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INTRODUCTION

PROFESSIONAL COURTESY



[image: Illustration]Why don’t sharks attack lawyers?

Professional courtesy.



Of course, we can also turn this joke around and get a different result:


Why do sharks attack lawyers?

They don’t like the competition.[image: Illustration]



Theology usually doesn’t grant much professional courtesy to humor. Don’t get me wrong. Christians, surprisingly, are almost like normal people; most of us seem to like humor. It’s sprinkled throughout our everyday conversation, and we watch TV sitcoms as much as other groups. If you’re looking for church jokes, a quick internet search reveals that we have found plenty to laugh about in this niche of our lives. When it comes to finding thoughtful Christian reflection on the topic of humor, though (to modify the late Rodney Dangerfield’s signature line): “Humor doesn’t get no respect.” It’s rare to find a reflective discussion on the relationship between Christianity and humor.1 So why do Christian thinkers have so little interest in a topic that plays a central role in people’s lives? After all, theologians stick their noses into just about every other subject and take each of them pretty seriously. But when it comes to humor, we often listen for their take on the matter and hear only crickets, punctuated occasionally by negative comments before they again revert to silence.


FUNNY ISN’T THE OPPOSITE OF SERIOUS

Mr. McCabe thinks that I am not serious but only funny, because Mr. McCabe thinks that funny is the opposite of serious. Funny is the opposite of not funny and nothing else.2


Perhaps the main reason Christian scholars haven’t taken humor seriously is that they don’t think that humor is serious, a view confirmed for many by the plethora of poop jokes available. Thus, they may see humor as “the competition,” just another thing that vies for our attention and distracts from thinking earnestly about God. But I’m with Chesterton here. Funny and serious are not opposites. To joke about something requires that we deem it sufficiently important to search for the humor in it, and I will argue later in the book that even poop jokes may be more profound than we recognize. Moreover, we should also acknowledge that humor frequently draws us into the big questions of our existence. Think of all the jokes you know (but possibly can’t tell some people) about love, death, God, sex, children, good and evil, and politics—“meaning of life” sorts of topics. In this way, humor certainly pays attention to questions of deep concern to theology, so why hasn’t the attention (not to mention the affection) been mutual? The attitude that humor negates seriousness also lacks consistency. Other parts of our lives that we take seriously—family, friendships, work relationships, leisure, and church life—have room for laughter and are enriched by it. It seems that theology’s lack of professional courtesy to humor relies on a deficient definition of seriousness.

Another obstacle that humor faces from Christians comes from a lopsided understanding of spirituality. Humor centers on our bodies, and often on its lowest features and functions. Spirituality, on the other hand, seems to be concerned with souls and spirits. Laughter is short-term and ephemeral, but the spiritual is about eternal life. Jokes and quips are usually specific to a situation, but our life with God transcends any single moment or event. Moreover, funny is enjoyable, and some Christians don’t appear to find this compatible with being spiritual. Indeed, it may be that many Christians see humor as competition to their spiritual quests and don’t appreciate it, somehow failing to note that joy is the root of enjoyment and is a word liberally spread throughout Scripture. Once again, I will argue that opposing humor and spirituality involves a flawed definition of spiritual development.




. . . WALK INTO A BAR


[image: Illustration]An airline pilot, a one-eyed Greek redhead, a giant, and an alligator walk into a bar.

The bartender says, “What is this? Some kind of joke?”[image: Illustration]



I don’t want to shoot off too much of my ammo before we even get through the book’s introduction, but let me lay a foundation for why Christians should view humor as a vehicle for taking faith seriously and pursuing spiritual growth and understanding. In normal circumstances, we anticipate that certain people will walk into a bar together. When these expectations are shaken up and worlds collide, good jokes are the result. Humor is about incongruity, surprise, misdirection, reversal, and other elements that shatter expectation. That’s why we can find humor all around us. Whether it arises as a clash of generations, body and soul, good and evil, wife and husband, or in imagining what might happen if a one-eyed Greek redhead pulls up a barstool next to an alligator, funny occurs when worlds collide.

