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For my parents, who showed me early on what charitable and friendly humor is all about.
I thank my family—my husband and our kids—for many opportunities to laugh like Sarah.
I also thank Meredith Gould, writer, agent, and tweep extraordinaire—and a funny woman herself—for all her prodding and encouragement in making this hobby a book.
Most of all, I thank God for life, laughter, and all the saints.
***
It’s amazing, the fruit that comes out of utter avoidance. One evening I was browsing the Internet, read a now-defunct parody site, and thought, hmm…I could do that; or, I could grade some papers. The choice was obvious.
It’s true, the next morning I was hit by a garbage truck, and I should have put two and two together. But signs are wont to interpretation. Just like the truck driver: apparently he thought “left turn yield on green” meant “speed through and run over the pedestrian posthaste.” I kept writing.
This collection is from The Ironic Catholic website, specifically a series called “Dear Communion of Saints”. Like nearly everything on that website, it is a parody meant to entertain, amuse, and teach. These essays take aim at those low-hanging fruits, the ubiquitous advice columns in your local paper. The advice is obviously not gleaned from each saint’s writing. I do think they would agree with the points, since they are basic Christian teachings.
But one important, serious point: I am not making fun of the saints here. Admittedly, I think they would be more compassionate and probably less wordy than these responses allow, but I hope the “tough love” friendship of the saints shines through here. Honestly, many days I think the saints are the only human beings who understand me--or at least, are affectionately amused by me. I really love and honor these people. I am poking fun at foolish human imperfections, many (if not all) of which are my own. I take my cue from St. Francis de Sales’ Introduction to the Devout Life:
Scoffing at others is a wretched practice. God detests this vice. In the Old Testament he inflicts strange punishments on scoffers. There can be nothing more opposed to love and devotion than to despise and condemn your neighbor. Poking fun and scoffing are the same thing. Derision, mockery, scorn, and contempt are sins.
There are some good-humored words that can be spoken in modest jesting that are acceptable. This is innocent fun. The Greeks called it eutrapelia. We call it pleasant conversation. With it we can have a friendly, amusing discussion about human imperfections.
The trick is to avoid moving from light-hearted mirth to vicious scoffing. Scoffing produces laughter through scorn and contempt of another. Laughing banter comes from freedom and familiarity in clever expression. Jokes and puns can be healthy.
And so…to health! To life! L’chaim! And enjoy.
--The Ironic Catholic
May 26, 2010
The Feast of St. Philip Neri, “the humorous saint”
***
Is it a sin to substitute carob for chocolate in one’s Lenten fast?
Do standing committees have a purpose in the divine plan?
Why can’t you just let me sin already? Everybody’s doing it.
Could we play “Bad Romance” at our wedding mass?
Yo. Can we get married at Wrigley Field?
Can we ask our priest to serenade us during the wedding mass?
Can we rearrange the altar for my brother’s Tarentino-style “wedding memories” video?
What if my tenure portfolio is my life?
I’m having problems cooking this Thanksgiving turkey. Help?
Is it prudent or gluttonous to eat up candy before it spoils?
I’m very bored. Can we begin the apocalypse now?
Could I engage in a little bit of celebratory hubris?
Whom should I blame regarding lack of mass attendance?
***
Is it a sin to substitute carob for chocolate in one’s Lenten fast?
Dear Communion of Saints,
I resolved to give up chocolate for Lent and am having a hard time of it in this last week. I stopped by the local co-op and bought some carob to eat instead. Was this a sin? Or even a breaking of my Lenten fast?
Worriedly, Eternal Death by Chocolate?
St. Catherine of Siena, Doctor of the Church, responds:
First, dear sister in Christ, let me gently tell you: I ate pus for the greater glory of God and you're complaining about foregoing chocolate for a measly six weeks? I suggest you need to rethink your priorities.
