
Midges and Camels 

Today’s extra reading is from a Radio Four Thought For The 
Day by Rabbi Lionel Blue 

The Nazi said to the Jew, “The Jews are responsible for all 
Germany’s problems.” 

“Yes,” said the Jew, “the Jews and the bicycle riders.” 

“Why the bicycle riders?” said the Nazi, puzzled. 

“Why the Jews?” said the Jew. 

It’s easy to make a devil of anyone who stands in our way or 
who has a different opinion from our own. . .   Whenever I feel 
this way, I add to the present object of my hate the words, 
“and the bicycle riders” and then I realise how absurd it is. . .  
I used to fight my devils in prayer, but now I send them up in 
jokes. 

A few years ago, I conducted my son’s marriage service.  
Among the family members present was my grandson, Greg, 
then six years old, who is unfamiliar with churches.  I was 
told later that when I appeared wearing my cassock, he 
whispered to his mother, “Why is papa wearing a skirt?”  He 
has apparently since asked, “Does papa always wear his 
skirt when he goes to church?”   

“Elisha went up from Bethel; and while he was going up on 
the way, some small boys came out of the city and jeered at 
him, saying, “Go away baldy! Go away, baldy!”  When he 
turned round and saw them, he cursed them in the name of 
the Lord.  Then two she-bears came out of the woods and 
mauled forty-two of the boys.” 

It seems that the prophet Elisha couldn’t take a joke.  If I 
had as little sense of humour as Elisha, perhaps I might 
have wanted to curse Greg in the name of the Lord, and 
hoped for some Scottish equivalent of she-bears to come out 
and maul him.  On the contrary, I was amused.  His 
questions seem quite reasonable – although I could have 
pointed out to him that he himself, like many of the men 



and boys at the wedding, including the bridegroom and the 
best man and Greg’s own father, were wearing the kilt! 

The increasing number of people today who wish to criticise 
the church often do, in fact, ridicule church leaders as “men 
in skirts”.  People who do this presumably mean to give 
offence; the worst response we can make is to take offence.  
In fact, the willingness of so many Christians these days to 
take offence, even when none is intended, is one of our 
worst failings. 

No one who has read the Bible with any degree of attention 
could be like that.  Elisha was the disciple and successor of 
Elijah, but Elijah, as have already heard this morning, did 
not hesitate to use ridicule in attacking the prophets of 
Baal.  Nor did Jesus, as we have also heard already, 
hesitate to ridicule his critics.   Admittedly, when I was a 
boy I could never make head or tale of that particular 
passage in Matthew’s Gospel.  In the old translation it was 
about a “mote” and a “beam”; I didn’t know what a mote 
was, and I though the beam was a beam of light.  At least 
the modern translation makes it clear that the contrast is 
between a speck of wood and a plank of wood – the typical 
use of exaggeration in humour often found in the teaching 
of Jesus. 

Neither Elijah nor Jesus himself might be a big hit as stand-
up comedians at the Edinburgh Fringe this year – styles of 
humour have changed somewhat over the centuries.  (Mind 
you, the prize-winning jokes from this year’s Fringe didn’t 
seem very funny to me.)  It’s quite clear all the same, that 
both The Old Testament prophets and Jesus himself were 
prepared to use laughter as a weapon to deflate those who 
opposed them. 

Of course, the easiest targets for that kind of humour are 
those who have themselves no sense of humour, people who 
are full of their own self-importance.  Anyone watching me 
walk solemnly into the church, wearing a skirt with various 
forms of decoration, hearing me leading prayer and 
preaching, watching me make various expansive gestures, 
might be moved to laughter, especially a stranger unfamiliar 
with our ways.  I am sometimes amused at myself.  I 



remember one particular occasion when, right in the middle 
of a sermon, there was a voice in my head, asking, “Why are 
all these people sitting quietly listening to me?”  I didn’t 
allow it to distract me from what I was doing, but it was a 
reminder that there is, in some ways, something faintly 
ridiculous in what we are doing.  We can go on doing it, and 
I can go on wearing a cassock and making dramatic 
gestures, provided that we never fall into the trap of taking 
it all too solemnly, and provided that I, in particular, keep a 
sense of proportion. 

There is a serious aspect to all this.  Christians taking 
offence really do make fools of themselves.  Protests about, 

for example, the TV comedies Rev and Vicar of Dibley, or 
films like Monty Python’s Life of Brian are completely 
counter-productive.  It’s precisely because religious people 
get in a huff so very easily that they are so funny.  Their 
protests keep the writers of these programmes in business.  
And I and people like me are offended, not by the allegedly 
offensive programmes and films, but by the implication that 
as a Christian, I am a humourless over-sensitive wimp whose 
faith needs special protection.  I’m offended by always being 
classed alongside the offended. (Giles Fraser.) 

In fact, this ability to be offended, to go in a huff at the least 
provocation, is itself a kind of manipulation: pretending to 
be a victim while really pulling all the strings.  “You can’t do 
that, or say this, because people of faith will be offended!”  
Humbug.  What kind of faith is it that can be undermined 
by a good hearty laugh at human absurdity? 

And notice that it’s always the less important things that 
cause offence.  An organisation called the American Family 
Association persuaded a whole lot of TV stations to cancel a 

showing of the film Saving Private Ryan on American 
Veterans’ Day because it was too violent and had too much 
swearing!  Since it was set in wartime it could hardly avoid 
being violent and since it portrayed soldiers in situations of 
extreme stress there was likeIy to be some swearing.  I 
doubt if those same people had been out on the streets 
protesting about the real, obscene violence being 
perpetrated in the name of western values on the people of 



Afghanistan.  Church of Scotland ministers are told that 
they must never bless a same-sex commitment but they are 
allowed, even encouraged, to bless nuclear-armed 
submarines. 

Jesus used one those typical exaggerations of his to 
describe that kind of thing when he spoke of those who 
strain out a midge and swallow a camel.   

It is the ability of Christians to swallow whole herds of 
camels, while choking on the tiniest midge of criticism, that 
does so much to undermine our attempts to communicate 
the Gospel vision; and the Church’s distrust of humour 
simply makes things worse. 

In Umberto Eco’s novel The Name Of The Rose, the 
monastery librarian finds a copy of Aristotle’s lost work in 
praise of comedy.  Realising that it could undermine 
authority, he poisons its pages so that everyone who picks it 
up to read it dies.  The Church is afraid of laughter because 
laughter always undermines control and authority.  I’m 
reminded that in English hymn books the third line of the 

100th psalm reads, Him serve with fear while the version we 
use reads, Him serve with mirth, which is a true translation 
from the Hebrew.  But obviously, there are those who 
disapprove of mirth in church. 

I started with a child’s comment on the fancy dress I wear to 
lead worship, reminding us that it is the eye of the child, 
who has not had time to absorb our received ideas and 
attitudes, that asks the quite proper question which needs 
an answer.  It is the child in the Hans Anderson story who 
realises that the Emperor has no clothes.  None of which 
should surprise Christians, who remember that Jesus 
taught us that we need to see through the innocent eyes of 
a child.  The wisdom of the child will not strain out the 
midge and swallow the camel.  Nor should we. 

 


