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AN ALPHABET PRIMER
 OF SATIRE AND RELIGION


In honor of
 Democritus, the cheerful laughing philosopher
 and Jeremiah, the weeping suffering prophet


Mock on, Mock on, Voltaire, Rousseau:

Mock on, Mock on: ‘tis all in vain!

You throw the sand against the wind,

And the wind blows it back again.

—William Blake





Too frequently religious arguments entail the passion and anger of its participants. What is missing is the wit and laughter of satire, in squeezing out ideas with an element of play. We forget the loose and sometimes acidic tongue and pens of religious characters that reveal their character as much as their serious theological or literary works. We hope to remedy that negligence. We also hope to live a few more years with our good-looking wives. 

Our purpose is threefold: first, to visually introduce an historical character who contributed to the practice of humor and satire in cartoon form. Second, we offer a bit of doggerel to tease some aspect of the person. Third, we settle down and provide a bit of context for the illustration and the verse. Like Horace’s dulce et utile, we hope to teach and delight simultaneously. 

This mix of verse and illustration and commentary is meant to send readers back to the sources, to the rich, varied tradition of wit and humor being used for moral and spiritual reform. It then serves as that mirror that shows the reader his or her face, even as the authors recognize the marks of folly in their own. 


John Lawing and Terry Lindvall

Ex-Regents





Dedicated to all those who laugh and
 pray, especially those who have given
 us reason to laugh and pray.
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Ais for Aristophanes, mischievous Greek

Who called thunder farting from Zeus’ cheek
 
And stuck Socrates up in a cloud

While mocking sophists for talking proud.



The Greeks boasted of many things, of democracy, philosophy, drama, rhetoric, and Dionysian orgies. However, their greatest glory may rest in the mischief of their comic playwright, Aristophanes. In the early 5th century BC, his political plays such as The Frogs and Lysistrata took pot shots at the populace of Athens during the Festival of Dionysius. In his “peace” play of Lysistrata, Aristophanes’ women refused to have relations with their husbands if they went off to war. Men realized how much they wanted peace.

In The Clouds, Aristophanes caricatured the great but ugly philosopher Socrates, whose own ironic wit was well known. He placed Socrates as the head of the Thinkery, where new (and inferior) ideas are introduced, such as the origin of the buzz of a gnat (its rear is shaped like a trumpet). Socrates went on to explain to a dense older student, Strepsiades, that in the oldest language on earth, Phrygian, that they actually call thunder “phartos.” If the little tummy of Strepsiades can produce a terrible rumbling sound, just think what the chief Greek god can do. 

Perhaps what is most commendable about The Clouds is the poet’s dismantling of the modern education of the Sophists. As Socrates was accused (unfairly) of making the worse appear the better through his skilled discourse and clever dialectic, so the roguish Strepsiades’ own son twisted logic so that he could defend the beating of his father. So, too, we raised our sons to take away all our money. 



   
   

[image: logo]



B is for Boccaccio, who during the plague

Acquired leisure to frolic and drink from a keg.

His monks found nirvana in dark holy places,

Not only in cells, but ‘neath naughty nuns’ laces.



The 1348 Black Plague devastated Europe due to an infestation of fleas carried by rats. A Florentine named Giovanni Boccaccio (1313-1375) graphically described the lumps on the groin and under the armpits. His fame, however, came from a collection of stories he wrote entitled The Decameron (ten days). Taking ten effervescent companions (seven women and three men), Boccaccio escaped the ravages of the city and found a haven in the countryside where the party told stories every night, enjoying wine and food. 

Boccaccio’s tales range from the bawdy to the tragic, illustrating the providential goodness of God’s natural gifts (including sex) as well as the justice of His wrath upon sinners in the form of the bubonic disease.1  He would rebuke vice on one day and then eulogize virtue on another.2 His portrait of the human comedy exposed the greed, lust, and hypocrisy of clerics as well as delighting in the folly that falls on all sinners, especially friars susceptible to carnality. One priest even taught a novice nun how to send his enflamed red devil down into hell through a special portal she possessed. But then she enjoyed sending the devil to hell so much that she wore him out. The elder ladies of the village advised her to find a virile buck of a husband and leave the clergy alone.

Mocking for Boccaccio held a moral purpose, but then the Black Death held an apocalyptic meaning for everyone. A blindfolded Lady Fortune spins her Wheel of Fortune, in which one rises and falls, depending upon the caprice of the Lady. Following the vicissitudes of life, Boccaccio ends up with witty religious instructions for those who have ears to hear.
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C is for Chesterton, as large as the moon
 
Could see paradox hid in the bright sun of noon

As God’s holy jester, he was more than a clown,

A man who was Thursday and round Father Brown.



The colossal G. K. Chesterton (1874-1936) was a journalist and a jester for the Kingdom of God. The Fleet Street journalist, Father Brown detective story writer, author of the wild and madcap The Man Who Was Thursday, and hilarious Christian saint wrote with uncommonly good sense and spontaneous wit. He recognized that “a good joke is the one ultimate and sacred thing which cannot be criticized. Our relations with a good joke are direct and even divine relations.”3 Even, he observed, if it were a vulgar joke, one that humanity held in common.4 We laugh when a man falls down in the street, but not when a leaf falls; for man was made in the image of God and in his Fall, we discover the paradox of grace and joy. Only man can be absurd; for only man can be dignified.5

Chesterton’s celebration of Divine frivolity gently satirized the somber tones inhabiting much of Christendom. When various clergymen reproached him about making jokes about religion, citing the second commandment that one should not take the name of the Lord in vain, Chesterton argued that to take a thing and make a joke out of it is not to take it in vain. “It is, on the contrary, to take it and use it for an uncommonly good object.”6 And jokes are not made in vain; in fact, they may be exceedingly useful. The people who do take the name of the Lord in vain, he countered, are the clergymen themselves. “the thing which is fundamentally and really frivolous is not a careless joke. The thing which is fundamentally and really frivolous is a careless solemnity.”God’s truth, he argued, can be expressed in long sentences or short jokes, just as it can be expressed in French or German. Of course, Chesterton conceded, wherever you have hilarity, you will have some dangers, but at least men and women will be alive and awake, unlike listening to some ponderous sermons.7 The 300 pound giant argued that while “satire may be mad and anarchic,” [it still] “presupposes a standard. When little boys in the street laugh at the fatness of some distinguished journalist, they are unconsciously assuming a standard of Greek sculpture. They are appealing to the marble Apollo.”8
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D is for Donne, watching fleas on a breast

Penned poems erotic and some of them blessed;

For men judging harlots but would marry none

Dean Donne undid what they’d left undone.


