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      Foreword

      
      
      In every generation, Christian believers construct their own image of Jesus, from
         the bearded youth of catacomb art to the Constantinian powerful ruler to the medieval
         suffering Christ of the Passion, from the compassionate and reasonable Romantic Jesus
         to the contemporary Cynic Jesus. Until recently, few have taken seriously the Jesus
         who defeats his opponents not with miraculous displays of power, but with tendentious
         and biting satire and irony, and with paradoxical stories that confound rational interpretation.
         Resistance to seeing Jesus as one who participates in the repartee of Mediterranean
         contests for honor runs as deep as resistance to a portrait of Jesus as fully human,
         for the two resistances run on parallel tracks. The sermons preached in most churches
         present a solemn Jesus who would not stoop to using rhetorical techniques that would
         produce an appreciative “Well done!” from his listeners, or who would not actually
         be playful with his friends. Nor are most of us comfortable with a Jesus who might
         have held cultural biases or stereotypes, all the while operating smoothly with our
         own.
      

      
      Terri Bednarz first situates the Gospels within the larger context of discovery and
         acceptance of humor in the Bible, then painstakingly details through contemporary
         scholarship the successive stages of awareness of Jesus’ use of humor as depicted
         by Gospel writers, the slow acceptance of it, and the developing appreciation of this
         aspect of the portraits of Jesus that have come down to us. May this study of the
         history of interpretation of biblical “humor-neutics” open our eyes to the multifaceted
         ways in which language both reveals and conceals the message of the Gospels.
      

      
       

      
      Carolyn Osiek, R. S. C. J.

      
      St. Louis, Missouri

      
      November 18, 2014
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      Chapter 1

      The Quest for Gospel Humor

      
         
         
      

      
      
         If the teachings of the Gospels

         
         speak the gritty truth and

         
         wreck the powerful taboo,

         
         then we should expect to find humor at work.[1] 
         

         
      

      In the fall of 2003, as part of my graduate studies at Brite Divinity School (Texas
         Christian University), I took Dr. Athalya Brenner’s Humor and Comedy in the Bible
         class. The title of the course intrigued me—it had never occurred to me that there
         might be humor in such serious and sacred literature. Brenner’s approach to biblical
         humor was eye-opening: her class changed my perspective and challenged my previous
         presuppositions toward the Bible. After taking the course, I decided to critique three
         books: On Humour and the Comic in the Hebrew Bible (1990), co-authored by Brenner and Yehuda Radday; Are We Amused? Humour about Women in the Biblical Worlds (2003), edited by Brenner; and J. William Whedbee’s The Bible and the Comic Vision (2002). These Hebrew Bible scholars shifted my understanding of biblical humor from
         a narrow perspective, in which humor was limited to frivolity, to a broader perspective,
         where I expanded my view of humor to include more tendentious types. I came to understand
         that the span of biblical humor stretched from non-serious bantering to deadly serious
         satirical barbs.
      

      
      The next critical step for me was to gain a better understanding of the ancient context
         of humor. I wanted to know where humor appeared in ancient literature, why it appeared,
         and with whom it appeared. Since the Hebrew Bible came out of the ancient Mesopotamian
         and Hellenistic worlds, and since Christian literature came out of the ancient Roman
         world, I considered it necessary to explore humor in these contexts. I began this
         next phase of study with Ingvild Sælid Gilhus’ Laughing Gods, Weeping Virgins: Laughter in the History of Religion (1997). Her book provided critical insights into the types of humor and laughter
         that surfaced in a range of literature from ancient Mesopotamia, Greece, and Rome.
         She was particularly helpful in detailing the effects of humor in disputes between
         rival entities. She also demonstrated the function of humor in ancient mythologies.
         From Gilhus’ work, I began to study humor elements and identify humor terms in a wide
         variety of ancient Grecian, Roman, and Jewish literature, including works of rhetoric,
         comedy, tragedy, satire, historiography, biography, and epic narratives.
      

