‘I’d like to thank you from the heart of my bottom’ for initiating this topic. I actually stole that line from Wilma Mankiller’s (former chief of the Cherokee nation) husband. He nervously misappropriated words of thanks while accepting an award for supporting his wife throughout her leadership role. It is likely a combination of the social context (an embarrassing misstep before hundreds of spectators) and word play that elicited raucous laughter from the audience.
I was the class clown who grew up to be a social worker, a stand-up comic, a workshop presenter on humor, and my present vocation - an instructional designer. I explored humor across disciplines. I applied humor to every category I felt I had the breadth and depth to competently discuss: Humor in Social Work Practice, Humor in the Workplace, Humor in Hospital Settings, Women and Humor, Humor in Psychotherapy, Humor and Non-Violence and so on. For the past seven years – I have worked as an instructional designer and have been mulling ways to incorporate humor in online classes.
Several years ago I found the following classification of humor which has served as basis for my understanding. It seems that many forms of humor can be subsumed under these seven categories. 

Unexpected or surprise

Word Play

Revelation of the Truth

Incongruity 
Superiority and Ridicule

Repression or release 
Exaggeration 
I tend to think of humor and sense of humor differently. I think of sense of humor (apart from an appreciation for humor) – as a sense of knowing ourselves and our world. It allows us to laugh at ourselves and embrace our foibles. Through our sense of humor a tragic flaw becomes a comedic work in progress. Several years ago I read an article about the Iroquois Striking the Pole Ritual. The entire tribe sat in a circle with a huge pole in the center. One person would get up, strike the pole, imitate a person’s behavior that has been bothering them, and the entire tribe laughed. Then, the imitator gave the person that everyone laughed at a gift. It was then the gift receiver’s turn to get up strike the pole and imitate another. The process repeated. It seemed to me this was an excellent example of the sense of humor. They had found a socially sanctioned way to confront others. Inherent in the ritual is the assumption that everyone bothers another from time to time and we can embrace their foibles as well as our own. 
My ideas for incorporating humor in online courses are theoretical if you will – they have not been tried. 
Humor interspersed in the content 
This conveys the personality of the instructor. It gives the learner a sense of familiarity or comfort with the instructor. To avoid misunderstandings - - you may want to include a note about your use of humor in your Welcome Page. If you sense that some of your humor interspersed throughout you content may be misunderstood – you may further annotate with a capital H (for Humor, if you tire of the().
Even in person, it may be difficult for others to understand one’s use of humor. Several years ago I concluded an oral report I had given on cross-cultural hormonal levels (or something like that) with a 3 minute cassette recording of Margaret Mead. The recording was actually me feigning an accent I thought she might have -offering satiric academic garble about Hominid hormone levels through the ages – highlighting the sharp spike during the Bronze Age. I was excited. I was about to entertain the class. During the first 30 seconds of the cassette recording – no one laughed. Then, a minute ended. Still – no laughter. I could feel my face flush with a red – it was more than a beet – it was more like a volcanic rush of embarrassment and it was going to keep spilling for two more minutes. They were taking the recording seriously. Were they asleep? Did they not recognize my voice? How do I explain to them that it was really me after the joke had been so sorely lost? That day - I learned a valuable lesson about context and expectation. The context was a serious oral presentation in an academic setting. Although, I was known to be a humorous person – the context was foreground. In terms of expectation – I did not cue them for change. I provided no transitions.
Humor added to the content
Apart from the Getting Started Section – include a section on the main page where students have a chance to relax and explore humor related to your subject. If you are including jokes be careful to analyze who is the brunt of the joke. Does the joke represent a certain profession, class, religion, or ethnic group? Folklorists view jokes as a form of oral tradition – jokes convey a story and are told over and over again. Folklorists can trace contemporary jokes to actual historical events. Somehow, we tend to think if it is just a joke then there is no harm. We even may think if the receiver of the joke takes exception – that they are too sensitive or politically correct. Sociologically, an in-group and out-group phenomena emerges. For instance, it is okay if I poke fun at my mother, my brother, my ethnicity, my geographical stereotypes – but, it is not okay for you to if we do not share those commonalities or a personal history of established trust. In analyzing whether to use a certain joke - think of the joke as a statement. Take out the laughter and ask what the joke is saying.
A humorous activity that reinforces the objectives
In your content area are there humorous activities that can reinforce learning? In math are there mathematical tricks that are fun with unexpected outcomes? In literature are there humorous poems that can be analyzed? I have a British friend who creates creative thinking puzzles that are humorous with unexpected solutions. These sorts of puzzles can prepare learners for expanding their approaches to problems and even accepting unexpected solutions. Puzzle writers tend to be a subculture of people who love when people use their creations. They may provide copyright permission for use in your course. 
Perhaps, the activity itself is fun and creative. For example, I once had to analyze Snow White and Cinderella in terms of their backgrounds and potential for problems in adulthood. This exercise was difficult for some students.  They preferred a more structured, real-life case to analyze. The learning process is the same regardless of the reality of the example. Instructors may offer alternate fun exercises for students.
Humor in chat and discussions
Unless you are streaming live audio or video – chat may be the most spontaneous communication offered in online courses. It allows for unplanned instructor humor initiation and feedback from students. It may offer students a sense of immediacy with the instructor (as long as the humor is not perceived as a putdown). When you initiate humor - it conveys to the students that they are free to initiate as humor as well. You may indicate in your syllabus or Getting Started page your netiquette expectations regarding humor or jokes.
In the discussion section, you could include an area for humorous content related material. Have your students had humorous field experiences? Do they have actual humorous experiences in relation to the subject matter? What can be extrapolated from those experiences?
Resources
In the resources or links section of your course you may link to humorous periodicals in your field. The Journal of Polymorphous Perversity spoofs medicine, psychiatry and psychology. Many disciplines have humor periodicals devoted to their fields both online and print-based. Articles could be placed on E-Reserves. 
The Purist
Ogden Nash

I give you now Professor Twist,
A conscientious scientist,
Trustees exclaimed, "He never bungles!"
And sent him off to distant jungles.
Camped on a tropic riverside,
One day he missed his loving bride.
She had, the guide informed him later,
Been eaten by an alligator.
Professor Twist could not but smile.
"You mean," he said, "a crocodile."        
H
