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And Now for Something Completely Different 

 Delivered by Joseph Bednarik to Olympic UU Fellowship on October 11, 2020 

 

Hearing the words “twenty-twenty” at the eye doctor’s office is wonderful news indeed. Your 

eyesight is in focus, you can see the world clearly, and your complicated and colorful eyes are 

blessing you with a great miracle:  perfect sight. 

At some point very soon, we will see behind us—with perfect hind-sight—another “twenty-

twenty”—the year 2020—which by any measure has not been working normally, and with 

blizzards of misinformation, partisan politics, the attacks on science, and the growing economic 

divides, it takes effort and empathy and a fierce desire to keep focus and get to the bottom of 

things, to actually see the world clearly.  

And so before we reflect on our mutual year 2020, I’d like to turn back the clock fifty years or 

so, to the era defined by the Vietnam War and Watergate and social upheaval and pay homage to 

my first grade teacher Miss Peters. Every morning, to begin class, we would sing a short song 

that has nested comfortably and unforgettably into my heart and mind, and I’d like to sing it for 

you this morning: 

Good morning, good morning, good morning to you! 

I’m happy, I’m happy and I hope you are too! 

 

Imagine a class of six-year-olds singing that song every morning! 

I’ve been singing a lot of Miss Peters’ song over the past several months, daily trying to shore up 

my inner reserves and enter another news cyclone girded with a hopeful and happy song. And for 

those cynics who dismiss a treacly lesson from first grade, I enthusiastically invite you to read 

the phenomenally best-selling book All I Really Need to Know I Learned in Kindergarten, which 

was written by a Unitarian Universalist minister from Seattle. 

I, too, cynically dismissed this book for years for its preposterous albeit unforgettable title. Then, 

when I became a father, I reckoned that the reality of kindergarten would soon be upon our 

family, so I relented and read the book. Not only did I read the book, I devoured the book. I 
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became a devotee of the book. I searched out the author when he made public appearances and 

marveled at his story-telling abilities and the way he made audiences laugh and cry and think and 

tap into the marvels of living a short time on this sublime planet. 

All I Really Need to Know I Learned in Kindergarten. Listen to these basic premises: 

• Be kind 

• Share 

• Clean up after yourself 

• Live a balanced life of work and learning and play  

If ever there was an operating principle to apply to 2020 and beyond, I think we just heard it.  

And with the melody of Miss Peters’s happy song still lingering in the air, I truly hope you are 

happy this Sunday morning. And if not, I hope this service and this sermon, the music and the 

fellowship, beams a thin shaft of light into whatever dark or dim state-of-being you might be 

experiencing. 

Wherever you may fall on that dimness-to-darkness spectrum, we all know this year gives you 

every reason to be somewhere on the spectrum. 

We all know that this year has been hard, and we are all bracing for what the next few months 

are destined to bring! 

To frame up some context, no particular order, in the last six weeks I have: 

• Been unable to sleep because of overlapping concerns about the state of the world;  

• Stayed indoors for days because of dangerous air due to forest fire smoke; 

• Phoned my politically conservative and elderly parents and implored them not to listen to 

the President of the United States—the most powerful person in the world—regarding the 

coronavirus. I implored my elderly parents, who helped elect this person to office the first 

time, to respect the virus and remain vigilant with mask-wearing and social distancing;  

• Donated a chunk of money to a crowd-funding campaign fighting to keep a beloved 

movie theater in Port Townsend from going bankrupt because of their forced and ongoing 

closure due to of the pandemic; 
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• Screamed—literally screamed—at the top of my lungs when I heard the news that Ruth 

Bader Ginsberg died. Thankfully, I was sitting inside a car on a ferry, so my howling was 

co-mingled by the massive rumblings of a diesel engine. 

• Composed emails to a relative living in Japan who was witnessing the racial justice 

protests from afar asked me in an email, “What the hell’s going on in America?” 

That was an incomplete inventory of concerns over the last six weeks, and those came to me 

quickly, off the top of my head. I could continue, and I am certain you have your own teeming 

lists. 

And to be sure, I am fine. I count myself among the lucky ones: I have a job, my home is intact, 

and I am part of a loving family and religious community. I do not feel the daily insults and 

aggressions—macro to micro—of being Black or brown. I can diligently practice the 

recommended protocols for avoiding the virus. My car starts. 

And when my car started last week, I happened to drive past the local food bank and was sobered 

by the line of cars waiting to receive boxes of free food. Masked and gloved volunteers were 

loading boxes of food into open trunks. I flashed on those famous black-and-white photos of the 

soup lines during the Great Depression. I also noted some of the cars idling in line were new and 

pricey models, and the message from the Universe was not lost on me:  Someday soon I could be 

waiting in that food-bank line.  