    
The Dean of St. Paul’s Cathedral, John Donne (1572-1631), was both metaphysical poet and Anglican humanist. As a young man he had fallen in love with Anne More, the daughter of the George More, the Lieutenant of the Tower of London. When it was discovered they had eloped, he was confined to London’s notorious Fleet Prison. Released after a brief stay, he penned his story in six words: “John Donne, Anne Donne, Un-done.” But there was more to be done. 

Donne playfully observed a flea that sucks the blood of his woman and himself and thus joining two together, makes three lives in one. So, he suggests, why not mingle more?

His witty satires (or Satyres) castigate the three temptations of the soul (i.e. the world, the flesh, and the devil) as the key battles to engage.9 They are old loves, decrepit, withered strumpets and worldly whores. Donne mocks those who choose their religion like they choose their mistress. Phrygius abhors all women/religions, because “Knowing some women whores, dares marry none;” while Graccus blindly thinks all religions and women are the same and so loves all equally. In contrast to these careless fools, he recommends finding the real Bride of Christ.
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E is for Erasmus, praised folly as best of all queens,

While theologians waged bug war and dined on old beans), 

When his fools would speak truth, ‘twas momento gloria

In memory of friend, saintly old Thomas Moriae. 



Dutch Christian humanist Desiderius Erasmus (1466-1536) designed the grand biography and history of Folly in his mock encomium (in which one praised something insignificant, like baldness or lawyers), In Praise of Folly. Written during a holiday at the home of his friend Sir Thomas More, he punningly dedicated it to him, as Moriae can be translated “Folly.” He spoke from the pulpit of Dame Folly to attack numerous vices, such as the sale of indulgences, pardons, and miracle cures. Particular targets included long-winded theology professors, gloomy philosophers (who, if you “haul him off to a public entertainment, his face will be enough to spoil the people’s enjoyment10), and monks who would bray out their psalms in church like donkeys, without understanding.11

One can judge the depth of arrogance of theologians (a class of open sewers) by analyzing their diet, and Dame Folly points out that they dine on beans. They are as hypocritical as the one who weeps over the grave of his mother-in-law. Such saints light candles for the Virgin Mary, but don’t imitate her sanctity.12 Women like these priests, however, because they can always find a listening ear for grievances about their husbands.

For Erasmus, fools are the happiest class of humans as they alone are direct and truthful, and yet when they speak truth, even “unwelcome truths, they are received with uproarious laughter.” Dame Folly ends her discourse apologizing, reminding her readers that “If I have been too cheeky or long-winded, remember you’ve been listening to Folly and a woman…Clap your hands, live well, and drink deep, most illustrious disciples of Folly.”13
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F

 is for Freud, whose tendentious jokes

Were all about sex for well-repressed blokes

God was a projection, which laughter could rid, 

Yet Sig looked at his Mom and discovered his id.



Following his seminal work on the interpretation of dreams, psychologist Sigmund Freud found fallow ground in the relation of jokes to the unconscious. Six years after publishing his classic Interpretation of Dreams in 1899, Freud wrote Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious (1905), pointing out similarities between dreams and jokes. Both use the same techniques to disguise meanings and mask motives through representation, condensation, and displacement, and both require cognitive analysis to interpret their latent meanings. 

For Freud, a fundamental axiom is that at the root of all our neuroses is anxiety and we humans are in a constant struggle to deal with this problem. Laughter functions as a vehicle to help us avoid an expenditure of psychic energy. Various forms of laughter help us deal with “painful emotions (humor), early inhibitions (jokes), and difficult thinking (the comic, nonsense).”14 The pleasures that we experience are thus based in the economy of expending psychic energy. Jokes thus are “funny anecdotes designed to make another person laugh” and are constructed (just like dreams) to help us “circumvent one or another form of censorship or prohibition.” And of course, the inhibitions we want to escape are usually sexual or aggressive, or what Freud would call tendentious. Every joke is thus a victory over inhibition and taboos, allowing us to escape the censor of our rational mind, particularly on subjects dealing with sex or death. 

For Freud, jokes are actually attacks against something else. As an example, he offers the story about a Schadchen, or traditional Jewish marriage-broker: 


The bridegroom was most disagreeably surprised when the bride was introduced to him, and drew the broker on one side and whispered his remonstrances: 

— “Why have you brought me here?” he asked reproachfully. “She’s ugly and old, she squints and has bad teeth and bleary eyes…”

— “You needn’t lower your voice,” interrupted the broker, “she’s deaf as well.”15


Or, when Oedipus walked into a bar, he uttered that famous Freudian line, “take my mother, please.” It was really about Freud’s own projections, yada, yada, yada.
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G is for God, who holds all in deep hock

Those who mock him now should expect a return knock.

Yet His grace doth appear in the beginning and after

And especially to Sarah and her baby called “Laughter.”



Poet Robert Frost once prayed in jest, “Forgive, O Lord, my little jokes on Thee, and I’ll forgive thy great big joke on me.” God may have created humanity with glory but He has also bathed men and women in folly. 

Five verses occur in the book of Genesis dealing with God, Sarah, the wife of Abraham, the father of the three nations, and with the idea of laughter. The story is punctuated with question marks. Sarah, the Matriarch of all Jewish Mothers, asked questions. Abraham, the Potent Patriarch, asked questions. Even God Himself, though He probably already knew the answers, asked questions.

