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			“Steve Brown is honest with us. He faces life as it is, and he finds reasons for both real laughter and true lament. For anyone with regrets about the past and fears for the future, Laughter and Lament: The Radical Freedom of Joy & Sorrow offers counsel from a wise friend who has seen it all.” 

			Ray Ortlund, Renewal Ministries, Nashville, TN

			“Christians are simultaneously saints, sinners, and sufferers. That means we have a lot to celebrate and a lot to cry about. In this book, my friend Steve Brown reminds us that the gospel sets us free to laugh and lament—sometimes at the same time. Laughter and Lament is a refreshing reminder that life is hard, Jesus is good, and God invites us to be honest about both.”

			Eric Schumacher, Author of Ours: Biblical Comfort for Men Grieving Miscarriage and Worthy: Celebrating the Value of Women (with Elyse Fitzpatrick)

			“The gift Steve gives us in this book is that God’s promises to us of freedom, love, and forgiveness come with and through the surprising pairing of laughter and lament, confession and absolution, light and darkness, death and resurrection, and grief and hope. Steve invites us to grieve because we all suffer, and we suffer a lot. Steve only does that because he knows that there is hope since God is faithful and the suffering we experience, no matter how devastating, does not compare with the glory that will be revealed.”

			Justin S. Holcomb, Episcopal priest; seminary professor; author God With Us: 365 Devotions on the Person and Work of Christ

			“Steve Brown’s approach is one of a kind. Laughter and Lament could only be written by someone with Steve’s experience, depth, and humor. This book is honest, meaningful, and hilarious at all the right times. Don’t miss this gem. You’ll learn to live and laugh with God like never before!”

			Andrew Farley, Bestselling author; pastor; radio host of The Grace Message with Dr. Andrew Farley

			“Steve Brown deeply understands both laughter and lament, and he has written a book that treats our suffering seriously while lighting a way to actual, real-life joy. This isn’t trite ‘Christianese.’ It’s hard-won wisdom by the author who faithfully leads the procession toward a grace-filled life of freedom!”

			Kendra Fletcher, Author of Lost & Found: Losing Religion, Finding Grace

			“All of us have broken bones from our journey, but few figure out how to dance with them. Along comes Steve Brown with this candid and liberating instruction manual—encouraging us to authentically embrace the mysterious music of intermingled laughter and lament. I devoured this book and was also motivated to get back out on the dance floor, even if it’s with a limp.”

			Matt Heard, Founder of THRIVE; author of Life with a Capital L: Embracing Your God-Given Humanity

			“Steve Brown has done it again in Laughter and Lament, unpacking Scripture so powerfully that we’re convinced there is no place that the grace of God does not triumph! ‘Contrary to what you may have heard, the God of the universe will laugh and cry with you’—this is only a taste of the treasure of this book. Pick it up and you won’t be able to put it down.”

			Pete Alwinson, Founder of Forge Men; speaker; author of Like Father, Like Son: How Knowing God as Father Changes Men

			“I love this book. It’s the best of the genre, read like a long conversation between friends. Steve’s wisdom has been worth my full attention. You’ll be challenged by his love and sound thinking and grace.”

			Robert Wolgemuth, Bestselling author of Lies Men Believe: And the Truth that Sets Them Free
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			The book is dedicated to my much-loved and longtime friends, Dr. and Mrs. Kent Keller, who are living illustrations of everything I’ve written herein.
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			Introduction: 

			An Invitation to a Crazy Book

			The Bible is a “crazy” book for a lot of reasons. It’s from God and, as the prophet Isaiah wrote, God’s ways are higher than our ways and his thoughts higher than our thoughts (Isaiah 55:8–9). Paul recognized the crazy nature of God’s revelation by calling it the “foolishness of God” (1 Corinthians 1:25). The Bible is also crazy because it is so frustratingly counterintuitive. It violates almost everything that seems to be logical, balanced, and understandable. Jesus found it necessary to correct religious people’s common and seemingly reasonable understanding of Scripture: “You have heard . . . but I say to you” (Matthew 5). He still does that. The Bible is crazy because an infinite God simply doesn’t communicate to finite beings or—at least shouldn’t—because there simply are no words. As Calvin wrote, the Bible is God’s “baby talk” to us. It’s crazy because it points to a sovereign God when we thought, as William Henley wrote in his poem Invictus, “I am the master of my fate, I am the captain of my soul.”1

