There isn't a lot of laughter in the Bible.  In fact, the words laugh, laughter and laughing only occur a couple dozen times in the whole Bible - and some of those are God laughing at those who are evil.  Since we all need a little more laughter - I chose the OT as today's text.

Sarah had celebrated her 90th birthday - Abraham was a hundred - they had traipsed all over the place remembering God's promise about having so many children the stars and sand would be jealous - but they were still childless.  In the previous chapter God showed up for a little chat with Abraham - to let Him know He hadn't forgotten.  Abraham mentioned how old he and Sarah were - and told God it would be a lot easier on everyone if God would just bless Ishmael - Abraham's son from his maid.  But God said, "nope - you and Sarah are going to have a baby."  And that's when the Bible says Abraham laughed so hard he fell on his face and probably wet his pants - it was that funny.

Abraham and Sarah had all but given up on the dream of having children - and Abe was smart enough to know raising a child is something elderly parents might not be so good at.  Everything returned to normal for a while - then three angels show up - and Abraham slaughters the fattened calf and puts on a feast for them.  Somewhere in the dinner conversation one of the angels says, "the stork is on his way - so you better decorate the nursery."  There is no mention of how Abraham responded.  But Sarah was hiding behind the tent flap listening in - and when the angel said she was pregnant - she laughed until tears ran down her face.  Whether they were tears of joy or fear we don't know - but one thing was certain - the impossibility of it all was a little overwhelming.

Now, remember I said there were three angels.  One of the angels was the Malach Adonai - translated Angel of the Lord.  This is important.  It doesn't say, "the angel asked Abraham" - it says, "the Lord asked Abraham - why did Sarah laugh?"  Historical theology says the Malach Adonai is Jesus - before He got born in Bethlehem.  Remember - angel doesn't mean something with wings - it means one who is a messenger of God - which is why if you really want to call yourself an angel you can.  But you will never be the kind of angel we imagine at Christma - you are just going to be you.  So, one of these angels is God's Son - who comes to make sure Abraham knows God keeps His promises.

In one of my favorite moments in the Bible - the Lord asks Abraham, "why did Sarah laugh?"  Sarah pops out from behind the curtain and says, "I didn't laugh!" - and the Lord says, "yes, you did."  And it was quite likely that moment where Abraham and Sarah decided to name their baby, Isaac - which in Hebrew means Laughter.  What other name would fit?
 
A couple other times we see laughter in the Bible is 2 Samuel 6 when David dances in his underwear in front of the Ark of the Covenant that was just rescued from the bad guys.  And while it doesn't use the word "laughter" - it says he was so exuberant he couldn't control himself as he celebrated the power of God and in Psalm 126 it says, "When the Lord had rescued Zion, then our mouth was filled with laughter.”  

No one would consider the Bible a joke book - unless you agree with St. Paul who said, "I have become a fool for Christ" - and of course, if we are fools - the world is laughing at us because they cannot see what we see or believe what we believe.  And while it is easy to think we will have the last laugh when Jesus returns - it's a laughter that will fall flat because the cost of us being right is that hell gets filled to capacity.  If we understand the magnitude of this - like St. Paul, we might wish we could sacrifice ourselves to help those - especially the ones we love - who were laughing until they realized it wasn't a laughing matter.
 
I mentioned Harvard Professor Stephen J. Gould last week - the paleontologist who was an agnostic - torn between the science he loved and the need for a purpose beyond just evolving.  A little more about him - he practiced with the choir of All Saints Church in Brookline, Massachusetts each Monday evening.  He loved conversations with the pastor and people about God and faith and all things existential.  He even proclaimed once, "we’re not always as smart as we think."   

One of the people who interviewed him asked what he would do if he found himself face to face with God.  Stephen quipped he would bow and quoting Clarence Darrow from the Scopes Monkey Trial say: “Gentlemen, I was wrong.”  While I have no doubt the response gave both Stephen and the interviewer a good chuckle - it's not a laughing matter.  It was like saying even though we chose not to buy Amazon stock when it was cheap - we should be given a second chance because now we know better.
 
Once or twice a year the Beatitudes pop up in our readings - you know, the "blessed art thou..."  In Luke 6:21 Jesus - standing in the midst of a crowd of tax collectors and sinners and the blind and the crippled and the lost says, "Blessed are you who weep, for you shall laugh."  And we have to ask, "does that mean if we are laughing now - we shall weep for eternity" - and it's a question that answers itself.

What makes you laugh?  I don't mean a chuckle or a grin - I mean a real laugh.  You don't have cry or wet your pants or fall on your face - but laugh in such a way that when you finally stop you feel better than you have felt in a long time.

Here is what doctors discovered - laughter:  Boosts your immune system.  Decreases stress. Improves heart health.  Lowers blood pressure.  Relieves pain - unless you have broken ribs.  And it supports mental health.  All of that comes straight from the UCLA Medical School.

Back to our text.  Why did Abraham fall on his face laughing - and why did Sarah deny that she laughed?  Way back in Genesis 12, God doesn't just make a promise to Abraham - He makes a covenant.  A covenant is an unbreakable vow.  In truth, this promise was a Berith - a one-sided covenant - in other words God is going to do something and Abraham is just the receiver of the gift.

If you understand this - the covenant is 100% God and 0% Abraham - when you read Abraham's story, it will bring one of those nervous chuckles to your lips.  You know, the kind that comes with a cringe because as you read Abe's story - you can see something so clearly - you know what's coming - and you can't believe he doesn't see it.  Telling people Sarah was his sister, letting two kings make Sarah one of their wives, having a child with the maid.  All because Abraham thought it was totally up to him to fulfill the covenant.   

