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May | speak in the name of God, the Father, the Son,
and the Holy Spirit.

I've never preached from here [the side lectern]
before, but we came in this morning to find that we
can't find any of our little mini microphones. So, if
you couldn't hear the gospel reading, that's because
there wasn't a mic so I'm using this one.

| was in Balboa Park recently and there was a little
booth. Well, there were several booths of people
trying to influence passersby with their own
particular views, and | was intrigued by the booth run
by a group of atheists. They were giving out tracts
and trying to persuade people that there was no God,
and | couldn't help notice their strap line: "Be an
atheist, enjoy life." What a terrible condemnation of
us as Christians. But what have we done to make
people think the basic choice in life is between being
a person of faith and not enjoying life or being an
atheist and enjoying life? Something has gone terribly
wrong there. So that inspired me this morning to pick
up on our reading from Genesis that we've just
heard, which is full of laughter, joy, and pleasure.

There's lots of laughter in the reading from Genesis
and actually in that whole story of Abraham and
Sarah. Later in the story, in chapter 21, Sarah says,
"God has made me laugh and everyone who hears
my story will laugh with me." Sarah is famous for her
laughing. And actually, if you're going to be famous
for something, being famous for laughing is actually a
pretty good thing, | think. It's actually Abraham who
laughs first in the story. In the previous chapter to the
one we heard read in chapter 17, God appears to
Abraham and says, "Sarah, your wife, will have a son
and she will be the mother of nations," something
we're told which made Abraham fall face down and
laugh. In the next chapter, which we've just heard,
these three mysterious visitors come with a similar
message for Abraham and Sarah.

Now, clearly marital communication in the home of
Abraham and Sarah was not much better than exists
between me and Laura in our household because
Abraham had clearly forgotten to mention to Sarah
that God has said she was going to have a baby. As a
husband, | can understand that. Life gets busy. You
just forget to mention things, but perhaps he should
have mentioned something in passing. But anyway,
he didn't. So, when Sarah overhears this, it's ... what
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the message from these mysterious visitors is ... she
... it's news to her and her reaction was similar to the
reaction of Abraham. She laughs to herself saying,
"After | have grown old, shall | have this pleasure?"
But sure enough, the promised son came, nine
months later, called Isaac, a Hebrew word, which
means laughter. So, you get the play on words there.
"God has brought laughter, or Isaac, for me," she
says.

So why did these two old crocs laugh? They laughed
because only a fool would believe that a woman with
a foot in the grave was soon to have a foot in the
maternity ward. They laughed because God expected
them to believe it anyway. They laughed because
God seemed to believe it. They laughed because they
half believed it themselves. They laughed because
laughing felt better than crying and they laughed
because, if by some crazy chance it happened to be
true, they really would have something to laugh
about. But how could it be true, these two old
infertile people having a child? It could be true as
Sarah is reminded, "Nothing is too wonderful for the
Lord. Nothing is impossible with God," and that is
definitely something to laugh about.

The writer Goethe said, "People show their character
in nothing more clearly than by what they find
laughable." Abraham, Sarah, and all people of faith
laugh because they know that nothing is impossible
with God. And Sarah's snigger of surprise was
transformed into a good old belly laugh when nine
months later it all turned out to be true. | like a good
joke. I like seeing people laugh. | often ... well, not
often ... normally tell jokes that my American friends
don't get. And | think that finding faith is a lot like
getting a joke. Some people get a joke and they start
laughing. Other people, you tell them the same joke,
and they just don't get it and you can't, I've learnt,
explain it because that just kills it and the moment is
gone. We can't prove the reality of God. We can't
argue people to faith, but we can tell a story. We can
share our experience, and some people will get it.
Some people will see God in that story. Others just
won't. Some, like the atheists in Balboa Park, will
never find that ... sadly, the deep joy that comes with
knowing the God for whom nothing is impossible.

Joy, happiness, and laughter are often to be found in
unlikely places. | read a book called How to Be Happy,
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which included the following quote, "Joy can be real
only if people look upon their life as a service and
have a definite object in life outside of themselves
and their personal happiness." There's a great truth
in that and also a certain irony that if you pursue your
own happiness ... and actually lots of writers who
write about happiness, they come to this conclusion.
If you pursue your own happiness as an end in itself,
you won't find it. But if you serve others and don't
think first about your own happiness, then you will
find happiness and joy. And | think that's what Jesus
was getting at when He said that "those who lose
their life will find it."

| heard an interesting experience recently. A group of
people were recruited to walk on a treadmill with a
backpack on their back. They were all given the same
backpack, but half were told that the backpack was
just deadweight. The other half were told the
backpack contained an important piece of scientific
equipment, which was part of the research project.
And when asked about their time on the treadmill,
the second group, who thought they were carrying
scientific equipment, thought the incline on the
treadmill was much less, much less steep than the
first group who thought they were carrying simply
deadweight. They found it easier going because the
exercise for them felt more worthwhile. They felt
they were helping others.

J. M. Barrie said, "Those who bring sunshine into the
lives of others cannot keep it for themselves." | found
out this week that there are several references in the
Bible, not just to human pleasure, but to divine
pleasure, to God's pleasure. Saint Paul writes, "In
Christ Jesus the fullness of God was pleased to dwell.
Through Christ Jesus, God was pleased to reconcile to
Himself all things," he writes. | don't know what we
think about something pleasing God, bringing God
joy, but these aren't the only references. Saint Paul
says in 2 Corinthians, "We make it our aim to please
God."

Have you ever imagined yourselves as a source of
divine pleasure? Many of us grow up more inclined to
think that if God does have any feelings towards us,
they're negative and angry. How sad. | encourage you
to follow Saint Paul's lead to think about how, or if,
we can please God. And | think we do have an image
of what that might look like when we meet a child
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who's painted a picture, and some of us will know
what this feels like. The kid brings something home
from school. You look at it, it's just a pile of ... or a
whole series of squiggles and you say, "Oh, that's
lovely. What is that? Is that a picture of your
teacher?" And they'll say, "No, no, no. It's a
dinosaur." And you say, "Of course, it's a dinosaur.
How wonderful. How clever you are. That's beautiful.
Thank you for showing it to me."

And maybe when God sees us, maybe that's
something about what divine pleasure looks like.
God, our Heavenly Father, delighting in the poor and
measly efforts of His children. Of course, whatever
we offer to God in His name will be inadequate, but
that's not the point. The children's picture is always ...
it has no real value other than it was created. It's
their best efforts. The Bible is very clear that God
takes great delight in His children. We're called to
worship God, not because He needs our worship, but
simply because He delights in it. And that makes
perfect sense to me. It's entirely natural that our
creator God enjoys the company and attention of His
creatures and our true and deepest joy is to be found
in the worship of the one who made us.

So, my message this week is to go out and enjoy life,
pursue joy knowing that this isn't an invitation to
hedonism or overindulgence. It's an invitation to
serve, to look out for others, and to savor the gifts
that God has given us in this beautiful world and to
respond to Him in praise and worship. And in doing
that, ponder this mystery that by so doing we might
be bringing joy to our Heavenly Father.

Amen.



