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There is, I’m to told, a science called gelotology—“the study of laughter.” One wag said it was probably invented by a Presbyterian, for only someone so serious about everything could wonder so seriously about what makes us laugh.

Way before Christianity, however, some great minds pondered that question. Aristophanes practiced his humor theories in his comedies, and Aristotle suggested that we find fun in the incongruous and followed that thought in many of his writings.

Later, Freud wrote extensively on the subject, musing that we laugh on an average of sixteen times a day, while smiling at triviality from a superior angle.

But Goethe probably got to the heart of humor best when he observed that men show their character most clearly by what they find amusing.

If that is true, then hopefully this collection of little yarns with a Christian sensibility will be found somewhat amusing by members of many denominations and faiths. Perhaps they will find an ecumenical chuckle here.

But needless to say, the folk or institutions depicted in this effort are fictitious or are used fictitiously. No real resemblance to anyone living is intended.

If some characters seem familiar, however, then perhaps it’s a reflection of our ability to find some humor in our own Christian persona. Perhaps there is some buoyant laughter among our too-often pious posturings. It is also hoped that these little stories will be (to borrow a phrase from writer Barry Sender) “a reminder of the conspiracy of life that people enjoy with each other and with God.”

This collection is intended to lift the spirit and celebrate life with tales that enrich the soul, while also serving as a little pirnpie on the nose of mainstream religion. For by enjoying the healthy humor in the living of a Christian life, we honor Him and ourselves. Reinhold Niebuhr said it best: “Humor is the prelude to faith, and laughter the beginning of prayer.”
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Some wonderful folk offered ideas or took a look at the stories in this collection and corrected and improved them. Among them were Ron and Marcia Mercer, Shirlee and Dave Nelson, Eloise Latino, Jeannette Reed, Pamela Otte, Harlow Larsen, Karen Lewis, David Gillmore, Jim Fellows, the Reverends Bill Rambo, Doyne Michie, and Judy Short, and Father Kevin Berry. I am deeply appreciative and hope they will not think I have put their help to unholy use.

And this little tome couldn’t have been published without the great editing skills of my wife and of Ramona Cramer Tucker.

None of the above, however, are responsible for any of the thoughts in this little effort, or any errors of commission or omission. They are the author’s alone.


Story 1
The Choir that Couldn’t Sing


It all started with one little boy. Then a bunch of folks got together to help him. They were all—to be charitable sbout it—a bit off-center. And not one could carry a tune.

There was no musical talent in any of their bones. Not a lick. Nada. When they tried to sing, it was a disaster. It wasn’t just that they sanh off-key. They sang in no recognizable key whatsoever. Each warbled pff in his or her own tone-deaf way. So they sounded just awful!

But they were a choir. A different sort of choir. A choir that coudn’t—and normally didn’t—sing.

Their lack of musical talent didn’t really matter very much. But how they came to be and what they did and how they influenced a whole bunch of other people is something of a tale.

In their aggregate, they were an uncommon group of folks who were pretty much out of the mainstream of American life. some were physically off-putting. Some had their own agendas that did not coincide with the ones favored by their fellow church members. And some were seriously weird!

Not that they were dumb—at least most of them. Or particularly inept—at least most of them. Or truly eccentric—at least most of them.

But they were a bunch of folks who were simply a bit unhinged. One repeatedly stumbled over his own feet. Another lisped and spewed saliva over people when he got excited. One lady had an unpronounceable name. Another one was so slow that she needed a recipe to make ice cubes.

They were, in all, a wondrous bunch, looked upon by their fellow church members as people who resided somewhere beyond the circle of normalcy. But their actions were enough to start small campfires of spiritual hope for a lot of other folks.

It wasn’t that the suburban church they belonged to didn’t have ANY choir. This was not one of those churches where anyone who could see their breath in a mirror was a member of the choir.

On the contrary, the music program of the Grace United Methodist Church and its Chancel Choir was the envy of all the neighboring churches. The thirty-voice aggregation boasted many public-school music teachers and was led by an assistant professor of music from a nearby college. The teachers were all fine instrumentalists and as a result, flute duets, a harp, and even string quartets were heard occasionally during worship services.

