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S E R M O N  I X

And it came to pafs at noon9 that Elijah 
mocked them9 and faidy Cry aloud: for

is purfuing, or be is in a journey, or per- 
adventure be Jleepetb> and mujl be 
awaked.

H  E Prophet Elijah feems to have
been very merry on this occafion, 

and makes very free with Baal and his 
Prophets* It appears manifeft from this 
paffage, that it is no crime for grave 
men to laugh upon proper occafions,

i K i n g s  xviii. 2 7 .

be is a god ; either be is talking, or he
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and apply ridicule to things that are ri­
diculous. Though Religion is one o f 
the gravefi things in the world, yet when 
it is founded upon abfurdity, and com- 
pofed of fuperftitious fopperies, it is no­
thing more than an obje£t of ridicule.
I wonder much when Dr. Brown was 
corre&ing Lord Shaftefbury, that he did 
not fall foul upon the Prophet Elijah ; 
for this farcaftical Prophet has made as 
free with the religion of Baal, and his 
Prophets, as ever his Lordihip did with 
the Parfons, and the Religion of the 
Church of England. Elijah not only 
laughed at the Priefts, but even made 
free with their Deity, which fome Per­
fons may think looked very like profa­
nity ; and to the Priefts of Baal it would, 
no doubt, appear very profane. It was 
well for the prophet that he did not live 
in the days of the Star-chamber, nor re- 
fided within the reach of the inquifi- 
ticn, or they would foon have fpoiled 
his mirth. It is a fad thing to laugh at
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the Clergy, whatever Religion they are 
o f ; for it is always a fign of great infi­
delity, and ihews that the Church is in 
danger. This Prophet of the Lord, in 
fome countries, would have part: for an 
infidel, and been ftigmatized for a Deift, 
He ought to have taken his own way, 
but not to have ridiculed other people’s 
God and Religion. It is a weak Reli­
gion that cannot endure the teft of R i­
dicule.

Thefe fycophant Prophets of Baal had 
got into favour with Ahaband his Queen, 
and thought every thing became them. 
The Prophets of the Lord were flain, 
and baniihed, becaufe they would not 
flatter the Courtiers, and the Minifters 
of Ahab. None durit appear in behalf 
of the true Religion, except Elijah, who 
was a perfon of an intrepid difpofition, 
and feems alfo to have been a man of 
humour. Let none of the Patrons of 
Dulnefs and Superftition exclaim againit
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treating Religious Subjects in a pleafant 
and humorous manner, when we have 
fuch a good pattern for the practice. The 
Prophet here has fet us a line example 
for the practice of ridicule with re­
gard to Religious Subjects, and Religious 
Perfons.

Here it may be neceffary to confider 
the nature of this Ridicule, which the 
Prophet Elijah practifed againft the Pro­
phets of Baal y and, fecondly, to enquire, 
W hether or not it is the teft of truth, 
or how far it tends to difcover falfe- 
hood.

i .  The nature of this Ridicule will 
more eafily be inveftigated by confider-
ing the objects thereof.------ And there
are three things in the text which the
Prophet brings to the ftandard of Ri­
dicule. The object of that new national 
worihip, Baal ?—the worfhip itfelf j—the
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worlhippers, the prophets of B a a l a n d  
the manner of their worfhip.

The object of that new national wor­
fhip, Baal. He is a god ; or, as the He­
brew reads, Seeing be is a god7 cry aloud. 
There is more meant than meets the ear 
in thefe words. The Prophet was not 
fo rude and unmannerly as to tell thefe 
Clergymen that Baal was a Daemon, 
though he plainly means as m u c h ;
nor does he affirm that he was a true 
D e ity ; for then he would have told a 
falfehood :—but argues upon their own 
principles, and addreiTes them upon that 
fuppofition which their pra&ice fuggeft- 
ed. Seeing he is a god, and you confider 
him as fucb> try your influence with him, 
and make him prove his Divinity. This 
is moil terribly fevere, and yet incom­
parably delicate. The actions which 
Elijah attributes to this falfe object of 
worfhip carries the degree of ridicule 
to the higheft point. Perhaps he is talk-



