
	 	 1	

	 	

Perceptions of Grace: Laughter as an Incarnational Theology of Gratitude 
 
By Annie W. Smith1 and Clinton Ricks2 
 
 

 We introduce a theology of gratitude grounded in the Taiwanese Mandarin word for 

gratitude, gan en (感恩), which means feeling or perceiving God’s grace. Within this unique 

framework, being grateful is a way of being and attunement to the presence of God rather than a 

feeling thankful. To be grateful is to be grace-filled. Moreover, we claim that incarnational 

grace, known through the body’s senses, is mediated through laughter, which begins with a spark 

of surprise from the Holy Spirit and bubbles out uncontrollably in giggles and belly laughs. We 

explore how laughter, as sign, vehicle, and mediator of God’s grace, serves to bring about 

community and reconciliation and show the role the prophet-comedian takes in calling people 

into relationship with God and each other. We explore what our theology gratitude has in 

common with evangelism, in what we hope will be a robust field of inquiry. 
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Introducing a New Theology of Gratitude 
 
 The topic of gratitude has somewhat of a public relations problem. Weighed down by 

connotations of indebtedness, and duty, gratitude has tended to be painted as “a thin veneer of 

thanks,” rather than a free and joyful response to gift.3 Insofar as gratitude is understood as a 

duty to express thankfulness, couched in the weight of atonement and debt, a theology of 

gratitude would not contribute something new or life-giving to theological inquiry. Indeed, the 

last thing organized religion needs from a theology of gratitude is a burden of obligation and 

transaction.  

 We propose an alternative reading of gratitude based on the Taiwanese Mandarin 

definition, to feel or perceive God’s grace. To be grateful is to be grace-filled. Gratitude is 

necessarily incarnational, being mediated through the sensations of the body, and one of the 

forms assumed by grace is laughter. Laughter is vehicle and sign of God’s grace at work, an 

outward sign of an inward, unseen grace. In this paper, we offer insights from a minority 

viewpoint not as a corrective to historically White, Western-normative theological formulations 

but as an invitation to a broader, intercultural understanding of how divine action operates. Our 

hope is to reflect on gratitude-as-grace in this new definition and its embodied, incarnational 

form, laughter, resolve some of the challenges of gratitude-as-thanks and offer insights about the 

nature of our relationship with each other and the divine.  

 Our exploration begins by placing perception of God’s grace and body-knowledge at the 

center of what it means to be grateful. From there, we will examine some ways in which the 

body’s response to grace, laughter, functions in such a worldview. Gratitude is the perception of 

																																																								
3 Diana Butler Bass, Grateful: The Transformative Power of Giving Thanks (San Francisco: 

HarperOne, 2018).	
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grace. Laughter is our response to grace, a bodily expression of gratitude. At the same time, 

laughter is also a way in which we may experience grace, a vehicle of the divine which knits 

people together in community and reconciliation. We posit that the work of the comedian in such 

a context is to issue a prophetic call to laughter. What it means to fail to be grateful will also be 

discussed. Finally, we suggest laughter has much in common with the Episcopal definition of 

evangelism. Not just a metaphor, gratitude-as-grace and its infectious companion, laughter, do 

the work of seeking, naming, celebrating, and inviting all people to experience a God who is 

always “More” than can be expressed or imagined.4 

 

Gratitude is Perceiving God’s Grace: a Taiwanese Mandarin Perspective 

 In the Taiwanese Mandarin language, the word for gratitude consists of two words, gan   

(感), meaning to feel or perceive, and en (恩), the word for grace. Put together, gratitude literally 

means “perceiving grace.” While the term for God is not explicitly included, and deists do not 

hold a monopoly on gan en, speakers of Taiwanese Mandarin understand grace, or en, as 

carrying a theological meaning, that of God’s favor and mercy toward all of creation. As the 

driving force behind salvation (chiu en 救恩, literally “saving grace”), en is understood to be the 

grace of God without need for further explanation or qualification. To perceive grace is to 

perceive God’s grace, a grace which saves. A Taiwanese Mandarin framework offers a kind of 

grace which is necessarily of God and a concept of gratitude which is, therefore, inseparable 

from divine grace.  
																																																								
