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Laughing face-to-face by the grace of God – Homily for Trinity XV 

Jonah 3.10 – 4.11 
Philippians 1.21–30 
Matthew 20.1–16 
 

Whenever we share the peace, I think of Hamish. I have mentioned 

him before. Hamish is a man in his 50’s with severe autism. He requires 

support to do most basic tasks. He has limited language. But he is a 

valued member of a community for adults with and without learning 

disabilities. A short time with Hamish dispels the terrible caricatures 

of autism. Rather than being cocooned in himself, he feels too much. 

The world around him – sounds, colours, textures, and especially 

people – can be too visceral, too overwhelming. Further challenging 

stereotypes, Hamish transforms those who support him, helping them 

to acknowledge their vulnerability, teaching them to laugh and cry at 

themselves. This is not to idealise him. Hamish has complex needs. At 

times, you feel on edge as he is prone to sudden meltdowns expressed 

as violence against himself.  

All this makes going to Church with Hamish bracing. He attends his 

local Roman Catholic church. Hamish is valued there. This is obvious 

during the peace when Hamish wonders around the church trying to 

shake everyone’s hand with mischievous delight, shedding laughter in 

his wake. What is striking is how supportive priests and people are. 
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This is possible only through physical presence and encounter. I do 

wonder how Hamish is in this time of social distancing. 

But then we have all come to realise anew how physical presence is 

vital to our humanity, our relationships, and the life of the Church. 

Indeed, physicality lies at the heart of our faith in the unparalleled 

event in which God takes on our flesh as Christ that we might be 

healed and transformed from within our bodies. Whatever the 

benefits of social media and virtual acts of worship, these cannot 

substitute for physical presence. Someone like Hamish would be 

excluded and diminished; as would his positive impact on others.  

This points to a wider truth. It is in physical encounters that our 

commitment to the value of others is tested and shaped. Physical 

presence makes it harder for us to avoid the challenge and joy of 

others. It is harder too to hide our own prejudices and blind spots. Of 

course, simply being physically close doesn’t guarantee anything. But, 

within the context of a faith which calls us to closer communion with 

others, physical proximity is crucial for us to live out the spiritual 

reality of our humanity. 

Both our Old Testament and Gospel readings touch on the importance 

to human community of tangible encounters, rife with crisis and 

transformation. 

In the Old Testament, the prophet Jonah is aghast that the people of 

Nineveh have taken his call to repentance seriously and that God has 
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been merciful towards them. This threatens Jonah to the core. Now 

he will have to change his understanding of God, others and himself. 

And in a tantrum of biblical proportions, he declares he would rather 

die. There is humour in this. And God’s response ramps up the 

comedy. By causing a bush to grow over Jonah to shade him from the 

sun and then a worm to kill the bush, God provokes Jonah to petulant 

outrage, revealing just how shallow his anger is. If Jonah cares so much 

about a bush, should God not care even more for the people of 

Nineveh? This divine sense of humour is also directed at us. Do we 

recognise ourselves in Jonah and laugh? Here a shared physical 

context is important. Not only is laughter a deeply physical activity but 

we laugh better with others. And better still is a community that has 

learnt how to laugh at itself, not to take itself too seriously while 

taking God and human dignity seriously. This goes hand-in-hand with 

being less afraid to face truth, weep over human violence, admit fault, 

change and recognise how the world is peppered with God’s practical 

jokes whose purpose is not to humiliate but champion others. 

In the Gospel, Jesus uses a parable to similar effect. Like many 

parables, it perturbs us. Surely the labourers who had worked all day 

are due more than those who worked less? Are they not justified in 

grumbling? What is notable is that the landowner engineers this 

reaction. If he had not paid those who came last first, the problem 

would not have arisen. In the circumstances, those who came first are 
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provoked into revealing their hearts' secret thoughts. In their 

indignation they accuse the landowner of having made those who 

came later equal to them. They believe their own value must come at 

the expense of others who are less deserving. This view corrupts so 

much human interaction. It contrasts with God’s generous abundance. 

Just as the landowner works tirelessly to ensure no-one is left out; so 

God works ceaselessly to affirm each person’s immeasurable worth. 

As with the landowner, in Christ’s life, death and rising again and 

through the gift of the Spirit, God does this by seeking to fashion a 

deeper communion between those who exclude and those who are 

excluded. This requires we confront our envious selfishness. No 

human community that seeks to welcome all in Christ can be true 

without such confrontation and crisis. And these can’t happen without 

the cross and resurrection of face-to-face encounters. This is the way 

of the cross that leads to a belly-deep laughter indistinguishable from 

the tears we shed at how ridiculous we can be and how ridiculous it is 

that God converts our selfishness to love's service. 

This is true especially in the Eucharist. Here God physically seeks us 

out in Christ, just like the landowner, like Hamish at the peace. And, 

as with Jonah, God approaches us in a hidden, almost mischievous, 

way that we might better receive him. For God comes to us now not 

as a bush or worm, but as bread and wine given into our hands and 
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hearts. God draws this close so that we might better recognise him in 

those with whom we share communion. 

I wonder do we marvel at this? That the transcendent living God, who 

dwells in inapproachable light, the source of being itself, comes to 

each person. For in the Eucharist each of us receives something much 

more valuable than a day’s wage, than all the riches, power or prestige 

we can imagine. If we don’t experience awe, perhaps we should allow 

ourselves to feel indignant  and envious like Jonah. For how can God 

give so much to that person or this one? How can they be equal to 

me? And in that very moment we catch ourselves in the act, before 

laughing at our pettiness and then laughing even louder at the ever 

greater generosity of God who pours out his love on all. As Karl Barth, 

one of the greatest theologians in 20th century, said, ‘laughter is the 

closest thing to the grace of God.’ 

This should give us courage as, yet again, we teeter on the edge of new 

measures to curb the coronavirus. We do not know what this will 

mean for social interactions and worship. But let us not recoil or 

despair for as a church we know that nothing can prevent God’s loving 

mercy. We know too that, together with every other human being, 

especially the vulnerable, we are charged with the serious task of 

sharing physically the loving mercy of God who brings transformation 

out of crisis, communion out of division, life out of death, and laughter 

out of tears. 