16 | M u r r a y

ingy—and cannot hear you through the 
hurry of converfation. To fuppofe a 
Deity fo embarraffed with converfation, 
as not to hear the prayers of his Ambaf- 
fadors, is to make him a perfect Daemon. 
This is a curious Climax which the Pro­
phet ufes. H e begins with one of thofe 
common actions which hinders men from 
attending to petitions, the ncife and hurry 
c f  converfation, and hereby brings Baal 
down to the level of a finite creature 
yea, he makes him an impertinent bab­
bler, who when he was engaged in one 
fubject, could take notice of nothing 
elfe.—Bat he adds, or, he is purfuing.— 
Intent upon a victory, and mufi have his 
attention called off from fo ferious ail 
action before he will hear you. Elijah 
makes Baal truly Heathen \ he gives him 
the character of Mars, the God of War9 
whom the Heathens brought in for their 
afliitance in time of battle. Thofe Pro­
phets mufl have been very ftupld not to 
perceive when their God was treated like
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a devil; for this farcaftical Prophet un-
deifies him altogether. Or he is in a
journey.—Now he is divefted of both Cm-
nifcience and Omntprefence. The Prophet
pofitively hints that he could not be
everywhere ; when he was purfuing,
and in a journey, he could not hear the
prayers of his Prophets.------ This was
bringing him down very low ; but he 
adds, or peradventure heJleepeth, and jnufl
be awaked. Now his godjhip is in a dofe, 
and taking a nap. The images are na­
turally introduced ; for firft, he is con- 
fidered as talking extravagantly,—then 
purfuing,—afterwards in a journey,— 
and at laft, he falls afleep.

Elijah could not have more feverely 
fatirized the Deity of thefe Prophets, 
fuppofing he had exprefsly given him all 
the bad epithets in the Hebrew lan­
guage. The falfe prophets could not 
decently be offended at him for treating 
their God in this manner ; for their own
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behaviour fuggefted the ideas which he 
exprefles. Befides, as this was a com­
parative trial between the God of Ifrael 
and this falfe Deity, the event was moil 
likely to try the force of the ridicule j 
and the experiment, which was now be­
gun, would in all probability determine 
what was truth or falfehood in the 
matter iu con trover fy. The man who 
laughs at an abfurd chara&er, even fup- 
pofe it ihould be annexed to a Deity, 
does not ridicule a Divine Name, but 
ridicules the imaginary fancies of fuper- 
ilitious minds. It would be no refle£tion 
upon the character of God Almighty, 
for a Chriitian to laugh at a god made 
of a wafer, though a good Catholick 
might account it profane. It is impof* 
fible for any perfon who has the leaft 
rifibility to be grave in treating fuch 
unnatural and abfurd opinions. If any 
grave man ihould folemnly tell me, that 
the God o f the Univerfe took pleafurc 
in a Chriftian’s flogging himfelf for his
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fins, I could not help fmiling at him ; 
but if he told me further, that it was 
effential to his ideas of his character, I 
ihould certainly laugh very heartily at 
both him and the Deity which he wor-
fhipped.------ And I fhould certainly do
no more than the Prophet Elijah did 
in the cafe before us.