			There is probably no place in the Bible that seems crazier than its teaching about triumph and tragedy, joy and tears, and laughter and lament. What follows will not be a defense of God’s goodness in the face of tragedy. It will also not be an apologia for inappropriate and crazy laughter in the face of that tragedy. Rather, I want to show you something I’ve discovered that continues to amaze me.

			I’ve done this religious thing for most of my life as a pastor, professor, and writer. Over all those years I can’t think of a single Christian funeral I’ve officiated or attended where there wasn’t laughter. I understand the loss and tears when we listen for the sound of footsteps that are no longer there. I also understand the nervous laughter as people walk through a graveyard at night. But when the loss is affirmed and even embraced, and the laughter is free and authentic, something is going on that needs to be examined.

			I recently talked with a close friend who has been diagnosed with terminal cancer. I called her up to pray with her and to see if I could give her a degree of pastoral comfort. She was having none of it. Actually, we laughed together more than we cried. She told me, “Steve, I hate this, and certainly wouldn’t have chosen it, but I’m okay with it. And, just so you know, I’m not being spiritual in saying this, but I have a peace that is deeper than anything I’ve ever experienced.” That was an amazing statement of faith. But what puzzled me was the laughter.

			A number of years ago a book of basic biblical doctrine for new Christians that I had written as a young pastor, Welcome to the Family, was republished. The publisher asked me to write a new introduction and to change what I felt needed to be changed. The first publication of that book had a photo of me on the cover. Then I was a young man with a lot of hair, a pristine complexion, and a confident demeanor. As I looked at that photo from the past, I realized that that young man had turned old. Then, having started down that road, I thought of the life I’ve lived and the tragedy I’ve experienced—my own and others. Now the little hair that is left is white, the confident air is less apparent, and the lines—well, you should see the lines in my face. 

			So, I winced at that photo. But I also did something else. I looked at my image in a mirror. I’m not altogether pleased with this old, wrinkled face, but the more I examined it, the more I realized something that surprised me. I noticed that most of the lines were laugh lines and most of the wrinkles were from smiles, not frowns. That discovery made me think that in this old preacher, there is a reality most people reject. Laughter and lament are often found together in unexpected places. When we experience or see tragedy, we expect tears, fear, and sometimes anger. Just so, when we experience the good and pleasant, we expect joy and maybe even laughter. But how can we explain the opposite effect—laughter in the pain and tears in the joy? 

			It is said that at parties in ancient Egyptian cultures a mummified corpse was placed at the head table. It was there, I suppose, to remind the partygoers of their mortality. But it should have been more than just that. Those who were wise also saw that at a party one should never forget that every day the world rolls over on top of someone who was just sitting on top of it, and in the worst of times, there is always a motivation to party. The awareness of tragedy and the desire to have a party are often a form of denial—kind of like dancing on the deck of the Titanic.

			But what if laughter and lament aren’t denial? What if the laughter and the lament are embraced with a full awareness of the darkness of the lament and the light of the laughter? What if there is a mystery in both that is transformative and powerful? What if God participates in both? Could it be, do you think, that this is the witness Christians give to the world where pain is almost always cursed, and laughter is almost always cynical? 

			As I looked at the subject of laughter and lament, I discovered perhaps an even more important truth about a scandalous freedom, a freedom that is a believer’s heritage. A number of contemporary Christian worship songs speak of how God “breaks every chain.” He does, but the way he does that—and this is kind of surprising to me—is by using laughter and lament.

