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Allow me to paint a scene for you.

It's Spring, 2014. We're at the annual Penn Children’s Festival; we being me, Amy and

four-and-a-half-year-old Gabe.

More specifically we're in the audience of a one-man silent comedy—get that, SILENT
comedy—called "Snowflake.” Performed by former Ringling Brothers and Barnum and

Bailey Circus clown and mime, Gabe LaJoye.

We didn’t know it then, but LaJoye himself—nearly 40 years earlier—had been

paralyzed in a car accident, told by doctors that he would never walk again.

He would. He did. And not only that. “Snowflake” was very much a PHYSICAL silent
comedy. LaJoye's character creates a world of imagination where throw-away junk,

highlighted through relentless physical comedy, is fransformed and reinvented.

It was brilliant. It was poignant. It was, of course, funny. That experience is one of my

favorite memories of Gabe. It is one of my favorite experiences WITH Gabe.

Almost from the beginning, Gabe COULD NOT STOP laughing. OUT LOUD! He couldn’t
help himself. He couldn’t control himself. It was deep, sometimes breathless, belly-

laughing—you know what I'm talking about.

And for a little more than an hour, it was the absolute picture and experience of pure,
unADULTerated joy. People, mostly adults, kept turning around to look at him. At first, it
seemed like they were annoyed, but they weren’t. They were as caught up in his joy as
we were. His laughter was contagious, because LOL-laughter like that is contagious. In

all the good ways.

As Charles Dickens' Scrooge observes in *A Christmas Carol,” seeing his nephew at a

Christmas party with the Ghost of Christmas Present: “It is a fair, even-handed, noble



adjustment of things, that while there is infection in disease and sorrow, there is nothing

in the world so irresistibly contagious as laughter and good humor.”

Nothing. We all know it because we've all experienced it. Any time, every time, | think

back to that experience with four-year-old Gabe, it makes me smile. It brings me joy.

We live in a world so often marked more by tragedy than comedy. A world, a country—
news cycles—marked increasingly by unabashed abuse of power, cruelty and
violence, racism and misogyny, homophobia and xenophobia. Marked by increasing
income and wealth gaps such that just this one week, one man—none other than Elon
Musk—became the world’s first TRILLIONAIRE, making him and his fortune “worth” more
than three fimes the next richest billionaire, and “worth” more than nearly HALF the

global population.

Such a world is no laughing matter. Such a world means to steal our joy. And in such a
world, laughter is all the more important. As the poet Robert Frost once said, “If we

couldn't laugh we would all go insane.”

Laughter, then, is a form and a tool of resistance. It is a spiritual gift that has the power
to remind us what is yet possible. To remind us that within the abundance, the fullness of
life, that God promises and Jesus said he came that we might have, there is, as the
American humorist Erma Bombeck put it, “a thin line that separates laughter and pain,

comedy and fragedy, humor and hurt.”

Laughter, and with it joy, is our divine right alongside the inevitable—and so often fimes
human-created—pain and suffering of life. Laughter is a divine gift to keep us tethered

to the goodness of life.

"Laughter,” said theologian Karl Barth, “is the closest thing to the grace of God."

Christian author and activist Anne Lamott calls laughter “carbonated holiness.”

And it is that carbonated holiness that overtakes Sarah in our scripture texts this morning,

as Milo and Gabe just read for us.



Her laughter takes her by surprise, like she had forgotten how to laugh. And by all

accounts, she had.

You heard the story. You may already have known the story.

Sarah, in her advanced age, is “barren”—unable to bear children. In her day, within the
strict and oppressive confines of her social context, her identity, her purpose, was

wrapped up in her capacity to bear children.

She could not.

We know, going back a few chapters before our reading, that Abram laments that he is
childless, without an heir, but is instructed by God to “look toward heaven and count

the stars” because that’'s how many descendant he will have.

We also know that Sarah—then Sarai—gives Abraham—then just Abram, at the age of
86—permission to sleep with one of her Egyptian servants, Hagar. And we know that
after Hagar gives birth to Ishmael, Sarai deals harshly with her—and they, Hagar and

Ishamel—are forced to run away into the wilderness.

God meets them there, but that's another story for another time.

Fast forward 13 years, now just before our reading, Abram is now 99 years old and God
makes a covenant with him—reaffirming his previous promise: “You shall be the
ancestor of a multitude of nations. No longer shall your name be Abram, but your name

shall be Abraham; for I have made you the ancestor of a multitude of nations.”

And God instructs Abraham to start calling his wife Sarah, not Sarai. And promises to
bless her and give Abraham a son by her, to be named Isaac, so that she, too, will

“give rise to nations.”

Note that Sarah is more or less the same age as Abraham. The promise that she who
has been barren all of her adult life will now bear a child in her 90s is, well, laughable.

We're told that Abraham falls on his face and laughs when God shares the good news.



He can’t believe it. So much so, | guess, that he doesn’t bother telling her. She finds out
by accident, overhearing a conversation between Abraham and a stranger, some kind
of mysterious otherworldly visitor—an apparent stand-in for God, along with two others.