These sorts of juxtapositions occur on every page of the Bible. Heaven invades earth, humanity encounters God, and the future overlaps with the present. Our expectations are dashed when Saul the Super-Jew who persecutes the new Christian community becomes Paul the Apostle to the Gentiles (Gal 2:7) or an obscure shepherd kid, the youngest of Jesse’s rather large brood of sons, becomes King of Israel (1 Sam 16:11-13). In our own lives, we feel the dialectic of being both saved and sinner, or heirs of the God of Heaven who also get stuck in freeway traffic. Perhaps there is no bigger cosmic collision than God becoming flesh. And if I started that story by saying that a poor unmarried couple, a group of shepherds, and some foreign astrologers walked into a stable together, it might remind you of a joke. It is precisely that: a glorious, beautiful joke that no one expected, and it brought salvation.




HUMOROUSLY

[image: Illustration]“I learned today that it is a bad idea to pet a tiger,” she said offhandedly.[image: Illustration]


(My apologies, but good adverb jokes are hard to come by.)

The point of this book is not that we should scour Scripture looking for humor on every page, although there is a lot more there than we usually recognize.3 Instead, the suggestion is that we should employ the structures and mechanisms of humor to gain insight into the Christian faith. Stated otherwise, the idea is that we think of Christianity, and ourselves, humorously. This is an “adverbial” approach to faith and humor. Adverbs, if I remember my junior high grammar correctly, describe actions and modify verbs; they talk about how something is done (and frequently end in -ly). The primary theme in this book, then, it to meditate on what we might see in Scripture and in our faith when we look at them humorously.

It is hard to define humor itself. A dictionary definition such as “something that is or is designed to be comical or amusing”4 hardly seems to capture the richness and variety of humor. Instead of attempting to define humor, it seems more helpful to focus on how it works. Humor builds on punch-line surprises, disruption of the conventional, reversal of expectation, juxtaposition of seeming incommensurate things, challenging boundaries, misinterpretation, redefinition of the familiar, satire, paradox, irony, and other related devices. If these elements are also part of the very fabric of the Christian story—and I’m convinced they are—then reading Scripture humorously holds the possibility of opening dimensions of the faith in new ways, seeing things from a fresh vantage point, and recognizing some spiritual blind spots. God defeats Israel’s enemies with a woefully undermanned military force armed with band instruments (Judges 7), elevates Jacob the gimpy swindler to the role of Patriarch of the Chosen People, and adopts us as heirs of eternal life “while we were yet sinners” (Rom 5:8). Doesn’t it seem possible that these incongruities and surprises share common ground with humor, and isn’t the delight we should feel at the oddity of these stories akin to the delight we experience in a good joke?

The flip side of this adverbial methodology will provide a secondary motif within the book, in that I will raise the question of what it might mean to think about humor theologically. Jimmy Fallon’s cue line to signal the beginning of his Tonight Show monologue is “Here’s what people are talking about.” If we listen carefully, we discover what those around us are talking about through their humor. Jokes about death, sex, gates of heaven judgment, money, politics, and marriage cue us in to the fact that ultimate issues are top of mind for people. Gallows humor and quips about aging and nonfunctional body parts expose human fears and provide glimmers of hope. Insecurities and a sense of impotence are often the undertones in sarcasm directed at the wealthy and powerful. Self-deprecating humor is often the only form of confession that we will hear from friends and neighbors. This list will grow as we move through the book, but suffice it to say here that humor is often the conduit by which we express our frustrations, anxiety, joys, loves, and opinions about life’s biggest issues. Since these are obviously matters of theological concern, we ought to be theologically attuned to humor.

If the only tool you have is a hammer, everything starts to look like a nail.

The aim of these musings about humor’s relationship to Christianity is not to create a happy-face church that is more fun than our usual offerings, an alternative to the comedy club without the two-drink minimum. Not to say that some congregations couldn’t make things a tad more interesting. Some churches feel like a hostage situation in which they hope the captives will hang around long enough that Stockholm syndrome will kick in and they’ll eventually join the cause. Instead, I view interpreting faith humorously as a way, one way, of thinking about who we are and who God is. I’m working hard to be sensitive to the tunnel vision that often accompanies the zeal of a new convert. Reading Christianity humorously has brought a freshness to my faith, and I’m excited about this. But it leads to the temptation to overstate the case and see humor even where it isn’t.

The Christian faith has a broad array of valid forms of expression. Sermons, heartfelt conversation, devotional thoughts, and a range of other forms all have their place and are useful. Still, I’m also convinced that one of the most potent ways of expressing, understanding, and deepening faith is woefully underutilized. Too often, humor has been sidelined, even discouraged, as a means of exploring, learning about, or growing in faith. However, Ecclesiastes tells us there is “a time to weep, and a time to laugh” (Eccles 3:4). It seems that many Christians are overdue on finding a time to laugh, and I am convinced that our life in God’s presence warrants a lot more laughter than we’ve imagined.




