




erally connected with God. The answer is 
to be found in the prevailin g attitud es to
ward laughter. Some think ( without really 
thinkin g) laughter is not really import ant. 
Other think that it is almost inherently 
evil; and, if not inherently evil , then laughter 
" leads to sin" ( thus John Chrysostom) . 

Others feel that laughter cannot bear 
examination ( "The examined laugh is not 
worth laughing . . . "). Th ese advocates 
know why they shed a tear. But they have 
no sensible rationale for why they laugh! 

Vo s persists that laughter is import ant 
and that it does need examining . 

In his examination the author surveys 
(bri efly ) everything from the sick jok e 
( "Daddy why is mother so cold and whit e 
and pale?" "Shut up, Donald , and dig.") 
to epitaphs (" Here lies one Wood enclosed 
in wood, one wood within another ; the outer 
wood is very good: we cannot praise the 
other" ) to black laughter (" to link pleas
antry with the atrociou s, buffoonery with 
distress, and gravity with " derision"). 

He even gives attention to dialect humor : 
" The Italian , the Jew, the Negro, even the 
Trish has gotten his Polish up about the 
use of his brogue for comic purposes. About 
the only comic butts and comic vill ains 
available these days are dialectless, whit e, 
An glo-Saxon Protestants." 

He discusses why people flout conven
tions and jok e about the establi shment. 

He differentiates between the wit , the 
butt and the clown-th e three faces of 
laughter. He speaks particul arly about 
Negro clowning (Godfr ey Cambridge, Nip
sy Russell , etc. ) and laughter's role in 
Am erica's racial cri sis. 

In the fir st chapter of the book the author 
uses the famili ar example of Abr aham and 
Sarah to portray what Vo s call s an arche
type for an understanding of the role of 
laughter. Ab raham and Sarah laugh at the 
promise of a child ; they are too old (Gen
esis 17:17 ; 18:12-15 ) . But , then, a son is 
born . They joyfully name him L aughter 
( Isaac). Sarah observes in naming him: 

JA UARY 1969 

"God has made laughter for me" ( Genesis 
21: 6-7 ) . 

From this incident Vos observes that 
laughter is a response to incongruity. Abra
ham and Sarah's first laughter was one of 
derision, ridicul e and unbelief . They saw 
only the apparent incongruity between 
God's promise and the realiti es of old age 
and barren wombs. 

But in the birth of Isaac they see the pos
sibility of transcending and resolving in
congruiti es. Their fir st laughter of derision 
is transform ed into a laughter of faith and 
joy . 

Vo s believes that man's ability to laugh 
is rooted in his (man's) createdness: he is 
able both to laugh and be laughable to 
others. Vos also maintains that laughter is 
inevitable since incongruity , contradiction , 
disharmony and distortion are present in 
man and his world. Chri stianity has " in
congruiti es" : being born again, becoming a 
littl e child , God becoming a man, salvation 
through suffering. 

What makes the difference as to how we 
laugh and for whom? "The perspective of 
faith makes all the difference in the kind of 
response one makes to incongruity ." 

And so to Vos, the "biggest laugh of all " 
is one's relationship to God. It is either 
the laughter of faith and joy; or it is the 
laughter of unbelief and scorn. 

There are a few parts of Vo s' theory 
about laughter with which I do not agree, 
prim arily because I do not understand them 
completely . The reason I think I do not 
understand them is that the author does not 
purport to develop a systematic treatise on 
the theology of laughter. I must also add 
that I do not agree on a few points pre
cisely because I think I do understand. 

How ever, one does not have to com
pletely understand Vo s' overview in order 
to benefit from many of his observations. 
Hopefull y. it may become a primer for 
many readers. It may initi ate questions and 
make certain points which will incite readers 
to more intensive thought and investigation 
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as to why laughter for most is not for God's 
sake. 

faith? What about a grin of joy? Would you 
believe a neutral face that says "cheese"? 

The style of the book is most readable. -Robert R. Marshall 

Books Received 

It is not light; it is not serious. The author 
says: " . . . it is a serious book written 
unseriously about the unserious treated ser
iously." Don't spend too much time trying 
to figure that out; I think he's pulling our 
leg. Trust me on this: the book is very 
readable. 

PRAYERS FOR HELP AND HEALi G by Wm. 
Barclay (New Yark: Harper & Row, 1968) 
124 pp. , $3.50 , hardbound. 

I particularly commend the very clever 
chapter called "Hilarity from Hell." Vos 
utilizes the style of C. S. Lewis' Screwtape 
Letters. Vos' underling devil is Screwtape II. 

THE PARABLES OF PEANUTS by Robert L. 
Short ( New York: Harp er & Row, 1968) 328 
pp. , $4.95 (cloth) $1.95 (paper) . 

A GENERAL I TRODUCTION TO THE 
BIBLE by Norman L. Geisler and Wm. E. 

ix ( Chicago: Moody Press) 480 pp. , $6.95 , 
hardbound. 

And speaking of devils , wipe that scrawl 
off your face. How about a good laugh of 
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The Trouble with Idealism 
The sea is green and gray, up close. 

Out there , where the freighter lies, it's blue. 
Out there, it placid looks, and calm . 

Up close , I see its crashing surf , 
Hear its throaty grumble. 

But out there, how quiet it must be. 
How peaceful. 
How pure its deep indigo , out the.e. 

Up close , the sea pollutes itself with sand 
And vomits seaweed on the land , 
And all is froth and fury , 
Meaningless violence , 
Up close. 

I live here by the boily sea , 
Up close. 
Perhaps the filth and chaos where I live 
Can be endured 

Because Out There is calm and pure. 
Or perhaps Out There seems sane and quiet 

Only because I live here. 

Either way, I live here. 
Up close. 

-Ron Durham 
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The Trustees of MISSION have established an annual MISSION 
AW ARDS program. The purpose of the program is to encourage quality 
writing on religious topics and to focus greater concern on the problem 
of Christian relevance for our age. The awards will be open to all forms 
of literature-essay, fiction , poetry , drama and critical analysis. The First 
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Entries will be judged on the basis of their effectiveness in bringing 
the Biblical message to bear powerfully and compassionately on the 
realities of the present world. They must be consciously Biblical in the
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by Christianity. They should explore the Scriptures for truth with a sense 
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Education, Abilene Christian College; Professor James W. Culp, Depart
ment of English, Texas Technological College; Mr. Dwain Evans, Minister , 
West Islip, New York; and Mr. Allen Pettus , Editor, The Nashville Ten
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Manuscripts for possible publication should be sent in double-spaced 
typescript M1ss10N, Box 326, Oxford, Ohio 45056. MISSION trustees and 
members of their families are not eligible. 

JANUARY 1969 [223} 31 