The organist was especially accomplished and could fake anything. He was particularly adept at providing background music during Communion services, a skill he had picked up while playing for the many Saturday morning Masses in a Catholic church while working his way through college. His noodling sounded sacred, but was simply chords strung together in an impromptu sort of sonata.

He always timed the music to the movement of the Communion servers and their pass-the-bread-and-grape-juice-through the-congregation perambulations. He often had to draw out a final chord resolution for more than two minutes while waiting for one of the slower ushers to return to the pulpit area with his tray of the little glasses.



He always TIME THE MUSIC TO THE MOVEMENT OF THE COMMUNION SERVER AND THEIR PASS-THE-BREAD-AND-GRAPE-JUICE-THROUGH-THE-CONGREGATION PERAMBULATIONS.



And the organist was most capable of covering up his mistakes. On the occasions when his fingers failed to hit the right notes and eyebrows were raised, he called it “alternative harmonization.”

He and the director even had an outreach program. There was the Cherub Choir made up of the younger school kids and the Wesleyan Choir that had eighteen age girls and three boys in it. They were both led by music teachers in the Chancel Choir. And they sent one of their teachers to the nearby Golden Age Siesta on a weekly basis to lead a makeshift choir there that was constantly being depleted by people passing away.

It was by such ministry that the Grace United music program and its Chancel Choir made a joyful noise unto the Lord! They followed John Wesley’s admonition to “burst into jubilant song with music” and Psalm 98:4, which directed the faithful to “rejoice, and sing praise.” And the church membership kept increasing slowly, in part because of the strong music program.

So the proposal to authorize yet another choir was met with considerable concern by members of the Board. Weren’t three choirs enough? they asked. Wouldn’t they be diluting their success? Besides, which people were going to be in it?

The proposal had been offered by the new Associate Pastor. Although he was fresh out of seminary and eager to make his mark on his first calling, he recognized that the proposed membership of the new choir posed something of a problem.

He had canvassed the congregation and compiled a list of potential members for the new choir. It was, some said, a doozy!

There was one happy lady who was known (by the kids in the church) as Fat Granny Fanny. Her Christian name was Fanny Armbrouster, and she was the widow of Clayton Armbrouster, who had been the janitor of the church for many years. She was also the grandmother of a passel of kids, one of whom was deaf.

The kids whispered that her first name was truly appropriate, for the gray-haired lady had an enormous rear end. It stuck out sideways and back ways and every-which-ways, like it had a life of its own—like it wasn’t attached to her. But of course it was.

In their adolescent disdain for anyone who wasn’t cool, some of the kids in the Methodist Youth Fellowship (MYF) poked fun at her behind her back. One of them snickered that she could probably provide all the shade they needed for their annual picnic in the park. The same smart-alecky kid whispered that she probably needed backup lights.

Fanny had another distinguishing characteristic—enormous feet—feet so huge that they rivaled the fake ones seen on the clowns at the circus. Her humongous pedals and rear end made her amble along in a rolling gait that resembled a sailor navigating the deck of a ship in a storm. Blessedly she never heard any of the cruel remarks, and because she was so kind and gentle, the adults of the church loved her.

The congregation’s sole ethnic member had also signed up for the new choir. Her name was Natasha Slesyuahnskia, a Serbian lady whose English was somewhat shaky. She came from a Yugoslavian family whose members were very proud of their brilliantly colored clothes and potato dumplings.

The people in the little enclave that she came from in the nearby city all had difficult-to-pronounce names, and their first language was one that no one had ever heard of. Its alphabet was backwards. Only the church secretary could spell Natasha’s last name correctly, and few members could really pronounce it.

What had motivated the lady to join Grace United was unclear. She had merely shown up one Sunday morning and kept coming back; eventually she became a member. It was probably her attempt to become more American—to be assimilated. By joining a church in the suburbs, she could get out from under the cloud of ethnicity that marked her as an immigrant. Maybe she hoped it would cure her different ness and sense of isolation from the American way of life.

