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        July 22, 2007
God’s Laughter
  Laughter is a strange name for a child.  I suppose if you want to get technical, Isaac or Yitzak actually means, “He laughs.”  Regardless of the exact meaning, can you imagine actually naming a child “Laughter”?  Parents today worry about names that might be too easily turned into playground taunts.  Abraham gives his child a name that would make any adult raise an eyebrow when introduced to the heir of a large estate.  Here is my boy, Laughter.  In today’s reading from Genesis, we learn that the name is given for mocking, faithless, derisive laughter.
Abraham is sitting in his tent in the heat of the day, likely resting from his previous encounter with God.  The seventeenth chapter of Genesis recounts the great and famous covenant with a man then named Abram.  God promises a multitude of descendants to this 99 year-old man.  Abram (Avram) or exalted ancestor agrees to this covenant, to this contract of faith with God.  God renames him Abraham (Avrahim), the ancestor of a multitude, and demands an outward and visible sign.  Every male child shall be circumcised.  Abraham agrees to all of these things.  Then God continues with the true promise to this patriarch and Sarah, “I will bless her and moreover I will give her a son.”  Abraham’s response is laughter.  The text actually reads, “He fell on his face and laughed.”  After this wave of laughter subsides, he asks God pointedly, “Can a child be born to a man who is one hundred years old?  Can Sarah, who is ninety years old, bear a child?”  God replies by stating the promise again, “Your wife Sarah shall bear you a son, and you shall name him Isaac (he laughs).”
God places the name of Laughter upon this child of the covenant, the child of promise.  God names Isaac for his father’s very human response to an extraordinary promise.  Abraham’s laughter comes from an incredulous, sad, and dark place that after something close to seventy years of marriage knew no children with Sarah, had long ago given up on the idea of children with his beautiful wife, had even mourned this loss and buried his heart in a shallow grave for any hope of a son and direct heir.  His laughter was one of mocking derision, smug knowledge of the physical, reopened wounds from ancient hurts, and, perhaps, the slightest glimmer of wonder-filled hope.
However, Abraham was not resting in his tent from this promise of fatherhood.  God also demanded an outward and visible sign of this covenant for a multitude of descendants.  At his ripe old age, Abraham was circumcised along with every male in his family, slave and free-men alike.  So, Abraham was indeed likely resting from the heat of the day, from a promise of extraordinary measure, and healing from the physical mark this all placed upon him.  
At a time when most were retreating from the sun and its heat, three visitors appear on the horizon.  As readers we know that the Lord has come to visit Abraham, but the great patriarch only knows that guests are arriving at the hottest time of the day.  If we, as St. Elisabeth’s Episcopal Church, hope to be a place of welcome, a true place of hospitality, a haven of hope in a tiring world, then we must listen and watch Abraham very carefully.  He is our example for how to treat visitors.  Despite his recent surgery, he leaves his comfortable tent and hurries out to meet his guests.  When he arrives, he bows to them, showing honor and deference.  He then makes a point to ask them to stay with him.  “My lord, if I have found favor with you, do not pass by your servant.”  He then offers to bring them water and to have their feet washed while they wait under a tree.  If they are willing, he will even bring bread to them before they continue.  In other words, please stay and honor me with your presence, but I honor you by allowing you to continue on your way if you wish.  Once the three guests have agreed, he rushes about to insure more than the best for them.  He asks Sarah for three of the best cakes she can make, he has his best meat prepared for them, he collects milk and curds, and he takes this feast to his guests.  Including his entire household in these acts of hospitality, Abraham takes the best and places it before his guests.  As a parish, we must do the same.  We must go out to welcome our guests, offer them a safe place and refreshment, involve the entirety of our congregation in the welcome, and allow those visitors to make their choice.
With this great feast prepared and delivered, the guests bring words of promise and difficulty.  “I will surely return in due season and your wife Sarah will have a son.”  This time, Sarah laughs from that incredulous, sad, and dark place.  She had long ago given up on the idea of children with Abraham.  She had even watched her servant girl provide him with a son.  As Bishop Curry noted in his sermon at my ordination, “Sarah laughs not because she is afraid but because she knows Abraham.”  At the same time, her laughter is also one of mocking derision, filled with a smug knowledge of the physical, and likely filled with a fearful hope of how a ninety year-old body could possibly handle the near death sentence of a pregnancy.  How would she possibly survive if it was even possible?  Could she possibly now know the joy of a child?