4 The Episcopal Church, “Introducing a Practical Theology of Episcopal Evangelism,” accessed 

August 2, 2020, 

https://episcopalchurch.org/files/documents/practical_theology_of_evangelism_2.pdf. 
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 Having touched upon the word, en, we shall now turn our focus to the other part, gan, 

and how it provides insight on gratitude’s mechanism of action. Gan (感) means to feel and is 

associated with physical sensations of the body, such as touch. Additionally, gan may also refer 

to more abstract feelings of being touched emotionally. A theology of gratitude informed by gan 

en means attending to “what was from the beginning, what we have heard, what we have seen 

with our eyes, what we have looked at and touched with our hands” as authoritative evidence of 

God’s grace in action: “and we have seen it and testify to it, and declare to you the eternal life 

that was with the Father and was revealed to us” because God’s grace can be perceived by the 

senses (1 John 1:1-2, NRSV).  

 Gan also has connotations from its other uses; the word gan is used include the verb for 

catching a cold (gan mao, 感冒) and becoming infected (gan ran, 感染). What if, instead of 

thinking of gratitude as the response to gift (gratitude-as-thanks), we were to consider gratitude 

to be the perception of grace (gratitude-as-grace), a gift which is “catching” like a cold or 

infectious condition? To receive God’s grace is to experience something contagious, transmitted 

through the body, and independent of the receiver’s religious commitments, personal piety, or 

even awareness. One who receives grace does not need to make any affirmations of faith, 

express thanks, or do anything at all besides receive and perceive God’s grace as a gift. 

 

Gratitude and Gift: A Case Study in Taiwanese Gift Exchange 

 We examine how Taiwanese gift exchange practices can provide clarification on what it 

means to receive God’s grace as a gift. In our theology of gratitude, gan en places the action, the 

moving parts of gift exchange, in the realm of its rightful source, God, who is the giver of the 

gift. Without this crucial insight that the perception of grace involves action from the giver and 
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passive “catching” on the receiving end, gratitude can all too easily draw our focus to what the 

receiver does and how the receiver responds to a gift. Instead, the following example from 

Taiwanese culture illustrates how gratitude is focused on the giver and not the receiver. 

 In Taiwan, it is customary among family, friends, colleagues, and casual acquaintance 

relationships to exchange small gifts, what in America is colloquially known as a “stocking 

stuffer.” These gifts are given on the occasion of what non-Taiwanese might view as less 

significant, non-holiday-related reasons. For example, a colleague returns from a business trip 

and brings back a snack for the officemates to share in the break room. Another example would 

be two friends meeting again after an absence and exchanging gifts with each other. The process 

of giving and receiving goes like this:  

1. The gift begins in the possession of the giver. 

2. The gift is passed from giver to receiver. 

3. The receiver expresses slight self-effacement or embarrassment with a 

phrase akin to “oh, you shouldn’t have!” 

 

 In the illustration above, the transaction ends after Step 3. Westerners may find this list 

lacking, because they expect the opening of the gift to be part of the exchange. Another item the 

list does not include is the performance aspect in which the receiver demonstrates delight, joy, 

approval, or affirmation of the contents of the gift. In Taiwanese culture, however, receivers do 

not open gifts in the giver’s presence; nor do they exclaim, “thank you, this is exactly what I 

wanted!” or “I love it!” After all, the proper response to receiving a gift is not to express thanks 

but “oh, you shouldn’t have,” which indicates some level of humility and appreciation. If 

successful exchange were dependent on the recipient’s feelings, then the focus would be on the 
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receiver and not the giver. Taiwanese culture privileges the giver, what the giver does, and 

finally, the receiver’s own humility in the act of receiving the gift. 

 In summary, the focus of the gift exchange is solely on the giver. Similarly, when we 

consider God as giver, the gift is about what God does and not about us. In Taiwanese culture, 

the appropriate response when given a gift is to receive it, with both hands, and then do nothing. 

At least, not at first. The role of the grateful receiver is to open the gift in the privacy of his or 

her home, at which time it is perfectly acceptable to engage with it critically or even decide to re-

gift the gift to someone else, because gratitude is not about being thankful. The main success 

criterion for being sufficiently grateful is simply to take the gift.  