      
      As a result of these studies in ancient humor, I eventually found myself drawn to
         exploring the possibility of humor in the Gospels. After my initial review of scholarly
         sources, it appeared at first that little had been done on the subject. With a focus
         on the Greek texts of the Gospels, I devoted considerable attention to the cultural
         and social contexts in which the Gospels were written. My concerns centered on several
         important questions: What rhetorical and literary devices would ancient authors associate
         with humor? What elements signaled the presence of humor in written texts? What forms
         did humor take, and what was the function and effect of humor in these texts? How
         would one recognize humor in ancient sources? As I studied a vast collection of Grecian,
         Roman, and Jewish works, I found that tendentious forms of humor repeatedly surfaced
         in mythologies, histographies, biographies, theatrical performances of tragedies and
         comedies, and in recollections of judicial proceedings. It became apparent to me that
         a lack of humor in the Gospels would be, in fact, a striking anomaly from the perspective
         of ancient circum-Mediterranean literature and culture. I began reading Christian
         Scripture through a newly formed lens and discovered a strong presence of tendentious
         humor in the agonistic exchanges narrated in the Synoptic Gospels. These observations
         eventually lead to my present work on Gospel humor.
      

      
      Approach to the Study of Gospel Humor

      
      A few years after Dr. Brenner’s course, I completed an intensive study of ancient
         humor from which I designed a model for identifying the forms, functions, and effects
         of Gospel humor. I presented this model in my dissertation.[2] While I worked on this study, and even afterward, I perceived a persistent and recurring
         problem: As I read through various publications on humor in the Bible, I noticed that
         scholars frequently qualified their work by saying that little research about humor
         in the Bible had been done. While I knew that was not accurate—that, indeed, much
         had been done—it then occurred to me that no one had ever compiled a comprehensive
         history of scholarly studies of humor in Scripture, especially the Gospels. Furthermore,
         I discovered that the lack of an extensive survey on biblical humor was actually contributing
         to the perception that identifying humor in the Bible was some kind of rare or novel
         event. Driven by curiosity and the need for a manageable task, I set about collecting
         and critiquing scholarly works on Gospel humor from various fields in academia and
         from highly educated scholars who worked mostly outside of academia, often in church
         settings.
      

      
      My aim was to produce a compendium of humor research as it related to Gospel literature,
         primarily as a critical resource for scholars and students. The task was more arduous
         that I had imagined: very few publications included humor terms in their indexes,
         and many databases did not use humor as an overarching keyword for various types of humor. In other words, as a researcher,
         I had to make specific entries for every humor element (e.g., wordplay, wit, trickery,
         satire) in my database searches rather than rely on the single umbrella term of humor. Many authors also did not use humor in their discussions of particular rhetorical or literary devices (e.g., wordplay,
         shocking use of dicta), even though these devices were common forms of humor in antiquity.
         There was also tremendous inconsistency in classifying—or not classifying—certain
         literary devices as humor. For example, some scholars explicitly labeled irony and
         satire as forms of humor, while others avoided such characterizations. These factors
         made the identification of humor and the search for publications on Gospel humor quite
         tedious. At times, it came down to page-flipping through volumes of works that contained
         at least some hints of humor elements.
      

      
      
         Broad and Narrow Views of Humor 

         

      

      
      After sorting through books, biblical commentaries, dictionaries, professional journals,
         and even turn-of-the-century newspapers, I managed to compile an extensive bibliography
         of works on biblical humor in general and Gospel humor in particular. This compendium
         covers slightly more than a one hundred and fifty year period and includes mostly
         scholarly publications and a few unpublished dissertations. I also critique other
         works that either played a key role in the discussions of Gospel humor or stimulated
         significant discussions on humor as it related to the perception of the historical
         Jesus. All the works in this compendium fall within the broad view of humor (see Figure
         1.1: Broad and Narrow Views of Humor).[3] 
      

      
      Several clarifications would be helpful at this point. First, my reference to “Gospel
         humor” is not meant to imply a harmonization of the humor found in the Gospels; rather,
         it simply denotes a presence of humor in the Gospels. Second, it must be stressed
         that a number of scholars covered do not explicitly refer to the word humor, but I have included their works because the literary and rhetorical devices that
         they discuss (e.g., satire and irony) fit within the broad view of humor as it was
         understood in Greco-Roman antiquity.[4] Third, this compendium has specific limitations. I do not provide an extensive discussion
         on the contributions made by Hebrew Bible scholars for the simple reason that I aimed
         to keep this work focused on Gospel humor. However, I do offer some commendations
         to their invaluable insights in the concluding chapter. I also include a helpful bibliography
         for exploring their works. With few exceptions, this book does not include a survey
         of studies in languages other than English, again for the simple reason that I needed
         to keep the material manageable. Finally, I do not attempt to address the complexities
         of defining humor; instead, I illustrate both narrow and broad views of humor and
         their associative humor types. I have chosen to focus on humor elements that have
         been discussed by ancient authors and demonstrated in some ancient forums (e.g., theater,
         judicial proceedings).[5] 
      