The first Scripture tell us that Sarah laughed to herself. For Sarah and Abraham, it was as if the old joke proved true: If you want to make God laugh, tell Him your plans. On the other hand, the Hebrews discovered that if God wants to make you laugh, He tells you His plans. In the midst of her infertility, in the midst of promises that hadn’t come true, she listened to God, and laughed. He promised her the fruit of love. 

The second verse opens with “And God said: Why did Sarah laugh?” The omniscient God could not understand women. Third, “And Sarah said: “I did not laugh,” and the Lord said: “Oh yes you did.” Fourth, “And the Lord said: “Call the child Isaac,” which in Hebrew means laughter. And finally, Sarah said: “All who hear of this will laugh with me.”

In a nutshell, the story is that God promised an incredible heritage to a trusting couple if they would listen to Him, follow Him, and obey Him. The Lord told this wrinkled old man and his spry wife to leave their homeland and family and to go to a land He would show them. “I will make of you a great nation,” God promised him. “In you shall all families of the earth be blessed” (Genesis 12:1-3). God is not mocked, but He is playful.
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H is for Hogarth, whose satirical etchings

Many harlots found rakish and others quite fetching

His Enthusiast raved like a wild raging storm

But the religious barometer read, you’re just lukewarm.



The universal appeal of William Hogarth (1697-1764) came from his moral comic drawings, such as his pungent engravings on the Rake’s Progress and the Harlot’s Progress. 

Alongside his moral series and his religious oil paintings (Paul before Felix), Hogarth skewered various religious traditions of Papists and Dissenters in his visual satires.16 Fat friars and enthusiastic Methodists are both fair game. He could even attack the Latitudinarian tendency of his own Anglican Church in “The Sleeping Congregation,” which juxtaposes a biblical text (Matthew (11:28), “Come unto me all ye that Labor and are Heavy Laden, and I shall give you Rest,”) and the congregation who takes it literally.

His engraving Credulity, Superstition, and Fanaticism: A Medley attacks the emotional passions of a Methodist congregation gone wild, with George Whitefield frightening the “ignorant out of their Wits, and afterwards picks their Pockets.” Next to the pulpit is a spiritual barometer, which registers the religious emotions of the congregation,17 which marks their present state as “lukewarm,” even as a couple in the front pew fondle one another.18

The enduring comic images of Hogarth instructed his viewers on the follies and vices of humanity, providing a “moral tendency, by painting Vice in those true and disgusting colors which, by leading the mind to reflection will induce it to embrace with zeal the cause of Virtue.”19
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I is for Isaiah, all one, two and three

Who gladly mocked him who would cut down a tree

Use some wood for cooking, some for carving a stool,

And then make an idol and act like a fool.




The Hebrew prophets spoke for the Lord, but were not so polite. Writing around 700 BC, Isaiah (or multiple authors of the book) mocked the false idols which men made out of wood. In a call for God’s people to recognize the only true God, Isaiah outlines the origin and lineage of false gods. 

All those who make no-god idols don’t amount to a thing, and what they work so hard at making is nothing. Their little puppet-gods see nothing and know nothing—they’re total embarrassments! Who would bother making gods that can’t do anything, that can’t “god”? …The woodworker draws up plans for his no-god, traces it on a block of wood. He shapes it with chisels and planes into human shape—a beautiful woman, a handsome man, ready to be placed in a chapel. He first cuts down a cedar, or maybe picks out a pine or oak, and lets it grow strong in the forest, nourished by the rain. Then it can serve a double purpose: Part he uses as firewood for keeping warm and baking bread; from the other part he makes a god that he worships—carves it into a god shape and prays before it. With half he makes a fire to warm himself and barbecue his supper. He eats his fill and sits back satisfied with his stomach full and his feet warmed by the fire: “Ah, this is the life.” And he still has half left for a god, made to his personal design—a handy, convenient no-god worship whenever so inclined. Whenever the need strikes him he prays to it, “Save me. You’re my god.”

Isaiah sees such idolaters as pretty stupid, using half the tree for firewood for an abominable dumb object to worship. Today, conveniently use money for both goods and worship.20
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J is for Juvenal, wit who just couldn’t leave home

He seared Messilina and women of Rome

Domitian was decadent; Nero liked fire; 

So Juvenal knew he could not not do satire.



Two great satirists occupied chairs in Rome, Horace and Juvenal. Living in the golden Augustan age of Rome, Horace is lighter, brighter, and more benign in his attacks upon the foibles of his fellow citizens. In much grimmer times, Juvenal found that it was impossible to not write satire.21 Thus, he is in your face, truculent, insulting, but demanding attention; albeit he rarely got it. 

Juvenal rightly complains that no one paid teachers of rhetoric enough, a fault still not corrected to this day. He drew blood on so many topics, from the blatant sexual perversions of Claudius’s wife Messilina to a whole catalogue of social deviance of hypocrisy and men marrying other men. He demonstrated enough discipline and self control to wrap his hostility in iambic pentameter. 

Where Horace would whisper, Juvenal would rant and rave and rail, spitting out his spite at every monstrous thing that vexed him. One can laugh with and at Juvenal’s fulminations against avarice and all forms of vice. The poor in Rome must wait in lines for a piece of bread while a bulging fat man (and a barrister at that) rides a sedan chair, getting grossly fatter. 

In his Satire 6, Juvenal’s attack upon adulteresses is scathing. When her lover summons her, all is well and she will wantonly roam the deck of a ship flirting with the crew with brazen delight; however if her husband calls her, “oh how changed the case! “Sick, sick,” she cries and vomits in his face.” 
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K is for Kierkegaard, Danish delight

For whom irony tainted ecclesiasts’ fight

To fat Lutheran pastors asleep in the park

With fear and trembling said: “Go take a leap in the dark.”


