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 Some years ago there was a movie, a musical comedy, entitled “Seven Brides for 
Seven Brothers.” Today’s Gospel might be entitled “Seven Brothers for One Bride.” The 
Sadducees, a very wealthy, powerful group in Jerusalem, who controlled what went on 
in the Temple, pose a rather strange question to Jesus, because fundamentally they 
don’t believe in any sort of life after death. They only accepted the first five books of 
the Bible, those they believed were written by Moses. Since there is no mention of life 
after death in those books, the Sadducees did not believe in any kind of personal 
immortality. To show how ridiculous, to their way of thinking, is such a belief, they cite 
the requirement in Jewish law that a man had to marry his deceased brother’s wife in 
order to produce for him a child who would then be considered the deceased brother’s 
heir? There were two reasons for this---one was to keep the property within the 
family. (We of course have more sophisticated methods of estate planning). But more 
important was to assure the dead man would continue to exist in his progeny. In this 
way an individual could be said to “live on” in his descendants. This was, at best, a 
limited sort of “immortality” that a human being could hope to possess. But, in the 
argument as presented by the Sadducees, in what is called in logic, a reductio ad 
absurdum, how could you determine which of the seven brothers would be the 
woman’s husband? Hence, for the Sadducees, there is no life after death. 
 
 We might say that Jesus’ response to His opponents was to challenge them to 
“think outside the box.” The Sadducees’ idea of what any existence after death might 
be like is too narrow, too materialist. It was limited to being merely a replication of life 
on this side of the grave to the beyond—something like the native American idea of a 
“happy hunting ground.” Jesus says resurrected life is different from what we know of 
this life. There is indeed a continuity, but a difference as well. He expresses this by 
saying that “in the age to come there will be no giving and taking in marriage, for 
those found worthy of a place they will become like angels.” We become “like angels,” 
not in the sense that we are given wings and a handed a harp to play for all eternity---
pretty boring—but, like the angels who don’t make babies, we won’t have to make 
children as a hedge against mortality. In short, Jesus affirms the existence of a life 
after death, but again one that is different from our present experience. 
 
       Jesus does not stop here. He refers to the mention in the Book of Exodus, a book 
that the Sadducees do accept, of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob as being dead, but still 
alive in God’s presence, so that our God is a “God of the living, not of the dead.” Jesus 
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is implying that the Sadducees are not only mistaken about the afterlife but also about 
God, because God is all about life. There is no hint or trace of death in God. It is the 
God of abundant and overflowing life who will empower Jesus to face the terrible 
death that the Sadducees and the other power-brokers of Jerusalem will soon inflict 
upon Him. Because Jesus is so deeply united to this God of life, death has no hold over 
Him. He is able to fully engage what lies before Him, trusting that His death on the 
cross will not be the final word. 
                 
 This is the same God to whom we also are invited to entrust our lives. In doing 
so, we open ourselves to life and not to death. This is the “good news,” that at the 
core of reality is this abundance of life that can give direction to all our actions, rather 
than the specter of death dominating and controlling them. That is what faith offers to 
us. Too often, however, we live in the shadow of death, whether we admit it or not, 
whether we be conscious of it or not, so that it is the fear of death that shapes our 
lives. We construct a variety of strategies, upon which we focus all our attention and 
all our energy with the hope that these things we make, we manufacture will give our 
lives meaning and significance, all in an attempt to keep the reality of death at bay.  
 
 Admittedly, speaking of life after death is like describing a color no one has ever 
seen. Still, we might subscribe to the suggestion of the American philosopher, Ralph 
Waldo Emerson who said, “Because of the beauty (of the world) that I have seen, I 
trust the Creator for what I have not yet seen.” In other words, even though our 
limited, human imagination is not able to conceive or comprehend what an after-life 
might be like, even though we might be agnostic about the precise ways in which God 
will provide for God’s faithful ones in an alternative dimension of existence, still we can 
believe that the One who put this whole complex and beautiful universe together in 
the first place can provide for us so that all that is good and beautiful, loving and just 
is not lost forever. Even in the realm of science, there are ideas and concepts we can’t 
put our minds around (quantum mechanics and string theory) that still we can accept 
as being real. So, why not do the same with a belief in a life after death? With faith in 
Jesus Christ, who has gone before us in His death and resurrection, we are dispensed 
from having to be concerned about how this will come to be. Then we echo the words 
of St. Paul who said, “Neither death nor life…nor any other creature will be able to 
separate me from the love of God that comes to us in Christ Jesus, our Lord (Romans 
8:38-39). 
 
 In a few moments in the Eucharist we will receive the risen Christ who offers us 
the promise of sharing in His risen life. Because He was united to the God of abundant 
life, He was empowered to embrace life without fear of death. Let us pray that that 
awareness, that conviction, can be ours, as well. 


