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“The Gospel of Leonard Cohen” 

 
Genesis 18:1-15 

18:1 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. 2He 
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. 3He said, “My lord, if I find favor with you, do not pass by your servant. 4Let a little water be brought, and wash your 
feet, and rest yourselves under the tree. 5Let 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.” 6And Abraham hastened into the tent to Sarah, and 
said, “Make ready quickly three measures of choice flour, knead it, and make cakes.” 7Abraham ran to the herd, and took a calf, 
tender and good, and gave it to the servant, who hastened to prepare it.8Then 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. 

9They said to him, “Where is your wife Sarah?” And he said, “There, in the tent.” 10Then 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. 11Now Abraham 
and Sarah were old, advanced in age; it had ceased to be with Sarah after the manner of women. 12So Sarah laughed to herself, 
saying, “After I have grown old, and my husband is old, shall I have pleasure?” 13The LORD said to Abraham, “Why did Sarah laugh, 
and say, ‘Shall I indeed bear a child, now that I am old?’14Is anything too wonderful for the LORD? At the set time I will return to you, 
in due season, and Sarah shall have a son.” 15But Sarah denied, saying, “I did not laugh”; for she was afraid. He said, “Oh yes, you did 
laugh.” 

 

 

 

  “Here is the world. Beautiful and terrible things will happen. Don't be afraid.”  

 Those are the world of Frederick Buechner, one of my favorite writers. 

“Here is the world. Beautiful and terrible things will happen. Do not be afraid.” 

This week, it seems, the terrible things are a bit louder than the beautiful. The 

tragic attack in Nice.  An unsettling coup attempt in Turkey. The raw and righteous pain 

and fear and unrest after Baton Rouge, Minneapolis, Dallas. Continuing political 

rhetoric that backs us into our corners like battered boxers. 

Another of my favorite writers, Anne Lamott wrote this last week, “Life has 

always been this scary here, and we have always been as vulnerable as kittens. Plagues 

and Visigoths, snakes and schizophrenia; Cain is still killing Abel, and nature means 



that everyone dies. I hate this. It's too horrible for words. When my son was seven and 

found out that he and I would not die at the exact same second, he said, crying, ‘If I had 

known this, I wouldn't have agreed to be born.’ Don't you feel like that sometime?” 

 

Four thousand years ago, the story tells us, a woman named Sarah was “advanced 

in age; it had ceased to be with Sarah after the manner of women.”  That is, she was long 

past baby-birthing years, though the thing she and her husband seemed to want most in 

the world was a baby. There they were, Genesis tells us, sitting in their tent near the 

Oaks of Mamre when three messengers from God show up to say that Sarah will have a 

baby. Sarah laughs, and then she and Abraham argue about whether she laughed or not.  

Isn’t that how people are: Given the miraculous news that will change their lives, given 

the very thing they have longed for, they fall into a he-said/she-said argument about 

who laughed or not. It’s not just the bad news that sends us reeling, it’s the good news 

we can’t even process. 

 And if you know the rest of the Abraham and Sarah story, you know that things 

don’t get much better. If you read along in Genesis you will see that Abraham and Sarah 

have a falling out with a nephew, they lie to pharaoh and maybe to each other, they 

embroil a slave girl in their nonsense, Abraham even tries to kill the very son they 

wanted. 

 In this strange tale, God wants to start a new nation and the people God uses for 

this task are terrible people. Cracked and flawed. Because, it seems, that is how life is. 

 Leonard Cohen in his great song “Anthem” sings: “Forget your perfect offering // 

There is a crack in everything // That’s how the light gets in.” 

“There is a crack in everything. That’s how the light gets in.” 



 

Later in the service we will celebrate and bless the marriage of Doug Gaddis and 

Gary Begin. I had the privilege to officiate at Doug and Gary’s wedding in Pleasant Hill, 

Kentucky, a few weeks ago. It was a wonderful weekend. Wonderful in part, because of 

the setting—the Shaker Village in Kentucky is this beautiful historical site. Wonderful, in 

part, because of the weather—blue skies, green grass, a rolling river close at hand, 

brilliant summer sun. In part, the wedding was wonderful because of the people—Gary’s 

kind family from Maine and Doug’s vivacious Kentucky aunts who should be declared a 

national treasure. In part the wedding was wonderful because Kentucky produces 

smooth Bourbon and Kentuckians like to drink it. But mainly what struck me about the 

wedding is that Doug and Gary have been together for 23 years. For 22 of those years 

they could not be legally married. And now they are. 

 There is something sweet and fresh when a couple meets and dates for a little 

while and decides to get married. But there is something honest and real when a couple 

has been together for two decades and decides to get married. When you have loved and 

argued and slept and snored and shopped and fussed and traveled and failed and saved 

and grieved and hoped together for twenty years and you still want to plight your troth 

each to other, that is wonderful. That gives me hope. 

 When you can look at the one you love, cracks and all, to borrow Cohen’s phrase, 

and then pledge your commitment to each other… When you can present yourself as an 

imperfect offering to the world… that is the wonderful work of God, that Sarah refers to 

in this text. 

 “Here is the world. Beautiful and terrible things will happen. Don't be afraid.” 

 



 Thank you, Gary and Doug for sharing your two decades of love with us today.  

Because that is what we do… When the news of the world is of deranged attacks on a 

beachfront promenade, go celebrate at a wedding.  Celebrate commitment and 

community. When the violence shows up, respond with love. 

 When whacko politicians rant and rave in an effort to pull people apart, go to a 

community gathering. Even better go to a place where the people don’t look like you, 

maybe don’t speak your language, perhaps weren’t born in your country. When hatred 

shows up, respond with unity. 

 When yet another young black man is shot on the streets of our nation, go find a 

baby and rock that baby and sing sweet songs. When death visits find a child to welcome 

with love and teach that child the ways of peace. 

 When things around you are absurd, as they were for dear old Sarah, feel free to 

laugh. God can work with that. Laugh in the face of confusion. Laugh deeply and 

heartily.  Then go out into the world to believe that change can come. Go out into the 

world to organize for justice. 

  

“Is anything too wonderful for God?” 

“Here is the world. Beautiful and terrible things will happen. Do not be afraid.” 

Back to the words of Anne Lamott: “The world has always been this way, people 

have always been this way, grace always bats last, it just does—and finally, when all is 

said and done, and the dust settles, which it does, Love is sovereign here.” 

“Grace always bats last. Love is sovereign here.” 

May we make it so. Amen. 


