
Laughing with God (Genesis 18 and 21) 14 June 2020
Rev. Barbara Fullerton, East Plains United Church, Burlington

This story about Abraham’s encounter with God at the Oaks of Mamre is an example of
Biblical stories that Celtic Spirituality depicts as thin places, where humans meet the 
Divine. Five Oaks Education and Retreat Centre, on whose board of directors I serve, 
is also considered one of those thin places celebrated in Celtic Spirituality, often at the 
juncture of two bodies of water or where water meets land. Five Oaks has both, so 
many folks experience it as sacred space where they feel close to God.

Evidently the location of today’s story was considered one of those places, too. God—
in the form of three travellers—visits Abraham with a very strange announcement. i

Abraham and Sarah were to become parents. Abraham was going to celebrate his first
Fathers’ Day at the grand old age of 100.

June is a season of announcements. Graduation announcements shock us with how 
fast that little kid grew up. Wedding announcements invite us to share the joy of 
couples joining their lives. Birth announcements let us know of the arrival of a new little
one. Anouncements, though they remind us of how time flies, make us smile. 

But suppose the grapevine brought us an announcement that a senior woman in 
EPUC in her 80s or 90s was pregnant. That would be a shock—probably most of all to 
her! It’s an announcement that would make our eyes widen and perhaps bring a 
grimace or even a snicker. Our Gratitude Group Bible study did a bit of shuddering at 
the thought on Thursday as we met on Zoom.

At that discussion on Thursday, we wondered how hot it would have been as Abraham 
and his family and entourage were relaxing in the heat of the day.In really oppressive 
heat, the heat itself feels like a presence. Mirages appear in the distance, seeming to 
shimmer and tremble, as it feels almost like everything around us will melt. It is just 
such heat that Abraham, dozing in the shade under some oaks, opens his eyes for a 
moment and sees three strangers approaching in the distance. At first, he might have 
assumed he was dreaming. Imagine him watching just long enough to confirm this is 
no dream, no mirage, and then jumping into action. Slowly, at age ninety-nine.

Strangers can be dangerous in the isolation of the desert—to both parties. For the one 
camped, there is a protocol of offering hospitality to the traveler, who may be 
desperately in need of water and nourishment.  So Abraham moves into action and 
wakes his servant, also taking a siesta. By the time the strangers can be seen as 
actual figures approaching, the camp is up and moving. Abraham meets the strangers 
at a distance—a safety measure as much as a gesture of hospitality—wondering what 
the strangers want, whether or not they come in peace. 
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Abraham offers hospitality with the customary foot washing and refreshments—then 
goes back to the camp and orders a feast. Imagine all that cooking and baking in the 
heat of the day.In Thursday’s Bible study, we laughed about the stereotype of the men 
barbecuing and the women baking. Some things don’t change.

All this takes time. Even today in the Middle East, it’s customary to sit and drink liquid 
refreshment, with perhaps fruit and cheese, and chat before doing business. So 
we imagined that when the food was finally served, it must be hours later. The 
strangers have relaxed; the people in the camp are exhausted. As was customary, 
women were excluded from the meal and Abraham himself did not recline with the 
guests; he served the meal.

Sarah hovered just out of sight, in case anything was needed. Just as custom defines 
the host’s responsibility for serving, it requires certain behaviors for guests. When the 
stranger suddenly asked about Abraham’s wife, it is a shocking violation of manners. 

And then the stranger announced in an offhand way, as if commenting on the unusual 
heat this year, “I’ll be back this way one day and Sarah will have a son.” It’s a birth 
announcement for a woman old enough to be a great-great-grandma. All conversation 
stops; there is a deadly silence. In a moment this stranger has brought up the most 
painful, difficult, private reality of life in this particular family. Long ago, this couple set 
out on a life journey led by the promise of God that there would be children. Many 
offspring. But Sarah has long given up on having children, in a culture that shamed 
women for being barren. Year after year, season after season, they had hoped and 
waited. Time after time they must have prayed and then despaired.

Some of us have lived that reality, too. When “It had ceased to be with Sarah after the 
way of women,” as the text says, they realize time had run out on what they had 
understood as a promise from God, that they would have many descendants. But there
had been no child. Their grief had long ago become like a scar one hides from public 
curiosity.The tragedy of hope turning into hopelessness always leaves a scar.And this 
stranger threw their old hope in their face, opening their most painful wound. 