DISSECTING FROGS

Humor can be dissected, as a frog can, but the thing dies in the process and the innards are discouraging to any but the purely scientific mind.5


For most of its history, philosophy, like theology, has refused to give humor much professional courtesy. In recent years, however, a flurry of philosophy-of-humor books has emerged.6 Some of that research lies beneath the surface of this book, but a lot of this material has the tendency to kill all that is good about humor.7 Unfortunately, this isn’t uncommon when philosophers get hold of an interesting topic—and this should stand as a warning about reading anything on the philosophy of sex.

Given the dangers of death by overanalysis, this book has rather modest goals. The intent is to raise an overlooked and underappreciated topic, but not in a way comes close to what you might call a robust “theology of humor.” It will deal with some traditional theological topics—theological anthropology, incarnation, death and resurrection, ecclesiology, general revelation, and eschatology—but I don’t pretend to give any of these subjects a thorough treatment and will stay away from most of the tricky and nuanced questions that arise in each area. I have enough on my hands just trying to make the case for the value of humor and laughter in our theological inquiries. This is nothing more than a series of meditations on thinking humorously about theology, thinking theologically about humor, and attempting to encourage a conversation that I believe will be valuable to faith.

If any book cries out for a unity between medium and message, it is this one. A book about theology and humor ought to include humor, and perhaps a little theology. Thus, I have endeavored to incorporate laughter into the process and to keep the tone light and, hopefully, entertaining enough that you don’t even realize that you are reading theology.

A couple of things to be said about that. First, some will find the tone and format disrespectful and unserious precisely because it incorporates humor. There is nothing further from my intent; my deepest desire is to honor God and help others think clearly and differently about faith. But I also happen to think that one of the best ways to do that is to include joy and laughter, as I would if I were in a serious theological discussion with good friends. More importantly, I believe that good theological reasons exist for making laughter part of our considerations of Christianity. As Karl Barth states: “If you have heard the Easter message, you can no longer run around with a tragic face and lead the humorless existence of a man who has no hope. One thing still holds, and only this thing is really serious, that Jesus is the Victor.”8 We are resurrection people, and if elated laughter is not part of our faithful repertoire, I’m not sure we really get Easter.

Second, I need to acknowledge that although humans of every era enjoy humor, the forms differ over time, across culture, according to gender, and in relation to our moral and religious commitments. Humor is a matter of taste.9 What one person will find incredibly funny will elicit yawns or bring offense to others. I have a high tolerance for humor that some find objectionable (and a low tolerance for those in perpetual search of anything that could be perceived as objectionable). Out of consideration for others (and a desire to have the book published), most of the time I have stayed on the safe side, but it has been painful. When the humor and subject matter does move toward the earthy and guy-humor side, it does so to make a theological point.

A final disclaimer is that I am neither a theologian nor a comedian. As far as theology goes, I am an amateur both in the professional sense and in the sense that an amateur is “one who does something for the love (amour) of it.” I am a philosopher by trade, and philosophers are often quite hilarious, though rarely on purpose. Apparently, I was much funnier when my kids were young, but according to them, that ability faded long ago. The jokes and quips within the book have several sources. When I knowingly use material from a professional comedian, I give credit. Those who devote their skills to bring levity to our lives deserve no less. However, jokes often enter the public domain by retelling without attribution, and since joke details and vocabulary vary with repetition, it is quite possible that some have originated from professionals and do not receive due credit. My apologies if that has happened. The remaining materials are my own invention or have been drawn from my decades-long memory bank of humor, stories, and jokes shared by family and friends, and, of course, the internet.
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GOD HAS TO BE IN
THERE SOMEWHERE


[image: Illustration]When I die, I want to go quietly in my sleep like my grandpa. Not yelling and screaming like the other people in his car.[image: Illustration]


It’s a bit dark, but I like this joke. It has the classic structure of a good one—setup and punch line. The setup line recognizes that we all fear encountering excruciating pain and prolonged suffering before death. Thus, it captures our attention, pulls us in, and makes us participants. Then the punch line comes; the unexpected is introduced and we end up in a very different place than what we initially anticipated. For some reason we like this. The surprise brings happiness and laughter.