   
Soren Kierkegaard (1813-1855) was an odd duck even for Denmark, wearing hats and dowdy old clothes quite out of fashion. More of a misunderstood Reformer of Christianity than an existentialist, he acknowledged himself as an auditor for the Church of Copenhagen. He was able to reveal counterfeits among the ecclesiastical body as he confessed he had been a counterfeit himself. He would explain, “My whole life is an epigram to make people aware.” As a sort of Don Quixote/Socrates, he wrote and lived like an ironic clown, wearing various pseudonyms or comic masks to speak his mind.22

He saw that comedy existed in that great absurdity of God becoming human, credo quia absurdum, which one could know only by becoming personally involved, to take a leap of faith, even into the darkness of one’s doubt. He perceived the incongruities of life, from his own predicaments to the doctrine of God becoming man, as foundational for the comic: “Where there is life there is contradiction and wherever there is contradiction, the comic is present.”

He attacked the bourgeoisie Christendom of the Lutheran theologians, finding them to be like stupid geese who gather every Sunday to hear another goose preach.23 Such geese and church goers as having “a bourgeois love for God,” which began “when vegetable life is most active, when the hands are comfortably folded on the stomach, and the head sinks back into the cushions of the chair, while the eyes, drunk with sleep, gaze heavily for a moment towards the ceiling.”24 His task was thus “the reintroduction of Christianity into Christendom” and for this, he needed the indirect modes of communication through irony and satire. 
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L is for Luther, one man in Swift’s Tale of a Tub

He was more of a sot than a rub-a-dub-dub.

Constipated with pope and his bowels in the south

Knew he needed a fig leaf to cover his mouth.



Protestant Reformer Martin Luther (1483-1546) left his Augustinian cell where he threw inkwells at the devil to discover that one was justified by faith in a righteous God through grace and not through works. His polemical outbursts at the indulgence selling monks was coupled with his skill at satire, recognizing that “the best way to drive out the devil, if he will not yield to texts of Scripture, is to jeer and flout him, for he cannot bear scorn.”25 He confessed to tingling with pleasure from head to toe when he saw how God the Lord used him, “poor wretched man that I am,” to madden and exasperate his enemies.26

Luther mocked Cardinal Albrecht’s private collection of holy relics and added his own discoveries, that included a large heavy piece of the shout with which the children of Israel tumbled the walls of Jericho and some feathers and an egg from the Holy Spirit. Yet, he was a coarse and truly vulgar man, “Tomorrow I have to lecture on the drunkenness of Noah (Genesis 9: 20-27), so I should drink enough this evening to be able to talk about that wickedness as one who knows by experience.”27 “I believe that the devil is in parrots, monkeys and apes, because they are able to imitate men so well.” His writings were often quite scatological and coarse (grobianisch) with references to dung, fart, and other such human moments, fully showing that all righteousness is as dung. Cursed with constipation, he spent much of his time in the outhouse where he composed toilet talk. 

Like Thomas More, he viewed the Devil as his prime Accuser and a proud spirit that could not endure to be mocked. So mocked him he did: “But I resist the devil, and often it is with a fart that I chase him away. When he tempts me with silly sins, I say, ‘Devil, yesterday I broke wind too. Have you written it down on your list?’”28

Yet Luther showed how self-effacing he could be as well, contritely acknowledging that “some people need a fig leaf on their mouths.”29 When Jonathan Swift wrote his Tale of a Tub about three brothers who inherited a coat from their Father (i.e. God), he is situated between an ostentatious Peter (i.e. the Pope) and a Spartan Jack (i.e. John Calvin). For one who did reform the church, he still needed a wife to reform his own speech. 
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M is for More, whom Erasmus had blessed,

Although Henry VIII put him to premature rest; 

His Utopia found a vast ocean to sprawl

But both as a good place and a no place at all.



Sir Thomas More (1478-1535), affectionately called “a Man for all Seasons,” shared the 16th century tendencies toward satire and coarse humor. However, he also scripted the grand satire of Utopia, a fanciful New World island whose name carried a double meaning, suggesting both a good (eu) place and a no (ou) place.30 Erasmus wrote about Utopia as if it were a comic book; one critic observed that More himself classified it and The Praise of Folly as “books fitter to be burned than translated in an age prone to misconstruction.”31  As such, it is closer to Swift and Gulliver’s Travels than to Plato and The Republic. His narrator, Raphael Hythlodaeus (i.e. “nonsense peddler”) spoke of a place where freedom of religion could be practiced. Perhaps it was that no good place existed, particularly for More. 

When his King Henry VIII sought a divorce from his faithful Roman Catholic wife, Catherine of Aragon, for the sexy Protestant Anne Boleyn, More stood his ground and ended up on the scaffolding to give up his head. Unlike his measured humanist satire against scholastic dogmatism in Utopia, More switched styles when attacking Martin Luther’s theology and character, demonstrating a more vulgar and vituperative tone.32 He descended to the level of the German monk. He wrote for the common people of Tudor London. For example, he characterized Luther’s protests as acts in which the reformer would “swallow down his filth and lick up the dung with which he has so foully defiled his tongue and his pen, shitting and beshitted.”33 Not quite the civil and courteous exchange one would find in Utopia. But this man for all seasons could write during the foul seasons as well, showing how to communicate his theology in the vernacular for the ordinary man in the street.

Yet, British scholar C. S. Lewis opined that “nearly all that is best” in More’s writings, “is comic or close to comedy” a sort of “satiric glass” in which we should see our own face, sin, and avarice.34  Perhaps More’s greatest jest was his last one. Having offended His Majesty Henry VIII by not acquiescing to the king’s demands for a divorce, More was condemned to death. Climbing up upon the scaffolding, he humbly asked the executioner to help him up. Then he added, “but getting down I can shift for myself.” As his noble neck gave way to the axe, his humor remained intact. He entreated the executioner not to harm his beard, for it had done no treason. Erasmus noted that the virtuous More had “such a passion for jokes that one might almost suppose he had been born for them.” And he died laughing, or at least rejoicing in his God, for while he died the King’s good servant, he was God’s first. 
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N is for Nast, who drew graphic engravings as news

(One cartoon of Boss Tweed brought him terrible blues)

He caricatured bishops on New York’s open shore

As crocs aiming to eat Protestant babes to the core.