Like many folk who seek membership in a church, however, Natasha’s reasons were a wonderful tangle of complexity with no tidy explanation. Faith, a need to belong, and certainly hope played a part. And the people of Grace United welcomed her warmly, even though they often didn’t understand her.

For she occasionally got her “mix talked up.” At the reception for new members, she thanked the minister “from the heart of my bottom.”

Natasha’s battle with the English language was in contrast to Harry the Hummer’s love of it. He was one of the two guys who had signed up for the new choir, and he was—by common agreement—a character.

Harry was on the Library Committee and had the disturbing habit of tapping his pencil on the table whenever he talked at meetings. And when he put away the books that had been returned each week, he accompanied the task with a constant humming. World War II songs mostly. It was a bit unnerving.

Harry was a little bowlegged fellow who liked to joke that he was so old he had some body parts they didn’t even make anymore. His hair was white, as his wife’s would have been, had she allowed nature to take its course. He was known for his perpetually bad haircuts and she for her perpetually bad hair days.

The dotty old guy had three major passions in life—nature, toy soldiers, and the English language. He loved to spend time in the nearby woods engaging in what he called “power bird-watching.” And he was fond of going on walks with the local chapter of the Audubon Society. He tried to combine two of his hobbies by taking along a crossword puzzle and a pencil on nature hikes. But he was forced to abandon the idea when he kept ricocheting off trees because he was so absorbed in his puzzle.

Thank the good Lord he had an understanding spouse. She tolerated—even encouraged—his infatuation with his toy soldiers. He could spend hours with his collection. “At least I know where he’s at,” she said with a smile, as she sat knitting in the corner.

Most of Harry’s time, however, was spent at his typewriter. He had occupied nearly three hours every day for the last five years in a little room in the back of his house writing an epic novel about universal sin. He told those who inquired that he was against sin because he was against anything he was too old to enjoy.

The manuscript, however, was now more than 1,439 pages long, and he had been struggling for nearly 400 pages to find a finish for it. But it just kept going, world without end. He was, he admitted, in a fog of words.

Harry’s buddy Murray had also signed up for the new choir. The two got along well because Murray was also short and had an equally childlike hobby. He had a passion for model airplanes—building them, that is. It had been a part of him since his boyhood days. Some people thought maybe it was the glue.

For the fortyish little guy was a secret abuser of stimulants. At least he thought his indulgence was secret. But he had been a member of the church for more than ten years, and a lot of the folks loved him and thought they had him figured out.

Murray was a Vietnam vet whose face had a perpetual look of sadness about it. It was like everything in life was pretty much—too much.

He lisped a bit and was usually shy, but on occasions he became animated, and his remarks were so over the top that some members finally assumed it was the drugs he must be using because of his war experiences.

In truth, his indulgences and his demeanor were a part of—and the result of—his occupation. For Murray made and sold pet caskets. It was his profession.

He had just sort of drifted into it. After his discharge, he spent two years in a bathrobe watching television. Eventually he hung around the streets in the nearby city and did odd jobs and acquired a mongrel dog that became his best friend. When the animal died, Murray put him in a cardboard box and buried him in an empty lot.

But it bugged him. With all the love animals give and get, he thought they deserved to be disposed of in style. So he began to investigate and learned that regular caskets were too big for most pets—unless you were talking about horses or elephants. Those had to be made up special.

So he cleaned up and took himself off to the annual trade show of the National Association of Pet Cemeteries, which was being held in Cincinnati, Ohio. He looked at the various displays and talked to a lot of the people in the booths who were selling pets-who-died accouterments. And when he returned home, he set about learning how to make coffins for dogs and cats and birdies.

He decided to go for the high end of the market. Instead of caskets lined with paper, he opted to line the small boxes with satin and provide silk pillows and even little cashmere blankets. And he was successful—so much so that he expanded into wooden urns for those who wanted cremation instead of burial for their dead companions.