I love humor, and I love God. So it’s natural that I wanted these two objects of my affection to love each other. That didn’t appear likely. Humor is fluffy; God is profound and holy. Theology is serious; jokes are silly—or so it seemed. Moreover, theology talks about all of life’s big questions, but humor didn’t seem to make theology’s big-questions cut. I really wanted this relationship to work out, but two thousand years of theological reflection have mostly ignored humor as an area of interest. I began to fear that my desire to find connections between my faith and humor were just wishful thinking.

Still, I couldn’t let it go. Maybe it’s because I was convinced that if humor brought joy and hope (and it does), God must be in there somewhere. However, I think the main reason I suspected that humor and God already had an intimate relationship was because humor is one of the main ways that I express love. I say “I love you” to my wife and kids frequently, but not always with the words themselves. More often, it comes across by telling a joke, watching funny YouTube videos with the kids, teasing, or doing goofy things calculated to elicit groans. And when I employ groan-inducing dad humor, my kids’ response is sometimes “I hate you,” which, when stated with a chuckle, really means “I love you.” At least that’s how I’m reading it.

If I said “I love you” directly to my friends, they would probably suspect that I recently had been diagnosed with Stage IV cancer. But I try to express my love for them with reports of the most recent offbeat news stories I ran across, funny occurrences in the classroom, mutually traded insults that morph into expressions of affection through the mystical prism of guy talk, and (again) jokes. I just couldn’t bring myself to believe that one of the primary vehicles by which I communicate and receive love had nothing to do with God. Moreover, humor’s “I love you” function presented a serious challenge to the charge that humor is too frivolous for service in the Christian life. If humor is a love delivery system for humans, it seemed likely that God just had to be in there somewhere and that we might discover a healthy dose of LOL in God. Even though I’m sure God is not nearly as awkward as I am about communicating love, I still didn’t see why humor couldn’t be one of the ways God expresses his love for us.


THEN IT HIT ME . . .

[image: Illustration]I couldn’t figure out why the baseball kept getting bigger and bigger. And then it hit me.[image: Illustration]


One “aha” moment kicked my interest in potential connections between theology and humor into a higher gear. It was the realization that what we generally consider the bottom feeder in the comedic pond—the pun—actually requires a highly complex intellectual capacity. Getting it requires the ability to rapidly flip through a Rolodex of different possible meanings for words and phrases and recognize the juxtaposition of two definitions. Without one of my highest mental processes, the so-called lowest form of humor fails to hit me in the funny bone. At the same time, the pun above is one that a second-grader of average intelligence could understand.

What happens when we move on to more sophisticated forms of humor? I tried a little experiment. I told the following joke to my shih tzu:


[image: Illustration]After taking a bite of the forbidden fruit, Adam knew he had done wrong, felt shame, and covered himself with a fig leaf.

Eve also felt shame, and she too covered herself with a fig leaf, and then went back into the forest to try on some magnolia greenery, a palm frond, and three varieties of mulberry leaves.[image: Illustration]



Tofu the shih tzu didn’t get the joke. I then tried it out on a border collie since that breed is 130 levels higher on the canine intelligence index. Still nothing. Only humans get humor. As simple as it seems on the surface, the humor in this joke goes far beyond a canine’s mental and cultural repertoire. It obviously requires language skills that dogs lack, but it also demands cultural and religious background knowledge, the capacity to comprehend the moral emotion of shame, and to place oneself into the mind-set of another who feels shame, an awareness of gender stereotypes— “Adam, does this fig leaf make my butt look big?”— and the consciousness that this joke nudges a line that imperfectly delineates funny from offensive. And yes, I do realize that some will be offended by this joke. My shih tzu didn’t take offense at it, and it’s not simply because he’s a socially insensitive male. He’s not human (but don’t tell him), and humor is possessed by no species on this planet other than human beings.

Like humor, spiritual sensitivity is a human capacity. And spiritual awareness, like our comedic sensibilities, demands the intellectual, moral, social, and emotional horsepower supplied by our highest human capacities. In fact, the capacity to grasp the alternative world that humor requires is the same mental ability that allows us to envision a God who transcends the natural realm. If our loftiest and most complex abilities are gifts from God and are as essential to the life of faith as they are to the existence of humor, I couldn’t help but conclude that God must be lurking somewhere in our comedic capacities. The precise nature of the connection was still a mystery to me. However, as I reflected further upon what humor does and how it works, it became increasingly mysterious to me why so few have seriously considered whether humor might be an important theological resource.




MYSTERY #1—DOES THE IMAGO GIGGLE?

