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Let us pray for an awareness of and inspiration from God’s Spirit.

God of mercy, you promised never to break your covenant with us. In
the midst of the multitude of words in our daily lives, speak your eternal
Word to us that we may respond to your gracious promises with
faithfulness, service and love. Amen.

The Lord appeared to Abraham by the oaks of Mamre, as he sat at the
entrance of his tent in the heat of the day. He looked up and saw three
men standing near him. When he saw them, he ran from the tent
entrance to meet them, and bowed down to the ground. He said, “My
lord, if I find favor with you, do not pass by your servant. Let a little
water be brought, and wash your feet, and rest yourselves under the tree.
Let me bring a little bread, that you may refresh yourselves, and after
that you may pass on—since you have come to your servant.” So they
said, “Do as you have said.”

And Abraham hastened into the tent to Sarah, and said, "Make ready
quickly three measures of choice flour, knead it, and make cakes."
Abraham ran to the herd, and took a calf, tender and good, and gave it to
the servant, who hastened to prepare it. Then he took curds and milk and
the calf that he had prepared, and set it before them; and he stood by
them under the tree while they ate.

They said to him, “Where is your wife Sarah?”” And he said, “There, in
the tent.” Then one said, “I will surely return to you in due season, and
your wife Sarah shall have a son.” And Sarah was listening at the tent



entrance behind him. Now Abraham and Sarah were old, advanced in
age; it had ceased to be with Sarah after the manner of women. So Sarah
laughed to herself, saying, “After [ have grown old, and my husband is
old, shall I have pleasure?”

The Lord said to Abraham, “Why did Sarah laugh, and say, ‘Shall I
indeed bear a child, now that I am old?’ Is anything too wonderful for
the Lord? At the set time I will return to you, in due season, and Sarah
shall have a son.” But Sarah denied, saying, “I did not laugh”; for she
was afraid. He said, “Oh yes, you did laugh.”

The Lord dealt with Sarah as he had said, and the Lord did for Sarah as
he had promised. Sarah conceived and bore Abraham a son in his old
age, at the time of which God had spoken to him. Abraham gave the
name Isaac to his son whom Sarah bore him. And Abraham circumcised
his son Isaac when he was eight days old, as God had commanded him.
Abraham was a hundred years old when his son Isaac was born to him.
Now Sarah said, “God has brought laughter for me; everyone who hears
will laugh with me.” And she said, “Who would ever have said to
Abraham that Sarah would nurse children? Yet I have borne him a son in
his old age.”

It just might be one of the best sounds ever. The unbridled laughter of a
baby or toddler. It is the sound of pure joy. When the weather is cool,
like 1t has been the last few days, I love to have the windows open. The
neighbors on both sides of our home have toddlers. It is a delight to hear
them laugh. When a baby laughs it is like the sound of new life. It is the
sound of possibility. And it’s infectious.

Did any of you ever play the laughter game? We would play it
frequently in my church youth group. To play, you lie on your back with
your head on someone else’s stomach and someone else puts their head
on your stomach, and so forth. We would play with 20 or more of us.



One person would start and they would laugh, and whoever’s head was
on the laugher’s stomach, they would laugh in turn. At first, the laughter
was forced. But it wouldn’t take long before all of us would be laughing
genuinely and heartedly. Laughter is infectious, it’s difficult not to
smile, or maybe even laugh yourself, when you hear another person
laugh.

But, of course, not all laughter is like that. In our story, I don’t think
Sarah’s laughter is like that. I don’t think her laughter is about joy. It’s
hard to know exactly what her laughter is like. We have the words on the
page, but we can’t hear the inflection, we can’t see her body language.
We can surmise what it might be. We can use our imagination.

We heard last week about Abram and Sarai, what they were called prior
to God blessing them. Abram and Sarai are particular people with whom
God creates a covenant. God tells them in chapter 12, that from them
great things will come. They will go to a new land, and from them will
spring generations that will be a blessing to others and the whole world.

Years pass, and no children are born to Abram and Sarai. Without any
evidence that God’s promise will come true, Abram begins to question
the promise. God renews the covenant with Abram and reassures him
that his descendants will be numerous. More years pass.

Abram and Sarah are now 99 years old, and there are still no children.
No proof of God’s promise. But God appears again and renews the
covenant. God tells Abraham, “As for me, this is my covenant with you:
You will be the father of many nations. No longer will you be called
Abram; your name will be Abraham, for I have made you a father of
many nations. I will make you very fruitful; I will make nations of you,
and kings will come from you. I will establish my covenant as an
everlasting covenant between me and you and your descendants after
you for the generations to come, to be your God and the God of your



descendants after you.” And then, to seal the covenant, Abraham is
circumcised.

Imagine, after decades of waiting, hearing the promise repeated, and
waiting, and waiting, still nothing, and more waiting. Then a renewal,
including circumcision as a sign of the covenant. This is where we find
Abraham, resting under some oak trees, recovering from surgery. When
he looks up and sees strangers, travelers headed his way.

Now, in Abraham’s time, visitors were a big deal. Hospitality in that
time was essential. It was deeply theological to welcome the stranger.
There were no hotels or Air BnBs. When Abraham greets the visitors,
we say he will bring them a little water and some bread. But he does
more than that. He gets the best flour. The amount of bread is enormous.
Not only that, but milk, curds, a calf — veal. The best of the best. This is
going beyond.

And then, he hears the news. One of the strangers declares that by the
time he returns again, Sarah will be pregnant and the promise so long
delayed will be fulfilled. And Sarah laughs. A laugh of sadness.
Bitterness. Resignation. Maybe the kind of laugh that you make when
the only thing you can do any more in the face of everything is to laugh,
because otherwise you would cry.

