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28 November 2010: “A Hope-full Laughter” – Gen 12.1-5a; 17.1-5 15-17; 18.1—15; Lk 1.26-38

Nearly everyone who knew Abram thought of him as a pretty normal, even
commonplace sort of guy, so much so that no one thought much about him most
days.  He held a steady job, loved his wife, kept in touch with his friends, was
hospitable and welcoming; and although he was more solemn than comic he
enjoyed a good party and would even loosen up a bit after a drink or two. His
friends and family knew he was dependable, the kind of guy you could count on,
who was always there when you needed him…for most of his life, at least.

Then one day Abram hears a Voice, like Costner’s Kinsella in Field of Dreams,
and his life—and the lives of all of the rest of us—is never the same.  He’s heard
the fanatics at his church, the pastors and more religious members that are
harmless enough but utterly annoying, as they babble on about what God said to
them, said to all of us.  Abram sits on the back row, rolling his eyes and looking at
his watch, wondering when he can get away from these eccentrics.

Then one day, on the back porch swing, dozing in his favorite chair, in the car
driving to work, standing in an Iowa cornfield, who knows where it happened,
Abram thinks he’s losing his mind (or, maybe, that he’s finally in his right mind),
because what he hears is a Voice that he can only assume is God speaking to him.
And now Abram is the one babbling on about what God told him to do while
others sit on the back row rolling their eyes.

What he hears is a summons to pilgrimage—an instruction to leave his home, his
relatives, his daily 9-5, his morning cup of Starbuck’s coffee and his evening glass
of Crown and Coke, to wander around the countryside waiting and hoping that the
Voice will speak again and give further directions.

As the fanatics, the eccentrics, the crazies babble on about what God told them this
very morning, Kinsella plows under his perfectly good cornfield and Abram leaves
his perfectly good life to obey a Voice from who knows where, belonging to who
knows whom.

If you build it, he will come.  If you go forth from your country, from your security,
from your sanity, I will make you a great nation.  If you leave everything, you will
find everything.

And so Abram, his wife Sarah, a daring (or foolish) nephew Lot and a few servants
who have no choice but to follow, throw everything they own into the U-haul and
head out West to find their destiny, their very own pot of gold at the end of the
rainbow.
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“Now Abram was seventy-five years old when he departed from Haran,” the text
says, which is a polite way of saying that Abram was old enough to know better.
The text tells us that Abram was stark-raving mad for listening to this Voice in his
head instead of going to find a good “shrink.”  It says that he was crazier than the
fool who plowed under his crop of corn to build a baseball field in the middle of
Iowa farmland, for crying out loud.

Twenty-four long years have passed since the Voice had first spoken to him.
Every now and again the Voice had reaffirmed the promise, but after twenty-four
years he still had no children and Abram was starting to wonder if he should’ve
gone to see a “shrink” after all.

And then the Voice split the deafening silence with yet another renewal of the
promise that Abram would be the father, the source, the genesis of a multitude of
nations.  And Abram, the text says, fell flat on his face.  Whether it was fear, relief,
despair, exhaustion or a little bit of it all that made him fall to the ground, it signals
Abram’s struggle to believe that the Voice will provide.

After all, he knows that these promised descendants will not come from his current
wife, because she’s far too old and feeble for that sort of thing.  But then the Voice
offers a more astounding message still—a promise that lets Abram know it’s
something other than his subconscious he’s been obeying these last few decades
because he never would have thought something so absurd.  Sarah, says the Voice,
will be the mother of many nations.  In fact, she will give birth to a son by this time
next year.

And Abram, having just regained his composure, standing on his tottering old
chicken legs, falls on his face again.  Only this time it’s from being bent over by a
good joke, one that you know you shouldn’t laugh at because it’s in bad taste.  A
joke as dark as it is funny, but you can’t help laughing anyway because of the
absurdity that someone would dare say such a thing in public.

Abram laughs to keep himself from crying.  He laughs because he wants to believe
but doesn’t want to be disappointed.  He laughs because he has ruined his life for
this promise, which is so absurd and yet so wonderful that he can’t help but keep
on believing.  He laughs because he doesn’t know what else to do.
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A chapter later, hours, days, weeks, even months have passed and Sarah pushes a
water glass up to the door of her tent so that she can hear what their three guests
are saying to her husband—these mysterious men who arrived while they were
camped near the oaks of Mamre.  Why she spies on them isn’t clear.  Surely she’s
intrigued by their presence, their sudden appearance.  Perhaps she’s worried that
they have less than pure motives and intend them harm.  Maybe she just wants to
know whether they like the bread she prepared, because it’s a new recipe she got
from a friend and has only tried a few times, neither of which turned out very well.

The strangers have come from God knows where with an important message—a
reminder really, something for Abram to post on the refrigerator so he won’t
forget.  “By this time next year, your wife Sarah will give birth to a son,” they say,
perhaps with a faint smirk on their lips.

