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Izzy Gesell, a humor and creativity coach, specializes in humorously serious and seriously humorous presentations on Managing Stress and Change Through Humor, Overcoming Gender Differences in Communication and improvisational theatre skits for teambuilding. He originated the idea of International Day of Laughter (April 29) and spoke to the NASA PMSEP group less than a week before the global event aimed at getting everyone to recognize the physical, mental, emotional and spiritual power of laughter.





“You cannot hold tension and laughter at the same time,” he told his lunchtime audience in Virginia Beach. “Laughter and tears are both ways of releasing pent-up emotion.” He estimates that 200 laughs are equivalent to 20 minutes on a rowing machine and a whole lot easier on the stomach.





Besides being good for the mind and body, laughter is also good for the heart. Hostage Terry Anderson, Holocaust survivor Victor Frankel and the doctors, nurses and orderlies of Korean M*A*S*H units all came to discover that laughter was the best medicine. “The human heart itself is a source of energy,” he noted, explaining the derivation of “lighthearted.”





Ultimately, laughter is good for the soul. The etymology of the word “enthusiasm” is “God within you,” he said, “and you want enthusiastic people working with you and for you.” Gesell added: “People you trust the most are the funniest.”





“Self-talk,” what we tell ourselves, all too often determines our behavior, he asserts. Our own expectations are “antecedents to behavior,” but you can “laugh compassionately about your shortcomings, for it stops the slide of negativity. Look at your life with human compassion,” he advises.





Self-talk is also based on habit, he adds, but we can always change our habits. “Kids are spontaneous,” but we older folks take ourselves too seriously.





Men and women also look at situations with a different point of view. She says: “I have nothing new to wear.” He says: “I have nothing clean to wear.” Both of them will have to compromise in order to get together again.





All of us use language differently. Here are seven words with seven different meanings, depending on what word is stressed: “I didn’t say she stole your money.”





Gesell ended with a set of tips on how to recall and retell any joke. “Do not memorize it,” he advises. Instead, look for its three-part structure, like a play, and memorize that. Part one is the set-up, the place of the story joke. Part two is the “problem.” Part three is the solution with a shift in point of view. “Humor,” after all, he says, “is the ability to see two perspectives at the same time, both of them true.” He suggests you study the next good joke you hear, jot down the three-part structure, and tell it five or six times, adding your own details to enrich the joke.





Then build a repertoire of jokes. Memorizing the structure of just one joke a week will give you the security of being able to tell 52 jokes a year.





“Misery loves company,” he concluded. “We have not been taught to honor humor.” Yet, if we look at life from an incongruous, ambivalent point of view, and practice, practice, practice; we should be able to improve our mental, physical, emotional and spiritual lives.





Sidebar


Wide Angle Humor


Tips and Tactics for Using Humor More Confidently


by Izzy Gesell





•	Find and display a picture of yourself laughing. Use it as a mirror.


•	Take notice of what you find humorous. What you smile and laugh at are the clues to where your sense of humor lies. Trust in yourself. Don’t judge your sense of humor solely by the opinions of others.


•	Gather humor where you find it so you can have it when you need it. Use a notebook or recorder to hold on to the things that make you laugh. Keep a humor diary. You will be amazed at how much laughter comes into your life already.


•	Show your sense of humor in subtle but visible ways—the clothes and accessories you wear, what your place in your home or work space, quotes or cartoons in your correspondence.


•	Search for the happiness in others. Know what makes the people in your life happy. The more you make others laugh, the more joy will come back to you. As you expand your sense of humor and show the world you are willing to take risks with it, you will find others will desire to make you laugh.


•	Get a humor buddy and regularly connect with that person to share humor.


•	Emotionally, humor operates by manipulating psychological distance and perspective. Sometimes it allows us to get close to people and events, other times it allows us to step back and gain a new perspective.


•	Negative humor, such as sarcasm or ethnic humor, needs a victim. Positive humor fosters equality by focusing on shared experiences.


•	Humor is a skill. As such it needs to be practiced. The more you practice, the better you will become.





____________________





Izzy Gesell is the author of Playing Along, “37 Group Learning Activities Borrowed from Improvisational Theatre” (Whole Person Association, Duluth, 1997) and can be reached at P.O. Box 962, Northhampton, MA  01061 or (413) 586-2634 < izzy@izzyg.com >. His website is http://www.izzyg.com