He chose wood because it was, he said, “pretty much God’s material.” He used it instead of pottery for his urns, because he could paste a picture of the deceased on it or sometimes carve a cross or a Star of David if the mourner wanted it. It did beg the question, though, of how one could tell if one’s parrot was Jewish.

There was some satisfaction in the work. He took occasional comfort in the fact that one of his urns with a Rover in it was probably right up there with old Uncle Henry on somebody’s mantel.

But overall, his job was depressing, for he had to deal with the wailings and breast-beatings of the bereaved. So he was prone to retreat on many nights to his lonely apartment and indulge in his model-airplane building and the consolation of a “substance” or two.

But his fellow church members loved him and ignored his “problem,” even though they didn’t know what substance he was abusing. He drew a lot of smiles at the coffee hour after church services as folks kept trying to cheer him up.

Nadine Bodene also signed up for the new choir. She was a “caution,” for she was a bit slow. The members of Grace United, however, had welcomed her into the fold even though—some said—she was a few chips shy of a full bag of Fritos.

She once lost her glasses and cried buckets because she said she couldn’t look for them until she found them. And she had been in counseling for many years with a variety of psychologists. But it seemed to her they were asking her to forget what she could not remember. Lately she had begun to think that if one day she found herself, she’d be disappointed.

So Nadine went about with that vacant Did-I-Leave-the-Oven-On look on her face. And although some of the church ladies rolled their eyes about her, they warmly accepted her with Christian love.

The last one to put her name on the Associate Pastor’s sign-up sheet for the new choir was loquacious Chloë Burke. Her hobby was gardening, and she often provided the flowers on the altar for the Sunday services.

She Was particularly taken with a variety she called pardalianthes, which, she said, was Latin for “has the power to strangle a leopard.” No one on the Flower Committee had ever challenged that.

Chloë talked a lot—mostly to herself. Her constant murmurings were as disconcerting as Harry’s humming and often taxed the patience of her fellow committee members. Her mutterings made it harder for those around her to concentrate on the important church business at hand.

Chloë’s life had been largely influenced by accidents. She had met her husband, Paul, by mistake. He had meant to call another girl but got the numbers mixed up. And on one occasion after they were married, he had lost her in a big K-Mart and had spent an hour wandering the aisles whispering “Chloë ?” She had been in the ladies’ room for most of that time.

Chloë had initially been a bit reluctant to join the new choir. “How much time would it take?” she asked. “Would I have to come to every rehearsal and performance?”

For she was wont to go to foreign lands—sometimes to winter wonderlands, particularly in the summer. And she loved to recall her trips in some detail—to herself. But there was something unusual about her travels—they all took place in her mind. Would becoming a member of the new choir hamper her travel-without leaving-home hobby? she asked.

But her decision to sign up was really made for her. Over the years, Chloë had developed a bit of a hearing problem. And her husband, Paul, didn’t speak very clearly.

The result was that lately they had been having some problems communicating. The double handicap had resulted in some odd dialogue:

He: “Did you hear we are going to have more snow tonight?”

She: “No, he won’t win.”

And one day she told the Associate Pastor that she liked his reference in the sermon to the parable about the multitude that loafs and fishes. Her husband was like that, she said.

And for some time now, she had been singing “where the deer and the cantaloupe play” in the refrain of “Home on the Range.” A kindly member had recently pointed out her error at the monthly meeting of one of the church circles.

So her difficulty in hearing made her very sympathetic to the new choir project. She thought perhaps she might eventually go deaf. Learning sign language might help in the future. It was a hedge against the possible.

For signing was to be the mission of the new choir. They were going to be the Silent Choir—communicating mostly through the use of American Sign Language (ASL).

