John, then Jesus stood up again and said to the woman, “Where are your 

accusers? Didn’t even one of them condemn you?”  

 

“No, Lord,” she said. And Jesus said, “Neither do I. Go and sin no more.”  

 

Although not a traditional April Fool’s prank, Jesus turned around the judgment of the Pharisees. They left 

him and the woman they were prepared to stone in recognition of their own wrongdoing.  

 

When others tried to use political teachings to catch Jesus promoting treason, Jesus similarly reflected the 

teaching back to the accusers. The Pharisees and soldiers of Herod came to Jesus to try to trap him. They 

said, “We know that you are sincere, and teach the way of God in accordance with truth. Tell us then, is it 

lawful to pay taxes to the emperor or not?”  

 

Rather than give a “Yes” or “No” answer, Jesus asks for a coin used to pay the tax. He holds it up and asks 

whose head is on the coin. They answered, “The emperor’s.”  

 

And Jesus said, “Give therefore to the emperor the things that are the emperor’s and to God the things that 

are God’s.” While Jesus’ repartees had a serious message, they were understood to be humorous, outwitting 

those with power who challenged him. 

 

I was reminded of challenging the powerful with humor reading the tweet by David Hogg, a student who 

survived the Stoneman Douglas High School shooting, in response to Laura Ingraham mocking him for not 

being accepted into four California colleges. Hogg tweeted, “Soooo@ IngrahamAngle what are your biggest 

advertisers . . . Asking for a friend.” Asking for a friend was clearly a joke. Hogg next posted a list of 12 

corporate sponsors of the Ingraham Angle and asked his Twitter followers to contact one of them. And they 

did. As a result, 11 have pulled their advertising. This certainly was not what Laura Ingraham was expecting.  

Laura Ingraham tweeted an apology of sorts—with reference to both this Holy Week and her show.  

 

David Hogg replied, “An apology in an effort just to save your advertisers is not enough. I will accept your 

apology only if you denounce the way your network has treated my friends and I in this fight. It’s time to love 

thy neighbor, not mudsling at children.” After more advertisers pulled out, her show announced that she 

would be taking off this coming week. David Hogg wishes her “Healthy reflections this Holy Week.” Once 

again we are reminded of the power of humor to prepare us, internally, to act: “asking for a friend —” and 

“Healthy reflections this Holy Week.”  

 

Kurt Vonnegut lifted up the power of humor in the Bible in a Palm Sunday sermon he preached at an 

Episcopal Church in 1980. How unexpected is that? The self-identified agnostic, Kurt Vonnegut, preached a 

Palm Sunday sermon? In fairness, he did ask an Episcopal priest what to say about Palm Sunday. She 

apparently replied, “It was a brilliant satire on pomp and circumstance and high honors in this world.” 

Jesus did not come into Jerusalem with a 30-50 million dollar parade. He rode in on the back of a donkey.  

 

Vonnegut did not choose to focus on Palm Sunday. Instead, he chose a text from the night before Palm 

Sunday, what he termed, “Spikenard Saturday.” Specifically, it was the text about how Mary took costly 

ointment—made from the spikenard plant—and anointed the feet of Jesus. Judas asks, “Why was this 

ointment not sold for 300 denarii and given to the poor?”  
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And according to Vonnegut, Jesus did not say, “For the poor always ye have with you.” According to 

Vonnegut, Jesus said in Aramaic, “Judas, don’t worry about it. There will still be plenty of poor people left 

long after I’m gone.” Vonnegut continued, “It says everything about hypocrisy and nothing about the poor. 

It is a Christian joke, which allows Jesus to remain civil to Judas, but to chide him for his hypocrisy all the 

same.”  