Theology has a long history of attempting to pin down a precise definition for the phrase “the image of God” (or if you want to sound smart, the imago Dei). The one thing that seems clear from Scripture is that this imago is borne by human beings alone. Thus, the leading candidates for interpretations of the divine image include the inventory of uniquely human faculties: cognition, will, language, creativity, moral sensibility, intentional community, mutual relationality, and aesthetic capacity. Because these God-imaging abilities are at the heart of our humanity, Christians have thought for centuries about the connections between faith and image-of-God capacities such as reason, ethics, emotion, psychology, communication, and imagination. We have written thousands of “theology of” or “theology and” books on uniquely human endeavors such as music, art, culture, language, worship, politics, and economics. And so we should.

Here’s the mystery. As we noted in the prior Adam and Eve joke, humor employs all the image-of-God capacities. Why then does it not occur to us to think carefully about humor in the context of faith? Is the ability to giggle part of the imago? Surely the first bearers of God’s image had the ability to recognize and understand humor. It may also be that, in hindsight (there’s a pun in there somewhere), they recognized that it was a bit odd that they were naked in the Garden and it was fruit that tempted them.




MYSTERY #2—INTEGRATING OUR HUMANITY

While critters lack the mental, moral, and spiritual functions that allow for humor, some primates have physical expressions and vocalizations that roughly parallel human smiles and laughter.1 Higher primates have facial expressions that have similarities to a human smile when “being tickled” or greeting one another. This seems to excite those who, for reasons that escape me, revel in discovering factoids that appear to level off the differences between humans and animals. However, there is a huge difference between human and gorilla grins. Their “smiles” and laughter-like vocalizations are embedded in instincts of fight and flight. In contrast, our laughter is integrated across the full scope of our human capacities.

When I hear the quip Cured ham? Apparently not, or I wouldn’t be eating it, the neurological activity that processes the language and recognizes incongruous ideas syncs up with facial muscles into a smile. Simultaneously, my emotional state brightens and I feel a sense of connection with the person who delivered the line. Laughter stimulates blood flow, reduces stress, and, if we reach the point of a full belly laugh, burns a few calories.2 A line that may be mildly amusing if read from a website brings convulsions of the diaphragm in the hands of an expert who delivers it with just the right intonations, raises an eyebrow at the right time, or nails the timing of a punch line. Humor and the resulting laughter is a whole-person experience that integrates everything from my spiritual, moral, and intellectual capacities—He who laughs last, thinks slowest—right down to the optic nerve, cheek muscles, and my glandular system. The amazing thing is that all of this occurs with no negative side effects.

When Scripture tells us to love God with heart, soul, mind, and strength (Mk 12:30), the presence of the “and” rather than an “or” in this sequence strongly implies that this is not multiple choice. Loving God should engage every facet of our being—spiritual, emotional, physical—and bring each together in harmony, the same kind of harmony and integration we experience across our whole being in humor. Upon hearing the news that she carries the Savior in her womb, Mary sings, “My soul magnifies the Lord, and my spirit rejoices in God my Savior” (Lk 1:46-47). Do we believe she “magnifies” and “rejoices” with a scowl or a somber expression? Was she just laughing on the inside? Did her psychological outlook, adrenaline level, and pulse rate remain the same? Or does it seem more probable that then and throughout her pregnancy she smiled, and maybe even laughed aloud, every time she thought about the joy and oddness of what was happening? Did the world around her seem new and different? If humor brings the diverse dimensions of our being into congruence with each other, why should we not be interested in its potential implications for a faith that integrates our God-gifted capacities?




MYSTERY #3—THE QUEST FOR UNITY


[image: Illustration]God warned his children, Adam and Eve, not to eat the forbidden fruit. Of course, they wanted to know why not, and God said, “Because I am your Creator and I said so!”

Minutes later, God saw them eating the fruit and confronted them: “Didn’t I tell you not to eat that?”

“Uh-huh,” Adam replied. 

“Then why did you?” 

“I dunno,” Eve answered. 

“She started it!” Adam said. 

“Did not!” 

“DID so!” 

“DID NOT!”

Having had it with the two of them, God’s punishment was that Adam and Eve should have children of their own. The pattern was set, and it remains to this day.[image: Illustration]



Have you ever read or heard a joke you couldn’t wait to tell someone else? I ran across this one when my own kids were young, and I quickly (and probably obnoxiously) shared it with a number of my friends who were in a similar stage of child-rearing. We were able to laugh together about the challenges that come with raising kids, even when they are great kids. The humor unified us in the realization that we were in this together, and it paved the way to talk openly about the struggles and the joys of parenting.