 A Taiwanese cultural contribution to our understanding of God’s gift to us, grace, is to 

posit that the gift exchange prioritizes the giver, not the receiver. Gratitude, the perception of 

grace and reception of gift, is about what the giver has done. Similarly, gratitude is about what 

God has done for creation and not about our subsequent response to the gift of grace. The giver 

needs no special reason, such as a birthday or graduation, to give the gift; as a result, the receiver 

knows there is nothing he or she has done to “deserve” the gift. As receivers of God’s gift, we 

are free from wondering what we can do to receive God’s mercy and favor. Additionally, we not 

under an obligation to perform signs of thankfulness or happiness as proof of our faith. 

Approaching gratitude through a lens of gan en means that in the cosmic order of God’s 

relationship with creation, God extends grace to recipients, who are equipped by virtue of their 

very existence to receive grace; the receiver is then free to engage critically with and even 

criticize what it means to receive grace, that is, to live a life of faith, and is under no obligation to 

do anything at all.  

  
   



	 	 7	

	 	

Gratitude is Laughter, Experiencing and Responding to Grace in Community 
 
 There are many ways to experience God’s grace, but our theology of gratitude-as-grace 

focuses on one of them, laughter, as vehicle and mediator of divine action. First, we will describe 

what laughter is and how it can equip all of creation to be in relationship in a “radical, 

transformative experience of wholeness and connection.”5 Unfortunately, laughter is sometimes 

dismissed as unimportant or frivolous. The reason this has happened is, in part, because not all 

laughter helps form a sense of community. Sometimes laughter serves to divide rather than unite. 

The difference between laughter-as-communion, and laughter-as-division will be defined in this 

section. Finally, the similarities between laughter and ecstatic religious experiences will be 

presented as examples of how laughter helps connect us to God and the communion of all the 

saints, past and present. 

 Laughter may have gotten its reputation for being inappropriate for a life of faith because 

some kinds of laughter serve to establish distance, which we will call laughter-as-division or 

alienating laughter. Examples of alienating laughter include expressions of derision or scorn. 

Alienating laughter also includes nervous laughter, forced laughter, and other signals of 

discomfort. In this paper, when we refer to laughter we mean to indicate only the laughter which 

builds community, laughter-as-communion. However, while laughter-as-division establishes and 

maintains distance between people, alienating laughter can be a useful social cue. For example, 

nervous laughter might release tension in an awkward moment or signal a desire to be elsewhere. 

																																																								
5	Butler Bass, Grateful, xxii. 
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Our paper is concerned with the laughter which reaches toward other people in communion 

because “humor is always funnier in a group, just as faith is better and stronger in a group.”6  

 Laughter-as-communion is our origin: before the universe existed, God laughed.7 Being 

grateful means being aware of the God who is with us in the experience of laughter. When we 

look at a baby laughing, can we imagine he or she came from eternity and speaks the language of 

laughter? Regardless of a person’s mother tongue, gratitude resides deeper than that; indeed, 

laughter is our grandmother tongue. Laughter connects us with eternity because it is a sign of 

God’s presence and is not merely an incidental body function. Laughter mediates divine action, 

punctuating our routines like a game of divine peek-a-boo.8 God’s grace suddenly and 

inexplicably appears, and in our utter surprise and even a little discomfort, we laugh. When we 

can no longer see evidence of God’s presence, we might, like a baby playing peek-a-boo with a 

caregiver, believe God is no longer there. It is in those times of failure to be grateful, that is, a 

failure to perceive God’s grace, that laughing with those in our communities restores a sense of 

grace and divine presence in our lives, in more than a metaphorical sense. “[I]f anywhere in 

ancient Galilee you heard a loud noise and a lot of laughter,” most likely “Jesus of Nazareth was 

around somewhere nearby,” and the same can be said in the present day because God’s grace is 

																																																								
6 Robert Darden, Jesus Laughed: The Redemptive Power of Humor (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 

2008), 8. 

7 Darden, Jesus Laughed, xi. 

8 Darden, Jesus Laughed, 7. 
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present in laughter and communicated through laughter.9 Laughter delivers God’s grace. In 

addition, laughter is grace and a form of gratitude-as-grace, proof of God’s presence and 

residence in our bodies. 