   
Thomas Nast was not only the Father of the American Caricature, but a cultural satirist in the grand tradition of Hogarth and others. He challenged the political machinery of the Democratic Tammany Hall, helping to capture Boss Tweed when a custom agent in Spain recognized him from caricatures in Harper’s Weekly. He illustrated (“profusely”) Josh Billings’ Everybody’s Friend, or Josh Billings’ Encyclopedia and Proverbial Philosophy of Wit and Humor.35 Famous for his popularizing of the Democratic donkey, the Republican elephant, and “Santa Claus,” he still took on religious issues. 

A convert to American Protestantism from his German Roman Catholic background, Nast was more of a moralist than religious man. He did hold strong convictions on two religious issues, separation of church and state and the use of public funds for sectarian purposes. He especially feared the cultural invasion of Irish Roman Catholics in education. 

In response to Catholic attempts at establishing Roman Catholic schools for Catholic children, he sketched his American River Ganges (1871) showing Bishops from Rome as crocodiles invading the shores of America, threatening to attack and gobble up American school children. 

With humility and good humor, he did draw one illustration showing his own caricature bowing, asking pardon for his sketches. 
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O is for O’Connor: proud peacocks and death,

Wooden legs and tattoos that would stop all your breath

Her images shock, disturb, linger, and swell 

As when you are labeled a warthog from hell.



Flannery O’Connor’s dark and ironic humor laced her numerous writings of a Roman Catholic in the old Baptist south. 

God is defended by unlikely apologists much like the Misfit in her “A Good Man is Hard to Find.” Granny finds out too late that she should have kept her mouth shut. Her one sin propels a mass murder. 

O’Connor’s grotesque, gothic, and gently violent humor is populated with peacocks and crow-filled trees, stolen wooden legs and nihilistic Bible salesmen. She exposes prejudice and hypocrisy and shocks conventional sensibilities as when a respectable woman is inexplicably called a “warthog from hell.” In “Parker’s Back,” a man chooses to get a tattoo of Christ on his back for his religious girlfriend. When he pulls off his shirt to show her, she screams “Blasphemy” and rejects him. He wanders away and weeps. O’Connor’s tales shake us awake and make us realize sin and grace.

While not usually recognized as a comic Christian, Southern Gothic author O’Connor offered dark and delightfully disturbing portraits of the modern condition. In Mystery and Manners, she astutely distinguished the Christian novelist from pagan colleagues, by noting that the former recognizes “sin as sin…. Either one is serious about salvation or one is not. And it is well to realize that the maximum amount of seriousness admits the maximum amount of comedy. Only if we are secure in our beliefs can we see the comical side of the universe.”36
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P is for Pascal, a thin thinking reed

Whose pensive thoughts could see human greed,

Found it folly to wager against life’s well-stacked odds

You might as well stick with the same bets as God’s.


	
Philosopher, mathematician, and scientist Blaise Pascal (1623-1662), sat and thought and scribbled out his witty Pensees and his Provincial Letters. In the former he described man as just a reed, but a thinking reed. Pascal, a clever provincial eiron of the Jansenist sect, set forth his wit against certain arrogant Jesuits. When the follows of Xavier Loyola argued with customary casuistry that one who committed acts in ignorance of God’s laws could be excused, Pascal ironically said, how delightful this was, as more people can now be saved by ignorance rather than by God’s grace.

The various fragments of his thoughts, like a collection from the Hebrew books of Proverbs or Ecclesiastes, offer insight into the Christian life and faith. His own insights are gentle satires of human frailty and folly. He observed such nuggets as “men never do evil so completely and cheerfully as when they do it from religious conviction” and “all human evil comes from this, man’s being unable to sit still in a room.”37

He devised his famous wager, his arguments for believing in the existence of God. Pascal begins, “God is, or He is not. But to which side shall we incline?” He sets forth four options. If you bet on His existence and He exists, you win big. If you bet on His existence and He doesn’t exist, you live a good and virtuous life. If you bet He doesn’t exist and He doesn’t, you don’t gain anything. If you bet He doesn’t exist, and He does, you lose. Damn. 
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Q is for Quintilian, a good Roman rhetor

Who boasted Rome’s satire stood older and better. 

But then, as Q would argue in courts, 

“We Romans invented it and, regrettably, torts.”


   
The great Roman rhetor, Quintilian, was the master of persuasion. He was the “good man speaking well.” He prepared young men for arguing in the assembly, in the courts, and on special occasions. The art of rhetoric prepared one for politics, the law, and ceremonial public speaking, which could include entertainment. 

He argued that it was the Romans who gave the world all that was good and noble. It provided the Lex Romana, the grand Roman law that eventually gave us contracts, torts, and all manner of messy stuff. 

But then the art of rhetoric (Plato called it a knack) ushered in the possibility of using humor and wit in persuasion. Cicero was better at it than Quintilian and actually wrote more about its efficacy explaining how to respond with a quick retort to silence your adversary, but Quintilian was the champion of satire and honored its origin with Horace and Juvenal. But he wasn’t really funny. 
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R is for Rabelais, in his easy chair,

Whose giants spread pissing both here and then there

For this French cleric’s joke had a coarse comic plan, 

And that was to show laughter’s proper for Man.



The Franciscan polymath, François Rabelais (1493-1553) gave birth to The Life of Gargantua and Pantagruel, a five book series, charting the humorous adventures of his giants, Gargantua and his son Pantagruel, in a scatalogical and often bawdy romp, with an underlying serious examination of society, politics, education, and religion.38 Rabelais unleashed his hearty vulgarity to satirize the Church, the University and the foolish citizens of his day. 

As he warned in the preface to his 1532 work, Rabelais asked readers who perused his book to not be offended, but enjoy the mirth, because 


One inch of joy surmounts of grief a span;
 Because to laugh is proper to the man.


