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A Homily by     “Are we asking the right question?”
The Rev’d Jo Popham        24th Sunday after Pentecost

Remembrance Sunday, November 7, 2010
Luke 20:27-38

The poor woman in today’s passage from Luke with seven husbands could very well

be one of the Desperate Housewifes. Or in the context of our day with what seems to be a

long term commitment in Afghanistan and other countries in the middle east where our

troops now serve, it could more likely be from Brothers, a film that depicts a young

Marine who is redeployed to Afghanistan, is shot down and presumed dead. He wastes

away in a prison camp and experiences unbearable horrors. But he is rescued and returns

home to find his brother has been caring for his wife and two children. He is silent and

detached and violent; and though he lived he was as good as dead. A widow in ancient

Israel would have been just as good as dead if it were not for the religious customs and

rules of the day that provided for her, IF her husband had a brother.i

In Afghanistan today there remain many people who suffer from the wars there. In

2002, Greg Mortenson, authored Three Cups of Tea, his true story of how to build

community through the philosophy of taking tea with people. The first cup of tea we

share together we are strangers; over the second we transition to being acquaintances and

then friends; with the third cup of tea we become such close friends that we are more like

family, and for family we would be willing to give our lives. More recently he has written

about what I call his ministry to bring peace to Pakistan and Afghanistan through books

not bombs, through building schools not making war, that he relates in his new book

Stones for Schools. And he speaks of a new breed of soldiers, not unlike those we honour

today, who want to bring about lasting peace through their good work with desperate

people in Afghanistan. Greg Mortenson tells of his first meeting with Wakil, a young

man from one of the 150 refugee camps where 450,000 Afghan refugees have lived since

1979 when the Russians invaded. Wakil’s father left to return to the war a week after
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settling his wife, Wakil, and his brothers and sisters into the camp, into a makeshift

shelter that would be their home for 23 years. His father never returned. His father’s

brothers also went back to fight, so there was noone to take in his mother and the

children, noone to care for them, and noone to see that their father’s name would

continue. Wakil took on the role of caring for his family, and through his God-given gifts

he helped them raise themselves up, he learned English, and he landed a job in a guest

house where he met Greg Mortenson. Wakil pleaded with Greg to build a school nearby,

but not just a school, but a girl’s school, the first in Taliban territory, a multi-room school

built in the midst of a 20 year old mine field. Wakil became the unpaid sight manager for

the school building project on his days off where he befriended a young boy Gulmarjan

who later died tragically from a live mine. For many Muslim men, the birth of a son is

life’s greatest event. Surely the death of a son is the saddest. Gulmarjan never got to sit in

a classroom, but his sister Saida has become one of the schools most exceptional

students, and she dreams of becoming the town’s first female doctor. Saida now carries

the unfulfilled promise of her brother in the palm of her hand. And Wakil? He has

become Greg Mortenson’s director of the Central Asia Institute building schools in

Afghanistan. When Wakil arrives at a new site he often is greeted by the military leaders

from this continent and the soldiers say: Ah, “you must be Wakil…here for three cups of

tea…the Colonel has been talking about you for days. Welcome.…”

I wonder, what was the real question that the Sadducees wanted answered? Many

scholars say that the Sadducees were trying to trap Jesus in their not-so-subtle question

about the resurrection. But wouldn’t you think that they could have come up with a better

test of his orthodoxy? Remember that the setting of the question is in Jerusalem; and, in

Luke, Jesus only takes one trip to Jerusalem, to fulfill his mission with us his family on

earth, to be willing to die for us, to redeem us. By this time in his ministry, everyone

knew who Jesus was: a miracle worker, a famous healer, a wise man, the one who raised

the girl from the dead, the one who threw out the money changers, the one who came into
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the city with the people shouting and waving. So the Sadducees finally got to ask Jesus

their question. And they ask: Teacher, if seven brothers die in succession and each

marries the same woman, one after another, to whom is she married in heaven? Really,

“Is that the best that they could have done?”ii

The Sadducees were quite learned in Torah. Unlike the Pharisees who believed in

bodily resurrection, the Sadducees believed that the Pentateuch was THE authority, the

only authority. They found no mention of life after death in the first five books of the

Hebrew Bible so they did not believe in resurrection. But they did believe that a man

could achieve immortality for he would live on in a sense in his son.iii If a man died

without an heir, his brother was required to marry his widow and give her a son, and this

would continue the dead brother’s lineage. If the Sadducees were so grounded in their

faith in the authority of the Torah, why would they ask a question about the afterlife?

Jesus’s answer must have surprised them.

