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The Sadducees were fundamentalists. They were an aristocratic sect, and many of  them 

were priests in the temple. They believed that only the first five biblical books, the books of  

Moses, were authoritative scripture and authoritative law. And life after death was not 

mentioned in those five books.  There was belief  in Sheol, a shadowy place where the dead 

went. But in ancient Israel people believed that the primary way to live forever was through 

one's children. You see that theme throughout the Hebrew scripture as God promises 

Abraham and David that their line of  descendents would last forever. A law found in the 

book of  Deuteronomy requires a man to marry the widow of  his childless, deceased 

brother. The first-born son of  that marriage was then considered to be the child of  the 

deceased brother who could then have descendents.  

 

The Sadducees of  Jesus' time clung to that belief  while the beliefs of  other Israelites 

evolved over the centuries before Jesus' birth By the century before Jesus' birth, Greek ideas 

about immortal souls and concerns about justice for the people who had miserable lives 

who deserved something better in the next, led many Jews, including the Pharisees, to 

believe that there was some kind of  life beyond the grave. We see that reflected in our first 

reading today which was written in the 1st century BCE. 

 

Jesus talked often about eternal life, so the Sadducees confront him. They probably don't 

want to trap him into saying something that would get him charged with blasphemy as the 

Pharisees did. They want to discredit him with mockery. So, they present him with a kind of  

ridiculous case, a case that shows their lack of  imagination. They assume that life after 

death will be a repetition of  life in the present.  (I don't want to be too hard on them; most 

of  us have a hard time envisioning life as different from our present context. That's what 

led teachers as most of  us were growing up to give us precise descriptions of  what heaven, 



and sometimes hell were like.)  

 

  Jesus' reply to the Sadducees' case quotes from one of  the books of  Moses, Exodus, 

when he tells them,"God is not the God of  the dead but of  the living." We don't fully know 

what Jesus had in mind by that answer, but those words can offer us an opportunity to do 

some reflection on the meaning of  eternal life-especially at this time of  year when there are 

so many days dedicated to remembrance of  our beloved dead.  

 

Today there are many different beliefs about life after death-among agnostics but also 

among people of  faith. They range from St. Peter at the Gate of  Heaven to "The Kingdom 

of  God is here."to reincarnation, to Walt Whitman's Leaves of  Grass: "If  you want me 

again, look for me under your boot soles." None of  today's readings gives us definite 

answers to the question, "What happens next," but they assure us that there is something. 

This can lead us to a kind of  humility because we know that we don't know how things will 

be on the other side.   

 

 One of  my favorite preachers, Bruce Epperly, gives us this wise advice, "These scripture 

passages do not counsel us to passivity or sitting on the sidelines, letting God take care of  

the future.  We are called to live faithfully, to act lovingly, and to care for the earth 

regardless of  what the future brings. Faithfulness is not about a divine rescue operation, but 

about becoming God's companions through actions to save the world and bring justice and 

beauty to our companions.  Heaven will take care of  ourself; our task is here on earth, 

undergirded by the trust that whatever the future brings, we are in God's hands.  
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