
T U R N I N G  T H E  T I M E  O V E R  T O  . . .  After some brief stammering, Sister Wake 
hung up. She called back a few minutes later 

OF HUMOR 

By Robert Kirby 

If God can get angry, it stands to reason that he can also 
laugh, and do so in equal measures. 

H UMOR IS A VERY SERIOUS 
business, particularly when it 
comes to organized religion. This 

occurred to me most poignantly in 1991 
\vhile working as a humor columnist for a 
sninll newspaper in Utah Count): 

Shortly after the appearance of a column 
in which I liliencd the sound of hlormon 
h!,mn singing as something akin to the noise 
of an anesthetized dairy herd, I receivecl a call 
from an irate reader. When the caller identi- 
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fied herself, I recognized her immediately as 
a new member of my ward. I t  was plainly 
clear, however, that she was unaware of who 
I was. 

"I can only assume that you aren't 
Mormon," the caller said. "Because if you 
knew anything at all about hlormons, you 
wouldn't have said that about us." 

When I explained that I was a Mormon, 
the woman insisted that I could only be an 
"inactive" Mormon or. \trorse, an apostate. 1 
replied that I attended church regularly and 
wasn't inclined toward leaving the fold. 
When she continued to press me regarding 
my status in the Church, 1 pulled out the big 
gLlns. 

"Not only do I go to church every Sunday, 
Sister Wake," I said, "I'm also in your bish- 
opric." 

to tell me that she had read the column 
again, "and I did find some humor in it." She 
was hard pressed, however, to explain why 
she saw the humor only after discovering my 
position in her ward. 

I assumed that she needed some form of 
ecclesiastical approval before laughing at her- 
self and the behavior of her fellow church- 
goers. 

It's an ailment that afflicts most religious 
groups, some worse that others. Mormons 
should know better since we believe in a god 
of "body, parts, and passions." If God can get , . 
angry, it stands to reason that he can also 
laugh, and do so in equal measures. 

The trouble is that Mormons don't act like 
God can have a good time. Religion-and 
this applies to all faiths-has done an excel- 
lent job of educating us as to the things that 
can make God mad enough to kill us, but 
nothing is ever said about the things that 
might make God laugh. 

Organized religion is the sole culprit for 
this lopsidd view of God. More directly, 
gospel bureaucrats, ancient and modem, 
who have produced a view of God today as 
that of a mean-spirited bean counter who if 
really possessed of a sense of humor, it could 
only be of a kind utterly superfluous to the 
natural order of things. 

Perhaps this occurs because of human na- 
ture; namely, that it is far easier to make 
someone afraid than it is to make them 
laugh. On a more organized level, fear has 
proven to bc a far more effective tool for reli- 
ken than laughter or. for that matter. than " 
even love. 

Niccolo Machiavelli knew this in the fif- 
teenth century when he wrote, "I conclude, 
therefore, with regard to being feared and 
loved, that men love at their own free will, 
but fear at the will of the prince, and that a 
ulse prince must rely on what is in his power 
and not on what is in the power of others."' 

Members of the LDs church have long 
been exhorted to refrain from lightmintled 
behavior. Which is good when the subject is 
one of sacred matters. Like all human attrib- 
utes, humor is double-edged. It can, if mis- 
used, lead to moclcery and a cheapening of 
things holy. It can even mask the serious 
good in things. Proof is that while most 
Mormons are familiar with at least one or two 
ribald J. Golden Kimball anecdotes, almost 
none can cite the man's more spiritual contri- 
butions to modern Church doctrine. Kimball 
today is known almost solely as the "cussing 
general authority." 

But if humor can be dangerous, an ab- 



sence of it can be disastrous. It's no coinci- 
dence that humorists are not renowned for 
their ability to lead jihads, pogroms, and cm- 
sades. Humor does not lend itself well to reli- 
gous excesses and this, perhaps more than 
anything, explains its absolute necessity 
within the realm of faith. If comedians aren't 
completely welcome in sacrament meeting, 
they certainly wouldn't have stood them- 
selves in good stead at Mountain Meadows. 