Second, what was your motive in eating carob? I mean, seriously, who craves carob? The motive is the heart of the sin, and if you broke your fast in full knowledge, deliberately turning away from God's goodness, then yes, you committed a sin. And if carob is truly a substitute for chocolate, you broke the Lenten fast.
There are a lot of problems presented here: is eating carob sinful and an excellent example of natural law, where the disorderness of the act is "written" into the natural realm (eating carob is wrong, this is clear because it is disgusting)? Indeed, is eating the carob arguably a punishment in itself, the consequence hinting at the crime?
Although the above consideration does have theological appeal, I would argue that eating carob instead of chocolate is actually a penitential practice (not quite in the "eating pus" league, but it will do). Given it does not taste like chocolate and causes disappointment, disgust, and general revulsion, one should credit it to the asceticism of the liturgical season and move on with a repentant heart. God bless.
(With the ink still drying on the heavenly parchment, this piece wafted downward….)
St. Thomas Aquinas responds:
And so, my sister, the primary question is...
Whether substituting carob for chocolate breaks a personal Lenten fast?
Objection #1: The practice of fasting from a particular substance usually demands some substitution for another substance. As Anselm argued in Cur Deus Homo, substitionary atonement was good enough for God, and therefore substitution in principle is good enough for humanity. Therefore it does not break the personal fast.
Objection #2: Carob is mentioned in the inter-testamental literature (The Works of Daniel and Esau) as a good and a delight, especially when mixed with dates and figs. Therefore it does not break the personal fast.
Objection #3: St. Paul argued it is better for man to marry than "to burn" (1 Corinthians 7). Analogically, it is better to unite with carob than to succumb to chocolate. Therefore it does not break the personal fast.
On the contrary, The Philosopher argues, "I think Socrates was forced to drink carob in his death potion." (Ars Rhetorica Duo, XXXVII.23)
I answer that, as all creation has its ordained place in the created order, and all share being, any substitution of a luxury food for a luxury food in a personal fast may be understood as partaking of the same being. Therefore ingesting carob does break a personal Lenten fast of chocolate.
Reply to objection #1: While substitution can be a good in principle, it is ordered to the greater good of sacrificial love for others. Eating carob is not oriented to any definition of love.
Reply to objection #2: The inter-testamental literature is not canonical, and is rife with apocalyptic fervor, which explains why they thought the carob/fig/date mix was attractive.
Reply to objection #3: It has been proven that no man wants to marry carob.
My sister in Christ, I encourage you to look at my earlier work for your second question, whether substituting carob is a sin. I deal with that question, albeit indirectly. Now go eat a dry crust of bread. God bless.
*
Do standing committees have a purpose in the divine plan?
Dear Communion of Saints,
I am on numerous committees through my work and parish and never found any of them productive or life giving in any sense of the word. Indeed, the banality of the work rivals the lowest depths of Dante's Divine Comedy. Hell hath no fury like a committee. Why, then, why do they exist in a world that supposedly is ruled by an omnipotent, loving God? Do they have a purpose in the divine plan?
Anxiously awaiting an answer while in a said meeting,
The Purpose-Missing Life
St. Augustine of Hippo responds:
Dear Purposelessness,
Committees are indeed evidence of the privation of the good, that is, evil. Just remember, as you suffer through the torturous twists and turns of modern bureaucracy, that committees are not from God. They are evidence of original sin, pure and simple. In my text on Genesis, I document that the first committee occurred in the Garden of Eden. The meeting was called by the serpent, Eve made a motion, and Adam seconded the motion. Behold the power of evil in action!
Later, in Genesis, the archetype of committee work occurs in the ark of Noah. Granted, the ark was a saving act, but reality of close quarters at sea with animals doing what animals do does perfectly evoke the quality of quiet desperation felt by many a trapped committee member. Day after day searching for the light in the midst of storms became the metaphor for committee-facilitated evil.
While human committee members are created good, sin weaves through the structures of committees embodying what your 20th century theologians call structural evil. Their purpose may be redeemed by God, who in almighty power can turn evil to good. But should a committee do good on its own, it is clearly by accident. Take heart, my son, and pray to ward off the evil one while you sit in your meeting. God bless.