 

Even Jesus’s first reported appearance after his death has a comedic element. Mary mistakes him for the 

gardener and asks what he’s done with the body of Jesus so that she can go get it. And then he calls her by 

name, Mary. She responds with Rabbouni, meaning teacher. Kara Root writes of this encounter between 

Jesus and his beloved friend in the garden: “It’s messy. It’s unpredictable. It doesn’t abide by the rules, this 

God who dies and is resurrected thing . . . Instead, it breeds the uneasiness of indicating that It seems not to 

be finished with us. It’s encountering a LIVING God. It’s life, infusing our days in our moments, our world, 

making people whole, breaking down barriers, bringing forgiveness, healing, hope, even when it’s 

inconvenient. And maybe we’re not as comfortable with a God who upsets expectations and shows up 

wherever God wants.”  

 

In seminary, Harvey Cox lifted up the humor of Jesus to show us how to love and be loved. Cox showed 

clips from the movie Godspell—for which he served as a scholarly advisor. In 1970, he wrote an article for 

Playboy magazine entitled, “For Christ’s Sake” with content similar to the quote at the top of your Order of 

Service. Above it was printed the charcoal drawing by Fred Berger on the front of your Order of Service of 

a laughing Jesus. More people wrote to complain about the drawing than about Harvey Cox’s article. 

People thought the drawing was irreverent—in Playboy magazine. But when these readers thought of Jesus, 

they did not think of Jesus laughing. They did not think of Jesus as the Holy Fool depicted in Godspell.  

The archetype of a holy fool has appeared throughout all cultures. Holy fools, according to Wes Nisker are 

those “who are wise beyond ordinary understanding,” who speak the truth in ways it can be heard, calling 

into question our understanding of ourselves and the world, and upending our expectations.  

 

It upended my expectations to learn that Stephen Hawking’s ashes will be interred at London’s 

Westminster Abbey near the grave of Sir Isaac Newton. Hawking was a self-identified atheist who had a 

terrific sense of humor. He hoped that an equation would be etched on his grave that included the 

measurement of chaos and disorder in a black hole system, what remains constant, and the point of no 

return, beyond which escape from a black hole is impossible. The equation showed that black holes emit a 

glow; that some particles do escape. Hawking called it “a simple equation.” Stephen Hawking was wise 

beyond ordinary understanding and upended scientific expectations.  

 

Throughout human history, holy fools have upended expectations. Wes Nisker says, “Crazy wisdom has 

always suspected that the world is not what it appears to be. The saints and sages have been trying to tell us 

this for ages through the languages of mysticism and poetry. Now contemporary scientists are saying much 

the same thing in terms of physics, biology, and astronomy. According to the scientists, ‘reality’ is even 

stranger than anyone imagined.” It is fitting and appropriate that Stephen Hawking will be buried in 

Westminster Abbey along with Sir Isaac Newton and Charles Darwin.  

 

Kurt Vonnegut ended his Palm Sunday sermon, “Jokes can be noble. Laughs are exactly as honorable as 

tears. Laughter and tears are both responses to frustration and exhaustion, to the futility of thinking and 

striving anymore.” Vonnegut concluded, “I myself prefer to laugh, since there is less cleaning-up to do 

afterward—and since I can start thinking and striving again that much sooner.”  
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This seems like a good message for Easter, too! Anything can happen. A baby is born early on April Fool’s 

Day. A tomb is empty on Easter morning. Black holes emit radiation. And the Kingdom of God is like 

Jesus said: a shepherd going after one lost sheep, where there is no first and no last—a realm of surprising 

reversals.  

 

God could be anywhere—including sitting right next to you! Happy Easter!  

 

Closing Words 
Adapted from Rev. Linda Hoddy     

 

Spirit of Love and Laughter,  

Help us to be extravagantly foolish in those ways of bringing joy into the world: in generosity, in affection, in 

forgiveness; in seeing beyond gruff exteriors to the pain and shyness underneath.  

 

For Joy and Woe are woven fine. Easter promises that we move from tears to laughter, from pain to healing, 

from brokenness and alienation to reconciliation and wholeness, as we give ourselves to love.  

 

May this be a place where we gather in love, where fools are always welcome, always blessed, and the dream 

of heaven on earth is never abandoned.  

 

GO NOW IN PEACE.  