And lest we be too hard on Sarah, in the previous chapter, right before
Abraham is circumcised and God renews the promise, this happens. God
also said to Abraham, “As for Sarai your wife, you are no longer to call
her Sarai; her name will be Sarah. I will bless her and will surely give
you a son by her. I will bless her so that she will be the mother of
nations; kings of peoples will come from her.” Abraham fell facedown;
he laughed and said to himself, “Will a son be born to a man a hundred
years old? Will Sarah bear a child at the age of ninety?”



See, they both laugh that laugh. It’s absurd. There is skepticism, doubt,
perhaps some anger. Imagine how many times over the years that Sarah
helped another woman give birth, only to hear the cries of the newborn
not her own. Imagine how many times Abraham saw a little child
playing, laughing, only to wonder if God’s promise would be fulfilled.

And as a quick aside, let me recognize that this is a hard story for some
because, they too, wish for a child, and the promise has never come. And
that is not because people lack faith, or because God is trying to teach
you a lesson. Put that is a different sermon, for a different time, but for
those of you for whom this story is difficult, please know I see you.

Is it any wonder that Abraham and Sarah laugh? Any wonder they
doubt. They are old. They are tired. They have heard the promise before
and nothing. How does one hold on to a promise of better and greater
things in the face of no evidence?

Given all the news today — given all the evidence against the promises of
God — how do we hold on to a faith and a hope that all will be well?
How do we believe in the good news that God is for us, that nothing can
separate us from the love of God?

That is an age-old question that people of faith have been asking for a
long time. I think about the words of Hebrews 11. Now faith is the
assurance of things hoped for, the conviction of things not seen. Indeed,
by faith our ancestors received approval. By faith we understand that the
worlds were prepared by the word of God, so that what is seen was made
from things that are not visible.” When all the evidence says, otherwise,
how do we hold on to hope and faith?

I believe I may have shared this before, but some of the best theological
advice I ever received in seminary came in my middle year. The middle
year can be intense, the first part of seminary is when a person’s faith is



deconstructed, and then you begin to put it back together. I was
struggling. So, I went to a trusted and wise professor, and man I looked
up to who I believed had a strong faith. A man I held in high regard. 1
went to his office, poured out my doubt, my frustration, my anger, my
angst, I think I even laughed (but not the funny full bellied laugh of
humor) but the laugh of not being able to do anything else because |
wanted to cry laugh and he looked at me with compassion. He paused
for a moment, and then said, “well, fake it till you make it...” I think I
laughed again because I didn’t know what else to do and I didn’t
understand how someone so wise and faithful could give me that as an
answer. Fake it till you make it.

In other words, keep practicing the faith, and keep doing the things God
calls us to do until you have room to believe. Pretend like you have
hope. Pretend like you believe. Pretend like you trust in the promises,
and keep doing the work and keep surrounding yourself with other
faithful people, because then, maybe, one day, you will be able to trust,
hope, and believe.

Faith might just follow action. I am sure that Abraham, having heard the
promise year after year, sitting there under a tree recovering from
surgery, wanted to do nothing, but instead he offered radical hospitality
to the stranger, because that was what his faith told him to do. He was
hospitable to the stranger. He was generous. Sarah was as well.

When things don’t seem to be the way they should, and you are
beginning to doubt, do the things. Fake it till you make it and go through
the motions of the faith.

Find ways to sow the fruit of the Spirit and spread love, joy, peace,
patience, kindness, goodness, gentleness, and self-control. Walk humbly
with God. Bear with one another. Serve one another. Plant a tree. Play
with a child. Write a letter. Take care of someone who is sick. Visit a



person in prison. Share a meal, or just a cookie. Vote. Attend a pride
event. Study scripture. Be open to learning. Call your representatives.
Call out the ignorant comment. Defend the vulnerable. Take a nap. Pray.
Sing. Laugh or cry with someone. Listen.

My Dad is fond of saying and reminding me something similar to “fake
it till you make it.” He frequently reminds me, “mood follows action.”
Do the things, act like you believe it, and the mood will follow.

The Austrian poet Rainer (Rhiner) Maria Rilke has a very famous quote
that many of us in ministry hold onto. He wrote, “Be patient toward all
that is unsolved in your heart and try to love the questions themselves,
like locked rooms and like books that are now written in a very foreign
tongue. Do not now seek the answers, which cannot be given you
because you would not be able to live them. And the point is, to live
everything. Live the questions now. Perhaps you will then gradually,
without noticing it, live along some distant day into the answer.”

When we live into the questions, when we fake it till we make it, when
we act into our faith, even when we don’t have it all figured out, we are
less likely to succumb to cynicism or despair. Instead we keep doing the
things of our faith, so maybe one day we live into the new reality that
God promises.

One of those promises is to be blessed in order to be a blessing. In a
small way — as Abraham is living out this small promise — as he is being
a blessing to the three strangers, he hears the bigger promise of God.

If some of our faith is about what we believe (and it is), that belief
informs how we act and what we do. A larger part of our faith may be
about how we live, how we interact with one another and the world.
Frankly, it’s God’s job to handle the bigger stuff. And when the big stuff
seems too big, too overwhelming it’s the small stuff that then matters.



When we focus on the small thing, the thing right in front of us, then we
take that much of a step into creating the kingdom of God, even when it
seems impossible that it may one day come.

Friends, in the face of everything, I leave you with the similar wise
theological grounding I received:

Do the small stuff.
Laugh when you can.
Fake it till you make.

Amen.