Humor has magnetic properties. Out of twenty-three qualities one might seek in a potential mate, a BBC survey of more than two hundred thousand from a variety of nations found that males deemed humor as the third most desirable trait in potential partners, while females ranked it at the top of their list.3 People who have a sense of humor are perceived as warm, caring, and above average in intelligence.4 Those who laugh easily and bring laughter are judged to be more loving people. In fact, Robert Provine, a psychologist who specializes in laughter, found that we are thirty times more likely to laugh in social settings than when we’re alone.5 We like to laugh, and we especially like to laugh with others.

Humor draws us together and is often the lubricant that allows us to engage in conversation about difficult issues. The reason we enjoy a joke is because it gives life to something within us, and sharing it with another ideally seeks to stir something similar within them that creates an interpersonal bond. In a world where the walls that divide us theologically, culturally, politically, and otherwise seem to get higher and thicker, why doesn’t it occur to us to investigate humor as a serious tool for removing deadly barriers and moving toward the unity God wants for Christians? If humor is a love language that brings people together and allows us to build bridges, might it be that we should speak of the God who is the source of love in that same language? If a sense of humor makes people more lovable, would not a God who is love and desires our love be lovable for this quality? If we find it easy to relate to those who laugh, is it so hard to believe that God, in God’s own way, laughs?




MYSTERY #4—DID WE LOSE EASTER SOMEWHERE?


[image: Illustration]A grandmother was concerned that her granddaughter didn’t understand the Christian significance of the holidays, so she asked the young girl some questions to see if those fears were justified.

“Honey, can you tell me what Thanksgiving is really about?”

“Nana, it’s about saying thank you to the native people who helped the Pilgrims survive.”

Concerned, Grandma pressed on. “And why do we celebrate Christmas?”

The child responded, “It’s to celebrate the birth of Santa.”

Now quite worried, Grandma tried one more time. “What is Easter about?”

The little girl smiled and said, “That’s easy. We’re celebrating Jesus coming out of the tomb.”

The older woman breathed a sigh of relief until her granddaughter finished her response. “And if he sees his shadow, we’ll have six more weeks of winter.”[image: Illustration]



If you want to talk about evil, suffering, injustice, oppression, and death, Christians have these topics well covered. We have grief classes and trauma recovery groups, rescue missions, food pantries, social justice organizations, and boxcars full of books that speak of all that is devastatingly wrong in the world, all through the lens of Christian faith. This is good, and I praise God for those who push back in these ways against the powers of darkness. They follow the same job description Jesus lays out for his own earthly ministry: “to bring good news to the poor . . . to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight for the blind, to let the oppressed go free” (Lk 4:18).

Our present age is a twisted version of Groundhog Day, with each new morning bringing echoes of the death and evil of Good Friday. Scripture seems to make it clear that if we fail to minister among those who experience life’s darkness, we forfeit the right to call ourselves Jesus’ disciples. Darkness is not the only reality though, and at the risk of sounding insensitive to those who endure the full force of suffering and marginalization, it is not the primary reality. We can only call Good Friday “good” by looking backward through the window of Easter resurrection.

If Easter redefines crucifixion Friday as Good Friday, it also reframes the suffering, mourning, and tears of that day so that elation, joy, and uncontrollable laughter are appropriate, and in a double sense. It is not just happiness at the reversal of the tragic, but the happy surprise that what seemed so final is not the last word after all. If this is true, shouldn’t our ministries among those who hurt aim at the giddiness that is characteristic of wholeness and resurrection life? Shouldn’t our spiritual life be infused with joy, laughter, and humor as reminders of the ultimate defeat of suffering and evil? Mockery is a dangerous form of laughter, but doesn’t it seem appropriate to join the Easter chorus singing, “Where, O death, is your sting?” (1 Cor 15:55).




MYSTERY #5—ACCOUNTING FOR ALL THE POWER TOOLS

[image: Illustration]Why are men like power tools? They’re hard to get started, and even then they don’t work right.[image: Illustration]


God has invested many things in creation with great power. Money, sex, politics, and art all have the potency to achieve great things if used properly but are utterly destructive if misused. Christians have taken note, so they talk, write, and preach about how to harness these power tools for honoring God. Humor is also a power tool. It can be a potent device for drawing people together, healing, and giving freshness to life. It is often one of the few forms of power available to the powerless and is found throughout Scripture as a way for God’s exiled and oppressed people to resist the principalities and powers and hold on to hope. But there are forms of laughter that destroy humans as well. Scorn and ridicule often belittle. Stereotype and caricature can depersonalize. If for no other reason than the fact that laughter can wound, Christians ought to give it deep thought.