*
Dear Communion of Saints, I just had a root canal. It hurt. A lot. Why are teeth so poorly made?
In pain,
All is Suffering
Job--as in the Book of Job—responds:
Dear fellow sufferer,
I'm sorry to hear about your root canal. I can relate: I lost my home and wealth, my children died, I got covered with bleeding sores, and my wife left me. Anyway, I hope your anesthetized tooth is doing better soon. I will intercede for your healing.
"Poorly made," though? That seems a bit harsh. I appreciated being able to eat more than apple mash with my own fine teeth. Your accusatory question reminds me of the notable face to face meeting I had with the Almighty many years ago now. I was a little sore (heh heh heh...oh, never mind) at God for all these things having befallen me, and demanding answers. How could such pain and tragedy have befallen me, when I had observed the covenant all my days?
God didn't take all too kindly to the questioning. I think His answer to my question (Job 38-42) serves as an answer to yours as well. Just in case it isn't clear, I have added some commentary of my own in parentheses.
“Who is this that obscures divine plans with words of ignorance? (Why, that's you!) Gird up your loins now, like a man; I will question you, and you tell me the answers! (Get ready....) Where were you when I founded the earth? (Oh right, you didn't exist) Tell me, if you have understanding. Who determined its size; do you know? (No) Who stretched out the measuring line for it? (No idea) Into what were its pedestals sunk, and who laid the cornerstone, While the morning stars sang in chorus and all the sons of God shouted for joy? (Sounds cool, but you weren't there, so you'll take to take God's word for it.) And who shut within doors the sea, when it burst forth from the womb; When I made the clouds its garment and thick darkness its swaddling bands? When I set limits for it and fastened the bar of its door, (the sea has a door?) And said: Thus far shall you come but no farther, and here shall your proud waves be stilled! (You may have figured out by now-- you're not getting the teeth question answered) Have you ever in your lifetime commanded the morning and shown the dawn its place For taking hold of the ends of the earth, till the wicked are shaken from its surface? (The earth is like tablecloth?) The earth is changed as is clay by the seal, and dyed as though it were a garment; But from the wicked the light is withheld, and the arm of pride is shattered. (so...this is why my arm suddenly hurts? Like a divine "Uncle!"?) Have you entered into the sources of the sea, or walked about in the depths of the abyss? (no) Have the gates of death been shown to you, or have you seen the gates of darkness? (not yet) Have you comprehended the breadth of the earth? Tell me, if you know all: Which is the way to the dwelling place of light, and where is the abode of darkness, That you may take them to their boundaries and set them on their homeward paths? (Uncle! Uncle!) .... Will we have arguing with the Almighty by the critic? Let him who would correct God give answer!”
I humbly suggest you contemplate the creative grandeur of God rather than devote the mind God created to the more obscure problems of divine causality regarding cavities and gingivitis. God bless you.
In devotion to the Almighty and Merciful One,
Job
*
Why can’t you just let me sin already? Everybody’s doing it.
Dear Communion of Saints,
I don’t know why you all get so hung up on this sin stuff. I know I make mistakes because I’m human, after all. It’s not like I’m a bad person. And didn’t God create me free to be me? That sounds like divine license to me! Besides, I’m not sure I could like a God who doesn’t like ME. I can’t understand why you people, and my parents, can’t just chill.
--Good Enough. Whatever.
St. Alphonsus Ligouri responds:
My dear son in Christ Jesus,
I have good news, and bad news, and good news.
The good news is that I do hold, as does Holy Mother Church, that all people are called to holiness and the pinnacle of love with the Living God. And that God created you good and God delights in your existence. God created you for truth, love, and beauty.
The bad news is that before I became a priest and founded the Redemptorist order, I was a lawyer. And I can skewer your defense faster than those guys on “Law and Order.” As follows--
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