At EPUC at the time for all ages, when we are worshipping in the sanctuary, it 
sometimes feels like that to some of you. Where are the children and youth? Where is 
the hope for the future? Some of you despair that our future has to look like that of faith
communities that have kids in their midst. Is that necessarily so? I don’t happen to 
think so; perhaps our mission is to a different demographic, which continues to be 
replenished as older folks move into the community, looking for a faith community. But 
if you are one of those that thinks the only hope for the future is to “get” young folks 
here, ya better get busy—one way or another!
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Hope is a scary thing. Hope makes us laugh and the laughter makes us vulnerable. 
Sarah and Abraham had stopped laughing about their hope. When the stranger made 
his announcement, Sarah laughed, but it was a sarcastic chuckle, not the laughter 
of hope.

When Sarah had gotten too old for children, she had gotten a young maidservant to 
have a child by Abraham so at least there would be an heir. Ishmael, Abraham’s son by
Hagar, is considered the ancestor of Islam. 

Often, like Sarah, we reel from a setback and try to control things with a new plan to 
make something happen the way we think it “should.” Sarah laughed at what the 
stranger predicted, but not in joy.

The wonderful thing about hope is that it offers more possibilities than we know. 

We have the capability to believe there is more than we know, more than we have 
seen. Our problem is that we assume things will happen the way we want and the way 
we expect and on our time table. But the Bible shows us time and again that God’s 
fulfillment is always more exuberant, bigger, wilder, than anything we had imagined. It 
doesn’t happen when we expect: it comes as a surprise. 

It’s not easy to believe in such outcomes. We are much more comfortable with limits. 
But bigger imagination will bring more laughter. The joyful laughter of hope. What if we 
were able to imagine more and to simply believe this: that nothing is impossible. 

As many of you know, Five Oaks (mentioned earlier) faced potential closing. It had 
already been announced by the then board of directors of Five Oaks, because The 
United Church of Canada was no longer able to financially support its retreat centres. 
Some of us said, let’s find another way. So seven of us, including Craig Boogers, 
volunteered and were appointed to a Member Working Group and given twelve months
to do that. As we worked together, a new vision emerged of being an interfaith, 
intercultural centre. We proposed a sixty page business plan and worked on funding 
possibilities. 
At our AGM the following year, we listened to Abdul-Rehman Malik speak eloquently 
regarding the profound moment that we were in, at the birth of the 
interfaith/intercultural centre, as he spoke passionately about the importance of such a 
centre in the world today.
Last week, at our 2020 AGM, First Nations board member Rhonda Johns and her 
daughter Shanda led us through a portion of their tradition’s thanksgiving prayer, as 
has now become our custom.
Also on the board is Ausma Malik, with whom I had worked about fifteen years ago at a
national youth leadership training event at Five Oaks. Ausma is now a trustee on the 
Toronto school board, and the first woman to wear a hajib in public office in Canada.
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Today, Five Oaks is again thriving, with that new vision and direction. In spite of 
COVID-19. 
A new way of being has been birthed for Five Oaks. Like any new baby, learning to 
crawl, to walk, to run, there have been setbacks, mostly from COVID-19. But creativity 
and ingenuity continue, as the centre is currently serving as a quarantine centre for 
newly arrived migrant workers. Where will we be next year, if COVID-19 continues to 
keep Five Oaks’ regular programming shut down? Time will tell; just as it will for EPUC.
Taking cues from the path we have travelled at Five Oaks, I take hope for EPUC.
As Craig well remembers, the Member Working Group team did not agree at times. We
discussed and wrestled. We respected each other's gifts and passions and supported 
multiple threads and gifts, knowing—that if something was important to that wise 
person—then it was important to us all.
On Thursday, the Gratitude Bible study group named a number of potential gratitude 
moments in this story from Hebrew Scripture. A few: gratitude at receiving guests in the
middle of the desert; gratitude of travelers for respite and hospitality; at the end, joyful 
gratitude at the birth of Isaac, whose name means “laughter.”
In that spirit and remembering the Five Oaks journey, I give thanks for the times of 
frustration at EPUC. I give thanks that we will together push through to resolution. 
During this time of COVID-19, I give thanks for learning to work and worship together 
in new ways. I give thanks for technology, such as Zoom, which allows us to meet from
wherever we are.
I give thanks for that which we do not yet understand, for the journey we are on and 
where it will take us. I give thanks for each of you as well, for supporting my 
participation and engaging with me in this transitional process.
Let’s get up each day prepared, alert, ready to be open to see God approaching, even 
if it seems like a mirage. Let’s be open and ready to believe what we have not even 
begun to imagine, that there will be joyful laughter in our future. May it be so!
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iIt’s a very strange incarnation. Three men appear and Abraham sometimes addresses them as “lord,” a singular form of address and 
sometimes he addresses them in the plural. Sometimes they all three ask a question. Sometimes only one. Since “lord” is not capitalized, I 
assume that Abraham is using the term as a sign of respect, not as addressing the Divine.

Either this is a compilation of several sources into a single written account, or it is the work of an early Hebrew theologian depicting God in 
multiple forms, here a trinity. 
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