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THE SECOND SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

We Could Use a Little Laughter
Genesis 18:1-15; 21:1-7; Romans 5:1-8

We don’t know a lot about Sarah, the wife of Abraham and mother of
Isaac, but I have the impression that there was not a lot of laughter in her life. 
What I read about Sarah in the book of Genesis feels like she was not happy
most of the time–probably for good reason.  To begin with, she is known only
as I described her: the wife of Abraham and mother of Isaac.  Most women
of her time were defined by those roles.  That is one reason that having a
child, especially a son, was so important to her.  In addition, she was ten
years younger than her husband and, did I mention, his half-sister.  They
shared a father but not a mother (Genesis 20:12).

One day Abraham came home and told Sarah to pack up all their
belongings because they were moving to a new land about which he knew
nothing.  There was a promise, however, a promise that Abraham would
become the father of a new nation with descendants as numerous as the
sands of the sea and the stars in the sky.  Sarah, of course, would be the
mother of this family which would begin with a son, a child of promise.  Finally
there was a bright spot in her life.

As they entered the new land, famine forced them toward Egypt where
they could find food.  To protect himself, Abraham introduced Sarah only as
his sister, lest Pharaoh kill him in order to have her for his harem.  But the
plan backfired because Pharaoh suffered because of Abraham’s dishonesty. 
The exact same thing happened years later with another king who took a
fancy to Sarah.  When they finally did settle in Canaan, Abraham let his
nephew Lot choose the fertile Jordan Valley while he took the hill country. 
And still no child of promise.  Sarah was not happy . . . and for good reason.

Years passed without Sarah bearing children.  Finally, in desperation,
she persuaded Abraham to use her handmaid Hagar as her surrogate, a
decision I’m sure was not Hagar’s pleasure.  He agreed and Ishmael was
born.  Although it was her idea, Sarah was not at all happy with another
woman’s child and sent mother and baby out to the desert to die.  
Fortunately, God intervened to save them.



A few more years passed when one day three strangers showed up in
Mamre where Sarah and Abraham lived beneath the oaks.  Sensing that
these men were messengers from God, Abraham scurried around to prepare
a feast for them.  As the men ate and talked with Abraham, Sarah listened
from inside the tent.  One of the strangers asked about her and told Abraham
that he would return later and she would have a child.  Sarah
laughed–probably for the first time in years!  Yet, it was not a joyful laugh; it
was more a scoff.  She was an old woman–nearly ninety years of age.  Her
body was shutting down and she was long past her child-bearing years.  The
mere suggestion that she might still become a mother must have seemed to
her a cruel joke.

The Book of Proverbs tells us that “laughter is the best medicine.”  What
it actually says is, “A cheerful heart is a good medicine, but a downcast spirit
dries up the bones” (Proverbs 17:22).  I think I like the Readers’ Digest
version better, don’t you?  A couple of weeks ago, I went to my parents’ home
for a few days to begin clearing out things.  I came across a paper that I wrote
in the eighth grade titled, “The Life of Jody Chapman Wright.”  Admittedly, it
was a very short paper!  When I read what I had written back then, I laughed
out loud.  In the paper, I wrote things like, “I don’t remember much that
happened in my life until I reached the age of five.”  “One of the most
depressing things that happened (the summer after seventh grade) involved
bikes.  All of my friends got new ten-speed bikes but me.  I begged for one but
in vain, so that was the end of that.” (I did get a bike for Christmas.)  And one
of the best entries: “The summer of ‘72 proved to be very enjoyable.  I spent
most of my time swimming or helping the lifeguards at the pool where I am a
member.  I also had a very active social life, which I will refrain from
discussing.”  When I got home, I tried to read the paper to Deborah, but I was
laughing so hard I couldn’t get a word out.  That was real laughter sparked by
something hilarious and joyful.

Sarah, however, wasn’t really laughing when the strange visitor told
Abraham that she would finally have a child of her own.  By that time, her
spirit was “dry to the bone.”  She had begged and prayed and hoped for a
son, but all in vain.  For Sarah, it was no laughing matter.