Jesus told them that in God’s kingdom, marriage would no longer exits, for they were

and we are all children of God. With this new relationship with God, our family then is

God’s family. As inhabitants of God’s kingdom people would be like angels; they would

live forever. And since angels had no gender there would be no need of the relationship

that husbands and wives enjoy in this life. Now not only did the Sadducees, who opposed

Jesus and the Pharisees, deny life after death and bodily resurrection, they also denied the

existence of angels and demons. So the Jesus comparing those in heaven to angels added

to the sting.  But then Jesus continued; he argued his case for life after death (and

resurrection) FROM the Pentateuch. Jesus argued FOR resurrection based on the very

books that the Sadducees used to reject resurrection.iv

Unlike immortality, resurrection is the belief that God gives new life to those who

have died. Immortality is merely a theory about human nature, that there is something

inherent in human beings that does not die. Throughout the New Testament, there is no

question that faith in life after death is expressed as resurrection not immortality. Could it
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be that the Sadducees’ query about the seven brothers was meant to show how absurd the

doctrine of resurrection really was to them as non-believers? Or were they trying to make

Jesus admit that the law about widows being taken in by their brothers-in-laws, as

expressed in the Old Testament, made no sense?

No, Jesus made it clear that eternal life cannot be defined on earth in our experiences

and our adherence to the law of Torah, however orthodox. Eternal life through

resurrection cannot be defined in our lives as we know it. No, eternal life is God’s gift,

not something that we can – by our own doing – make happen. The nature of God

transcends our nature and our definitions of family and marriage. We simply cannot fit

God nicely into the human constructs we have for what is family. We are to be children

of God like the angels, Jesus explained. But God is also the God of the living.v So, to the

Sadducees and the Pharisees and to us Jesus said that to believe in resurrection is neither

nonsense nor unbiblical.vi

But it still puzzles me why the Sadducees didn’t ask a better question. And I wonder

what question we might pose if we wanted to know if Jesus is the one, if he is the

Messiah. I would want to know more about God’s family, I think. Teacher, tell me what

your Father is really like since we are all God’s children. Lord, tell me, tell us, did you

heal the sick to prove who you were, or because you had compassion for us? No, that was

not a trick question. Okay, then, would you send a brother to love and care for a widow

and her children if her husband were captured in Afghanistan? You would? What about

Wakil and his widowed mother and his brothers and sisters? Where were you, Lord,

when they lived in the squalor of the refugee camp for all those years? O, you were with

Wakil and his family. You were right there with no running water, no electricity, no

plumbing, no food to sustain them? O, it was you who gave Wakil a mind to learn and a

willingness to help others. What about our new refugee family from Iraq? Did you send

them to us here at St. Andrew’s? Of course you did. But would you heal the mind and

body of a suffering Marine back from his presumed death? Can you heal today, Lord?
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You can? Really? But what about Gulmarjan, Lord? Where were you when he stepped on

that mine, where were you when his father’s heart was broken? You were there? Is that

why Saida holds her brother in the palm of her hand now? O, I see. But why is this one

healed and not another. O, you don’t choose. So God weeps with us when we suffer?

O, he does?

Yes, of course, he does.

I believe he really does.

Thank you, Lord, for answering my questions.

Amen.
                                                            
i Today no woman would allow herself to be passed from brother to brother to seven
brothers. But in the first century, what was a widow to do? Especially if she had children?
A woman without a man would become destitute if her husband’s family did not take her
in. How would she care for her children?
ii Bishop Porter Taylor from Western North Carolina too asked this question.
iii They did, however, embrace the Jewish laws concerning levirate marriage. They stood
on the firm ground of the law in Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and
Deuteronomy. The Sadducees would point to examples of levirate marriage in Genesis
(38:8), and in Deuteronomy the expressed commands about brothers and their obligation
to widows in the family (25:5-6).
iv He reminded them that God is the God of the living, and he spoke from the authority of
the Torah and Moses and Abraham and his descendents, all they way to those who were
questioning him – all the way to us. In the story of the burning “bush”, God told Moses:
“I am the God of Abraham ...”. Because God said “I am” – God is – (using the present
tense not was), Abraham too is alive now. He died, so he must have been brought back to
life, resurrected. God is truly “God ... of the living” (v.  38).
v God is the God of Abraham and his descendents Isaac and Jacob who are with God in
heaven and therefore living in a sense although they died centuries before, just as God is
the God of the living.
vi In the very next verses the scribes and those who believed in resurrection like the
Pharisees seemed pleased with Jesus’s answer. And the Sadducees’ scheme to trap Jesus
failed and they “no longer dared to ask…Jesus another question.” (v. 40). They may have
been silenced by Jesus besting them in the argument but they were not converted.