Many Christians are familiar with the old question, Why should the devil have all the good music? although, in typical Christian fashion, we can’t agree on who said it first. But it is a good question, no matter who came up with it. Take a look at the Amazon list of the top one hundred books in the category “Religious Humor.” Tragically, virtually every book on the list uses humor to mock and denigrate faith and people of faith, and it is a powerful tool for doing so. It seems we are past due for a hard look at how we can harness the power of humor and laughter as a vehicle for faith. After all, Why should the devil have all the good laughter?




MYSTERY #6—WE LIKE TO LAUGH

As a kid, the first thing I would do while waiting in a medical office was to grab the Reader’s Digest and read all the joke sections. I still do this as an adult, even though it seems that Reader’s Digest is not as readily available in medical offices at the time in my life when doctor visits have become more frequent. While most of the things I used to enjoy as a kid don’t hold much sparkle for me now, my love for humor has continued unabated throughout my life. From what I can tell, I’m not alone in this. Everyone likes to laugh. The capacity to giggle and guffaw emerges at an extremely early age and remains with us until death. The enjoyment of laughter spans every known group of people in every age. Even though humor takes different forms in different cultures, if a culture exists in which humor is absent, we haven’t found it yet.

Humor is a constant and desirable dimension of human life, yet we almost never talk about its place in Christian life. Even if reading the Reader’s Digest jokes did nothing more than momentarily distract us from the high-pitched scream of the dentist’s drill in the next room, humor would have a valuable social function. But it does much more, bringing joy, health, friendship, and texture to the lives of people in all places and at all times. That should make us expectant that we could find the God who is the lover of all people in there somewhere, and it’s a real mystery why the connection isn’t automatic.

The point of examining these “mysteries” is to remind us that humor keeps showing up in the things we love and in the most profound things we do. This in itself seems to indicate that we should take humor seriously as a tool in living and expressing our faith. But I have become convinced that the connections between laughter and the Christian faith run even deeper. I think God is something of a jokester because the Christian story is full of the triggers and mechanisms that are at the core of humor: violating and challenging boundaries, reversal, incongruity, irony, tweaking the powerful, surprise, and other elements I will develop more in the next chapters. I know we aren’t used to reading Scripture as humor or viewing God as a joke teller. If you don’t buy this, you might want to check with Jonah—if you could find him in a better mood than he was right after his Ninevite revival meetings.




JONAH—WE’VE GOT A RUNNER


[image: Illustration]An escalator can never break—it can only become stairs. You would never see an “Escalator Temporarily Out of Order” sign, just “Escalator Temporarily Stairs. Sorry for the convenience. We apologize for the fact that you can still get up there.”

MITCH HEDBERG[image: Illustration]



As we noted above, the basic structure of most jokes is the setup (an escalator can never break) and the punch line (it can only become stairs). Most of us are happy if we can pull this off and come away with the laugh. A real comedian isn’t satisfied with this. The big payoff is when they follow up the joke with a “topper” (You would never see an “Escalator Temporarily Out of Order” sign, just “Escalator Temporarily Stairs”). Or they go for two (“Sorry for the convenience”), or even for three (“We apologize for the fact that you can still get up there”). Mitch Hedberg was a master at writing toppers, and even better at delivering them. However, the book of Jonah gives Hedberg a run for his money because it reads like a four-chapter joke series that stacks one topper on top of another.

“The word of the LORD came to Jonah son of Amittai: ‘Go to the great city of Nineveh and preach against it, because its wickedness has come up before me.’ But Jonah ran away from the LORD and headed for Tarshish” (Jon 1:1-3 NIV). We are not even three verses deep in the book, and it is already pretty funny. Jonah is a missionary waiting for a call from God to preach. When it comes, he jumps on a ship sailing exactly the opposite direction instead of heading east to Nineveh. This catches us by surprise because we expect prophets to be the really spiritual people who will do exactly what God tells them, and Jonah dashes those expectations. A man called by God runs away from God’s call. We also would think that a prophet has enough sense to know that hiding from God has a low success rate, yet running away from God is Jonah’s intent. Apparently, HR should have vetted this prophet more carefully.