A few weeks ago, many of us were beginning to think that maybe the
pandemic was easing up.  Maybe things were getting better and we could
begin to move around a little more.  Maybe the end was in sight after all. 
Then we heard about the killings of Ahmaud Aubery, Breonna Taylor, and
George Floyd.  Attention shifted from social distancing to social unrest. 
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Shock turned to revulsion which turned to protests followed by riots and
violence.  Cries for justice erupted all over our nation and around the world as
we finally paid attention to the hurt and anger of our black and brown sisters
and brothers.  Then, on the heels of a tumultuous and frightening week, we
got more bad news: the coronavirus infection rate was going up in many
states, including North Carolina.  Needless to say, there hasn’t been a lot of
laughter the past few weeks–even months.

Some of us are asking why the dramatic protests and why the violence. 
Why the strong reaction all across our nation and in other parts of the world? 
This is not the first time things like this have happened.  Precisely!  People are
tired of waiting for the promise to be realized in their lives.  Over and over,
some people are promised a better life, a safer community, a more
prosperous opportunity, a fairer system of justice.  Over and over, their hopes
are dashed, promises are broken, and they are used like pawns to insure a
better life for someone else.  That is Sarah’s story.  That is the story of many
black and brown people in our country.  It is the story of many people
throughout the world.

We should not be surprised by what has happened.  I remember the
things I learned as a boy growing up in the South.  I learned that all people
are not equal.  I learned that not all people deserve what I have.  I learned
that apparently God agrees or otherwise things would be different.  I
remember Barbara Campbell, a quiet girl in my first grade class who dressed
as well as the rest of us did, who was just as smart as the rest of us were, and
who enjoyed doing the same things the rest of us enjoyed doing.  As far as
I know, the only thing different about Barbara was the color of her skin which
was enough to get her excluded from every birthday party held that
year–including my own.  The saddest thing is that I never even thought about
it until years later.

I remember all of the words we used, the jokes we told, the attitudes we
held, the opinions we expressed, and the unkind ways that we acted toward
people who were like us in every way–except the color of their skin.  I don’t
remember ever hearing Barbara Campbell laugh.

We Southerners can’t be singled out because, sadly, it seems it has
always been this way.  The Hebrew people looked down on the Canaanites. 
The Egyptians looked down on the Hebrews.  The Romans looked down on
the Jews.  The Jews looked down on the Gentiles.  Today, all across the
world, one people group looks down upon another people group for no good

3



reason other than their skin color or place of origin or language or some other
random trait is different.  Inside, however, every body is pretty much the
same.  We all have hearts and lungs and eyes and ears and brains that
function the same no matter the wrapper.  Yet, we have decided there is a
significant difference between us.  We have decided to steal laughter from
one another so that we might have more laughter for ourselves.

Sometimes people reach their limit.  Sometimes enough is enough. 
That is why Sarah told Abraham to take Hagar as her surrogate.  It is not what
she wanted, but she was desperate.  Sadly, she took out her own pain on
Hagar and Ishmael.  Sometimes we want someone else to feel the hurt that
we feel.  I suspect that kind of pain is behind the protests and unrest and riots
that we have witnessed the past two weeks.  It doesn’t make violence right,
but it should cause us to recognize the pain.

Have you ever wondered how we got here?  We are told in Genesis, the
Book of Beginnings, that God created all people, that we are all family.  That
is the purpose of the story of Adam and Eve.  We are also told that God
provided everything that humans could possibly need for a healthy, happy,
and sufficient life.  That is the purpose of the story of the Garden.  For some
reason, even early on, we didn’t buy it.  As good as it sounds, we didn’t
believe it.  Practically from the beginning, humans didn’t trust God to provide
enough for us all.  That is the reason for the story of the forbidden fruit and
the killing of Abel by his brother Cain.  The man and the woman didn’t trust
God that everything in the Garden was sufficient for their needs, so they ate
from the tree of the knowledge of life and death.  Cain didn’t believe that he
could be generous in his offering to God, so he skimped.  When God was not
pleased with his offering, Cain didn’t believe God was capable of loving both
him and his brother, so he killed Abel.  When the promise was long delayed,
Sarah didn’t believe there was enough life left in her to create new life, so she
took advantage of Hagar.  When Ishmael was born, she didn’t believe there
was enough room in her life for a child not her own, so she tried to get rid of
the child and his mother.  To this day, we live and act as if there is not enough
in God’s world for everyone.  So we do what we can to limit the competition.

The myth of scarcity is the origin of our sin.  When we do not believe
there is enough of whatever it is that we want, we do anything necessary to
keep someone else from taking a share for themselves so that there will be
more for us.  Money, opportunity, privilege, power, you name it, and
somewhere, someone, at some time will find a way to limit the access of
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someone else so that they can have more for themselves.  Sadly, the myth
of scarcity always sells.