			I want to share that with you in this book. The short version is that everything we receive comes from God and is meant to be shared with others. We forgive because we have been forgiven, and we love because we have been loved. Freedom isn’t the exception. It happens in God’s presence too, and it grows from the soil of laughter and lament. You can tell how guilty someone feels by how guilty you feel in their presence. Just so, you can tell how free, loved, and forgiven someone is by how free, loved, and forgiven you feel in their presence. That freedom is not only the believer’s heritage. It’s our witness—the gift we give to others. I want to suggest that you can’t get from here to there without laughter and lament, light and darkness, and crucifixions and resurrections.

			As I’ve gotten older I have started saying things that I probably wouldn’t have said when I was younger. Career doesn’t matter when you’re old. There’s no “ladder to climb” and no “world to conquer.” I have enough money to pay my mortgage and to take my wife to dinner. I’m pretty much—even if emeritus—in charge of the ministry God has given me. I’m not looking for a bigger church. Criticism and praise (I’ve received a whole lot of both) just don’t matter much anymore. “So,” I often say, “listen to the old guy. I’ll tell you the truth because I don’t care. If you can find someone who doesn’t want power, or sex, or money, or leverage—someone who doesn’t give a fig about affirmation or criticism—listen to him or her. More often than not, you will hear the truth, or at least the truth as that person sees it.” 

			Jesus was always at that place because he doesn’t need anything. It’s all his. He will also tell you the truth. But in the case of Jesus, he will tell you the truth because he does care. Jesus is the “creative Word,” and everything you experience, see, or perceive, was created by him. “He was in the beginning with God. All things were made through him, and without him was not any thing that was made. In him was life, and the life was the light of men. The light shines in the darkness, and the darkness has not overcome it” (John 1:2–5).

			You have probably heard or said (and it does give a degree of comfort) that “It is what it is.” The problem is that we’ve believed so many lies that we don’t often know what “it” is anymore. Remember how Jesus turned the religious world upside down by repeating “You have heard that it was said . . . but I tell you . . . ” (Read Matthew 5–7). Jesus is saying that there are a lot of lies around, and he’ll give his hearers the truth.

			He still does that. Even if you don’t trust this old guy, trust Jesus. He always speaks the truth. In what follows, we are going to visit some very dark places before, as it were, the truth shines, and the light shines. Jesus meets his people in those dark places. 

			When my late friend, Jack Miller (Westminster professor, author, founder of the mission agency, Serge, and one of the fathers of the grace movement), often said that the whole of biblical truth could be summed up in two sentences—“Cheer up, you’re a lot worse than you think you are. Cheer up, God’s grace is a lot bigger than you think it is.”—he was referencing both laughter and lament. With apologies to Jack (who I don’t think would mind), let me play off his words. Cheer up, the world, you, and everybody else are a lot worse and bent than you think they are. Once one gets that, lament becomes biblical, deep, wrenching, and profound. Christians (and everybody else) have a tendency to run from the dark. One must run to it. The tears and the sorrow of lament have to be accepted and even affirmed.

			But cheer up! As we shall see, God and his sovereignty, love, mercy, and grace are far bigger than you ever imagined. When Jesus said, after talking about the darkness of the world, “These things I have spoken to you, that my joy may be in you, and that your joy may be full” (John 15:11), he was teaching us about laughter and lament. And then, just to make sure we got it, Jesus said, “So also you have sorrow now, but I will see you again, and your hearts will rejoice, and no one will take your joy from you” (John 16:22). Then, because he’s such a good teacher, Jesus changes the words and repeats the thought, “I have said these things to you, that in me you may have peace. In the world you will have tribulation. But take heart [I might add, give a great big old belly laugh]; I have overcome the world” (John 16:33).

			What’s the point? You have to go to graveyards to witness resurrections. In what follows we will visit some graveyards—dark and scary places. If you miss the graveyard, you might feel better, but you’ll never know the resurrection.

