Alternate Father’s Day Sermon 2023

St. Luke/San Lucas 18 June 2023

Genesis 10:1-15, 21:1-7; Psalm 116: 1,10-17; Romans 5:1-8; Matthew 9:35-10:8 (9-
23)

May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all our hearts be acceptable in thy
sight, O Lord, our Strength and our Redeemer. Amen.

| prepared a sermon focused on Father’s Day, which | may give another time. Because
yesterday, at our Juneteenth booth, | had a conversation with a couple of young men
that convinced me that | needed to take another approach, to speak to a different topic,
one on which | had been meditating, but wasn’t sure if it was the moment to speak. After
yesterday, | realized that | cannot keep silent.

In our Old Testament reading today, Abraham and Sarah receive good news—despite
their advanced age, they would be having a son. Three visitors, strangers to the land,
came with this news. Yet is it interesting how Abraham and Sarah each reacted.

When the story is usually told, speakers tend to focus on Sarah’s reaction. Sarah, when
she was heard that she would have a son, laughed out loud. I'm going to have a son?
Sure, | am. When challenged, Sarah denied her reaction, but the Lord called her on it—
yes, you did laugh. Often, this is portrayed as doubt—Sarah lacked faith, she didn’t
believe that God would keep the promise of a son.

Abraham, on the other hand, is praised for his faith. However, I'd suggest we take
another look at Abraham’s reaction. When he realized that these were special visitors,
that they came bringing a message from God, Abraham didn’t sit and listen, or give
thanks for the message. Instead, he began rushing around. He started instructing
servants—bring water, wash their feet. Give them a place to rest. He called on Sarah to
make bread and cakes. He wanted meat for the meal. He could have sent a servant out
to get an animal, but that wasn’t good enough.

Abraham ran out to the pasture and found a calf. He brought it back, had a servant
butcher it and prepare the meat. Abraham also found milk and curds and other foods,
delivered them to the visitors, and stood there watching them while they ate. Can’t you
just see him rushing around, making sure everything is perfect? Do you need more
bread? Can | get you some more meat? Maybe some cake to go with your drink.
Anything to keep from actually listening to the visitors, from engaging with them
regarding their message.

Both Abraham and Sarah displayed fairly common stress reactions to the
announcement that they would have a son. We're familiar with Sarah’s reaction—she
laughed. | imagine it was an involuntary reaction. The laughter, the disbelief, burst out of
her. She probably put her hand over her mouth, maybe even faked a cough, anything to
make it seem like she wasn’t actually laughing. And then denial, denial, denial.



Abraham, for his part, responded with what is sometimes known as redirection—when
confronted with an unexpected, difficult statement, he took all his energy and refocused
it on doing something else. He got busy—running around making practical
arrangements for food, drink, rest. He focused his energy on something he could
control, and by doing so, he was able to avoid dealing with the statements that the
visitors were making, that he would have a son.

Now, why would Abraham and Sarah react this way? Why didn’t they rejoice at the good
news? After many years of waiting, they were being promised a son. Shouldn’t they be
happy? Embracing the visitors? Celebrating this good news? The truth of the matter is
that we as human beings don’t always react well, even to good news. There are a lot of
factors that influence our reactions and, while we want to believe, to be faithful and
retain hope, sometimes, we fall short.

One of the most challenging conversations individuals can have with family, with friends,
with community, relates to gender and sexuality, to identity and authenticity. These
should be joyous conversations, celebrations of the journey a person is taking toward
self-awareness, toward being able to live out their authentic life as God created them to
be. Yet research suggests that, while 30 to 60% of LGBTQIA+ people will experience
anxiety or depression at some stage in their life, the single most stressful moment is
that of coming out, of speaking their truth openly and honestly to others. The numbers
of our LGBTQIA+ siblings who are suffering from anxiety, depression and suicidal
ideation, are staggering, higher than in any other group of people in our society today.

The coming out process, that moment of making public what has been held inside, is
one of the most important and most delicate, moments. It should be a moment of good
news, of self-realization, of being able to embrace one’s authentic being and to present
that wonderful, special, valued person to the world.

