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            Luke 20:27-38

Questions are interesting things.  At times, they can open a conversation or a situation up.  And at times, they can shut down those same things.  The scripture passage we just heard comes from a section of the Gospel of Luke that describes a series of encounters that Jesus has with people who come to him with questions that are designed to entrap him, trick him, shut him down.  But Jesus is somehow able to use the questions he’s asked, questions designed to expose him as ridiculous or fraudulent, to open something up.  It’s interesting to see how comfortably Jesus uses the language and the tools of the rabbinical scholars with whom he’s arguing.  Yet somehow, in the midst of what could be seen as a fairly academic argument, he is able to communicate the promise that is fully realized in his death and resurrection.  God makes a way out of no way.  Where we shut things down, God opens things up.

So, in today’s passage, a group called the Sadducees comes to Jesus with a question about resurrection.  The question presents a rational quandary that is supposed to show the absurdity of the idea of resurrection.  Because it would be impossible to figure out who was married to whom in the next life, there can’t possibly be a next life.  

Before we look at Jesus’ response, it’s helpful to consider who was asking the question and why they might be asking it.  It might be surprising to us to discover that during Jesus’ life there is quite an active, lively debate between Jewish groups about whether resurrection exists or not.  Christians usually assume, I think, that the idea of resurrection originated with Jesus, or that the theology of resurrection originated with his followers who witnessed Jesus’ resurrection.  But in fact, at the time of Jesus’ life on earth, there has been an active debate about resurrection within Judaism for a couple hundred years already.  There are groups actively advocating for the idea of resurrection and groups actively denying it.  The Pharisees, it might surprise you to hear, are the pro-resurrection group.  At the heart of their embrace of resurrection is their understanding of scripture.  They believe scripture is an evolving document.  In their view, scripture doesn’t consist just of the five books of Moses, the Torah, but it also includes prophets like Isaiah and apocalyptic books like Daniel and Enoch which are more contemporary to their time.  In fact, they even believe in an on-going oral Torah, an on-going conversation about the meaning of the Torah, which is why they are the precursors to modern day Judaism.  The Pharisees are, in a way, the beginning of the rabbinic tradition in Judaism.

Now we don’t hear as much about the group that appears in today’s scripture, the Sadducees, because in the end, they weren’t the winners struggle to be the defining voice of the Jewish people.  The Sadducees are hereditary priests, affiliated with the temple in Jerusalem.  They have a more conservative view of scripture—they assert that it consists of the five books of Moses, the first five books of the Old Testament and no more.

Here’s the thing:  some of the books that the Pharisee want to include as scripture, some of the prophetic books, some of the apocalyptic books, include mention of things like angels and resurrection.  But there is no explicit mention of resurrection within the five books of Moses, those books that the Sadducees regard as the only legitimate scriptures.  So, the argument about whether or not there is resurrection is at its heart an argument about what counts as scripture and what does not.

But as soon as we put it that way, we should know that there’s more to this argument.  We know this because similar arguments still rage in our world today, and behind those debates there is always an element of self-interest.  Any time we read scripture, we have a tendency to hear what we want to hear.  We work hard, consciously or unconsciously, to interpret scripture in such a way that it validates what we already think or believe or value or do.  The same is true for the Sadducees.  Their power comes from the tradition of a hereditary priesthood.  Which is to say that who I am in my relationship to God, my role in God’s plan, is determined by who I am in this life, the family into which I was born.  The structures of this world—temple and lineage—are what determine how I relate to God.

The Pharisees, however, believe in the on-going revelation of God into the world.  As they debate and interpret scripture, they continue to learn about who God is and who they are in relationship to God.  They start to understand their relationship with God as a bit more fluid, as evolving right along with scripture.

So, does resurrection exist or not?  One group says no, it can’t possibly, it doesn’t make any sense.  The other is open to that possibility.  Jesus speaks into that debate, but he does so with a surprising twist.

Jesus makes it clear that he is in favor of resurrection—he refers to “the fact that the dead are raised.”  Note that he is siding with the Pharisees here—people who at other points he argues against with great passion and invective.  He then bolsters his case by quoting a passage from scripture about Moses—and notice that this passage comes from one of the first five books of the Old Testament, the books that the Sadducees regard as scripture.  He points out that when God speaks to Moses from the burning bush, he doesn’t say, “Once up on a time long ago I used to be the God of Abraham and Isaac and Jacob, but they are dead now and I remember them with great fondness.”  He says, “I am the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.”  Jesus concludes that those people are still alive in God.

But this is more than just a debate over who is right and who is wrong about whether there is proof of the existence of resurrection in scripture.  Jesus is pushing beyond the narrow confines of this debate as the Sadducees have framed it.  The important question is not, “Will I be resurrected?” or “Who will I be married to in my resurrected life?”  Jesus pushes beyond those questions about who I am to focus more on who God is.  

God is the God of the living and all are alive to him.  When we focus on who God is and derive our identity from God, something shifts.  We get other titles besides the ones we are given by our earthly status.  We aren’t priests or rabbis or wives or husbands or widows or widowers.  We are “Children of God”, “Children of the Resurrection.”  Our identity comes out who God is and always will be.  The question the Sadducees ask Jesus focus on one human-originated source of identity—marriage—but behind their question lies anxiety about other human-originated sources of identity—priesthood, hereditary power and privilege.  Jesus speaks to all of those identity questions in one fell swoop when he says that resurrection is not just what God does.  Resurrection is who God is.  When we have a relationship with a living God, that relationship becomes the heart of our own identity.  It’s bigger than anything else that would seek to define us in this life, including our marriage, including our work, including our social status.  We are alive in God, through God, with God, in life, in death, and in life beyond death.  
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