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Sunday, September 20, 2015 
 

Have you ever laughed in church?  Thank Sarah if you have because she was the first one to laugh at God.  What is 
fascinating about it is that I’m not sure why she laughed.  In fact, Joy and I got into a conversation about it this week 
while preparing the bulletin.   
 Each week I write out liturgy and she puts it all together, making it pretty and organized.  Then on Wednesday she 
prints off a copy and I go over it with a marker to correct errors or change words I don’t like anymore.  This week she 
walked into my office and asked me a question, “In the Prayer of Confession it says, ‘Let us laugh with joy like Sarah,’ do 
you think she laughed with joy?”  

I answered definitively, “Yes!”  Then I started to doubt my answer and thought, “Well maybe it was joy combined 
with anxiety and relief and frustration and probably even some anger.”  We talked about it for a while, offering various 
scenarios for how Sarah might have reacted to God’s announcement that she’d be a mom at the time when menopause 
was to set in.   

What we both agreed on was that Sarah’s reaction was so human.  That’s both a broad and particular description, 
but it encapsulates the power of the story.  Whereas most of us would never think to laugh in the presence of God—Sarah 
can’t help it.  And this week I wondered if we try too hard to suppress our humanness in order to show our godliness?  
But sometimes we can’t keep our humanity from showing.   

My colleague’s humanity showed one Sunday morning when he couldn’t suppress his laughter. He knew worship 
is one of those times when we are called to be reverent, penitential and focused on God.  He wanted to be all those things, 
but it was just too hard.  

He told me that it was one of the most special and horrendous days of his ministerial career.  It was the day he 
baptized a four year old.  Prior to that morning he had coaxed, cajoled and pleaded with the parents of this child to wait 
until he was in Confirmation in order to be baptized.  The parents told him their child was an angel and the baptism 
would go well.  He had his doubts.  
 He went through the liturgy at the baptismal font, inviting the Spirit to descend and all that amazing theological 
stuff.  The whole time his eye is on the child, wondering what will happen.  “There is something about a mobile child that 
makes you weary,” he said.  Finally it came to the part where the child was to receive the water upon his head and my 
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colleague cupped the water and saw the child backing away and shrieking at him like the possessed girl from The 
Exorcist.  Then he did what any good Presbyterian would do, he tossed water toward the kid and hoped for the best!1 
 Some times our humanity shows through—even though we wish to be godly.  But then we read Genesis.  And if 
there is one thing the Book of Genesis offers it is a raw portrait of humanity: sinners, saints, adulterers, killers, liars, 
thieves, families that hated each other and others who loved unconditionally.   

 
And all of these folks from Adam to Noah to Abraham to Joseph are given the prominent title, “Patriarchs of our 

faith.”  But what I struggle with is why isn’t Sarah included in that list?  Out of all of them—save maybe Jacob—she is so 
human.  She’s tired, frustrated, filled with shame and riddled with feelings of ineptitude because she can’t do the one 
thing she so desperately wants to do: have children.  And on top of that, God keeps reminding her that God will provide 
a child.   

She had every reason to doubt and curse God and I imagine she did that (but made sure she wasn’t within earshot 
of the cameras and reports!).  And the reason I say that is because all of that comes out with her laugh.  It is a joyous 
laugh; but it’s also a frustrated, overwhelmed, anxious, and curious laugh.  It’s a laugh we’ve all laughed.  That’s why I think 
we should be called Descendants of Sarah.   

My only frustration with this text is that it ends too abruptly.  After Sarah laughs, God calls her out on it and she 
denies it and then God offers a rebuttal saying, “Yes, you did laugh.”  The conversation was just getting juicy and then 
the writer stopped.  It is the ultimate cliffhanger.   

My sense is that God loved Sarah’s response.  In it God saw the reality of humanity—the very creatures God 
created in God’s image.  We are the ones who question everything and wonder whether what we believe will come to 
fruition or if it’s all a sham; and the ones who listen to promises and believe in them, but then doubt them and then when 
we are told there coming true we laugh in disbelief.   

Some times laughter is all we can muster; it is all we can say to each other and our God.  I don’t know if you all 
saw any of Stephen Colbert during his first week as the new host of The Late Show, but I can’t stop watching his interview 
with Vice President Joe Biden.  It doesn’t matter where you stand along the political aisle; it is hard not to smile when Joe 
Biden speaks—particularly when he talks about his family and his life.   