Instead, this moment is often one of the most stressful, most anxiety-filled times in the
life of an LGBTQAI+ individual. According to Cathy Sullivan-Windt, an LGBTQ-affirming
therapist, there are three significant sources of anxiety for individuals in the coming out
process.' First, there is anxiety related to possible disapproval. As Dr. Sullivan-Windt
notes, we are social beings and we thrive through interactions with other humans.

When a person grows up in, lives in, a surrounding that doesn’t make them feel
welcome and accepted, they are likely to internalize that belief over time. Many in the
LGBTQIA+ community face overt discrimination and harassment or subtle hints that
they wouldn’t be approved of if they came out. This kind of experience can trigger high
levels of chronic stress, as well as manifesting even more acutely during moments of
self-revelation, of coming out.

Second, there is anxiety about safety, physical safety. LGBTQIA+ individuals are
confronted with many forms of stigma, such as labeling, stereotyping, denial of
opportunities, and verbal, mental, and physical violence. They continue to be one of the
most targeted communities by hate crime perpetrators and groups. As | saw firsthand
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yesterday, they continue to experience rejection by individuals who proudly wrap
themselves in the mantle of Biblical correctness, who claim to speak for God.

Homophobia, biphobia, transphobia, bullying, and harassment exist in our society, in our
community. And these can lead to direct and damaging trauma.

Third, there is the fear of losing family and friends. For a lot of people, coming out
causes anxiety because they aren’t sure how their family and friends will react. It can be
a traumatic experience, particularly for those who do not have a supportive
environment. During my time in Africa, living in a country where homosexuality is illegal,
punishable by imprisonment and even death, | had a lot of conversations with young
people who were afraid, not just of what the public would say if they spoke their truth,
but even more importantly, what their family would say. For some, keeping silent wasn’t
a lifestyle choice—it was a survival tactic.

Here in the United States, a growing number of LGBTQIA+ individuals have the support
of family and friends, but some do not. And even among those who do have supportive
communities, almost all battled anxiety before and after coming out. They face hurtful
comments and acts on a daily basis.

We are in the midst of June, Pride month, a period in which we celebrate our vibrant
and valued LGBTQIA+ community. | have been thinking about how we, as individuals,
as parents, as community, react to news from and about our children. One of the most
common topics during our PFLAG sessions, our community group for parents and
families of Lesbian and Gay individuals, is whether we as family, as allies, said the right
thing, reacted the right way. Were we supportive? Were we loving?

Or, did we react like Abraham, not focusing on the news but instead finding busy work,
looking away, turning to other items that are seemingly more within our control so that
we don’t have to face this new space.

Are we like Sarah, responding with nervous laughter, with disbelief, even. And in so
doing, have we caused harm?

So, on this Sunday when we celebrate fathers, when we acknowledge the hard-won
freedoms embodied in Juneteenth, when we raise our rainbow flags and celebrate
Pride, let us also acknowledge that we may have reacted at times like Abraham and
Sarah, in ways that are less than faithful, in ways that are hurtful. Let us acknowledge,
and own, that we have not always been our best selves, channeling God’s love to those
around us.

But there is hope. Despite Sarah and Abraham’s reactions, despite their moments of
doubt, God followed through on the promise those messengers brought. Through these
experiences, both Sarah and Abraham grew in their faith and knowledge of God.



We, too, can listen to the voices of the messengers in our lives, to the words of our
LGBTQIA+ community members. We can learn from them how to respond, not with
nervous laughter, not by looking away and becoming busy with other tasks. Rather, we
can learn to see, to truly see them. To welcome and embrace them as valued members
of our community. To affirm their identities and to celebrate their authentic selves.

And yes, we may stumble over pronouns at times—but we will get better with practice.
We may, we likely will, still make mistakes, but when we do, we can apologize, we can
learn, and the next time, we can do better.

Because God’s commandments to us are clear. We are to love the Lord our God with all
our hearts, all our souls, all our minds. This is the first and great commandment. And the
second is like unto it, we are to love our neighbors, all our neighbors, as ourselves.

I'd like to close with a prayer from the Episcopal Partnership:

God, who made each of us in Your image, teach us to love ourselves as You love us.
God, who made each of us in Your image, allow us to show that image to the world.
God, who made each of us in Your image, help us to see Your image in all those we
meet.

God, who made each of us in Your image, teach us to conserve and protect all Your
creation.

God, who made each of us in Your image, bless, protect, and keep us and all Your
children safe.

Amen.
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