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Political discord is shredding the nation.  
 
One group says it’s all about law and order — if we stick as closely as possible to how God has 
told us to live, we’ll be steadfast and strong.  
 
A different group upholds personal and national freedom as the highest good. They say that God’s 
will shines brightest when people are liberated from oppressive political structures.  
 
Yet another group insists on family structures. God’s blessing on the nation is directly visible in the 
lives of our children and grandchildren, so we must do everything possible to ensure their survival.  
 
Some activists from all these factions work toward incremental changes, while others cite 
deplorable conditions in the nation as reason to bring down political institutions, or at least 
replace all the officials.  
 
Politicians bait their opponents in public, and behind closed doors they work shady deals.  
 
All of the political factions think God is on their side.  
 
I’m speaking, of course, about first-century Palestine, where Jesus lived. Political shenanigans are 
nothing new. Listen with me for God’s word to us from the Gospel of Luke, chapter 20 (CEB): 
 

Some Sadducees, who deny that there’s a resurrection, came to Jesus and asked,  
“Teacher, Moses wrote for us that if a man’s brother dies leaving a widow but no children, 
the brother must marry the widow and raise up children for his brother. Now there were 
seven brothers. The first man married a woman and then died childless. The second and 
then the third brother married her. Eventually all seven married her, and they all died 
without leaving any children. Finally, the woman died too. In the resurrection, whose wife 
will she be? All seven were married to her.” 
 
Jesus said to them, “People who belong to this age marry and are given in marriage. But 
those who are considered worthy to participate in that age, that is, in the age of the 
resurrection from the dead, won’t marry nor will they be given in marriage. They can no 
longer die, because they are like angels and are God’s children since they share in the 
resurrection. Even Moses demonstrated that the dead are raised — in the passage about the 
burning bush, when he speaks of the Lord as the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and 
the God of Jacob. He isn’t the God of the dead but of the living. To him they are all alive.” 
 
Some of the legal experts responded, “Teacher, you have answered well.” No one dared to 
ask him anything else. 

 



 2 

 
empty tomb, Rock of Cashel, Ireland 

 
How did the Sadducees get their name? Well, they didn’t believe in the resurrection of the dead, 
so they were sad, you see. Dad joke, right? When I was young, though, that was one of the first 
Sunday School jokes I learned, and I’m sure I drove my parents nuts repeating it. 
 
We church kids also liked pestering our teachers with questions like “Can God make a rock so big 
that even God can’t lift it?” The Sadducees revel in a similar kind of juvenile cleverness when they 
bring a trick question to Jesus the rabbi. “Teacher, say there’s this woman who was married seven 
times to seven brothers. If resurrection is real, whose wife will she be then? Ha! Gotcha!” 
 
The Sadducees are trying to make anyone who believes in the resurrection look stupid. And this 
scenario they’ve posed, far-fetched as it is, reveals their worldview. The Sadducees are that 
political party focused on the family. Strict followers of Moses’ teaching, the Sadducees saw God’s 
blessing revealed in one’s children, and they didn’t see anything in the law of Moses that pointed 
to life after death. Marriage was critical to the Sadducees because it perpetuated human life. 
People died and descendants had to take their place. 

For the Sadducees, you only live on in your lineage. No descendants means no future 
existence.1 

 
When Jesus preached about God’s kingdom being not of this world, that made no sense to the 
Sadducees. So they challenged the authority and honor of this traveling rabbi by appealing to 

 
1 Clendenin, Dan. “This Age, That Age: Sex and the Sadducees.” The Journey with Jesus lectionary commentary: 
http://www.journeywithjesus.net/Essays/20131104JJ.shtml 
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Moses. The Sadducees revered their nation’s founding documents in the way that strict 
constitutionalists do today. 
 
Marriage in the Mosaic law was a way to pass down family property through male heirs. That’s not 
to say falling in love didn’t happen sometimes. But think of all the men in the Bible who take 
multiple wives. Remember also the grief-filled prayers of childless women. Marriage was a 
contract between families: the husband would shelter and protect the wife, and the wife would 
bear children and therefore bring honor to her husband’s family. 
 
Sometimes, of course, husbands died. From illnesses, from battles, from accidents. The amazing 
book of Ruth starts out this way, when three related widows find themselves adrift and vulnerable 
in the world. Two of the widows, Naomi and Ruth, pledge their devotion to each other, and over 
time they use creative resourcefulness to land back inside the safety of a family. The story ends 
happily with…Ruth bearing a child. 
 
And then there’s a biblical character for whom the Sadducees’ wild hypothesis may not be 
theoretical. Early in John’s gospel, Jesus takes a rest stop at a well and he asks a Samaritan woman 
for a drink. They talk. It turns out that she has had five husbands, and that she’s not currently with 
any of them. Could it be that she lived through a situation like this? Imagine successive 
husbands — brothers — each leaving her bereft and childless, and the law obligating the next 
brother in line to marry his sister-in-law and try to have a child. We never learn the actual 
situation of the woman at the well. But just like he does with the Sadducees, Jesus speaks beyond 
this world’s reality: he points her toward God’s life eternal welling up like a spring of water, and 
he invites the woman to drink of that. There is more to life than we can see.  
 