On board the ship, God sends a storm to try to get Jonah’s attention. The prophet—the guy we expect to be keenly attuned to God’s hints and whispers—is instead dead asleep in the bowels of the ship, totally unaware that his disobedience has put the lives of the entire crew at risk. When Jonah is finally apprised of the situation, he urges the sailors to chuck him overboard to save themselves. Unexpectedly, the crew attempts to save Jonah’s life by rowing harder against the storm, even though they know he is the cause of all this turmoil. They act mercifully toward one who doesn’t deserve it, which goes beyond duty and draws them into the category of moral excellence. When finally forced to toss Jonah overboard, the crew offers a sacrifice. Did you catch that? The pagans engage in an act of worship toward Jonah’s God, while Jonah is disobediently running away from the same God—his God. A bit ironic, you think?

Once Jonah is in the roiling water, he is saved from certain death in the oddest way imaginable: he is swallowed by a large fish. After being trapped inside the fish’s gut for three days, Jonah finally starts to come around and offers a pretty nifty prayer of thanksgiving to God, recognizing that without this intervention he would be a goner. After this attitude adjustment, the big fish “vomited Jonah onto dry land” (Jon 2:10 NIV), and when God calls him again to the mission field, “Jonah obeyed the word of the LORD and went to Nineveh” (Jon 3:3 NIV).

Once there, Jonah preaches what is perhaps the shortest evangelistic sermon ever recorded in history: “Forty more days and Nineveh will be overthrown” (Jon 3:4 NIV).6 It probably isn’t delivered too enthusiastically either. Whether it’s because of the power of the words or because Jonah still reeks of half-digested carp and sardines, he gets the Ninevites’ attention, and they respond in a big way. The whole city, from the king all the way down the social food chain, repents. In fact, repentance even goes down the literal food chain because the Ninevites cover themselves and their livestock in the sackcloth of repentance (Jon 3:8). When sorrow for sin reaches the sheep and goat level, it seems to indicate sincerity. God responds by sparing them all from destruction.




GOD DISAPPOINTS JONAH

At this point, we have a strange story with a happy conclusion, but it gets weird again. Apparently, Jonah doesn’t like happy endings for Ninevites and has a beef with his boss: “I knew that you are a gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abounding in love, a God who relents from sending calamity” (Jon 4:2 NIV). Jonah is disappointed with God because God refused to go ballistic on one of the Hebrew peoples’ archenemies. As a result, Jonah announces that he wants to die and goes outside the city limits to pout. Jonah’s grumpiness is relieved for a while by the shade of a nice vine that God provides. But the next day, a divinely commissioned worm gnaws through the vine, exposing Jonah again to the sun and hot wind, and Jonah is back in full I-wish-I-could-just-die mode. You get less drama from a hormonal fourteen-year-old.

I think the story is hilarious. Nowhere in Jonah do things work out the way they’re supposed to. The setup leads us to anticipate one thing, but the punch line whiplashes us in the opposite direction, and the punch line is followed up by one topper after another. The hated Ninevites and their bovines repent and experience salvation from God even though there is little reasonable expectation that they will be responsive to a terse and unimaginative sermon from a grumpy foreigner. The pagan Gentile sailors act morally and show proper spiritual sensitivity toward the God of the Hebrew people. The “hero” of the story is a moral and spiritual zero at almost every turn throughout the entire episode.

There is so much crazy funny material in here that that reading it with anything but a big smile on our face is evidence that we have misread it. However, to call it hilarious does not mean that it isn’t a deeply serious story. Quite the opposite. It may be that we should tell some of our most profound stories in humor because it seems that is exactly what God does. Much more on that later. However, in our Jonah story, humor is the vehicle for serious truths that we need to hear repeatedly.




GOD’S WAYS

By trade, I am a philosopher, which means that my job description includes trying to find good answers to some of life’s knottiest questions. One of the hazards of teaching philosophy in a Christian university is that one too often hears the phrase, “God’s ways are not our ways” (compare Is 55:8-9). I don’t disagree with this at all. In fact, this book assumes that God’s ways are incongruous and shocking when compared to our ways and that humor results from this. However, when this phrase is used as an excuse to stop thinking, it induces the same nausea in me that caused Jonah’s big fish to barf him out. I don’t interpret “God’s ways are not our ways” as an invitation to punt intellectually on first down when things are hard to understand. Instead of saying not to think, it tells us that we need to think differently if we want to have some clue about what God is up to. Surely God wants his people to have some idea about his ways.
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