And Sarah, hiding by the door, water glass pressed hard against her ear, breaks out
into a grin as wide as the world and then slaps a hand across her mouth to keep
from laughing too loudly.  “After I have become old,” she says, “after I’m over the
hill, old as the hills, old enough to be under the hill, after all this time shall I have
the pleasure, the joy, the hope, the trouble of a child?”  And she drops her listening
glass as she falls to the ground with wild joy in her eyes, hands clasped over her
mouth trying to contain the gut-busting joke of it all.

With her laughter the three strangers suddenly become the LORD God, the holy
one of Israel—a nation not yet fashioned, but that will someday be the descendants
of this couple bent over in laughter.  The three men remained before Abram’s eyes,
but somehow both he and Sarah knew that they were standing where Moses stood
so many years later, on ground that was nothing special but had become holy by
the presence of the one who had given it form.

Perhaps you can recall some such encounter.  You’re talking to your neighbor or
your spouse, your aging mother who barely knows who you are anymore, your son
or daughter who had a bad dream and leaps into bed with you to escape whatever
monsters are lurking under the bed; and suddenly, inexplicably, as if a magician
waved his wand and said “abracadabra,” something profoundly usual comes out of
their mouth, only you no longer hear only their words, you no longer hear their
words at all, but somehow—despite your best efforts to laugh it off as absurd—you
hear the Voice, you hear God.
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Or maybe you’ve found yourself where you’ve been a thousand times
before—some place like your living room that you consider anything but holy or
your church that’s supposed to represent everything holy yet nothing much holy
has ever happened to you there before—and suddenly it is brimming full of the
presence of God, and you find yourself bent over, hands slapped over your mouth
to keep from laughing as you quickly untie your shoes because you’re standing on
hallowed ground.

These three strangers who have somehow become the LORD say to Abram, “Why
did Sarah laugh?”  Sarah comes stumbling out of the tent, with a smirk still
clinging to her lips even as she tries to be solemn and serious, and she denies her
laughter.  And the LORD replies, perhaps with a smirk still clinging to the lips
giving away the joke of it all, “No, but you did laugh.”  And laugh she did,
because of the absurdity and the grand hope of it all.

Years later, with Abram and Sara’s mirth ringing down through the generations
descended from their child born out of laughter and bearing the name of laughter,
we meet another couple that no one thought much about most days.  Then one fine
day this young woman hears a Voice—the same one Abram heard those many
years ago, the same Abram whose wild tale she’d memorized as a child in Bible
school—which tells her that Abram’s impossible joke is about to become possible
once again because she is going to have a child.  And Mary joins Abram and Sarah
in laughing at the folly of it all.

But then despair arises from the depths of her mirth as the Voice calmly
explains—in language so strange and mysterious that no amount of commentary or
exegesis can fully unveil its meaning—“the holy spirit will come upon you, and
the power of the Most High will overshadow you and your child, your son will be
set apart because he will be called a child of the Most High God.”

Suddenly Mary starts to worry that the Voice isn’t actually joking, that she really is
pregnant, and she wonders how it could be true.  And if it is somehow true, she
fears that her fiancé will probably take the news rather poorly, because he knows
as well as you and I that it just doesn’t work that way.

A joyous hope and a widening despair mingle together and escape as nervous
laughter because there is nothing else to do, nothing more that can be done.
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The ordinary and miraculous, the sacred and secular, the laughter and tears, the
hope and despair of the world coalesce.  It is laughter at the idea that God can be
found at all, that God can show up in the messiness of our existence, that God
would show up on the very grounds we’ve walked upon for all of our collective
days and found them silent, empty, void.

A few hundred years after Abram, the writer of psalm 19, in madness or sanity
(you can take your pick), declares that a voiceless creation finds a way, in
humanity’s silence, to sing of the glory and majesty of God.

Perhaps we’ve heard these words read from the pulpit by someone whose
expression suggested that they were foolish enough to believe it, while we, sitting
in our pew, found ourselves bent over, hands slapped over our mouths trying to
quiet our laughter at the idea that creation can actually say anything to us at all,
much less something meaningful and profound about the reason behind our
existence.

And yet it’s really no more difficult to believe that God can speak to Abram and
Sarah, to Mary and Joseph, to you and me, than to believe that creation is
constantly speaking about the God who breathes hope into the creation formed
from this same breath.

“The whole wide world sings,” cries the psalmist, and though we may be tempted
to laugh, maybe the joke is really on us, and it is we ourselves at whom we are
laughing in the end.

Perhaps the world is pregnant with a hope that brings us to tears because of its
audacity, a promise that we want to believe, but hedge our bets with laughter so
that we won’t be disappointed, like someone unsure about the quality of their voice
who sings way off-key to avoid the embarrassment of really trying to hit the right
note.

And yet, as our despairing, questioning, longing laughter joins that of Abram and
Sarah, that of Joseph and Mary, that of the blessed creation, perhaps we will find a
hope powerful enough to lift up this whole wide world as we dare to sing the right
note at long last, to join in singing about the genesis of God’s ever-coming and
ever-present redemption through the birth of a child.  Amen.