      
      Situating the Study of Gospel Humor in the Quest Periods

      
      My quest for Gospel humor is not meant to be a quest for the humor of the historical
         Jesus. So why do I situate the study of Gospel humor within the structure of the “Quest”
         periods? Scholars, who understand the influences of the historical method during these
         Quest periods, will be able to make connections between the developments in the study
         of Gospel humor and the developments in “reclaiming” and “reconstructing” the humanity
         of Jesus. Early scholarly attempts to demythologize Jesus met with incredible resistance—not
         without some cost to personal and professional lives. As we will see, early studies
         of the historical Jesus actually opened the door to the study of humor in the Gospels.
         Without the emphasis on the humanity of Jesus and his historical context, the study
         of Gospel humor would not have advanced beyond the image of a gentle, smiling Jesus
         on a sweet-eyed ass.
      

      
      Throughout the Quest periods, scholars faced serious rebuttals from other Christian
         scholars and Christians in general, both of whom feared linking humor with Jesus.
         There were persistent concerns that scholars would portray Jesus in a manner that
         was “too human” and, therefore, too closely associated with sinful activity. After
         all, Christ was divine, and Christians had come to view humor as something earthy.
         In short, they believed that associating humor with Jesus bordered on sacrilege.
      

      
      Over the last one hundred fifty years, the idea of Jesus’ humanity shifted from supra-human
         views to more earthy views. This shift would have a dramatic effect on characterizing
         certain types of humor used by the historical Jesus. Scholars of the early Quest periods
         would come to see Jesus’ harsh forms of humor as redeemable rhetoric. Eventually,
         it became acceptable to associate Jesus with satirical barbs and derogatory epithets
         because scholars linked this rhetoric with Jesus’ concern for the repentance of his
         opponents. However, scholars would shift away from humor descriptions of the historical
         Jesus and begin to focus on the humor of Jesus as depicted by the Gospel authors and
         redactors. They would begin to see that the Gospel depictions of Jesus’ humor comprised
         a type of prophetic rhetoric. In other words, scholars identified the tendentious
         forms of humor rhetoric in the Gospels with the prophetic chastisement of the religious
         elites.
      

      
      I have chosen to situate studies of Gospel humor within the Quest periods so that
         scholars and students can compare these publications with the emerging perceptions
         regarding the humanity and historicity of Jesus. Again, I am not advocating for the
         humor of a historical Jesus, nor am I seeking to validate harmonized depictions of
         the historical Jesus’ humor. From my perspective, we cannot associate Gospel humor
         with the historical Jesus because the Gospel authors are presenting Jesus through
         their own theological lens. This compendium presents a history of Gospel humor studies
         as it relates first to the historical Jesus and eventually to the Gospel authors and
         redactors.
      

      
      When I refer to scholars in the various Quest periods, I do not intend to convey that
         they are all taking a historical critical approach; the “work of scholars of the Third
         Quest period” simply refers to all biblical scholarship produced during that period.
         In the Second and Third Quest periods, many scholars used other approaches to biblical
         material—including literary, rhetorical, contextual, and feminist approaches—which
         challenged the scholarship that used the historical critical approach. My intent here
         is to focus attention on the biblical scholars who produced works during these particular
         time frames.
      

      
      Defining the Quest Periods

      
      As early as 1778, European scholars began to take a historical approach to the Gospels.[6] Through their research, they aimed to extract “unbiased” insights from Gospel materials
         in order to “recover” and “reconstruct” the historical life of Jesus. A plethora of
         biographies of Jesus appeared, but many of these depicted an idyllic or supra-human
         Jesus, often under the guise of critical research. Only a few scholarly works attempted
         to demythologize the Gospel portrayals of Jesus. During the turn of twentieth century,
         American scholars began to add their voice to the quest for the historical Jesus.
         Many of these biographies portrayed Jesus as an idyllic figure and depicted Jesus
         as a Galilean reformer, often to the neglect of his first-century Jewishness. As we
         shall see, in no small way did the biases of these scholars often influence their
         views of the historical Jesus.
      