Mirth has it place in the carnivalesque Kingdom of God as the jester plays before the King of Kings. And jester Rabelais was, wearing the full costume of caps and bells in his holy vocation.39

For Rabelais, outrageous laughter, as much as reform, was his goal as he dissected 16th society with large and belching jokes. For example, displeased by the unruly crowds of Paris, his giant Gargantua urinates on them, bathing them in laughter. While some are drowning, other Parisians laugh, with the etymological play on the name of the city in “par rys,” for the sake of laughter. (And for any who are constipated and cannot laugh, there is one Bishop’s sermon that provides a salubrious effect of inducing diarrhea.40)
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S is for Swift, who ate small Irish babes by the pound 

Sent Gulliver to Lilliput and then all around

To meet Brobdingnags, Yahoos, and others for sure

While discovering symbols of sin as manure.



No doubt, the Dean of Satirists as well as St. Patrick’s Cathedral, was Jonathan Swift (1667-1745),  a pungent member of the Scriblerus Club, with Alexander Pope and John Gay. They decided that as satirists they could “choose Cervantes’ serious air, [and] laugh and shake in Rabelais’ easy chair.”41 As an orthodox Anglican, Swift empirically believed in the nature of the fall, seeing human righteousness as dung. In fact, he considered that an apt symbol for sin was shit. And one could tell the emotional or political state of a person by examining their excretory deposits. As Swift writes in Gulliver’s Travels, “Men are never so Serious, Thoughtful, and Intent, as when they are at Stool.”42 One might even discover conspirators of a coup by checking the constitution of public stool. 

His grand works of A Modest Proposal, The Tale of a Tub, and Gulliver’s Travels not only brought him fame, but catapulted his reputation as a religious satirist. In the first, he recommended cooking and broiling Irish babies to stave off the hunger problem in Ireland; in the second, three brothers, Peter, Jack and Martin (representing Roman Catholics, Calvinists, and Lutherans) do damage to their father’s coat; in the last, Gulliver meets all manner of creature who mirror the follies of fanaticism and superstition in his age. Against criticism, he penned his definition that 

“SATIRE is a sort of glass wherein beholders do generally discover everybody’s face but their own.” This is the reason, Swift opines, is why very few are “offended with it.”43  He had learned by experience, that “Ridicule has greater Pow’r/To reform the World than Sour.”44 He sought to expose the fool and lash the knave. “Yet malice never was his aim” as he “lash’d the Vice but spar’d the Name.”45
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T is for Twain that Missouri marked well

His Sunday school saved Tom from a hot sizzling hell

But later in time when life seemed so unfair

Twain turned quite bitter with his ironic War Prayer.



Samuel “Mark Twain” Clemens (1835-1910) grew up in his Presbyterian Church where he wryly observed that no one is saved after twenty minutes of preaching. Like Tom Sawyer and Huckleberry Finn, Twain found himself in Sunday school. Just as Mrs. Watson, Huck’s guardian, scolds Huck, and suggests that his friend Tom Sawyer wouldn’t make it to Heaven, so both Huck and Twain reflected that if Tom wouldn’t be there, Heaven would be a bit boring, Huck decides he just doesn’t want to go either.

In 1875, he published his stories of the “Good Little Boy” and the “Bad Little Boy,” brilliant parodies of Victorian sentimental religion. Where the good little boy obeys his parents and does everything right (according to the Sunday School books), his life turns out a disaster. The opposite happens for the “Bad Little Boy.”

“It’s not the things in the Bible that I don’t understand that bother me; it’s the things I do understand,” he wrote in the Diary of Adam and Eve.46 Understanding the love of God, he could not understand the hatred of man and so scripted his darkly ironic “War Prayer” in which people are told how they are praying for the utter destruction of their fellow man. 

To a dying man couldn’t make up his mind which place to go to, Twain noted that both places have their advantages, “heaven for climate, hell for company!”47 Another time, at a dinner party, Mark Twain was accosted by his hostess on the subject of eternal life and punishment. “What is your opinion, Mr. Twain? Why do you say nothing?” Twain replied gravely, “Excuse me, Madam, I am silent of necessity, for I have friends in both places.”48 For Twain, “against the assault of laughter nothing can stand.”49
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U is for Unamuno, with his tragic sense of life

As he studied Cain and Abel with their classic sibling strife

But he found Quixote wonderful, a hero who was cool,

God blessed him for shrinking not from cruel ridicule.



Spanish poet and philosopher Miguel de Unamuno studied the tragedy of family strife in the model of Cain and Abel and found an alternative to its avarice and pride in the madness of Quixotism, which was an echo to a madness of the Cross. Don Quixote overcame the world by becoming a laughingstock, for he heard divine laughter and echoed it by crying aloud in the wilderness of the modern (mundane) world.

As de Unamuno expressed it further in his Tragic Sense of Life, “the greatest height of heroism to which an individual, like a people, can attain is to know how to face ridicule; better still, to know how to make oneself ridiculous and not shrink from the ridicule.”50

He argued that “those who put reason above faith die comically, while those die tragically who put faith above reason. For the mockers are those who die comically, and God laughs at their comic ending; while the nobler part, the part of tragedy, is theirs who endured the mockery.” With classic understatement, de Unamuno once noted that among the people of his country, the admirable reply to the customary interrogation, ‘how are you?’ was “Living.”

    

     
  
 
[image: logo]

 

V is for Voltaire, who if he didn’t exist 

Could be re-invented with a flick of the wrist

Sent Candide on a journey to quaking Lisbon

And discovered the best of all worlds was a veritable con.



Voltaire, Francois-Marie Arouet (1694-1778), invented the word “pessimism” to contrast with the optimistic philosophy of Leibnitz. In his clever satire Candide, Voltaire uses the voice of the Turkish Dervish to question how the Deity of the cosmos could actually take a personal interest in insignificant humans. “When his highness sends a ship to Egypt, does he worry about the comfort or discomfort of the rats in the ship?”

