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In this paper, I propose a reading of Genesis, 17 that sketches the "humorous" relationship between God and Abraham and examines its theological implications. The episode with its series of distinct and opposite laughter (that of Abraham followed by that of Sarah) allows access to a humorous conception of the dyad immanence/transcendence immediately normalized and ejected by both the Judaic and the Christian tradition.

In Genesis, 17 God announces to Abraham that his long awaited legitimate offspring is finally coming; Sarah will bear him a child. The old man (the passage opens specifying that Abraham is ninety nine), puzzled and overwhelmed, falls to his knees and laughs. The entire episode oscillates between an eventful practical joke and a clamorous subversive act against the hard necessity of the world established by God: a complicated comic pantomime that Abraham and only Abraham seems able to understand (Sarah's ensuing laughter will sound completely different). Abraham seems to be the patriarch capable of laughing in front of God; the first one to whom God "absents" himself as "El shaddai", God of possible incompossibilities, of the paradox of restituted fertility as an absurd and gratuitous gift.

However the scene of the prostrate and laughing Abraham remains enigmatic, scandalous and incomprehensible within a paradigm of seriousness. Abraham's laughter resounds with awe, faith and disbelief. Two common diametrical interpretations cancel the equivocal and precarious condition of Abraham's shaking and kneeling body, normalizing his relationship to God. One reading sees only the disbelief, a tragic, lacerating doubt that agitates the patriarch, a doubt however, that never fails to be converted into a triumph of faith by God. The other reading, tracing back at least to Paul, deems impossible even to suspect that Abraham could doubt God for a moment. 

Abraham's way of being seems to point at the possibility of a humorous dasein, a "being in the world" that exceeds any given limitation and opens wide a multiplicity of incompossible conditions. This interpretation would cast a new light on the scene of the sacrifice of Isaac (Genesis, 22), where a chilling laughter hovers inaudibly over the mountain and God's humor exposes human frailty to its limits.
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