 When we, perceiving grace, turn toward each other and toward God-in-each-other 

through laughter, we learn to trust the validity and authority of our own bodies and bodily 

experience within a tradition which views all of creation as “very good” (Genesis 1:31, NRSV). 

However, such trust does not come easily because, among other reasons, religious institutions 

have tended to privilege the authority of scripture, church teaching, tradition, or the “experts” 

rather than “telling us the value and importance of inner experience, confusing the “containers” 

of traditional authority with the “content” of union with God.10 In this context, laughter is viewed 

with suspicious and is deemed unimportant, frivolous, and unfit for church. Consequently, “11 

a.m. on Sunday mornings…is the dourest hour of the week.”11 However, we propose that as an 

experience which is unpredictable, unlikely to happen on demand, and can, at times, occur in the 

most inconvenient circumstances, laughter has much more in common with ecstatic experience 

than first meets the eye. It begins somewhere inside our bodies and bubbles outward in a 

mysterious, apophatic encounter, gesturing toward the divine with “what words do not and 

																																																								
9 Rowan Williams, Being Christian: Baptism, Bible, Eucharist, Prayer (Grand Rapids: 

Eerdmans, 2014), 41. 

10 Richard Rohr, Eager to Love: The Alternative Way of Francis of Assisi (Cincinnati: Franciscan 

Media, 2014), 1-2. 

11 Darden, Jesus Laughed, xi.	
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perhaps cannot say.”12 When we are most doubled over in stitches with belly laughter, could the 

pain in our side be none other than one of the stigmata of Christ? Laughter takes over our voluntary 

body movements, renders us defenseless, and transports us in the direction of theosis itself, a 

state in which we become more like God. How does it operate? Grace takes us by surprise and 

brings us to a state beyond space-time and beyond speech, into the realm of the holy. Of Anne 

Lamott’s three essential prayers, “help,” “thanks,” and “wow,” gratitude has the most in common 

with “wow” because, like the state of being rendered speechless, “we are stunned to the place 

beyond words” in the monosyllabic experience of “wow.”13 In gan en, God’s grace renders us 

speechless but not silent: we laugh as we enter the realm of the unsayable. 

 

Laughter is Reconciliation in Grace: The Role of Prophet-Comedian 

 What makes for good comedy? The first step is gathering people together, because humor 

is funnier when there are others to join along. Next, smash together two, previously-unrelated 

concepts. Finally, throw in the surprise, the element that jostles the audience into laughing. The 

element of surprise or incongruity is a key component of what makes something funny, and 

																																																								
12 William Franke, ed., preface to On What Cannot Be Said: Apophatic Discourses in 

Philosophy, Religion, Literature, and the Arts, vol. 2 (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame 

Press, 2007), 1. 

13 Anne Lamott, Help, Thanks, Wow: The Three Essential Prayers (New York: Riverhead 

Books, 2012), 73. 
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laughter is the response to “the violation of our mental patterns and expectations.”14
 God’s grace 

works in much the same way, sometimes surprising us out of complacency or comfort zones. 

We shall begin with an introduction of the prophet-comedian and his/her role in our 

theology of gratitude, distinguishing unhelpful, destructive comedy from the kind of comedy 

which helps us perceive grace. A parable featuring evil villains and their minions will serve to 

illustrate the difference between destructive comedy and reconciling, grace-filled comedy. We 

will also explain how the prophet-comedian helps bring about reconciliation, partly because it is 

hard to laugh together and hate each other at the same time, and also because the prophet-

comedian has the ability to speak uncomfortable truths which are the prerequisite for change. Much 

like how the Shakespearean Fool uses wit to criticize the king, the prophet-comedian confesses truths 

in hopes of bringing about restoration and wholeness.15
 In this section, we will explore how the 

prophet-comedian reminds us of the grace of our own broken experiences, which has the effect 

of reconciling us with ourselves and each other. 