The naïve Candide and his German tutor Dr. Panglosss wander the globe, exploring the “best of all possible worlds,” but encountering numerous disasters including the Lisbon earthquake and the Inquisition. In Voltaire’s later satire, God becomes a monster who created man in his own image so he could abuse them. His antipathy of what he saw as the self-serving institutional Church gave rise to his opinion that it existed “only to keep mankind in order.” The Roman Catholic Church controlled the masses through superstition and fear. “If God did not exist, it would be necessary to invent him.” From the well of freethinkers of the European Enlightenment, he opined “In a word, we pray to God only because we have made Him in our own image. We treat Him like a pasha, like a sultan whom one may provoke and appease.”51

His own championship of justice and toleration would bring him into conflict with the religious and civil authorities of his day, but it seemed that the best he could do was to cultivate his little garden. 
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W is for Wilde, an unhappy prince gay,

Paints Victorian portraits in his closet gray, 

With whimsy and feathers, a frivolous twit.

Yet while reading Gaol, earnestly surrenders his wit.


  
The importance of being Oscar Wilde (1854-1900) was widely recognized by Victorian England, even as he painted one of the most imaginative parables on the nature of sin. His Portrait of Dorian Gray revealed an understanding of the depths of iniquity into which the human soul can descend. He also wrote inspired children’s stories of Christological grace and transformation as in “The Selfish Giant.” 

Wilde’s flamboyance in playing the fool for his age exacerbated a scandalous controversy that ended him up in the Reading Gaol. Yet in this prison he wrote De Profoundis. With growing notoriety, Wilde realized too late that “If you want to tell people the truth, make them laugh, otherwise they’ll kill you.”52

His Ideal Husband recognized that when “the gods wish to punish us they answer our prayers.” Some of his most pungent insights regarded temptations. In Lady Windermere’s Fan, a character quips: “I can resist everything except temptation.” Thus, for Wilde, the only way to get rid of temptation was to “yield to it.” “If your sins find you out, why worry! It is when they find you in, that trouble begins.” The real danger, however, Wilde wrote in The Importance of Being Earnest, was that one might be “leading a double life, pretending to be wicked and being really good all the time; that would be hypocrisy.”53

On the way to Reading Gaol, he was handcuffed and visible to a mob that jeered and ridiculed him. Yet this experience of being sent to prison was a turning point in his life, ushering in a profound wisdom. Yet it may be that while Wilde gave his life for a charming wit, he had little desire for reform. He argued that “the only difference between the saint and sinner is that every saint has a past, and every sinner has a future.” He awaited his.
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X is for Xanthippe, wife of Greek thinker, 

Poured chamber pot on hubby and made him a stinker

When she drove him to Sophia with her nagging talk

Her husband hailed her with a gulp of hemlock



It wasn’t enough that Socrates was ridiculed publically by the comic poet Aristophanes, but even at home he was henpecked by Xanthippe, leading to all kinds of take my wife, please, jokes. But the ironic philosopher chose this wife, just because she was argumentative. He preferred the horse with spirit (and her name meant “yellow horse”) and not some docile creature. 

Both The Taming of the Shrew and the History of Tom Jones allude to the abusive wife, who probably had her fill with a reflective philosopher around the house, asking questions about wisdom, beauty and truth and not taking out the trash. So, it isn’t surprising that she earned a reputation for scolding and nagging. 

In the end, in Plato’s Apology, Socrates is given the poisonous hemlock to drink, for allegedly corrupting the morals of minors. However, far more serious was the report in Plato’s Symposium that in a drinking party with Aristophanes and others, Socrates lectured so long on the subject of comedy that all his drunken companions fell asleep, leading to W. H. Auden’s quip that a “philosopher is one who talks in other people’s sleep.”
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Y is for Yahweh, whom we mentioned before,

He warned through the proverbs to care for the poor

If you sneer at the needy or mock those who are weak

Know that you’re cursed, ‘cause He blesses the meek.



The first psalm warns against those who sit in the seat of scoffers; however, we discover an unexpected characteristic of God in Psalm 2, where Yahweh sits in His heavens and laughs. He mocks those who don’t take Him seriously. 

The indifference of those in power, including religious authority, to the poor and widow was a primary concern of the Hebrew God. He didn’t take too kindly Proverbs 17: 5 admonishes “those who mock the poor insult their Maker; those who rejoice at the misfortune of others will be punished.”

Proverbs 26: 19 also chides the man who deceives his neighbor and says, “was I not joking?” He is like a mad man who “throws firebrands, arrows, and death.” The jest of cruelty is still cruelty; the laughing lie is still a lie. One cannot excuse sin just because it is funny. Yahweh, like Queen Victoria, is not amused. 

A later Jew, Paul of Tarsus, would warn the Ephesians against any filthy talk (morologia) or coarse jesting (eutrapelia), but then he also made polemical puns about circumcision, telling certain legalists not just to cut around the penis (peritome), but to cut it off (katatome). But he probably wasn’t trying to be witty. 
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Z is for Reformer, Huldrych Zwingli

Made his mirth quite merry and his sausages tingly.

Treated Transubstantiation with a tone quite uric.

Said “Christ’s in heaven, not on a table in Zurich.”



Leader of the Swiss Reformation, Huldrych Zwingli (1484-1531) instituted fresh reforms such as not fasting during Lent. He assumed the pastorate at Grossmunster in Zurich and whitewashed the cathedral of all its graven imagery, reviving an old iconoclastic controversy. At the Marburg Colloquy, he and Martin Luther debated the Real Presence of Christ in the Eucharistic meal and their differences kept their movements separate. For Zwingli, the words of Christ “This is my body” were not meant to be taken literally as the Roman Catholics did. Showing a bit of mischief and spunk, Zwingli served sausages during Lent in Zurich in 1522.

Unlike his fellow Swiss John Calvin, Zwingli had a merry sense of humor: “Wer hofft und lacht, ist nicht tot” (Whoever hopes and laughs is not dead), but then Calvin had been a lawyer.54 Up in the country of the Alps, Zwingli connected “sincerity with joke and play.”55 He translated well Paul’s passage in Romans 12:8 in which acts of mercy were to be done with hilaritas, with that 8th virtue that Evagrius identified as cheerfulness and merriment. God does love cheerful givers. 