Sarah didn’t really laugh that day behind the tent flap when the stranger
told Abraham that his wife would conceive and bear a son.  She scoffed
because no doubt Abraham had been telling her the same thing for
years–decades!  Now, she thought, it was too late.  There was nothing even
God could do.  There was no cause for laughter.

Surprise!  Surprise!  Later that year, Sarah’s belly swelled with growing
life and one day her baby–HER baby–was born–and Sarah laughed.  She
laughed with joy.  She laughed as her entire body convulsed in childbirth. 
She laughed until she cried tears of unbridled joy.  In fact, her heart was so
full of joy that her son was named Isaac which means, “God has made me
laugh!”  Sarah really laughed!

Centuries later, during another dark time in history when the Jewish
people were oppressed and mistreated by their Roman occupiers, another
baby was born and given the name Jesus, which means “he saves.”  We
often say that Jesus came to save us from our sin.  That is true, but we
usually think of that salvation only in terms of removing any obstacles that
might prevent us from one day getting into heaven.  Jesus, however, taught
that the ways in which we live, how we treat one another, and how we relate
to God are all important.  Jesus did come to bring spiritual salvation to us all. 
He also came to save us from the sins we commit against one another.  He
boiled down all of the complicated laws of the Jews into two simple rules for
life.  First, love God with everything you are and have–heart, soul, mind,
strength.  Second, love your neighbor as yourself.

We do not love our neighbor if we think they do not deserve the same
things we enjoy in life.  We do not love our neighbor if we deny them
something so that we can have it.  We do not love our neighbor if we think we
are better than they are.  We do not love our neighbor if we mistreat them in
any way.  We cannot love our neighbor if do not believe God has provided
sufficiently for us all.  We cannot love our neighbor if we do not love
ourselves.  We do not love ourselves if we do not love the God who created
us and gave us life in abundance.  And we do not really love God if we do not
love our neighbors.

In the conclusion of that comedy-sketch of a paper that summed up my
young life so long ago, I wrote, “I intend to become better person so that I
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may, in some way, influence others to lead a better life.”  I have not always
reached that goal, but it is the one dream God has for us all.  When we
become better at being the person God created us to be, we can help other
people live better as well.

Sarah finally laughed when the child of promise was born.  We will laugh
again, too.  When we recognize and welcome the gift of life and the
abundance that God in Christ has given to us all, then we will laugh
again–together.  When all of our brothers and sisters share in the abundance
of life, we will all laugh–together.  I think we agree that we could all use a little
laughter right now.  Let us pray that will happen soon.  Let us do all that we
can to make it happen now!  Amen.
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June 14, 2020 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Here we are again, Lord, gathered in the vast sanctuary of your world. 
While we enjoy the comfort of our dens and decks, we miss the
companionship we share with one another.  We miss our friends.  We miss
our sanctuary.  We miss the familiar ways of being church.  Nevertheless, we
are grateful that in worship we are gathered in the embrace of your love and
are together in spirit.

Our gratitude seems much simpler these days as we take delight in
things we have often overlooked: the blooming of a single iris, the visit of a
hummingbird, a card from a friend, the treasured voice of a loved one.  Of
course we are grateful for all those things that sustain us like family and home
and food and health, but we are awakened to the glorious details of our world
. . . and we are grateful.

We think often of friends and family whom we cannot see and ask your
blessing on them.  We remember people with particular needs related to
health and well-being.  We think of people struggling to hold life together
during this pandemic who are out of work, out of money, out of hope.  We
think about business owners and employees who are trying to stay open,
serve us, and stay safe.  We remember everyone who is using their skills to
keep us healthy and save our lives.  Bless them all, O God.  Bless us all. 
Provide what we need.

We also think of the hurt and anger that is consuming our nation right
now.  We know that our attitudes and actions are not always honest and
compassionate.  We know that everyone is not always treated justly and fair. 
We know that we do not always live in ways that are in keeping with your
desires for us.  Forgive us, O God, and grant us the courage to live rightly.

Remind us today and tomorrow and the day after that we are your
children and that you love us immensely.  Help us, in turn, to love one another
and restore to us that joy of life that will once again bring us the laughter with
which you created the world.  Bring us joy, O God, through Jesus Christ our
Lord.  Amen.