			When you stop by the graveyard, cry appropriate tears, but check out the spider webs in the empty tomb. Only then will you be able to shout and laugh with the freed slave: 

			“Thank God Almighty, I’m free at last!” Let’s talk about it.

			

			
				
					1. William Ernest Henley, “Invictus,” A Book of Verses (United Kingdom: D. Nutt, 1888), 57.

				

			

		


		
			Chapter 1

			The Surprising Laughter and Lament of God

			“So God created man in his own image, in the image of God he created him; male and female he created them.” 

			Genesis 1:27

			In Genesis 1:26, after the creation of the world and all that is in it, God says, “Let us make man in our image, after our likeness.” That’s a very big deal, and the implications of our being created in the image of God (Imago Dei) are many and profound. It’s the reason every person is valuable. It’s the basis of the pro-life movement. It’s the reason Christians are called to respect and affirm people whose worldviews are different from ours, even if we find those worldviews offensive and they cause us to wince. It’s the reason believers feel such sorrow at sin without having to be told. It’s the source and reason for our longings, and the explanation for our redemption. As a great number of people move away from any belief in or even awareness of our being created in God’s image, it’s also the reason for the meaninglessness and alienation that permeates our culture. If we’re created in the image of God, it’s good news. If we’re just a vagrant happenstance, there is no good news.

			Did You Know That God Is Sorrowful and Glad?

			We are created in the image of God. For our purposes, there is a surprising biblical reason why we laugh and lament. It’s because God is sorrowful and glad. With all due respect to the opposing views in theological circles about the emotions of God, the Bible portrays a God who feels deeply and acts passionately. His humor is everywhere and his tears, as it were, fall from the pages of the Bible. 

			We live in a world that is, at a minimum, not what it’s supposed to be. Jesus said that when we pray, we should pray that God’s will would be done on earth as it’s done in heaven. Something is seriously wrong and everyone knows it. That knowledge is particularly alive in believers who know God’s plan. But it’s not just a Christian knowing. It’s reflected in the music, art, culture, and philosophies of thoughtful people everywhere. It’s reflected in the silent—if unspoken and undefined—sadness of everybody. It’s universal. Hatred, meaninglessness, alienation, suffering, and death are just not the way it’s supposed to be. What’s with that? Logic suggests that people who live in the darkness of a fallen world would simply accept the dark with nothing more than stoic acquiescence, but that’s not what happens. In the hearts of human beings there is always a cry for something different and better. The “it is what it is” may be the mantra, but the “it is not what it’s supposed to be” is the basis of universal longing.

			The source of our longing for restoration is the image of God present in all of us. It is a part of what it means to be human. Restoration is the hope of Christians and the need for it is the stuff of both laughter and lament. Our lament is deep and wrenching, and our laughter is free and joyful, because restoration and the knowledge of it, is what it means to be created in the image of God. In fact, it is a reflection of the laughter and lament of God himself.

			In Calvin Miller’s wonderful Singer Trilogy, the Singer (i.e. Christ) is being tortured and will soon die. World Hater (i.e. Satan) cries out with delight to Earthmaker (i.e. God), “I have you crying, Earthmaker. You can never glory in your universal riches, for I have made you poor. . . . You lie at man’s caprice and wait for him to break your heart. Earthmaker is crying at the mercy of his earth. . . . Cry, Creator, cry! This is my day to stand upon the breast of God and claim my victory over love. You lost the gamble. In but an hour your lover will be pulp upon the gallows. Did you tell him when his fingers formed the world, that he would die . . . groaning with his hands crushed and whimpering in my great machine?”1 

			The Creator does cry. He laughs, too.