The idea had started when the new Associate Pastor noticed a little lad of about eight in the pews with his mother. He had seen them there for two straight Sundays. The child spent most of the service staring straight ahead or down at the floor with a rather blank look on his face. As the congregation filed out after the service, the Associate Pastor intercepted the two of them at the shaking-of-hands ritual at the church doors and discovered that although the mother had normal hearing, the boy was deaf. Peter was his name, and he was a good-looking little guy who attended the nearby Millpond School for the Deaf. It was a private school for grades one through nine, financed by public funds. Peter and his family were new to the area.

The Associate Pastor insisted that the two of them come to the coffee hour, and there he introduced them to his wife, who immediately engaged the boy in conversation, using sign language. She was a graduate of the University of Iowa and had chosen to take ASL to satisfy her foreign language requirement. The U of I was one of the few major universities at that time to count two years of study of the system of hand gestures and facial expressions as foreign language credits.

[image: Image]

And she had discovered that ASL is a visual language of the heart. It has a fluid grace with small, as well as broad, patterns of lyrical body language and expressive facial movements. Like the “Lovely Hula Hands” song of Hawaiian dancers, the rich movements—in their aggregate—can tell a story.

While there is a great deal of controversy within the deaf community about ASL, “sign” has since become the way in which most of the deaf in America communicate with them selves and with the hearing world.

The young Associate Pastor’s Wife had enjoyed her opportunity to brush up on her old college signing skills at the coffee hour with Peter and his mom, and the next week she sat next to them and interpreted the sermon and Scripture reading for the lad, for his mother knew only a few signs. But the Associate Pastor’s Wife sensed that something was missing.

It was the congregation’s group singing of the hymns and the singing of the anthem by the thirty-voice choir. Her lone voice of interpretation wasn’t adequate to the sight and feeling of a community of people singing the praises of the Lord!

So she persuaded her young husband to propose the establishment of a Silent Choir. They would sign some hymns and perhaps the anthem sung by the Chancel Choir if they got good enough. She said she’d join and maybe he could get some more folk to be a part of it. As he went around collecting signatures on his sign-up sheet, the Associate Pastor had become energized with the possibility.

The Board, however, didn’t share his enthusiasm:

“Who’s going to lead this thing?” they asked.

“Will it cost money?”

“All this for one kid?”

“Why can’t your wife just continue on and interpret the anthem and the hymns for him?”

“And anyhow, for heaven’s sake, who’s going to be in this ‘choir’?”

And as they studied the list of names the Associate Pastor had collected, they grew silent. With the exception of his wife, the group that had signed up, while nice enough, were all a bit—well—strange. And the jury was still out on her.

“There are only seven names on here,” somebody said. “Maybe we’ll get more once this thing gets rolling,” replied the Associate Pastor. “Besides, we don’t need a whole lot of people.”

“As for the money, it won’t cost the church a dime,” he added. They were working on a teacher at the school that Peter attended (a Miss Penelope Oxford, who was raised a Methodist) to come over and teach the group sign language and lead them in the signing. They would only perform once a month to begin with, he said, but maybe they could do it more often as the choir got more experienced and learned more of the language.

As for the “why can’t your wife just continue on and interpret the anthem and the hymns for him?” the Associate Pastor used a quote from the famous choral director Robert Shaw, who had once noted that the choral experience “forces you to conclude that you can do something finer together than you can do yourself.”

“And,” the Associate Pastor added, “there is glory in numbers!”

His final argument for the establishment of the choir was that it was a great opportunity for outreach. There were about 24 mil lion Americans—11 percent of the population—who were deaf or hearing impaired, he said, and some estimate that less than 10 percent of them go to church. That number was sure to grow. For when the baby boomers reach sixty-five (when one in three people begin to experience hearing loss), there will be a lot more.

“Grace United can begin to reach out now to these people, many of whom are unchurched,” he said. “Even if they never learn sign language, they can begin to appreciate the beauty of it and the problems of those with silence or near-silence in their ears.”