The Prophet next ridicules the wor- 
ihippers of Baal. They had called upon 
this idol from morning till noon, and 
they were ftill where they were. H e  
had paid no attention to their prayers, 
nor ihewed the fmalleft fign of regard to 
them. Elijah defires them to cry louder ; 
this implied that there was fome defect 
in their performance. They worihipped 
their God as if he had been deaf; and 
the Prophet makes merry with their ab- 
furd notion o f  being heard by their idol 
for their much (peaking.
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The Prophet’s add refs to thofe fuper- 
ftitious Baalites is truly ironical and 
farcaftic. Cry aloud, fays he, when they 
were crying as loud as they were able, 
and cutting themfelves with knives till 
the blood guihed out. There cannot 
be any thing more fatirical than to defire 
a perfon to exert himfelf when he is at 
his ne plus ultra, and can do no more.
One would have thought that Elijah 
might have paid fome regard to the Pro­
phets of Baal, and confidered, that 
though they differed from him, they 
might mean well in their own way. Ab- 
furdity may be tolerated, and its vota­
ries preferved from the influence of pe­
nal law s; but it never can have the pri­
vilege of being free from the edge of 
ridicule. Even grave men mull laugh 
at what is unnatural and abfurd ; and 
they cannot help it, provided they have 
any humour in them at all. Elijah, as 
grave as he was, was obliged to laugh 
at thofe mad Prophets.
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Their manner of worfhip was truly 
ridiculous; their odd gefticulations, their 
jumping upon the altar, and cutting 
themfelves with knives, and fhouting 
like madmen, mufl have afforded a 
ftrange afped. The men were called 
Prophets too,— and were a fort of apes 
of the fervants of the L o rd ; they were 
the Queen’s Clergy, and the favourites 
of the Court. It was highly laughable 
to find that thofe Court Clergy ihould 
have fo little influence over their Deity, 
and ilill more fo for them to conceive 
that an idol could perform divine works.

The object of all this ridicule we find 
is abfurdity;— the abfurdity of the ob­
ject of worfhip;— the worihippers ;—  
and their manner of worfhip.

Let us now fee how far Ridicule is 
the teft of truth,
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W hen men make merry with truth, 
the laugh always goes againft them.—  
Let tis fuppofe that the Prophets of 
Baal had tried their Ridicule upon Eli­
jah and the God of Ifrael, it would not 
have been long before their mirth wcrnld 
have been fpoiled ; the trial would have 
decided the controverfy, and the laugh 
gone upon the other fide.

Though Ridicule is not the method 
to inveftigate truth ; yet it diftinguifhes 
it from falfehood upon trial, and he who 
attempts to render truth ridiculous, will 
at beit but cxpofe himfelf. The friends 
of error generally betray themfelves by 
feeling pain, when the weapon of fatire 
is employed againft them ; whereas thofe 
who are confcious of the truth of their 
caufe, remain eafy, and perfectly com- 
pofed when fools laugh at them. T ru th  
is like beauty, it retorts Ridicule upon 
thofe who attempt to throw reproach 
upon it.
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Upon the whole, we may fee from 
the practice of Elijah, that it is lawful 
to treat Religious men and things with 
Ridicule when they deferve i t ; and that 
good humour and a grave character arc 
not inconfiflent with one another. Eli­
jah was a grave man, and yet he makes 
ufe of good humour in the cafe before 
us, and applies Ridicule to a very grave 
fubject.— —Let none of their Reve­
rences exclaim againft the freedom 
which is ufed with the fufpicious part of
their character.------ If there is nothing
abfurd about them, fatire will not affect 
them.

F I N I S
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El punto de partida de Discourse on Ridicule, del 
reverendo James Murray (1840-1893), es el 
versículo 27 del capítulo XVIII del primer libro de 

Reyes, en donde el profeta Elías se burla de los de Baal 
porque, tras largas invocaciones, no reciben respuesta 
alguna de su dios. “Es una religión débil aquella que no es 
capaz de soportar la prueba del ridículo”, afirma Murray. 
Su afirmación regirá todo un debate sobre la pertinencia 
de la risa cuando se trata de poner a prueba cuestiones de 
error y verdad.

Apelando a cita bíblica, Murray da cuenta de los 
momentos propicios para lo que él llama “la práctica del 
ridículo”, y lo ejemplifica con los adoradores de Baal. Elías 
es presentado como el mejor ejemplo del hombre solemne, 
portador de la verdad; sin embargo, no se encuentra 
exento de la risa, sobre todo cuando la situación es tan 
absurda como la alabanza a un dios falso.
A través de la exhibición de una práctica pagana, Murray 
intenta señalar en sus lecciones que aun en la palabra 
sagrada y en los hombres abocados a ella hay cabida para 
la burla. Así lo afirma el reverendo hacia el final de su 
texto: “la verdad es como la belleza, replica con el ridículo 
a aquellos que pretenden cuestionarla”.