Religious humor finds it's best footing in 
irony-the difference between the way the 
faithful should behave and the way we really 
do. This means that human behavior as it re- 
lates to gospel principles is fair game; 
whereas, the principles and ordinances 
themselves should be off-limits. 

A self-deprecating sense of humor re- 
mains the best way of avoiding the excesses 
of behavior. The value of such a sense of 
humor can't necessarily be measured by the 
reactions of those being lampooned. That is 
because much of what the faithful hold as 
dear and precious is frequently really nothing 
more than their own self-importance; and 
also because convictions are often greater en- 
emies of the truth than outright lies. 
Lampooning those convictions and their cor- 
responding behaviors is perhaps the best way 
of revealing them for what they are. 

Nothing less than a colossal sense of self- 
importance could possibly lead someone to 
believe that poking fun of them is the same 
thing as mocking God. And only arrogance 
could possible lead someone to believe that 
the same sins of absurd behavior and bone- 
headedness that afflicted the Israelites and 
the Nephites don't also find a home among 
Mormonites. One of the greatest of all gospel 
ironies is that while people are comfortable 
with the scripture-documented, moronic be- 
havior of God's chosen of old, we're less com- 
fortable being told today that our own 
clothes are also invisible. 

This occurs in part because of spiritual 
stagnation. If the nature of being spiritual has 
its ultimate reward in eternal life and the 
power to create, then self-importance is the 
true mark of the beast. "The compulsion to 
take ourselves seriously is in inverse propor- 
tion to our creative capacity When the cre- 
ative [or spiritual] flow dries up, all we have 
left is our importance."2 

It goes without saying that an apprecia- 
tion for humor changes from person to 
person. Nor does the level of that humor 
necessarily detract from the level of spiritu- 
ality. Thankfully, it's not even the same from 
prophet to prophet. Brigham Young once 
claimed that the act of laughing out loud was 
something to be ashamed of: "Never give way 

to vain laughter. I have seldom laughed 
aloud for twenty or thirty years without re- 
gretting it, and I always blush for those who 
laugh aloud without meaning.''3 

On the other hand, President Gordon B. 
Hinckley's biography makes plain the current 
prophet's disposition to laughing uproari- 
ously at a good joke. "He had a good sense of 
humor, and he would come home from the 
office and repeat jokes he had heard that 
made him laugh so hard he couldn't catch his 
breath."4 

And why not? The benefits of humor have 
been well documented by medical re- 
searchers. Studies by Dr. Lee Beck and Dr. 
Stanley Tan, of Loma Linda University in 
California, have shown that "laughing lowers 
blood pressure, increases muscle flexation 
and triggers a flood of beta endorphins, the 
braink natural morphine-like compounds 

that can induce a sense of euphoria."5 
Furthermore, natural killer cells that destroy 
viruses and tumors actually increase during a 
state of mirth. Gamma-interferon, a diseaie- 
fighting protein, rises with laughter as do B- 
cells, which produce disease destroying anti- 
bodies, and T-cells, which orchestrate the 
immune system. 

Move over Word of Wisdom. B 
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LONELINESS 
There's something square at the center of it 
That makes me afraid, 
Not of the time hangng 
Like rags of regret, 
Or the metronome of human life- 
Wiping dust off objects, 
Moving a mop across the floor, 
Staring at my face in the mirror, 
Unkempt and strange. 

It's the self in the solitariness 
Ol my own communion 
That I lick around the edges of, 
Like a flame on a wet day 
That sizzles and regresses in a hiss. 
And, naked, like the boundaries 
Between good and evil really are, 
A choice hinging on a simple action 
Like biting into an apple, 
The real meaning of Eden, 
My self glistens like a fruit 
Swaymg before a hand plucks it 
And decides whether the taste 
Is like a pale, sweet remembrance 
Or like ash. 