      
      Several reviews of scholarship in the Quest periods can assist readers to identify
         important early works as well as the key issues involved in the search of the historical
         Jesus. Amy-Jill Levine offers a particularly helpful critique in an edited volume
         titled The Historical Jesus in Context.[7] She discusses some important works and examines the fundamental difficulties with
         the historical critical approach. John Dominic Crossan presents a brief assessment
         on the subject in his book The Historical Jesus.[8] He highlights the stunning diversity in scholarly depictions of the historical Jesus.
         In his book The Jesus Quest, Ben Witherington gives a concise review of historical critical scholarship.[9] Finally, James Charlesworth’s The Historical Jesus: An Essential Guide provides a succinct analysis of the research of the various “Quest” periods.[10] 
      

      
      In defining the Quest periods for this compendium, I primarily consulted the works
         of Albert Schweitzer and Ben Witherington. Schweitzer offers the earliest review of
         what later scholars would call the First Quest period in his pivotal work Eine Geschichte der Leben-Jesu-Forschung (The Quest for the Historical Jesus) (1906). He challenged what he saw as distortions of Jesus inherent in early historical
         Jesus scholarship.[11] His critique marked the end of the First Quest period. Witherington offers a review
         of scholarship that divides the quest for the historical Jesus into four periods:
         First Quest, Second Quest, “No” Quest, and Third Quest.[12] He writes that the earliest examples of the historical approaches appear in the works
         of David Strauss (1835–1836) and Ernest Renan (1860s).[13] Their studies defined much of the discussion on the historical approaches for First
         Quest period. Witherington adds that it was Martin Kähler’s The So-Called Historical Jesus and the Historic Biblical Christ (1896) that prompted the most serious critique of the historical approach.[14] Kähler insisted that scholarly focus should be on the Christ of Faith, not on efforts
         to reclaim the Jesus of History.[15] Witherington asserts that it was Schweitzer’s and Kähler’s criticisms that brought
         an end to the First Quest period (1778–1906). Witherington designates the period from
         1907 to1953 as the “No” Quest period, seemingly because of its emphasis on the Christ
         of Faith.
      

      
      Witherington marks the beginning of Second Quest with the work of Ernst Käsemann.
         In 1953, Käsemann delivered an influential lecture in which he argued that historical
         memories might be preserved in the Gospel material.[16] In the Second Quest period, Witherington observes, scholarly attention shifted to
         Jesus’ teachings,[17] and the characterization of Jesus diverged into a wide variety of depictions—a Cynic
         philosopher, political revolutionary, a Galilean charismatic, and an eschatological
         prophet, just to name a few examples from John Dominic Crossan’s The Historical Jesus.[18] The emergence of so many different views of Jesus made the historical method appear
         quite unstable. During the Second Quest, scholars began to realize that recovering
         the historical Jesus was problematic not only for academia but also for grounding
         Christian faith. Many scholars from other emerging methods of biblical criticism began
         to denounce the weaknesses of the historical critical method. The difficulties of
         recovering historical data and other scholarly criticisms of this method effectively
         ended the Second Quest period. Witherington credits the late 1970s demise of the Second
         Quest largely to the waning influence of Rudolf Bultmann and his existential approach
         to the Gospels.[19] 
      

      
      The Third Quest period emerged in the early 1980s and continues to the present time.
         Witherington attributes this period’s renewed interest in the historical Jesus to
         the new discoveries of archaeological materials and other historical findings.[20] Third Quest scholars often distinguish their work from that of the Second Quest,
         qualifying their work with discussions on the limitations of the historical method.
         Rather than focus on reclaiming the historical Jesus, Third Quest scholars aimed to
         illuminate the historical context in which Jesus of Nazareth and the Gospel authors
         lived. These studies of the social and cultural context of the Gospels continue to
         give impetus to the Third Quest period.
      

      
      Throughout the Quest periods, biblical scholars have benefited from other critical
         approaches to Gospel material. In the early Quest periods, historical critical approaches
         were often little more than disguised literary approaches. In the later Second Quest
         period, when the historical critical method gained significant respect as a discipline,
         scholars began to commend the benefits of other approaches to biblical exegesis, including
         literary, rhetorical, redaction, form, and source criticisms. As the Third Quest developed,
         scholars turned more to the contextual studies of the first-century Roman world to
         enlighten their understanding of the Gospel material. The Third Quest period continues
         to the present day with a pronounced emphasis on the material and cultural world of
         primitive Christianity.
      