“Why did Sarah laugh?” the visitor asks.  In a marvelous act of revelation that brings difficulty, a second question is posed, “Is anything too wonderful for the Lord?”  The answer is of course “no”. Nothing is too wonderful for the Lord.  The real question is do we or can we believe it?
I ask that question very specifically to us as a church.  I ask it because the time has come for us to begin to step out into a place that might well appear crazy, a place that will likely fill a number of you with mocking, derisive laughter.  Our 10:30 service, once dwindling to about 80 participants, is now averaging just over one hundred every week in the summer months.  Families are returning who had been out in the desert.  We have begun to rush outside these walls to welcome new visitors into our midst, offering them bread at our table and a cool place to rest with us on their way.  Instead of having lots of room, we now have only about ten or twenty seats left in our space.  Every study on church growth says that a church is considered “full” by a visitor when we reach between 70 and 80% of capacity.  We are working at closer to 90% and still find new faces joining us.  The time has come for us to prepare for our guests in a new and inviting way, meeting them where they are, and bringing them the best that we can possibly offer.  After discussions with your worship committee and vestry, we are planning to add a third Sunday morning service designed specifically for young families, for children of the promise.  
The eight o’clock service would go unchanged.  We would then add a nine o’clock children’s service.  In the greatest tradition of hospitality, this service will be a full Eucharist that caters specifically to children.  We will sing songs like “Jesus loves me” and “He’s got the Whole World in His Hands”.  The homily/sermon will be a short children’s talk of about 5 minutes.  We will use hand motions and sign language to involve the children.  I will invite the children to form a circle around the altar when we celebrate the Eucharist to bring them into the presence of God and our Community.  
In order to offer this hospitality, we will all be affected.  The Sunday School hour will shift to 9:45 to 10:35.  The choir warm up will be moved to 10:30 to 11:00.  Our main choral Eucharist will be shifted to 11:00.  We will all be asked to help put out our best for this new service, to bring bread to our guests.  We will need more ushers, additional acolytes, youth readers, altar guild help, and musical leadership to join with Jim in sharing God’s song with these families.  Jessie and I have seen a service like this in action in D.C.  We have witnessed a way we can reach out to our youngest children and involve them in worship instead of separating them in the nursery.  Perhaps even more interesting, we experienced a form of worship that brought in both families and those with special needs who felt comfortable in such a service.  The results are a joyful chaos with children making the sanctuary their home, crawling under pews, climbing onto laps, calling out in recognition of something important happening, and lots and lots of laughter.  The laughter of parents who watch their children become comfortable in church, the laughter of celebrants, acolytes and choirmaster who delight in children, and the laughter of children who are finally allowed to approach God without fear or worry that they might do something wrong by singing too loud, answering too quickly, or just engaging with the Divine.  There is a wild, joyful laughter filled with worship that I feel confident God echoes in exuberant waves of delight.  

With its patient, loving and open style, this service uniquely fits the mentality of St. Elisabeth’s.  This parish is a patient, loving and open place.  By opening our hearts, working with our gifts, and sharing our love in a new service, we can welcome those families and strangers among us.  
Now, we cannot proclaim that this will all work on the first Sunday.  In fact, we are pretty sure that it will take a while to get it right.  Your worship committee, Vestry and I are proposing that we begin this experiment in hospitality on September 9 and carry it through the fall to Christmas.  All the while we will evaluate what we are doing right and what we are doing wrong.  Some of us may laugh at such a project and the leap we are making.  We are truly stepping into something that is unknown in this diocese and, at least to my knowledge, is not done in any church in this area.  Not quite as crazy as a ninety year old woman becoming pregnant but something no less scary in its own way.
I used to think that God ordered the name Isaac to gently mock Abraham and remind him of his faltering faith.  In the end, I think God chose the name because laughter, no matter how derisive and mocking, can become genuine in a heartbeat.  God speaks a promise and both parents laugh in God’s face at the absurdity of it.  Yet, upon delivering her son, Sarah proclaims, “God has brought me laughter, and everyone who hears about this will laugh with me.”  Sarah and Abraham’s laughter is never a sticking point in God’s plan.  Their skepticism and concerns and fear and worry are all valid.  God still calls them into parenthood.  Abraham and Sarah have plenty of work to do in raising a son named Laughter. Something once considered impossible, doubtful or even insane can become the point of greatest joy and hope in any life.  Laughter is indeed a strange name for a child, but when God is in charge, Laughter is a perfect name indeed.