We don't know for sure.

After Abraham, with Sarah’s and a servant’s help, showers the three visitors with lavish
hospitality, a rest from their journey, the visitors ask Abraham where his wife, Sarah, is,
and then one of them declares: “| will surely return to you in due season, and your wife

Sarah shall have a son.” Echoing God'’s promise to Abraham.
That's what Sarah hears.

And Sarah reacts as Abraham did. She laughs, not out loud, just to herself, because she
can’t help herself. She had, again, by all accounts, forgotten how to laugh, lost touch
with any connection to or experience of joy in her life. But she laughs here because

what she hears IS unbelievable. It is absolutely and completely unexpected.

Comedy is like that. God is like that. The line is thin.

Sarah, in the midst of all her accumulated grief and resentment and God only knows

what else, experiences carbonated holiness. The very grace of God.

Note, as the story continues, that God overhears Sarah laughing. And for some reason
asks Abraham, not Sarah, WHY she laughed. And this, friends, gets to the heart of the

story.

“Why did Sarah laugh,” God asks, “and say, ‘Shall | indeed bear a child, now that | am
old?2'" Is anything too wonderful for the HOLY ONE2”

Is anything indeed?!

This is a biblical case study in laughter as a spiritual gift, with its power to remind us of
possibilities not yet known or imagined. As Jean Houston suggested—she, among other

things, the principal founder of the Human Potential Movement of the countercultural
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1960s: “At the height of laughter, the universe is flung into a kaleidoscope of new

possibilities.”

You can't manufacture your own laughter; when we laugh, we laugh unexpectedly.
We are often caught off guard. We often surprise ourselves. We can’t help ourselves.

That's comedy.

But in so doing, we open ourselves up—again—to at least consider what it might be like
to expect the unexpected. We open ourselves—our hearts, our minds, our spirits, our
bodies—to at least consider what it would be like to believe the unbelievable. Lives

made new, say. A world made new. Joy at the core.

As the theologian Reinhold Niebuhr suggests, “Humor is a prelude to faith, and laughter
is the beginning of prayer.” Hear that! Humor is a prelude to faith, and laughter is the

beginning of prayer.

Laughteris a prelude to faith, which at the end of the day is what prayeris. And as we

have said, faith is a prelude to hope, and hope to love—and love ultimately to joy.

That's why they say that laughter is the best medicine. That's what the Proverbs remind
us. Proverbs 17:22, for example: “A cheerful heart is a good medicine, but a downcast

spirit dries up the bones.”

That's the New Revised Standard Version, Updated. Consider this translation from The
Voice: “A joy-filled heart is curative balm, but a broken spirit hurts all the way to the

bone.”

In this way, laughter is both a means TO and a reflection OF a cheerful, joy-filled heart.
That's what makes laughter a form and tool of resistance, curative balm in a world
seemingly so hell-bent on stealing joy and breaking spirits. In a world so full of stolen joy

and broken spirits.



Mark Twain wrote that “The human race has only one really effective weapon and that
is laughter.” So may we turn our swords and spears and guns and missiles and drone

weapons not just into plowshares and pruning hooks, but laughter! God help us!

None other than W.E.B DuBois wrote: “I am especially glad of the divine gift of laughter:

it has made the world human and lovable, despite all its pain and wrong.”

Laughter’s secret power is that it reconnects us to our own and each other’s humanity.
It RE-MEMBERS us as members of one body—the one beloved body we celebrate in

baptism and in the reception of new members.

Laughter reminds us that we are not alone. We know that when we feel alone, as Sarah
undoubtedly did, as we all do at one point or another, we are most vulnerable to joy-
stealing and spirit-breaking. We are most vulnerable to despair and hopelessness. We

are most vulnerable to forgetting that we are made by, in and for love. And so joy.

Maya Angelou famously said that she doesn’t “trust anyone who doesn’t

laugh.” People who never laugh—that is, laugh WITH, not AT—are disconnected from
beloved community, and so the joy that comes with it. For people who have forgotten
how to laugh, fear has TRUMPED love (pun very much intended). And that is a tfragedy

that hurts all the way to the bone.

Friends, may you find ways along your daily way to laugh more. Today, these days, with
tragedy all around, you may feel more like crying. But it's OK to laugh, too. In fact, it is
absolutely essential on the path to love and life, and to love and life more and more

abundant.

May you, and may we—all of us—find new ways to open ourselves—our hearts, our
minds, our bodies, our spirits—to the divine gift and GRACE, the “carbonated holiness,”
of laughter. Especially, WHENEVER POSSIBLE, deep, laugh-out-loud, breathless, can’t-
help-yourself, can’t-control-yourself, maybe even pee-your-pants-a-little-bit, belly

laughter!



And in so doing, keep ourselves tethered to the God-given, from-the-beginning,
goodness of life. And to the holy imagination and divine possibility that expects the
unexpected—beyond even our wildest belief, across the thin line that separates
tragedy from comedy. Remembering, always, that “There is nothing in the world so

irresistibly contagious as laughter and good humor.”
Thanks be to God!

May it be so.