 We use the term prophet-comedian to indicate a specific role as it functions within our 

theology of gratitude. The word comedian is a broader term, meaning people who perform funny 

routines or are otherwise engaged in using humor in front of an audience. We suggest comedians 

may do the work of prophets, engaged in the earnest and important work of calling people to	

																																																								
14 John Morreall, “Philosophy of Humor,” in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. 

Edward N. Zalta (Winter 2016), accessed August 2, 2020, 

https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2016/entries/humor. 

15 Royal Shakespeare Company. “The Fool.” Accessed December 31, 2019. 

https://web.archive.org/web/20090404070847/http://www.rsc.org.uk/lear/teachers/fool.ht 

ml.	
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reconciliation and restoration through laughter. But theirs is not simply a call to good feelings or 

a fun evening out, because laughter itself is not the end goal. Instead, the goal of the prophet-

comedian is to foster a microcosm in which strangers from different walks of life, separated by 

societal or social barriers, real or perceived, may experience something transcendent together. 

Such a transcendent experience is laughter-as-communion, the grace of God. 

 Like laughter itself, comedy does not necessarily bring about the reconciling work of 

grace and can even, at times, be used in destructive ways to tear down rather than build. Just as 

not all comedians are prophet-comedians, not all comedy invites audiences to perceive God’s 

grace through reconciling laughter. One example of destructive comedy is a sarcastic joke which 

puts people down. Destructive comedy may also serve to reinforce unjust or unequal systems in 

society, such as when a punch line relies on the biased assumption a new father will be an inept 

caregiver simply because of his gender. Prophet-comedians invite us to examine our own values 

when we laugh, challenging us to consider whether the things we find to be funny are in line 

with what we really hold to be true and whether the world really ought to be that way.  

 Comedy is a crucial element of our theology of gratitude because it allows us to see a 

new perspective. Comedians are engaged in asking questions about “puzzling experiences” in 

much the same way philosophers might, with the “most basic starting point in both” being the 

question, “what’s up with that?”16 At its best, comedy pokes at norms and brings down the 

mighty, using stand-up comedy to “stand up to” injustice or oppression.17 Comedians use their 

																																																								
16 Morreall, “Philosophy of Humor.”  

17 Gregory Boyle, Barking to the Choir: The Power of Radical Kinship (New York: Simon & 

Schuster, 2017), 9. 
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ability to sweeten uncomfortable situations with humor to present a situation in a new light, 

challenging audiences to examine incongruities and injustices in a more palatable form than 

directly addressing a topic. Like scriptural prophets, the prophet-comedian is calling us to 

repentance as understood in the New Testament Greek context, metanoia (µετανοία), which 

means to change one’s mind. Comedy helps confer on us a certain kind of humility and 

willingness to change our minds and recognize when we are wrong and need to change, both on 

an individual and systemic level. Much like grace, humor teaches us to see things differently, 

often in surprising or starting epiphanies, with repentance and reconciliation as the end result. 

 Consider the evil villain of a story. He or she is usually surrounded by an entourage of 

admirers who are drawn to the villain’s super-smarts, super-powers, or other qualities. Such 

followers have established a good rapport with each other in their mutual admiration, and they 

laugh and joke amongst themselves with laughter-as-communion and comedy which build 

reconciliation in grace. In contrast, they rarely enjoy laughter-as-communion with the object of 

their adulation. Instead, the evil villain is perpetually laughing down at the minions in an unequal 

power dynamic. Witty banter and snide remarks may be aimed by the villain at the minions in an 

effort to engage with his subjects, but the destructive comedy wielded by the villain reinforces 

the hierarchy of the villain on top and the minions on the bottom. The minions, in turn, are 

forever attempting to laugh up at the evil villain but fail to make a meaningful connection. The 

only sustained communion they have is with each other in their suffering as they endure the 

indignities of insults from the object of their desire. The minions can never quite bridge the 

chasm that separates them from their leader. Theirs is a failed love story. The Christian story, 

however, is different. In this other story, God’s story, God does not wish to laugh down at 

creation. We, his followers, are not doomed to always laugh up at our creator. God, seeking 
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mutuality and equality of interaction, sent Jesus as the icebreaker into creation, accompanied by 

the great equalizer, incarnate grace in the form of laughter. 