We all could. As this virus has proved to the world, situations can change swiftly. 

Which is to say:  Who knows what is going to happen in the next six weeks. 

My guess is that at least one night in the coming weeks I will once again be tossing and turning, 

unable to sleep, hectored by the dire state of my country and the world. 

On my most recent sleepless night I was laying on my back at around three in the morning, eyes 

wide opened, and I just laughed out loud in the dark.  

I thought how funny it is to laugh out loud in the dark, and this prompted another peal of 

laughter. 

I laughed out loud in the dark because all my generalized swirling worry about the world 

crystalized in the image of a comic-strip I discovered during the summer I lived in Baltimore. 
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This was way back when payphones were a common sight and ATM cards were a new 

phenomenon. 

The comic appeared in one of those quote-unquote “alternative newspapers,” a free weekly, and 

the comic was called The Angriest Dog in the World.  

Apt title for 2020. 

And my generalized existential angst on a sleepless night in 2020 brought up the image of The 

Angriest Dog in the World from the La Brea Tar Pits of my mind. 

The genius of the strip is that the image of the dog was always the same, panel after panel after 

panel.  

The introduction to the comic was also always the same, with this statement:  “The dog who is so 

angry he cannot move. He cannot eat. He cannot sleep. He can just barely growl. Bound so 

tightly with tension and anger, he approaches the state of rigor mortis.” 

The first three panels show a small black spear-shaped dog tethered to a stake and straining 

forward with such intensity that the taut line practically hums. The voice bubble coming from the 

dog is a continuous tight growl: grrrrrrrrrrrr. The fourth panel is always night, with the dog still 

straining and growling, a small patch of light from the window of the house beaming onto the 

backyard, and a voice-bubble coming from the house. 

You never see any other creature, only the angriest dog in the world tethered, trapped and 

growling in a fenced backyard.  

And I laughed out loud in the dark because after thirty-plus years, the crazy year 2020 made the 

The Angriest Dog in the World come fully realized into my mind at three a.m. 

Hilarious, I know! 

Screaming in my car I became The Angriest Dog in the World. 

Calling my elderly parents to warn them against their president, I became The Angriest Dog in 

the World. 
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Trying to explain “What the hell is going on in America” to someone watching from across the 

Pacific Ocean I became The Angriest Dog in the World. 

I will be the first to admit that being The Angriest Dog in the World is not my strong suit. I’d 

rather be singing Miss Peters’ happy song and applying the basic operating principles of 

kindergarten onto the world. 

That said, I did look up The Angriest Dog in the World on the interwebz and found the strips 

reproduced. They were exactly as I remember, and one of the strips was particularly poignant for 

these times: 

First panel: grrrrrrrrrr 

Second panel: grrrrrrrrrr 

Third panel: grrrrrrrrrr… and a voice bubble coming from the house, “Some weeks nothing’s 

funny.” 

Fourth panel: night, small patch of light, and the angriest dog in the world still straining and 

growling. Silence from the house. 

“Some weeks nothing’s funny.” 

Some years nothing’s funny. 

…  

And now for something completely different!  That phrase used as a segue by the British comedy 

troupe Monty Python’s Flying Circus, who served as some of my deepest comedic teachers, and 

their film Life of Brian an incredibly astute comedy about religion. 

Several years ago, at a UU family camp, there was a day when we did something completely 

different:  A Laughter Yoga workshop.  

Yes, you heard me right:  Laughter Yoga. 

Laughter Yoga was developed in India in the mid-1990s by a medical doctor who embraced the 

concept that laughter was strong medicine. The idea of Laughter Yoga is based on a scientific 

fact that the human body cannot differentiate between fake or real laughter. One gets the same 
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physiological and psychological benefits whether someone is laughing “for real,” or just 

simulating laughter.  

According to the official website, laughteryoga.org, quote: 

“Laughter Yoga combines Unconditional Laughter with Yogic Breathing (Pranayama). Anyone 

can Laugh for No Reason, without relying on humor, jokes or comedy. Laughter is simulated as 

a body exercise in a group; with eye contact and childlike playfulness, it soon turns into real and 

contagious laughter.” 

And that is one of the fantastic traits about laughter:  It’s not only healthy, it’s contagious.  

So a group of Unitarian Universalists at Family Camp gathered in a circle in a field and practiced 

Laughter Yoga. As I loosened my shoulder muscles before the session began, I could hear one of 

the wisdom sayings from my beloved Maude, from the movie Harold and Maude, who reminded 

me: “Everyone has the right to make an ass out of themselves. You can’t let the world judge you 

too much.” 

I thought this again, as we warmed up with some Laugher breathing. 