      
      The Quest Period Schema

      
      I organized this compendium by these four periods: First Quest (1778–1906), “No” Quest
         (1907–1953), Second Quest (1954–1979), and Third Quest (1980–2014). These divisions
         are based largely, but not exclusively, on the reasons set forth by Albert Schweitzer
         (1906) and Ben Witherington (1997). I have aligned the start of the First Quest period
         with Schweitzer’s observation that the quest for the historical Jesus began emerging
         in the form of biographies in 1778.[21] In agreement with Witherington, I concluded the First Quest period with the publication
         of Schweitzer’s Eine Geschichte der Leben-Jesu-Forschung: Von Reimarus zu Wrede (1906).[22] With a slight deviation from Witherington, I have extended the “No” Quest period
         to 1953. I see Ernst Käsemann’s lecture “The Problem of the Historical Jesus” as the
         turning point that concludes the “No” Quest period.[23] The transition point from the Second Quest to the Third Quest is more fluid and cannot
         be precisely determined. For practical reasons, I begin the Third Quest in 1980. I
         conclude my examination of Third Quest scholarship with publications issued no later
         than the spring of 2014. Finally, it should be remembered that the dates for the Quest
         periods set forth here are meant to be instructive, not definitive.
      

      
      
         	
            
            First Quest: 1778–1906

            
         

         
         	
            “No” Quest: 1907–1953

            
         

         
         	
            Second Quest: 1954–1979

            
         

         
         	
            Third Quest: 1980–2014

            
         

         
      

      
      Approaching Gospel Humor in the Quest Periods

      
      There are critical questions that one should consider when reading the material from
         each of these Quest periods: How are the various scholars identifying and depicting
         the “humanity” and “divinity” of Jesus as they interpret the Gospel materials? How
         do these perceptions of Jesus shape the kinds of humor that scholars are willing to
         associate with him? We will see how, at times, and often unwittingly, presuppositions
         prevent or hinder the recognition of certain types of Gospel humor. As scholarship
         progresses through the Quest periods, we will also see a shift in focus from the historical
         Jesus to the literary or theological depictions of Jesus. At this point, one should
         consider another critical question: How does a particular Gospel author portray Jesus,
         and what kinds of humor does the Gospel author associate with him? We will find that
         each of the Gospel authors emphasized particular types of humor elements, perhaps
         because of different contexts. For example, we will find Aramaic wordplay, didactic
         humor, and highly derogatory epithets in the Gospel of Matthew, whereas in the Gospel
         of Luke we will find Aristophanic-like comedy and comic elements of shock. There is
         much to learn about the kinds of humor elements that appear in each Gospel.
      

      
      Identifying Humor Rhetoric

      
      When I first heard the idea that there was humor in the Bible, I fully expected to
         discover something funny. Certainly, I did not expect harsh forms of humor in the
         Bible. More seriously, I did not expect harsh forms of humor in the Gospels. It had
         never occurred to me that the Gospel authors might have depicted Jesus outwitting
         his opponents in public forums so that laughter would delegitimize their authority
         and power. It had never occurred to me that the mockery of Jesus during his trial
         and crucifixion might have been part of a Roman spectacle, that is, a status degradation
         ritual. After studying these harsh forms of humor, the Gospels certainly took on a
         much earthier nuance.
      

      
      When I began to study humor in the works of Greco-Roman antiquity, I found that both
         non-tendentious and tendentious humor served serious functions in sacred literatures
         and other ancient media. The gods and heroes of Greek mythologies and epics used humor
         to maintain their status and power.[24] Deities would demonstrate their own superiority by tricking mortals and aiming derisive
         laughter at them.[25] Early Grecian comedies often exposed social ills by uttering satirical barbs against
         powerful city leaders in order to chastise their unethical actions.[26] Greek philosophers like Aristotle supported the use of mockery as a device for shaming
         the faults of others (Aristotle, Poet. 5.1449a) and defeating rivals (Aristotle, Rhet. 2.2.12).[27] The Cynic philosophers used disparaging forms of humor to ridicule the pretensions
         of the wealthy and powerful—and even to foment social revolutions.[28] Cicero, the renowned Roman orator, disarmed and unsettled his opponents with humor
         (Cicero, De or. 2.58). He also used ingenious barbs in repelling or delivering verbal attacks (Cicero,
         Or. 26.87).[29] Humor also had uplifting functions, such as promoting relaxation at dinner parties
         (Xenophon, Cyr. 2.2.12–14; 5.2.18) and demonstrating or building good character (Aristotle, Eth. nic. 4.6.9–8.11).[30] Cicero argued that humor helped orators gain or regain the attention of a bored audience
         (Cicero, De or. 2.216; 2.236).[31] These are just some of the benefits of harsh and light forms of humor.[32] 
      