 Prophet-comedians who use their powers for good succeed because they focus on a 

specific kind of comedy, that which reconciles. When we say specific kind of comedy, we do not 

mean to say “clean” or “family-friendly” comedy like the kind that avoids salacious topics or 

curse words. The kind of comedy which helps us perceive grace, the comedy of gratitude, holds 

a mirror to universal slip ups, absurdities, and mistakes of life in a world which does not always 

go our way and allows us to laugh about it. Laughter, the perception of God’s grace, reminds us 

during those times to be humble, curious, and full of wonder. Laughter does not mean opting to 

live in a saccharin-sweet reality free from pain and suffering. Instead, pain and suffering are not 

the last word in a worldview that recognizes all things are made new. The prophet-comedian 

invites us to laugh amid experiences of trauma, pain, or catastrophe, as a form of protest and 

defiance in the face of tragedy. While laughter might not necessarily cure physical or societal 

ills, it can be part of the journey to healing through a laughter-as-grace which is also a form of 

lament. Perceiving grace through joyous laughter, the laughter of lament, or the defiant laughter 

of protest, prophet-comedians help us see the world both the way it is and the way it could be. 

Laughter leads the way to a more just and inclusive world if it motivates change. The best 

comedy opens our eyes to the common life we share together and calls us to dream of something 

more. 
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Laughter is Evangelism: Good News for Ingrates 

 A theology of gratitude mediated through laughter as a communal response to grace has 

much in common with the Episcopal definition of evangelism. Good News in the Episcopalian 

context means seeking, naming, and celebrating the divine in all people and welcoming deeper 

engagement in mutual recognition: evangelism, like laughter, “wells up from the experience of 

God’s love poured out for us and into us, so much love it can’t help but overflow from us.18
 

Perception of grace in the body is mediated through laughter, and there is so much of it that it 

spills out. 

 If the definition of gratitude is to perceive grace, the definition of the ungrateful person is 

someone who is yet to recognize the holiness of his or her own experience. Under this definition, 

our theology of gratitude views the alleged failure simply as a yet-untaken opportunity to realize 

the presence of God in our own stories. Encoded within the failure condition is an opportunity, 

what we are so bold to call an invitation, to realize we are “spiritual beings having human 

experiences,” not the other way around, “and that spirit, love, and truth were actual reality.”19
 

There is Good News for ingrates because there is no condemnation or judgment in the failure 

condition. In other words, the failure condition of our theology of gratitude, a gratitude-as-grace 

and gratitude-through-laughter, is simply failing to perceive the grace which already exists in the 

body. Informed by the Episcopal definition of evangelism, we know that God’s grace is present 

in all people and that the person who fails to be grateful is not closed off from God.	

																																																								
18 The Episcopal Church, “Introducing…Episcopal Evangelism.” 

19 Anne Lamott, Almost Everything: Notes on Hope (New York: Riverhead Books, 2018), 13.	
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 Instead of being “the caboose of some faith train,” the end result of spiritual practice or 

personal piety performed correctly, gratitude “is the beginning,” even for those who fail to be 

grateful.20 Compared to others who “have fought the good fight” and “kept the faith,” the 

ungrateful person has not gone off the path, lost the race, or fallen behind (2 Timothy 4:7, 

NRSV). The phrase “is yet to” is the key to understanding that someone who is yet to recognize 

the holiness of his or her own experience simply has not begun the race. The hope our theology 

of gratitude offers is that the person who fails to be attuned to perceptions of grace in his or her 

own life may still find the door is open to “grateful story and celebration.”21  

 

Implications of Gratitude-as-Grace: Where To From Here? 

 Our theology of gratitude draws from the diversity of each person’s experience of God’s 

grace and culturo-linguistic perspectives from Taiwan, which grounded our exploration in God’s 

grace experienced in the body. The way Taiwanese people receive gifts serves to illustrate how 

we might view grace as gift and is an example of how the action mechanism of gratitude 

originates from the giver, not the receiver. The grateful person does not need to express 

thankfulness for gratitude to operate. Finally, the contribution of laughter was explored: our 

understanding of Christian community benefits from viewing the comedian as a prophet who 

testifies to a God of hope and mutuality and invites us all to laughter. For followers of Christ, a 

theology of gratitude originating in the word gan en offers a promise: that God’s grace operates 

in the world and can be perceived and mediated through such an everyday experience as 

laughter.  