Ho-Ho-HA-HA-HA 

Ho-Ho-HA-HA-HA 

Ho-Ho-HA-HA-HA 

And after the blood got pumping a little, we did various kinds of laughter. The first kind we 

learned was the “lion laugh,” which was a modification of a yoga exercise. Our open hands 

became paws; we opened our mouths wide; stuck our tongues out; and laughed from our bellies; 

it looked and sounded something like this: 

[Demonstrate the lion laugh.] 

We walked among the group, meeting people’s eyes, and doing lion laughter at each other. Then, 

of course, genuine laughter welled up and became contagious, and there we were—with no good 

reason to laugh, and every reason to do so—standing in a sunny field, making one of the earth’s 

holiest sounds. 
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Another magical aspect of laughter is that it puts people in a fine mood and makes them open to 

the possibilities of the world. Our Laughter Yoga facilitator knew this, as he introduced the next 

part of the session, which was making up different sorts of laughter.  

We went from the kingly heights of the lion laugh, to the barnyard chicken laugh:  

[Demonstrate the chicken laugh] 

Then on to the mechanical, with the hard-to-start laughing lawn mower. 

[Demonstrate the lawn mower laugh] 

We had a blast. We were complete goofballs. And it was so much fun.  

One of the most memorable laughter exercises was “Barbie’s lawnmower,” and here’s where I 

invite you to join in so we can all do some laughter together: Put your palm out, and imagine in 

your palm a very tiny lawnmower… that won’t start. We’ll pull the cord and make a little giggly 

sound and keep trying to start that mower.  

[Congregation performs “Barbie’s lawnmower” laugh] 

Ever since that day in that field, I’ve kept Barbie’s lawnmower in the pocket over my heart, so 

it’s always with me. I’ve taken it out on a numerous occasions. Once, on a long cross-country 

flight, when I needed a lift:  [Barbie’s lawnmower] 

What this doctor started in India has spread throughout the world in the form of Laughter Yoga 

clubs:  There are roughly 6000 clubs in over 60 countries. Before the pandemic, people getting 

together and the only item on the agenda is laughing.  

To prepare for this sermon, I did some research on Laughter Yoga, and found a BBC story with 

John Cleese, one of the founders of Monty Python’s Flying Circus—and the Python who would 

say “And now for something completely different.” 

Cleese traveled to India to check out the phenomenon, and there is a scene of him in a prison, 

doing Laughter Yoga with prisoners. As I watched this, tears welled. Here was one of the 

world’s great comedians, laughing inside a prison with convicted criminals. The uniformed 

guards stood at attention around the perimeter, very sober. The sound within the perimeter was 
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joy—however effervescent—and I realized that in that moment, the laughers, the yoga 

practitioners, slipped free. For the time that they were laughing, there was nothing to guard.  

Imagine that wild liberation and the boundless creative interior space: The Angriest Dog in the 

World transforming a tense growl into laughter. 

And what about our own prisons?  

Are we courageous enough inside our sleepless anxieties and global pandemic, our ailments and 

anger, to take out Barbie’s lawnmower and try to start it? 

I vow to you this morning that I will try my best to be so ludicrously strong.  

To close, listen to this mission statement of Laughter Yoga: “The goal of Laughter Yoga is to 

bring good health, joy and world peace through Laughter. Laughter is universal with no language 

and cultural barriers.” 

Imagine bringing a palmful of Laughter Yoga into the final months of 2020.  

Imagine, just imagine, the Angriest Dog in the World rolling onto his back and letting you 

joyfully rub his belly. 

 

Amen 
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SOURCES 

www.laughteryoga.org 

 

Comic strip “The Angriest Dog in the World,” by David Lynch:  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Angriest_Dog_in_the_World 

 

“John Cleese Explores the Health Benefits of Laughter,” Open Culture, April 20, 2015:  

http://www.openculture.com/2015/04/john-cleese-explores-the-health-benefits-of-laughter-

yoga.html 

 

 

CUT (for length… may explore in a future sermon): 

 

• And most heart-breaking to me:  I have encouraged two young family members, fresh 

from college and who have pre-existing conditions that require expensive medications—

medications, thankfully, that are currently covered by their insurance which will expire 

once they turn twenty-six—to leave this country and find another country, get a different 

passport, become a citizen elsewhere, where they can live their life and not become an 

economic prisoner of deeply entrenched medical and insurance systems gone beserk. I 

can see the writing on the walls of their life and being viciously squeezed between trying 

to remain healthy and being goaded into a state of economic stress. They both said no. 

They said they wanted to stay and fight. I realized I was talking to proud warriors, and a 

thin shaft of light cut into my darkness. 

 

http://www.laughteryoga.org/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Angriest_Dog_in_the_World

