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According to theologian James Alison, the passage we’ve just heard ‘is one of the
more important texts of the New Testament’. We can deduce this, he argues, ‘from
the way in which it is present in almost identical form in three of the Gospels in
exactly the same place: just before the Passion’, just before Jesus is handed over to
be crucified and to die. This seems like a large claim to make of a passage that —to
our ears — sounds like an obscure thought experiment and a fairly tenuous argument
for the plausibility of resurrection. What’s so important about it? What justifies its
prominence in the text? Well, suggests Alison, what’s important is that this passage
‘gives us direct information about how Jesus perceived God’." It thus helps us see
how his sense of God shaped the life he lived, which is the life he invites us to share.
That’s why it matters. So let’s try to unpack it a little more.

I’ll start with some context. In the gospel story, Jesus has recently arrived in
Jerusalem. By now, he’s gathered a considerable following and great crowds acclaim
him or come to hear him speak. The political and religious authorities are feeling
threatened by his popularity, and — one by one — different factions put Jesus to the
test. They seek to discredit him, to prove him mad, bad and dangerous to know and
so deserving of expulsion if not worse.

One of these factions was the Sadducees. Belonging to the establishment in
the Jewish world, they were ‘an aristocratic group made up of the families from
which the chief priests were drawn’.? Theologically, the Sadducees accepted as
authoritative only those Scriptures supposedly written by Moses and they did not

believe in the resurrection of the dead. After all, Moses had made no mention of it,
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and anyway, the whole idea is self-evidently absurd. To demonstrate its logical
fallacy, they made clever appeal to the levirate marriage law. This law says that if a
married man dies without children, it’s the duty of his brother to marry his widow.
The first child born to this new couple will be considered the offspring of the
deceased brother, and thus, the dead man’s posterity will be assured.

So here comes the thought experiment. Imagine, say the Sadducees, that
there are seven brothers who, one after the other, marry the same unfortunate
woman in fulfilment of this law. When all of them, the woman included, have died,
then, in the resurrection, whose wife would she be? ‘For the seven had married her’
(Luke 20.33). It is, comments Alison, a ‘rather splendid rabbinical argument’,® a
philosophical slam dunker which seems to show how completely ridiculous it would
be to believe that human beings survive death in any identifiable or relationally
significant way. But Jesus seems unflustered by their argument. Indeed, in Matthew
and Mark’s version of this story, he gives it extremely short shrift: ‘You are wrong,
you are wholly mistaken, because you know neither the scriptures nor the power of
God’ (Matthew 22.29; Mark). He then proceeds to offer a rebuttal in two parts,
dealing first with their use of Scripture.

The whole point of this marriage law was to ensure the posterity of a man by
means of his descendants. The law is thus based on the assumption that the only
way to overcome or outrun death in this world is to seed a lineage. But in the world
to come there is no death: ‘neither can they die anymore’. And this means there is
no need for marrying and giving in marriage, no need for procreation to secure one’s
perpetuity. Those who have ‘obtained that world, and the resurrection from the
dead’, he says, are like angels, children of God, no longer needing to overcome death
by the begetting of off-spring. And this means that the question ‘whose wife will she
be’ just will not arise. In other words, he says, the Sadducees are applying a text

proper to one reality, the world run by death, to an entirely different reality, the
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world where death has no more dominion. They are reading their own scriptures in
the wrong register.

And this brings Jesus to his second and more important point. He refers to
Moses, the Sadducees’ key authority, and the story about the burning bush. He
claims that in this story, Moses himself showed that the dead are raised. How so?
According to the book of Exodus, when God spoke to Moses out of the bush, God
declared ‘1 am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob’. These
are the ancestors, the patriarchs of Israel, all long dead by Moses’ day. Yet to God, it
seems, none of them are past. To God, says Jesus, ‘all of them are alive’. And here, |
think, we glimpse the heart of the matter.

When we speak about ‘believing in the resurrection of the dead’, we’re
inclined to think of having to believe in miraculous divine interventions, and bodies
being raised from the grave. But for Jesus, believing in the resurrection is simply the
corollary of the way he understands the nature of God. For God is beyond death;
God is radically alive with a life not shaded or threatened by death; God is unkillable,
eternal. For us, being alive means not being dead, and death is always lurking in the
wings. But God’s aliveness is at a whole different level. It ‘cannot ... be contrasted
with death’. As Alison puts it, ‘There is no death in [or for] God’. The “power” ...
which God always is, is that of being completely and entirely alive’.*

| said earlier that this passage ‘gives us direct information about how Jesus
perceived God’. What | think the gospels are trying to communicate is the difference
between two imaginative frameworks, two kinds of human consciousness. There are
those — most of us — whose imagination or consciousness is shaped and shaded by
death. We are driven by the need to secure our life against death, to secure our
meaning against insignificance and our posterity against oblivion. This is the
imagination of the Sadducees and all of us are naturally shaped, explicitly and

implicitly, by this culture of death. But this imagination and consciousness is
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contrasted with the imagination of Jesus who, because of his radical at-oneness with
the living God, was able to live his human life as if death were not.

So, now we see the significance of this passage occurring immediately before
Jesus goes to his death. As Alison writes, because Jesus trusted he would die into life,
he ‘was able to conduct his life in a way that was not moved by death’.” He neither
fled death, not ran towards in a self-destructive, fascinated way. He had no need to
secure his life against threat, even though he understood that his radical freedom
and unthreatenedness was likely to provoke the hostility ‘of a culture shot through
with death’.® In all this, as Alison puts it, Jesus creates for us the possibility of
learning to live in the same way, empowered by the same deathless life, and so
liberated to participate in the forging of a new kind of human culture.

How do we learn to live this way? By being open as he was to the life of God
coming alive in us. Through prayer and meditation, through loving, through yielding
to God’s transcendent power, we may — often to our own surprise — find ourselves
being less fearful, less defensive, more capable of giving ourselves away and living in
solidarity with those whom a death-driven culture tends to expel, or demonise, or
kill. As the example of Jesus shows, as human beings we will always suffer some
degree of fear and grief in the face of death, but more and more we find ourselves
living with an underlying confidence, courage and peace.

But what about the experience of death itself? What does believing the
resurrection suggest, if anything, about the shape of post-mortem life? Jesus gave
the Sadducees’ argument short shrift, but there’s something deeply human in their
question: ‘In the resurrection, whose wife will she be?” When those we love are
dying, we often long for the promise of some future connection, an assurance that
death will not sever our relationship. We want to know will we meet each other
again; will we know each other? Sometimes we speak of loved ones ‘going ahead of

us’, of our hope that they will welcome us on the other side. Is that kind of talk
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merely sentimental, falsifying, a refusal to face the finality of loss? Or is there
something in it?

Well, | have no idea what resurrection life will be ‘like’. What | do believe,
however, is that who we are in and for God is not ‘interrupted or diminished by [our]
death’.” In this world, our lives do come to an end. But, so the gospels proclaim, to
the extent that we are joined to God, we die into life and into love. Jesus says that
God ‘is [the] God not of the dead, but of the living’. St Paul declares that whether we
live or whether we die, we are the Lord’s. What this will look and feel like, we do not
know. Yet, here and now, in the courage made possible by this hope, our lives

become fruitful and free.
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