The last argument hit two of the members of the Board where it hurt. They were in their sixties. And it also persuaded another member who was looking for a new business, now that his vacuum-cleaner shop had gone bankrupt. Maybe hearing aids, he thought.
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The young Associate Pastor’s Wife also submitted a statement that described what the new choir would be doing. She began with a quote from Keats, “Heard melodies are sweet, but unheard melodies are sweeter.” “And,” she continued, “We shall sign of the great glory of God! We shall sign of the joy of Christ! We shall sign of the summers and the winters of the earth and the promise of salvation!” And quoting from Corinthians, she said that “we will sing with the spirit and with the understanding, also!”

It took an elderly lady on the Board, however, to put the whole matter in a biblical perspective. Reminded by and quoting again from 1 Corinthians 13, she said wisely, “Though I speak with the tongues of men and of angels and have not charity, I am become as sounding brass, or a tinkling cymbal.”

And having no desire to be seen as those loud instruments, the Board approved the Associate Pastor’s proposal for the establishment of the Silent Choir of the Grace United Methodist Church!

And sure enough, two other folk joined up immediately after the Board’s approval.

One, a new church member—Dr. Slim—was a disaster waiting to happen. His awkwardness was, in fact, a bit of a handicap in his profession, for he was a dentist. The tall guy had once been honored for his “significant contributions to organized dentistry,” causing some of his patients to wonder whether there was something called “disorganized dentistry.”

Dr. Slim was astute enough to be embarrassed by his own physical ineptitude. On one occasion he had turned around and walked smack-dab into his kitchen door. He got a black eye but was ashamed to admit how it happened. He also walked with a hint of a limp. Rumor had it that he’d been shot in the foot by a less-than-satisfied patient out West after the good doctor had fallen down on him as he got out of the chair.

Recently Dr. Slim had begun falling down a lot again and hitting his head, although some of his older patients joked that it didn’t seem to alter his thoughts much because his head was probably empty at the time. But his forehead often sported a Band-Aid and his knuckles were sometimes scratched. And even though he moved at about a hundredth of a mile an hour in a desperate attempt to avoid any further calamities, his appearance was often off-putting to new patients.

His caution in things physical ran over into his new church life. He had waited until the Silent Choir was approved by the Board before he joined up because his awkwardness had made his church and social life as a single fellow a bit of a shambles. But his new friends in the church welcomed him warmly in Christian fellowship.

His wariness had been shared by Ginger Ann Sweet, who had also delayed in signing up for the new choir. Ginger Ann was a long time member of the church who was dedicated to the intoxicating encouragement of amour in all its forms. She had the unnerving habit of constantly falling in love, for she was an extraordinarily affectionate woman. Her mother had never grown tired of telling her that Cinderella had married up, so Ginger Ann kept trying.

One problem was that it was difficult to find a guy who hadn’t seen all of her dating outfits. Even though she was past her forties, she maintained her addiction to some Sunday-go-to-meeting skirts and blouses that were (as some of the women in the Ladies’ Aid sniffed) “up to here and down to there.”

And if her heels were high, her hair was higher. She had maintained her elaborate upswept hairpiece for years after it was fashionable, for she apparently considered hair one of the major religions. She seemed to believe that the higher the hair, the closer to God. The ushers sometimes had to ask her to take it off, however, so the people behind her could see the minister.

Her mother had died right there in the church—well, in the pastor’s study anyway. She had been complaining that there weren’t enough activities for me young adults in the congregation and had just slumped over in her chair. Right there. Didn’t utter another word. Just keeled over.



When she HEARD THAT DR. SLIM HAD DECIED TO JOIN THE NEW CHOIR, SHE DETERMINED TO DO SO ALSO FOR HER LATEST CRUSH WAS ON HIM.



So even though her mother wasn’t there to goad her on, Ginger Ann spent most of her days looking for wider shores in the lakes of love. So when she heard that Dr. Slim had decided to join the new choir, she determined to do so also, for her latest crush was on him. Besides, she was secretly fascinated by the idea that the American Sign Language might have some gestures for the various words for love.

So it was a delight, diverse, and somewhat odd group of nine wonderful Christians that greeted Miss Penelope Oxford when she convened the first rehearsal of the Silent Choir. They each had their own unspoken reason for being there.
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