Elijah’s Humor
Prayer: Lord our God, we thank you that we may always come to you in trust and with our hearts open. Thank you that you don’t hide yourself from us but teach us your will and your plans. Thank you that this day is for us to lay aside our everyday cares and tasks and to devote ourselves to the joy of being with you and in the fellowship of your people. Thank you, Lord, that we don’t need to fear anyone and anything in the world. You set us free from all fears and anxieties. With your help we can bear what would break us and overwhelm us if we were alone. Help us, we ask, to listen carefully to your word today and help us understand how you want to guide and direct each of us by your word. Amen.

Text: I Kings 18:25-29

Sermon: Dear brothers and sisters, in the beginning Elijah surprisingly gives many advantages to his opponents. When two bulls are brought, he lets his adversaries choose. He offers them the best time for sacrifice, after sunrise, while his time will come only at the end of the day when gods go to sleep. 450 people will call on Baal but Elijah will be the only one praying to the Lord. Why does he let them have all these advantages? Is he so sure? Is not his faith too bold and self-confident? But, if he doesn’t give them these advantages, might they not think afterwards that his triumph was cleverly contrived beforehand? Elijah could have used strategy. He could have insisted on equal conditions, he could have defended his starting position. But then his testimony about the Lord would have been incomplete and unclear. That’s why he gives all these advantages to his adversaries. And this is an encouragement to our faith: when God’s Kingdom is at stake, when the future of fellowship is at stake, we don’t need to worry and fear that some trifling thing, some disadvantage or some mistake will bring everything down. Even if all circumstances are against us, even if our adversaries have all the advantages you could think of, it will not harm God’s Kingdom. How many times has the church hit bottom. Those of you who are older remember how various officials, deputy heads and atheistic teachers had all kinds of advantages over you. How helpless you felt as parents when they influenced your children and threatened your elders at church. One could only pray and hope. In the times of communism, they had everything: newspapers, schools, police, prisons, money. They even deprived the church of her social work. And yet they did not win. When a Christian strives for a righteous and godly thing, he needs not worry that his adversaries have advantages over him. He need not count them and keep score of the match. He need not worry about every little detail. He need not argue over every kick and every ball out of play. Let them have the ball and the pitch. Perhaps they will also have the referees. But victory belongs to faith, love, and hope. This certainty is the greatest advantage we have to rely on as we trust in God.

Elijah still fears and trembles. He is not indifferent, self-assured and aloof. His life is at stake! And more than that, the existence of Israel is at stake, as they are departing from the Lord without whom they will not stand in the competition of nations. Elijah struggles for his nation’s faith: to whom shall they belong and serve? Their liberty and future are at stake. Even though Elijah is sure of God’s victory, it is far from clear where the hearts of the people will turn. Will they be able to give up false hopes, or will they keep limping between two sides? Therefore, Elijah speaks up and prophesies. But he does not predict the future, he has no vision to tell. He prophesies by mocking the idols. Today we would say that it is not very tolerant and ecumenical. And most of all, it seems absolutely useless. Why spoil a magnificent triumph with a rough mockery of his foes? Is it really necessary? What’s the point of making fun of Baal? But let’s not forget Elijah’s situation. Everything is against him: the king and the queen, the people and the prophets. Elijah is convinced that he is the only one who has faith in the Lord. Is not humor and laughter the last weapon of the powerless and the abandoned? When the rich and the powerful mock, it’s a sin. But when the persecuted and the helpless laugh, it’s an act of faith and hope. It is the gospel; it gives strength to the desperate and the humiliated. Humor and jokes are often the last thing that remains. But by humor we get rid of our fears and despair. He who can laugh at what crushes him and grieves him, despite his sorrows and his fears, he will never again be so afraid. Sometimes just a few cheerful witty words suffice to give new strength to one who has given up on himself and to help him fight on. Let’s read about how important jokes were during the war, how gratefully people listened to satirical jokes of Minister Jan Masaryk broadcasted from London. Let’s hear how people gave vent to their anger and helplessness in the times of communist normalization. How they enjoyed singing protest songs. Let’s remember how even today in situations where there is tension and long unsolved problems it helps to see things with humor. For hypocrisy, lies, insincerity, dishonesty or deceit can often be disarmed and unmasked by humor and joke. Humor opens eyes and shows things to be what they really are. It discovers truth and hope. Blessed are those who can laugh at themselves. Blessed are those who can help the sad laugh. Blessed are those who can take the proud down a peg with a few words and unveil hidden lies. It’s a pity that we laugh so little at church. It’s a pity that the Brethren Church is such a stiff, organized and serious church. We could be much further than we are if we had more liberating humor. But back to our story. Frankly, one almost feels sorry for those worshippers of Baal. All day long they dance, slash themselves and stab themselves, they shout until their voices are hoarse, but their effort is in vain and doomed to fail. No one responds to their efforts. No one appreciates their sacrifices. It is sad and tragic, but it’s the same today: all human effort to win “gods” for myself by bootlicking, whimpering and coaxing is doomed to fail.

To be quite clear: even the Lord himself would not have answered to those shouts, self-harming and reproachful urging! Notice how different Elijah’s prayer is from those shamanistic practices. Elijah’s prayer is peaceful, full of trust and respect. Baalism and all paganism is not mistaken just because it calls on gods who don’t exist. In baalism the relationship to gods is itself false, humiliating, calculating and alien to true faith. And let’s look at ourselves here: is our faith, are our prayers not sometimes more like the strained piety of Baal’s prophets? Let us learn about true relationship to God from biblical prophets and from Jesus Christ who instead of rushing headlong into suffering prays to his Father to take evil things away from him. When we compare what Baal’s prophets did and what Elijah did, we see how different it is to believe in the Lord. This piety is based on mutual trust. Our prayers are not, and must never be, pitiful whimpering of slaves or well-rehearsed patter of crafty professionals or turning of prayer wheels. Our prayers are a friendly, intimate conversion between a son and a father. Length or number do not matter. We don’t need to do anything showy. We don’t have to fall to the ground or lift up our arms. “Where two or three gather in his name,” Christ promised to be with them. And that suffices. Every sincere prayer will reach God’s throne and will be heard. God himself wishes us well and doesn’t forget any one of us. Our worship services may be a joyful reunion and feast which we leave refreshed, encouraged and at peace. “Lord Jesus Christ, we thank you that you have mediated such a relationship to God for us that we don’t need to be afraid of our heavenly Father or try to coax him into doing something. Thank you that because of you we can be assured that God loves us and never forsakes us. We ask that we would not be led astray by our ideas that we could push our will and our wishes by our piety and urging. Help us to be able to laugh at hard moments and not take ourselves so seriously. Encourage our faith so that it is joyful, grateful and humble.” Amen.
Intercession: We pray for all those who turn to idols, who trust in their own desires and wishes and cannot see the futility of their actions. We pray for those who hinder the church and God’s Kingdom. Help us not to be afraid of them. We pray for all who are sad, abandoned, weary. Help them rise up and find strength in you to overcome their problems. We pray for all the hungry, the persecuted, the humiliated that they might not give up hope that the time will come when you will change their predicament, and help us do everything we can to help them.
Blessing: Psalm 121 “I lift up my eyes to the mountains—where does my help come from? My help comes from the Lord, the Maker of heaven and earth. He will not let your foot slip—he who watches over you will not slumber; indeed, he who watches over Israel will neither slumber nor sleep. The Lord watches over you—the Lord is your shade at your right hand; the sun will not harm you by day, nor the moon by night.  The Lord will keep you from all harm—he will watch over your life; the Lord will watch over your coming and going both now and forevermore.”