			G.K. Chesterton in Orthodoxy writes about God who delights (and is even childlike) in creation: 

			Because children have abounding vitality, because they are in spirit fierce and free, therefore they want things repeated and unchanged. They always say, “Do it again;” and the grown-up person does it again until he is nearly dead. For grown-up people are not strong enough to exult in monotony. But perhaps God is strong enough to exult in monotony. It is possible that God says every morning, “Do it again” to the sun; and every evening, “Do it again” to the moon. It may not be automatic necessity that makes all daisies alike; it may be that God makes every daisy separately, but has never got tired of making them. It may be that He has the eternal appetite of infancy; for we have sinned and grown old, and our Father is younger than we.2 

			There are, of course, different kinds of laughter and we’ll look at that later. That’s also true of God. Scripture reveals that God’s laughter is sometimes the laughter of derision, sometimes irony, and at other times a sort of “you’ve got to be kidding” laughter. But it’s also a free and joyous laughter. It’s the laughter that comes from delight, truth, and relationship. We are created in his image and we laugh the way he laughs and for the same reasons. His laughter defines ours. Just so, his sadness and tears define ours, too. If we’re going to understand our laughter and lament, it starts with God. Everything starts with him.

			It is important, however, to see that the laughter and lament of God is about us. I know, I know . . . “It’s not about us, it’s about God.” It feels spiritual, as well as somewhat self-righteous, to say that; but, while partially true, that statement misses a very important biblical truth. Paul writes, “Do you not know that you are God’s temple and that God’s Spirit dwells in you?” (1 Corinthians 3:16). That, by the way, isn’t a verse you can use to get your husband or wife to stop smoking and to get some exercise. The “you” is plural as in “all you all” are God’s temple. It is an amazing statement of the reality, value, and focus of God on us. And then Paul goes even further by writing, “For all things are yours, whether Paul or Apollos or Cephas or the world or life or death or the present or the future—all are yours, and you are Christ’s, and Christ is God’s” (1 Corinthians 3:21–23).

			In other words, while it’s about God, it’s also about us. The reason for creation is us. Before God hung the stars in the sky, created the world, the sun and the moon, hollowed out the valleys, and made the mountains, he thought about us. Love does that, you know? Real love is focused on those who are loved. “For God so loved the world . . .” (John 3:16).

			God’s Presence Made Visible in Sorrow and Laughter

			I’m often asked how one can sense the presence of God. Waiting and watching in the silence is, of course, always appropriate, the Bible and prayer are a part of it, and the Christian “means of grace” in fellowship with God’s people are helpful, too. But did you ever think that sensing the presence of God happens when you laugh at a good joke or cry at a great loss? What if that is the place where we hear the “soft sound of sandaled feet” more than at church? When we “get” the amazing message of God’s identification with us by creating us in his image, it becomes a game-changer. When we go through periods of great sadness and loss, “mature Christians” tell us to just grow up and deal with it. When we get too frisky and laugh, they tell us to just calm down and be serious. But what if both the sadness and the laughter are gifts from God? And not only that, what if the very place where we encounter God is the place of our laughter and lament because of his own laughter and lament? What if that is the very definition of what it means to be human? Our laughter is free and joyful, and our lament is deep and wrenching, because restoration (and the knowledge of it) is what it means to be created in the image of God. It is a reflection of the laughter and lament of God himself. 

			The Bible is full of God’s sadness and gladness. For instance, in Genesis 6:6 and Psalm 78:40, God is “grieved.” And in Hosea 11:8, there is great pathos in God’s heart at the thought of giving up his people: “How can I give you up, O Ephraim? How can I hand you over, O Israel? . . . My heart recoils within me; my compassion grows warm and tender.” There is also laughter and joy everywhere too. Zephaniah 3:17 says, “The Lord your God is in your midst, a mighty one who will save; he will rejoice over you with gladness; he will quiet you by his love; he will exult over you with loud singing.” And there are several passages in Jeremiah where God weeps (8:23; 9:9; 13:27, etc.).

			God’s gift to his people is the freedom to be real, and there is great power in that. Not only is it a gift, it’s also a reflection of God himself. When it hurts deeply and the tears flow, the tears of God are mixed with yours. When you laugh at a good joke, dance at a fun party, and delight in a friend or someone you love, you can hear his laughter intermingled with yours.