																																																								
20 Butler Bass, Grateful, 45.	

21	The Episcopal Church, “Introducing…Episcopal Evangelism.” 	
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 Laughter is an example of how religious participation, the perception of God’s grace, 

happens first in community. Researchers have assessed the state of religious participation in 

society and predicted that members of religious groups may be drawn by a need to belong more 

than a motivation to believe.22
 The sense of belonging to a religious community may happen 

first, and then choosing to say yes to the associated dogma or beliefs comes later. Gratitude is 

primarily concerned with the sense of belonging, not about believing. Our theology of gratitude, 

which is an incarnational theology of grace experienced and mediated through laughter, 

encourages the faithful, as well as those struggling with their faith, to be eager to laugh with each 

other and in God’s grace. By laughing, we become participants in God’s vision for creation and 

co-enactors of a grace-filled world. Laughter is the door to the divine, not because God is 

separate from us and we have any distance to travel, but because laughter opens our eyes to 

reality as it truly is, a perception of grace. There is no laughing upward toward a remote God. 

When we laugh, we connect with what Richard Rohr calls “the beyond” which is “not really 

beyond, but in the depths of here.”23
 

 The most vibrant, flourishing church communities are those which are “mystery-

centered” like our theology of gratitude.24
 The gift of gratitude, gan en, is knowing we can 

experience the mystery of God’s grace for ourselves, in day to day life, in our bodies, our 

laughter, and even our failure: “[t]he emerging story is that people are finding new life by	

																																																								
22 Rodney Stark and William Sims Bainbridge, The Future of Religion: Secularization, Revival 

and Cult Formation (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1985). 

23 Rohr, Eager to Love, xiv. 

24 Butler Bass, “Vital Signs: Congregations Find Passion and Purpose by Blending Ancient 

Traditions and Contemporary Action,” Sojourners, December 2005, 14.	
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weaving a lively sense of God’s presence with more traditional forms of religious life in 

community.”25 Laughter is how God’s redeeming grace is perceived and mediated. Redemption 

includes our foibles, failures, slips of speech, misunderstandings, and all these things which are 

rich fodder for the comedian’s next stand-up routine. All the world is redeemed, not just some of 

it, and even the failure to be grateful carries an inherent hope. 

 We could conclude by listing practical ways an understanding of laughter and comedy 

may be implemented in the church setting. For example, we might suggest offering formation 

opportunities centered around comedy films or encourage chaplaincy programs to consider 

clowns as an element of ministry, but to do so would miss the point.26 Our theology of gratitude 

is not meant to be prescriptive for many of the same reasons it is what it is: namely, it focuses on 

God, the giver, rather than what we do as receiver; the role of the receiver is to accept the gift 

and do nothing; gratitude is a receptive attitude, after all, and not an action. We celebrate in gan 

en the God who has already done all. When we laugh, we have reached the end of that which can 

be stated in words; thus, as a theology of gratitude, gan en’s “transformative engagement” that is 

“focused on incarnate grace,” is ultimately unable to point to what individuals and institutions 

ought to do in response.27 Instead, it can only attempt to gesture, wordlessly, in the direction of 

the divine, not toward a vision of “church as we dream it” but toward the surprise of grace as 

God perceives it, somewhere in the eternal now.28	
																																																								
25 Butler Bass, “Vital Signs,” 14. 

26 Angelika Richter and Lori A. Zonner, “Clowning: An Opportunity for Ministry,” Journal of 

Religion and Health 35, no. 2 (Summer 1996): 141-148. 

27 Butler Bass, “Vital Signs,” 14. 

28 Laurence DeWolfe, “Church As We Dream It: Diana Butler Bass Sees a Future,” Presbyterian 

Record, July-August 2012, 25.	