      
      Humor was no laughing matter when it involved rhetoric that publically shamed opponents.
         In the honor societies of Greco-Roman antiquity, such uses of humor could lead to
         intense eruptions. Anger, violence, vengeful retaliations, and even death were not
         uncommon in scenarios where a person felt slighted by derision (Plato, Resp. 388e; Aristotle, Rhet. 2.2.18–26; Plutarch, Quaest. Conv. 2.1.8.633–10.634).[33] Ancient hearers would know the presumed effects of humor when they listened to folk
         heroes outwit opponents in histographies, biographies, and letters. We can presume
         that the earliest hearers of the Gospel of Matthew knew Jesus’ demise would come soon
         after he delivered the derogatory barbs in Matt 23:1–39. The notion that laughter
         killed Jesus is not so far-fetched.
      

      
      Efforts to define humor have been the bane of scholarly endeavors since the days of
         Cicero. After reading a Greek book about laughter, Cicero himself mocked any attempt
         to construct a theory of laughter (De or. 2.217–18). He discussed various kinds of elements that produced what moderns would
         call sympathetic or derisive laughter (or pleasure). A study of Plato reveals a simplistic
         view of what moderns would call humor. He theorized that absurdity was the root cause
         of laughter (Plato, Resp. 606c; Phileb. 48–50; Leg. 7.816–17). Aristotle pointed to the ridiculousness of human foibles as the cause
         of laughter. He insisted that portraying persons with vices worse than the average
         person’s would upset the expectations of the audience and thereby cause laughter (Aristotle,
         Poet. 2.1448a–49a). Plutarch described jesting, teasing, ridicule, and shrewdness as elements
         which could produce derision as well as pleasure (Plutarch, Quaest. Conv. 2.1.4.631; 2.1.629–2.630; 2.1.4.631). Cicero added confusion, shock, and surprise
         as elements that produced an effect beyond the average response (Cicero, De or. 2.58). He observed that certain elements created excitement and caused the audience
         to become energized (Cicero, Or. 128). So we return to the question: What is humor? How did the ancient authors of
         the Mediterranean world view humor? Is humor that which causes laughter, pleasure,
         or energizes the hearer in some way? Do surprise and shock signal a form of pleasure?
         Whether tendentious or not, is humor a device that causes some kind of unexpected
         reaction from a targeted person that spectators enjoy?
      

      
      After studying a host of ancient discussions on humor, I believe that the modern biblical
         scholar would be wise to avoid the construction of a complex theory of humor. Perhaps
         the simple observation that humor consists of some kind of incongruity would suffice
         in our study of biblical humor. In regard to the study of humor in Mediterranean antiquity,
         it is important to focus not so much on a definition of humor but rather on the humor
         types found in a wide range of ancient media.
      

      
      One further note: while it is true that the term humor, as we understand it today, was not used by the authors of antiquity, we can still
         apply it here in this compendium as an all-encompassing term.[34] Such an application is not unreasonable. There is little doubt that different kinds
         of ancient linguistic devices fit under the heading of humor as we use the term today. These include phonotactical devices (puns, wordplays, the
         Hebrew rhyme), morpho-syntactical devices (double entendre, ambiguity), and rhetorical
         devices (irony, hyperbole, meiosis, litotes, caricature, parody, satire).[35] These linguistic kinds of humor as well as other kinds of humor (e.g., soliloquy,
         shocking reversals, witty ripostes) have been discussed, illustrated, dramatized,
         and even debated by ancient sources. While they did not categorize them under an inclusive
         term like humor, they were clear to associate them with the laughable, the pleasurable, and the charming.
      