Colbert engaged the subject of Biden’s son, Beau’s death at the way-too-early-age of 46.  He also addressed the fact 
that Biden lost his first wife and a daughter in a fatal car accident in 1972.  Colbert asked him how his faith has helped 
him in the wake of such tragic losses.  Biden laughed as a defense mechanism.  As he said, “I’m embarrassed because so 
many people have endured tragedy and done it so well without the incredible support I have.”   

																																																								
1	Thanks	to	my	good	friend	and	colleague,	Rev.	Dr.	Guy	Griffith	who	shared	this	story	with	me.			
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Then he said his wife shared a quote with him from Kierkegaard that says, “’Faith sees best in the dark.’ And I’ll 
say that my religion is an enormous sense of solace.  Some of it relates to ritual and some relates to tradition.  Everything 
good that has happened has happened in the culture of my religion,” Biden said.   

Our faith will see dark days and we will be tempted to give up, to throw our hands up and—maybe even moved to 
laughter.  There is no more human response than laughter.  It works when it’s good news and some times when the news 
is bad; it works when life is going well and we are on top of the world and it works when we can’t understand how we 
will make it.  Laughter can even be a great response within the hallowed walls of the church!  

And we have Sarah to thank for all of this.  In that laugh she gave each of us permission to be human—to accept 
the fact that we aren’t God.  That’s what is so powerful about Sarah’s response—she recognizes that she isn’t in control 
and God is.  She had stopped believing God would fulfill the promise made long ago; she had come to grips with the 
ridicule she received for being a wife without providing her husband a child.  She had given up on the promise long 
ago—so much so that she told her husband to go sleep with her servant so she could bear a son for him. 

Then God changed everything.  Three strangers show up and all she did was make bread and ready her house for 
these folks.  It wasn’t anything special or even out of the ordinary.  It was what you did in those times—if someone 
stopped by your tent or farm or home you opened the doors and welcomed them.   

And like anyone who’s left outside of the main party or festivities Sarah wanted to know what was going on—so 
she snuck closer to hear everything.  And to her shock she was the subject of the conversation.  She was going to be a 
mom late in life.  And she laughs and says that hilarious retort, “After I have grown old and my husband is old, shall I 
have pleasure?”   

Do you feel like you are supposed to be God—to be the one in complete control and the one who knows all?  
Parents feel this, leaders feel this, employees feel this and children of aging or dying parents feel this.  We all feel this and 
then at some point we laugh.  The laugh disarms our feelings and emotions because we realize we don’t have to know 
everything or be everything.   

I found this out one Sunday morning.  I was part of the pastoral team who would serve Communion by intinction 
that Sunday morning.  Donovan, the other pastor, and I prepped the elements before service and talked about how small 
a crowd we’d have that morning.   But people kept coming into worship so during the singing of the hymn prior to 
Communion we looked at each other with worried faces.  But there was nothing we do at that point.   

We made it through the liturgy and began hanging out the wafers, all the while slowly watching our cup lose its 
contents.  At one point I leaned my head to the side to count how many more people I had left in my line and then did a 
quick count of wafers in my cup—if all went according to plan, I’d have one extra.   

Apparently Donovan was doing the same thing because he kept looking over at me trying to get my attention, but 
I feigned reverence and kept my mind focused on the sanctity of sharing the Lord’s Supper.  Then he ran out and all I saw 
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out of the corner of my left eye was his hand coming my way.  I acted instinctively and turned hard to my right, covering 
my cup of sacred wafers with my arms.  And then laughed—a lot.  He laughed too and then went up to the Communion 
table and retrieve the loaf we used in the liturgy and we finished communion.   

Afterwards we just laughed at each other and then as we sang the last hymn he leaned over and said, “You know 
Jesus would have shared his bread with me.”  I looked at him and said, “Well I guess I’m not Jesus.”  To which he 
responded, “Thank God.”   

 
 
Laugh often because it shows your humanity.  It shows your connection to God who often calls us to do things we 

can’t imagine.  He calls us to be parents, pastors, to move to small towns in Eastern North Carolina, to care for parents 
and family members, to love people we think are unlovable and to perform rituals and traditions that seem pointless and 
worthless, until they become the very foundation that helps us.  Life will make you laugh—that’s God making sure you 
know God’s there.  

May God bless this witness and this congregation. Amen.  