Annie W. Smith 
ahw22@cornell.edu 

501.580.5149 
 
 
 

Education  
and Training 

Master of Theological Studies (M.T.S) 

Vanderbilt Divinity School, 2012 

 

B.S. Human Development 

Cornell University, 2009 

 

Gerontology Certificate 

Cornell University Center for Aging, 2009 

 

Conflict Strategies Course 

University of Tennessee Professional Development and Continuing Ed, 2017 

 

31 Graduate Hours, Master of Science in Nursing Program 

Vanderbilt University (no degree conferred) 

 

Experience RELIGIOUS AND COMMUNITY-BASED NONPROFITS 
Team Leader 
Common Ground Café, a ministry of St. Luke’s Episcopal Church (Knoxville, TN) 
2019-present 

• Recruits, trains, and manages volunteers. Extends welcome and hospitality to a diverse clientele. 
• Creates programming and solicits donations. 

Program Coordinator Intern  
Tyson House Lutheran-Episcopal Campus Ministry (Knoxville, TN) 2017-2018 

• Created innovative programming, events, and social media. 
• Recruited and managed volunteers. 
• Cultivated relationships with key community partners and stakeholders. Fundraising and friend-

raising experience. 

Library Supervisor  

Vanderbilt Library Gov’t Info. and Media Services (Nashville, TN) 2010-2012 

Transcriber 

University of Arkansas Student Disability Services (Little Rock, AR) 2005-2006 



  
 Page 2 

 

 
GRANT ADMINISTRATION, QUALITY ASSURANCE 

Clinical Research Associate 

Thompson Cancer Survival Center (Knoxville, TN) 2016-2017 

• Department lab supervisor. 
• Grant administration and compliance. 

Microbiology Quality Assurance Lab Assistant 

BCN Research Laboratories (Rockford, TN) 2014-2015 

• Created Lab Information Management System (LIMS) which improved accuracy and efficiency of 
sample processing. 

• Data analyst for investigator-initiated research in the food and beverage manufacturing setting. 

Clinical Research Data Analyst and Scheduler 
Arkansas Heart Hospital Clinic (Little Rock, AR) 2013-2014 

 

Leadership  
and Service 

Evangelism Task Force, Episcopal Diocese of East Tennessee 

2019-present 

 

Neighborhood Homeowners’ Association 

President, 2020-present 

Treasurer, 2019-2020 

Board of Directors, 2017-2019 

 

Knoxville Guinea Pig Rescue Volunteer 

2017-present 

 

Awards United States Institute of Peace (USIP)  

State Winner, National Peace Essay Contest, 2004 

 

National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE)  

Achievement Award in Writing 2003  

Languages 

 

 

Mandarin (Taiwan), Italian, Spanish, beginning American Sign Language 

  



 

 

Clinton Ricks 
 

 
 
(865) 963-6294  
Clintrix67@gmail.com 
1537 Laurel Ave Knoxville, TN 37916  

Education 

 

 

 
Children’s Defense Fund / Ella Baker Child Policy Training 
Institute 
June ‘19  Harriman, TN 
 
University of Tennessee Knoxville / B.A. English 
May ‘17  Knoxville, TN 

Work  
Experience 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Stand-up Comedian 
2017- Current  Knoxville, TN 

● Seasoned performer with years of experience on stage 
● Performed locally and in southeast region 
● Produced multiple stand-up comedy shows 

 
CDF Freedom School/ Servant Leader Intern 
May ‘19- Jul ‘19  Knoxville, TN 

● Educated scholars in small classroom setting 
● Created a weekly lesson plan built around the Integrated 

Reading Curriculum (IRC) 
● Fostered an engaging learning environment  

 
University of Tennessee Knoxville| Resident Assistant  
Jul ‘14- Dec ‘15  Knoxville, TN 

● Coordinated programs promoting healthy social 
environment 

● Facilitated the social, academic, and personal adjustment of 
students  

● De-escalated multiple resident conflicts/ arbitrated 
mutually beneficial resolutions 

 
Vine Middle Magnet School/ After-School Mentor 
Mar ‘18- May ‘18  Knoxville, TN 

● Assisted students with reading comprehension 
● Encouraged healthy physical, educational, and social 

development 
● Co-instructed after school student activities 

 
Tyson House Student Ministry/ Ministry Coordinator 
Aug ‘17- May ‘18  Knoxville, TN 

● Planned community centered events 
● Developed ministry relationship with community leaders 
● 40+ hours of community service 

 
 

 