			Do you know why the cross and the resurrection are so powerful, and at the very center of the Christian faith? It’s because the cross is the place of God’s greatest sadness, pathos, and tears. And when Jesus—a dead Messiah—got out of the grave, it became the place where God’s laughter spilled over onto a sad and broken world. The power of the cross (his and ours) and the joy of the resurrection (his and ours) is where we meet God in the most profound way.

			We are often not what we appear to be. I have a friend (and he knows me well) who says that I’m the most intense and inhibited friend he has. “You seem loose, laid-back, and easygoing, but you’re not.” I asked Jesus and he said, “Bingo.” So I’m going to let Jesus change me. When I feel like laughing, I’m going to laugh out loud (even if it’s inappropriate). And when I feel like crying, I’m not going to hide my tears. Jesus said that he would show me how. 

			He can show you too, you know. He knows everything there is to know about laughter and lament. Hebrews 4:14–15 tells us that we have a great High Priest, Jesus, who sympathizes with our weakness and gets our suffering, and “who in every respect has been tempted as we are.” That’s the amazing reality of God’s identification with us. It’s not just that God knows laughter and lament, he has come and actually shared in our laughter and lament. The incarnation of God in Christ is in itself an incredible occurrence, but when one considers that God has suffered and cried just as we suffer and cry, was lonely and afraid just as we are lonely and afraid, suffered the loss of those he loved just as we suffer the loss of those we love, questioned the dark just as we question the dark, and struggled just as we struggle, it’s so unbelievable that we can hardly comprehend it.

			When Paul in Philippians 4:4 says we are to “rejoice in the Lord,” (actually, he says it twice), he is referring not only to us but to something in the nature of God that reflects his joy. That is found in Jesus too. Jesus was, of course, “a man of sorrows and acquainted with grief,” but he was also a man whose laughter is seen in his delight in children, and in his ironic and humorous turn of phrase. The reason so many followed Jesus wasn’t just because of his identification with their tears, but because of his presence at their parties. The first miracle Jesus performed was turning water into wine so that the party wouldn’t bomb.

			Authentic Living Expresses Lament and Laughter 

			In the identification of God with us, and in our laughter and lament, there is incredible freedom. It is the freedom of authenticity. That freedom is found in our recognition and worship of the God of identification. It can be seen in the free and sometimes loud laughter one finds in Christian gatherings and in the refusal to hide the tears that reflect our pain.

			When I was a young pastor just learning to deal with folks with addictions, I figured that the best way to do that was to show compassion by sharing a few clichés. A man in the little church on Cape Cod where I was then serving, and a former alcoholic, was not kind to me about my kindness. He talked about tough love and suggested that I save my phony compassion until I had experienced what it’s like to be willing to die for a drink, and to be empty and ashamed after I got one. He said that only a drunk can help a drunk because only a drunk knows the pain.

			That’s the profound and surprising message of God who has “been there and done that.”

			Real men don’t cry! Oh yes, they do. They just hide it. Proper women don’t laugh in the wrong places and at the wrong times. Oh yes, they do. They just pretend not to. There is an incredible freedom to be discovered in authenticity. And authenticity isn’t “getting over” the pain and going about one’s life, or in finally getting serious about one’s faith. To the contrary, authenticity is reflected in the childlike laughter of children to whom Jesus likened the kingdom of God.

			I was once speaking for a Christian college’s “let’s get religious week” and at one of the evening sessions, a student came up afterward to speak to me. She referenced her late father and his recent death. She said that she thought I knew him, and I replied that I did know him and loved him. I then expressed my condolences to her on the loss of her father. The student said that she missed him, but that God had used her father’s death in some wonderful ways, and that his memorial service was incredible. “You wouldn’t believe,” she said, “how many came to Christ because of my dad’s death! It was a joyous time.”  
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