For Zwingli, “truth had a merry face.” Joking should be employed to help make seriousness more effective. For example, he explained a primary reason for fasting was that it enabled tubby saints to “re-fit an all too shameless pot belly back into the old clothes.”56 When challenging the doctrine of transubstantiation, in which the bread and wine of the Eucharist are miraculously transformed into the body and blood of Christ, Zwingli retorted that “Jesus ascended into heaven; he’s sitting at the right hand of the Father, not on a table here in Zurich.”





Appendix: Miscellaneous
 Bits Thrown In

  
A’s for Apuleius, transforming Lucius’ shapes

Of diverse forms, akin to studs and apes

He finished making him, so full of sass 

Into one promiscuous golden ass.


A’s for Arcimboldo, painting bright fruit

Creating wild faces with leaf and with root

He could draw heads with apples and figs

And illustrate lawyers with skinned fetal pigs.


A’s for Addison, who mixed morals with wit

And tempered his humors with more than just spit.

By looking at foibles, he published Spectator

And tattled on boors or a rude expectator.


A is for Austen, who comic faith did imbue,

Teasing women too wise for the men that they knew

Where prejudice, pride, and a bold sense of life

Found it good fortune to be lacking a wife.


B is for Bierce, who traveled with devils

Exposing hypocrisy, reveling in revels

His lexicon lists words from clergy to rum

And found in these two, some common sum.


B is for Bakhtin, full of carnival juice

Grotesques and polysemy, (I haven’t a deuce)

His Rabelaisian world, he turned upside down

Put a fool on a throne, costumed priest as a clown.


C’s for Chaucer whose pilgrims walked out to a tomb

And told diverse stories of mirth and of gloom 

One friar would seek a treasure in part

In a hindermost region, and find just a fart.


D is for Dryden, poet laureate and Tory 

He ridiculed dunces in mock epic story

Lampooning MacFlecknoe and poetic pretence 

All to show satire is bound up with sense.


E’s for Elijah, who beat prophets of Baal

(Not prophet Jonah, who was belched by a whale)

Mocking their god when it turned up missing:

“Is he gone on a trip or just out pissing?”


E’s for Estienne, an Herodotian printer

Enjoyed scandals in summer, Geneva in winter

Thought satire should burst with salacious wild blunders

Showed how odd Europe was in his wide World of Wonders  


F’s for Fenelon, scripting Telemachus’ tales 

Of hunting his father ‘neath Calypso’s full sails, 

And while seeming devout about raising a child, 

He questioned divine rights and got King Louis riled. 


F is for Frye, who found Code for the world

With irony in winter an archetype furled,

He dissected satire’s body and Dionysian soul

Discovering sparagmos in a mythical mold.


G’s for Goldsmith, inspiring jackasses and fools

His lit club helped hacks who had flunked out of schools;

While his Vicar of Wakefield lost all of his money

Goldsmith’s own gambling was not quite as funny. 


G is for Gay, who beggared an opera ballad

With arias and hymns mixed in his musical salad; 

His epitaph noted “Life’s a jest and all things show it

I thought so once and now I know it.”


H is for Horace, not one of those hacks

Lived during Augustus’ broad Romana pax

Gentle satires will tease those who would seek to flee him

But still smiling and smiling, he would shout, “carpe diem!”


I is for Iambic pentameter, which I cannot do

For five sets of accent on the syllable ague, 

Requires a literary talent lost a century ago

And I am only close to sixty and two.


I is for Ingersole, dyspeptic, atheist, Zeitgeist

He madly waged war against the Church of Christ 

Found belief superstitious and really quite odd, 

That is, until croaking, when he had to meet God. 


I is for Islamic cartoons, 

On Muslim buffoons

Which for safety sake, 

We will not make


J is for Jesus, full God and full man

Who loved the world well, but still did demand

That lawyers and Pharisees and sepulchered scribes

Clean up their hearts or bear His just gibes. 


L is for Lewis, C. S. and Sinclair

Renowned for Screwtape and the Gantry affair

Both recognized devils run wild in the soul

And both satirized people with humor so droll


M’s for Moliere, who made only one goof

Had the king save Orgon from imposter Tartuffe

But this French man knew more than us of the matter

His bread buttered best if he’d royally flatter.


M is for Muggeridge and Monty Python’s troupe too

Who wrestled and ridiculed, till punched black and blue

O’er the life of Brian, a no one, no better than dross,

Posed if satire blasphemed, when it played with a cross. 


N is for Nashe, praised red herring with 

mock enconium wit;

His flyting and scalding shot Harvey to shit.

In colloquial style, he coined fresh words to abuse

And gave due credit back to his own wicked Muse.


O is for Ovid, whose ripe ribald words

Taught men to seduce all the flighty young birds 

The art of love’s cheaper in one simple way:

Don’t visit your girl on her precious birthday! 


O’s for Orwell, who made several terrible places 

Of a past-future tense and animal races,

Where all creatures are equal and sisters and brothers;

But as we know, some are more equal than others!


P is for Pope, who did not rape the lock

But showed study of satire is all human stock 

A short Roman Catholic in a large Anglican world

A barrage of wit toward dunces he hurled


P is for Priapus, virile fertility idol

Whose distorted member made jokes for Greek bridal

With coarseness and rudeness and lewdness for all

That crude phallic symbol now bought in a mall.


S is for Skelton, who by hook or by crook, 

Developed hip hop rap in poem and book

He shot Cardinal Wolsey with parroting gibes 

Until jailed, where his taunts were turned quickly to bribes. 


U is for the U-turn of that comic form

Where starting at top height you soon find a norm

But then falling down the steep hill of the U

You are brought down low, until rising anew.


V is for Varro, learned chronological Roman,

Reputed as cynic and Menippean showman

Wrote much on horticulture and on heathen gods

To fit mind and mirth together like peas in pods.


W’s for Waugh, a loved one of dear Britain, 

Whose funeral home could house Aimee or kitten

When vile bodies did pile up to scoop modern news,

He revisited Brideshead for more divine views.


Z’s for Zechariah, Zephaniah, prophets to Jews

That Jemielity analyzed as satirists’ ruse

Hebrew servants of dabar, the blessing and curse, 

Tried shaking their world, with satire—and worse.
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