Christians rightly affirm that marriage is a gift of God, given for the well-being of the human family 
in this world. Yet in today’s story Jesus reveals that “[M]arriage is not of eternal importance. It does 
not define who you are in God's eyes.”2 In the boundless, wild resurrection future that Jesus looks 
toward, when death is no more, there’s no longer need of marriage for procreation. One bride for 
seven brothers? No more. Perhaps this theoretical woman would be thrilled to know that at the 
resurrection she’ll be liberated from all marriage obligations. Maybe the woman at the well hopes 
for the same joy, along with all people whose marriages fall short of dignity and mutual love.  
 
But what if your marriage brings you joy right now, and you don’t want to give up that 
partnership? Jesus says, “Those who are considered worthy to participate…in the age of the 
resurrection of the dead won’t marry nor will they be given in marriage.” Jesus certainly doesn’t 
denigrate marriage. The relationship choices we make in this life matter. It’s just that among God’s 
children at the resurrection, intimate and loving relationships will take on a different form. The 
Sadducees can only see a world bounded by death, but Jesus offers a glimpse of resurrection life 
that explodes their horizons.  
 
In their limited vision, the Sadducees “talked about women belonging to men, and Jesus talked 
about people belonging to God.”3 Jesus shifts the conversation toward God’s ability to create and 
save life. Our hope beyond death is fully God’s doing.  

 
2 Breuer, Sarah Dylan. “Proper 27, Year C: Luke 20:27-38.” Dylan’s Lectionary Blog at  
http://www.sarahlaughed.net/lectionary/2004/11/proper_27_year_.html 
3 Sawyer, Nanette. “Snarky Talk About Resurrection: Who Needs Marriage?” The Hardest Question lectionary 
commentary at SparkHouse website, 2013. (Article no longer online.)  
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Human shenanigans cannot subvert God’s resurrection power. That’s today’s gospel news. Your 
relational status, no matter how joyful or how complicated, can never thwart God’s ability to bring 
you into the full joy of God’s kingdom. None of us can save our own lives through moral 
perfection or via relationships or by any other means. Being “worthy” simply means that God’s 
compassionate, saving vision sees us as worthy.   
 
Human shenanigans cannot subvert God’s resurrection power. We’ve got two days left until the 
apocalypse — I mean until the culmination of this outrageous political cycle. I don’t think even 
the Sadducees could have anticipated a scenario with this much frustration and fear, and family-
wrenching social media fights. Political discord is shredding this nation. Like all my fellow 
Americans, I will rejoice or mourn — or both — as the poll results come in. It matters what we 
choose, because people will be hurt or helped. Still, Jesus points us to a farther shore. No political 
leader, no policy, no government of any kind, can ever thwart God’s ability to bring God’s 
resurrection kingdom into being. That thought brings me a little peace as our midterm election 
comes to a climax. 
 
Because God works beyond political shenanigans. God works beyond relational shenanigans. And 
God works beyond even the scope of death, the ultimate shenanigan this world throws at us.  
 
We live in this world where death prevails, but God is the God of life and life wins. Resurrection 
hope shaped how Christ lived, and it can shape how we live here and now. The church, at its best, 
surrounds each of us with a family of Christ where we share discernment about personal and 
political choices. Together we struggle with our relationships, with our convictions, with our votes, 
yet always with our eyes and our hearts drawn toward God’s deathless future. 
 
Jesus even gives us a way to face death without despair. The saints whom you and I remember and 
celebrate today are alive in the eyes of God. Jesus wittily cites the Sadducees’ hero Moses to close 
the argument. Moses calls on “the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob.” Since God is by definition 
deathless, those dead patriarchs must have an ongoing relationship with God. They must be alive 
to God, Jesus says.  
 
Along with my dad. My Aunt Mary. Along with Maya Angelou. Emmett Till. Along with the person 
you most wish were with you today. These saints are gone from us but — in the mystery of grace 
— alive to God. 
 
“No one dared to ask him anything else.” The time is over for word games and political attempts 
to discredit Jesus. When they can’t beat their opponent with rhetoric, those first-century religious 
leaders will turn shortly to actual beatings, and worse.4 So none of this is theoretical for Jesus. His 
own trust in God’s resurrection power will be severely tested.  
 
Yet in life and in death Jesus belongs to the God of Moses, the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, 
the God of the living. And so do we. 
 
Human shenanigans cannot subvert God’s resurrection power. 
 
In the name of God who Was, who Is, and who Will Be.  

 
4 Kreider, Eugene C. “The Politics of God: The Way to the Cross.” Word & World 6/4 (1986). p. 460. 


