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One of God's greatest gifts to us is the gift of humor.  It is the oil which soothes troubled waters and  restores troubled souls.  It refreshes the parts that nothing else can reach.  It enables us to deal with difficult issues and difficult people.  Most important of all it helps us to see our world, and ourselves in new ways and thus begins the possibility of change.

Terry Pratchett is a humorist of the first order, who has been writing books in the “diskworld” series for decades.  “Diskworld” is the chaotic fantasy world which Pratchett has peopled with wonderous beings in a variety of connected plots.  There is Rincewind the (almost) wizard.  There are the three witches from out in the boonies.  There is DEATH who always speaks in CAPITALS.  These characters populate plots which are always well constructed, and always pointed.  Pratchett uses his fiction to give us fresh perspectives on our own lives.  The Diskworld, which flies through space on the back of an enormous tortoise, speaks to our own, more mundane orb.

“Small Gods” is the thirteenth book in the series, but there is no recommended reading order, and you already know everything you need to know to make sense of the book.  The book has three protagonists, Om, Vorbis and Brutha.  Om is the God of Omnia, and Om was a very important God, however that was a while back.  Whilst Omnianism is the official (and very compulsory) religion of Omnia, almost nobody actually believes in Om.  Rather than having the shape of a huge and powerful being, Om appears as a little tortoise.  Vorbis is an official of Omnianism who controls the Quisition and is happiest when plenty of Omnians are being tortured for heresy, which is most of the time.  Whilst Vorbis is nominally only a deacon, he has Ambition.  Brutha is a monk, a naive and simple fellow who just wants a naive and simple life.  He is Om's sole believer, which means Om has little choice when Om is looking for the next prophet of Omnianism.

Small Gods is the story of how a small God becomes a Big God, how Brutha becomes a Prophet, and how Vorbis gets what's coming.  It is also an affectionate look at religion and metaphysics. Wrapped in the package are a few messages for those of us who practice religion, and maybe the opportunity for us to see ourselves in new ways.

Pratchett's humor works in a variety of ways.  He is an able parodist, for example “In the beginning was the Word And the Word was 'Hey You'”.  He can satirize mercilessly, as when the Atheist philosphers of the state next to Omnia demonstrate their philosophical flexibility without offending the Gods.  But Pratchett is at his best when he carefully sets up outlandishly ridiculous scenes which can have you struggling to control your laughter.  But it would spoil them to tell you in advance.

Pratchetts work can also be highly poignant.  In this book that poignancy come out particularly in his descriptions of those who have just died, as they come to terms with the journey that confronts them.  The journey takes the form of entering a desert of black sand.  For some it is a challenge, for others a coming home, and for others it is more than they can deal with.  The desert is a significant theme in this book, and occurs in different forms at various times in the story.  Overall, the book might be seen to be a humorous meditation on the theme of desert, based mainly in the Judaeo-Christian traditions.

Small Gods is great holiday reading with everything you need to keep your mind entertained and stimulated.  And it might just leave you with a few new insights into the Church, those you meet in Church, or even into yourself.