In the Hebrew culture - falling on your face is a sign of obedience.  You are letting the other person know you understand your place.  In Genesis 12 and again in Genesis 15 when God shows up and tells Abraham what is going to happen - Abraham does not bow down.  He sets off down the road God told him to go down - sacrifices animals - does all sorts of things - but doesn't bow down.  In our text and in Genesis 18 when God says, "it's time - the baby's coming" - Abraham bows before God.  

It's quite possible the falling on his face laughing is nothing more than Abraham's body and mind suddenly realizing what is about to happen and they both wind up in the same place on the floor.  If Abraham thought it was tough heading down a road having no idea where he was going - this is even more mind-boggling.  Abraham and Sarah - are about to set out on a journey - drawn into a deeper relationship with God and one another that is going to be even messier than the journey that got them where they are. 

During Lent Jesus tells us to "deny ourselves, take up our cross and follow Him."  Because we have 20/20 hindsight - we know what happens when you take up your cross - you get crucified by a world that doesn't understand God or faith or heaven.  They have their own ideas and dreams and wishes about those things - but they aren't in alignment with the Scriptures and are often more self-serving theologies that have them ruling their own planet and everyone who has ever mean to them peeling their grapes and bring them a mint julep.  

If the only thing we had to do was take up our cross and follow Jesus - and it was just us and Jesus - it wouldn't be that hard.  But that's not what God expects.  Our cross - whatever it might be - means getting drawn into God’s ridiculous plan with a bunch of other people who are following Jesus too.

Have you ever driven someone else's car?  Someone who was a lot shorter or taller than you?  You get in and the seat isn't right so you have to raise it or lower it - move it forward or backward.  Then you have to adjust the rearview mirror and the side mirrors.  You start the engine and music comes blaring out of the speaker - music not to your liking - so you turn it off or change the station.  Then you have to find the lights and turn signals and how to pair your phone and all the other things.  

Our cross is our cross.  Our cross is not the same size, weight, color, shape or style of anyone else's.  But that doesn't keep people from wanting to help us carry our cross by making changes that they are sure will make it easier for us because it made it easier for them.  I'm not sure everyone understands the emphasis when Jesus says, "take up YOUR cross."
 
You can imagine if Abraham and Sarah were around today - Planned Parenthood, AARP, Medicare and Social Security, Kaiser, HMSA, all the churches and religious groups would all want to help Abraham and Sarah by telling them what to do and how to do it.  And all that extra help makes carrying your cross harder as you bump into people and they bump into you and your cross begins to get bent out of shape - which means you have to stop and put your cross back into it's original shape - just like you have to readjust your car after someone else drives it.  Faith requires we listen to their voices because God might be speaking to us through them.  But the other part of the journey is making sure we aren't listening to the voices that are only interested in themselves.   

All of us have moments, cross moments, when something in us crumbles and dies.  A dream, a plan, a hope.  Someone pushes us way outside our comfort zone - and we find ourselves either laughing or crying.  If we are laughing - it is because the one who pushed us is also the one who called us - and He would not ask us to do what He called us to do - go where He called us to go - be what He called us to be - unless He was going to be with us every step of the way.  If we are crying - it is most likely because we listened to the wrong voices, went the wrong way and now we have find our way back to the path God would have us walk.

Abraham and Sarah had to wait until they were 90 and 100 because it took them that long to truly trust God - to understand that if God calls - God provides.  God is either God through whom all things really are possible - in which case we have nothing to worry about - or He is something less than God and not only should we be worried but we should probably head the opposite direction.  Laughter often diffuses our fear - gives us a second to think and let our brain catch up to our soul.  
 
God made a promise to you at your baptism - a covenant so holy He will never break it.  He promised to be your God - to love you and forgive you and care for you - to make sure when you finally make it home there is a place with your name on the door and the lights on.  Your life will not be perfect - you will experience trauma and heartache, pain and sickness, lostness and fear.  Weaving its way in and out of all those will be joy and hope and love and peace.  And every morning when you wake up and every night before you go to bed you will ask yourself what the purpose of your life is and how it is to be lived and what it all means.  
You may not think about the words of your baptism - but they are engraved on your forehead and your heart and your soul - even if you are the only one who knows they are there - just like Abraham and Sarah were the only ones who knew what God had promised them.  And God never breaks a promise.  

George Buttrick was a renowned British preacher who served as pastor at Madison Avenue Presbyterian Church in New York City.  Frederick Buechner went to hear him preach one Sunday - and the text was Jesus and satan duking it out in the wilderness.  Buttrick noted Jesus refused the crown that Satan offered Him in the wilderness - but Jesus is king nonetheless because again and again He is crowned in the hearts and souls of the people who believe in him. And that inward coronation takes place, "among confession, and tears, and great laughter." 

If that sounds strange - it shouldn't.  Your cross - your calling - is no less peculiar or uncomfortable or dangerous than Abraham and Sarah's.  But you are not called to carry their cross or do what they were called to do.  You are unique and unreproducible.  That doesn't mean you won't fall on your face laughing when you realize that God will keep His promise or learn from their journey.  So much of our faith and life is based on the impossible - but it turns out that is exactly what God specializes in and that's why these stories keep getting told.   In the Name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit.  Amen.
