Humour, hubris and humility

John Twisleton cannot see mission advancing without good humoured wholeheartedness

A firm of window cleaners caught people’s attention some time back. Their van was boldly inscribed: Patel & Patel window cleaners – You’ve had the cowboys – now try the Indians!

As mission adviser I need a stock of jokes because when you get into the pulpit to speak about mission you are seen as something deadly serious. On occasion I have felt it might have been easier to preach about sexual abstinence than the command to make disciples!

The depressive Doctor Samuel Johnson once wrote that the merriment of parsons is mighty offensive. Would he find much to offend today? I think he would.

As I travel around the diocese I gather encouragement probably more than I give it. This despite the challenging business Christian leadership has become in a post-Christian society with and all the social, intellectual, financial and legal obstacles that seem at times to get in our way. 

A cheerful heart is a good medicine, but a downcast spirit dries up the bones Proverbs 17v22. 

Where a group of Christians believe God is actually in charge I detect in them a certain light heartedness.  Like the angels who fly through not taking themselves too seriously! 

Humour is more linked to humility than hubris (pride). When we are deceived into thinking the vitality and growth of God’s church rests upon us it is no surprise to find ill humour. As a priest with a doctorate I like the story of the self-important cleric who once asked a Free Church minister why his denomination had no doctors of divinity. ‘Our divinity is not sick and doesn’t need doctoring’ was the reply!

It is the divinity of the church and not its all too evident humanity that matters ultimately. The Holy Spirit working among us helps keep things on course and helps us keep things in proportion so that we can laugh at all our inadequacy.
The wholehearted pursuit of God’s kingdom is the best recipe for joy in the world. It is so because a heart for God’s kingdom is a heart that is really distracted from the desire to make its own mark upon the world. As the South American martyr missionary Jim Elliot wrote: he is no fool for giving what he cannot keep to gain that which he can never lose.
Why is it that the people who most easily take up church tasks are those already heavily committed? Their wholeheartedness and lack of self-interest allows them to travel much more lightly than those of us who are more half-hearted and so work more in our own strength.
When humour evaporates from Christian life it is a warning signal. Whatever makes life seem sad and melancholy to us is an error on our part, and we must realise it the nineteenth century Abbé de Tourville wrote to a depressed priest. Our Lord is with us in all our troubles…smile and… laugh at yourself when you feel all this inner hubbub going on in you…it is the best way of regaining your good humour and of finding God without further anxiety.
God wants wholehearted servants. He is not happy with just a share in our lives - he wants the controlling interest! As we yield more and more to him we find the truth of the Psalmist becomes our truth: in his presence is the fullness of joy and this is a truth that really commends itself and facilitates our mission. 

Joy in the Lord is something as self-multiplying as it is self-forgetful, something you cannot keep to yourself however hard you try. It aspires to a wider and wider communion - that of the saints.
