Genesis 18:1-15 and 21:1-7 and Matthew 9:35-10:23
May I speak in the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.

There was a lovely story in the news this week. A class from the aptly named Joy Lane Primary School in Whitstable won the title of Britain's funniest class in a competition run by the Beano. The winning joke was: "I didn't think food could make calls, but then: boom! Onion rings."

Laughter is good for us, but I wonder if you've ever laughed because something seemed so unlikely that you simply didn't know what else to do. Not because it was particularly funny, but because what you had just heard was so far beyond what you thought possible that laughter was the only response available. That is where we find Sarah in our reading from Genesis.
By this point in the story, Abraham and Sarah have been carrying God's promise for many years. They have left home, trusted God's leading, and held on to the promise that somehow they would become the parents of a great nation. Yet as the years have passed, that promise must have felt increasingly difficult to believe. They are now well beyond the age when anyone would expect to be starting a family.
Then, in the middle of an ordinary day, three visitors arrive. Abraham welcomes them with generous hospitality, and before long the promise is spoken once again: Sarah will have a son. Listening from the entrance of the tent, Sarah laughs.
Can you blame her?
This is not the laughter of joy, at least not yet. It is the laughter of someone who has lived with disappointment for so long that hope feels dangerous. She has learned not to expect too much. And yet God hears her laughter and responds with a question rather than a rebuke:
"Is anything too wonderful for the Lord?"
It is a question that echoes throughout Scripture. Again and again God's people find themselves facing situations that seem impossible. The Israelites stand trapped at the Red Sea. They wander through the wilderness with no food and no water. The people are carried into exile. Elizabeth reaches old age without children. Mary receives news that defies understanding. The disciples watch Jesus die and see a stone rolled across a tomb.

Time after time the story appears to have reached its conclusion. Humanly speaking there is no way forward. Yet somehow God continues to write new chapters. The Bible is full of moments when human possibilities come to an end and God's possibilities begin.
Perhaps that is why these stories continue to speak to us. We know what it feels like to live with uncertainty. We look at the world and see division and anxiety. We look at our communities and wonder what the future holds. Sometimes we carry private concerns and quietly ask ourselves whether things will ever change.
It is in those moments that God's question comes to us afresh:
"Is anything too wonderful for the Lord?"
The Gospel reading gives us another way into that same question. Matthew tells us that Jesus looked upon the crowds and was moved with compassion because they were "harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd."
I love that description because it tells us something profound about Jesus. He doesn't simply see a crowd; he sees people. He sees their burdens, their struggles, their confusion and their longing for hope. And when he sees them, he is moved with compassion.

God's response to human need is never indifference. Matthew describes Jesus teaching, proclaiming the good news of the kingdom and healing those who are sick. His ministry is wonderfully holistic. He cares about people's relationship with God, but he also cares about their suffering, their exclusion and the burdens they carry.
Sometimes Christians have been tempted to separate these things. We can focus on words or actions, faith or practical care. Yet Jesus holds them together. The good news is both proclaimed and embodied. People hear it and they experience it. That, I think, lies behind our own calling as disciples. We are invited not simply to talk about God's love but to make it visible through the way we live and serve.
And this is where the Gospel takes an interesting turn.
Jesus tells the disciples that the harvest is plentiful but the labourers are few. He tells them to pray that God will send workers into the harvest. Then, almost immediately, he sends them. They discover that they are becoming part of the answer to the prayer they have just been asked to offer.
I suspect many of us have had that experience. We begin by asking God to do something and gradually realise that he is inviting us to play a part in it ourselves.

The disciples are sent out to continue the work they have seen in Jesus. Their mission grows directly out of the compassion they have witnessed in their Lord.
What strikes me is that this kind of leadership looks very different from the leadership the world often celebrates. The people are described as sheep without a shepherd because those who should have cared for them have failed them. Yet Jesus models a different way. His authority is expressed through service and his power through compassion. Real leadership in the kingdom of God is not about asking, "Who is under my authority?" but, "Who can I help?"
That is a question worth carrying into every part of life. As I reflected on these readings this week, I found myself returning not only to God's question but also to Sarah's laughter.
Because something remarkable happens in her story. The laughter that begins in disbelief eventually becomes laughter of joy. The child she bears is named Isaac, meaning "he laughs." The very thing she once thought impossible becomes a permanent reminder of God's faithfulness.
Perhaps that is why laughter matters. There is something deeply human and deeply holy about it. I love the sound of children laughing. It is spontaneous, uninhibited and infectious. Adults tend to become more cautious. We analyse things and decide whether they are funny enough before allowing ourselves to laugh. Children simply receive joy as it comes. I wonder if faith sometimes invites us to recover a little of that openness. Not naivety. Not pretending life is easy. Sarah's story isn't easy. Nor is the story of God's people. Nor, ultimately, is the story of Jesus. Yet woven through Scripture is a deep current of joy because the final word belongs not to despair but to God.
People sometimes ask whether Jesus laughed. The Gospels never tell us directly, but I find it difficult to imagine that he didn't. He attended weddings, shared meals, spent time with friends and called his disciples friends. The Jesus who was fully human surely knew the delight of shared joy and companionship.
Perhaps that helps us understand why he speaks so often about joy. In John's Gospel he tells his disciples that he wants his joy to be in them and their joy to be complete. A joy that can coexist with sorrow. A joy that survives uncertainty. A joy rooted not in circumstances but in the faithfulness of God.
Which brings us back, one last time, to that question at the heart of both readings:
"Is anything too wonderful for the Lord?" Sarah eventually discovered that the answer was no.

The disciples discovered it as they stepped out in faith and found God working through them. And we are invited to discover it too. Not because life will always be straightforward or every prayer answered exactly as we expect, but because the God who made promises to Abraham and Sarah, the God revealed in Jesus Christ, remains faithful.
So when the future feels uncertain, remember the question. When hope feels fragile, remember the question. When the needs around us seem greater than our resources, remember the question. And when moments of unexpected joy break through, whether in friendship, worship, kindness or even laughter, receive them as small signs of the kingdom of God drawing near. For the God who brought laughter out of Sarah's disbelief is still at work among his people. And nothing, absolutely nothing, is too wonderful for the Lord.
Let us pray
Faithful God, When hope feels fragile and the future uncertain, remind us that nothing is too wonderful for you.
Give us the courage to trust your promises, the compassion to see those around us as Jesus sees them, and the willingness to be part of the answer to our own prayers. May we follow Christ with open hearts, serving others in love and rejoicing in the signs of your kingdom among us. Through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
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