      
      The Narrow and Broad Views of Humor

      
      After reviewing the types of humor that appeared in a wide variety of ancient media,
         I became convinced that a narrow view of humor is not helpful for the study of Gospel
         humor (see Figure 1: Broad and Narrow Views of Humor). The narrow view of humor includes
         only forms that cause sympathetic or non-derisive types of laughter and focuses on
         pleasure, amusement, and relaxation. The types of humor common in the narrow view
         include charming wit, playful bantering, insider jokes, pleasing wordplays, and literary
         irony. Non-tendentious humor typically involves the mediating agents of laughter,
         smiles, and other sensations of pleasure. A broad view of humor expands the narrow
         view to include more tendentious types of humor: disarming wit, derogatory epithets,
         acerbic barbs, mockeries, cutting aphorisms, stinging invectives, and Socratic types
         of irony. These types of humor tend to shock, surprise, and unsettle. The mediating
         agents of tendentious humor take the form of derisive laughter, sneers, scornful nods,
         and even stunned silence.
      

      
      This compendium includes scholarly works that incorporate the broad view of humor.
         In situating Gospel humor within its social and cultural context, it is necessary
         to consider a range of humor that might make most Christians uncomfortable. We must
         keep in mind that the Gospel authors would naturally use the literary and rhetorical
         devices familiar to them—and ones that would help them make their didactic points.
         For example, if the Gospel authors wanted to emphasize the greatness of Jesus as a
         philosopher-like teacher, then they would follow the literary constructs of their
         day and depict the disciples as dim-witted—even though the disciples might not have
         been dull at all. As we will see, the broad view of humor can be unsettling to Christian
         scholars. For a time, they are simply unable to see these forms of humor in the Gospels.
         Eventually, though, we see a shift toward the broad view of humor.
      

      
      Conclusion

      
      The scholars of the First Quest period will have hardly begun their struggle with
         the idea of the humanity of Jesus before the idea of Jesus’ humor comes into play.
         Both concepts caused disconcertion and unsettled those who held tightly to the divinity
         of Jesus and his idealized supra-human image. The gentle Jesus on a sweet-eyed ass
         would have to give way to other less-pleasant images of Jesus before harsh forms of
         humor could be associated with him. Before the end of the Second Quest, scholars would
         manage to identify harsh forms of humor in Gospel rhetoric. They would turn the image
         of the gentle, smiling Jesus into that of a fiery prophet with his plummeting rain
         of derogatory epithets. By the end of the Third Quest period, the humor of Jesus will
         span the spectrum of humor, from bantering play and clever wit to satirical barbs
         and shocking analogies. The scholarly shift from a narrow view to a broad view of
         humor will slowly evolve as perceptions of the historical Jesus and the Gospel depictions
         of Jesus become earthier. The “Quest” struggle to come to grips with first the humanity
         of Jesus and then the Gospel depictions of Jesus will reveal a fascinating journey
         in the discovery of Gospel humor.
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      The Humor Taboo

      
         
         
      

      
      
         
         
         Tendentious humor, at best, aims with barbed veracity. 

         
         At worst, it denigrates by insulting dignity.

         
      

      There has been, and continues to be, an unspoken treachery, a deeply ingrained taboo,
         against deconstructing romanticized images of Jesus. In particular, associating humor
         with Jesus has proven to be one of the more persistent problems in challenging the
         idyllic images of Jesus. Why is it so difficult to associate the Jesus of the Gospels
         with humor, especially tendentious forms of humor? Orthodox perceptions of the Jesus
         of History and the Christ of Faith have much to do with this problem. On the one hand,
         Jesus as the gentle human shepherd has been reinforced in various types of media.
         This image of Jesus has long been entrenched in the historical memory of orthodox
         Christianity. On the other hand, Christ has been repeatedly depicted as a compassionate
         divine Savior who projects a thoughtful countenance while healing and forgiving every
         supplicant who comes before him. These images, and similar others, project romanticized
         depictions of Jesus, and they make it difficult to conceive Jesus as a forceful prophetic
         antagonist who utters derogatory epithets (derisive humor) against moral depravity.
         These idyllic images also hinder an appreciation of the cultural nuances of ancient
         Mediterranean societies and the importance of honor in these social and cultural settings.
         Regarding honor acquisition, wit and barbed aphorisms are quite often a necessity
         in agonistic exchanges. Furthermore, depictions of an always-compassionate divine
         Christ also contradict the typical understanding of deities in the ancient Mediterranean
         world
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