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• Imagine yourself where I was, in the spring of 1969. We were living in 
Yokohama, Japan, and I often rode to school with my brothers in a taxi, or in 
the small car of a family friend. I don't remember what model it was. But I do 
remember this. Honda as late as 1966 was producing cars featuring a chain 
drive, just like their motorcycles. Judging by our ordinary experience of life 
in Japan at that time, I would never have guessed we would be where we 
are now - with Japanese-designed and manufactured cars being among the 
most sophisticated and best selling vehicles in the world. 

• Or picture Christmas at our home in Tokyo in 1963. A single cardboard box 
had arrived from the States, after two months of travel by sea. Of course, we 
couldn’t wait to open it. But we also had a brief conversation on Christmas 
Day with our grandparents, thousands of miles away. Through a shortwave 
radio link, my father connected us by phone with our grandparents for a 
three minute call. I would never have imagined how, fifty years later, I can 
now quickly call my brother, working in Southeast Asia, by cellphone. 

• In both of these situations, existing limitations constrained my ability to 
imagine something beyond, and something greater. This is a common 
problem. And it arises when our knowledge of a familiar thing set the terms 
for our understanding of something else, yet to be seen. In other words, 
what we see and know, limits our ability to perceive another thing 
categorically different and conceptually more profound. This was the 
problem that kept the Sadducees from being able to hear Jesus, and 
understand his vision of reality. 

• There is much in our world today encouraging us to think in the same 
limited way, especially our experience as consumers. One bad night at a 
low-cost motel can keep us from ever staying there again, no matter what 
their commercials promise. A car that turns out to be a lemon or an 
unsatisfactory insurance settlement can have the same effect. We find it 
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difficult to talk ourselves into believing that things could be different with a 
new and different product from the same company. These experiences may 
help us to understand our Gospel reading. 

• Two things favored the Sadducees’ position. First, their adherence to what 
they thought was the proper way to understand the Law of Moses. 
Conveniently, this was supported by a second fact ~ their everyday 
experience around the Temple and in Jerusalem’s circle of political power. 
The Sadducees presumed to be the elite, and had much invested in 
maintaining the present order. They oversaw the collection of taxes, and 
played a significant role in maintaining relations with the Romans. From the 
Sadducee perspective, Jesus represented potential trouble, just like the 
Pharisees. To the Sadducees, both Jesus and the Pharisees made honoring 
the Law unnecessarily complicated. Because they subjected it to 
unnecessary interpretation. The Sadducees were more interested in 
applying the law to public life than they were in thinking about it. For, to 
them, the Law supported their official role in governing the sacrificial system 
at the Temple. 

• All this stands behind their rhetorical question to Jesus, and their fanciful 
story about the woman who married seven brothers. Their sole purpose is to 
trap Jesus. They only appear to concede a premise Jesus shares with the 
Pharisees - that people will be raised from the dead. But since they rule out 
resurrection, they cannot accept teaching or promises resting on that belief. 
This restricts the Sadducees’ knowledge of the world, and constrains their 
ability to see something larger, with greater spiritual insight. Their limited 
engagement with Scripture provides a cautionary tale. 

• Let me return to my examples from Japan. I used them to make a point 
about how the present limits of technology can restrict the possibilities we 
are able to imagine for the future. Though this helps us appreciate the limits 
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of the Sadducees’ perception, it doesn’t help us understand Jesus’ 
response to them, which involves something more. Whereas technological 
innovation depends on imagination, spiritual vision depends on revelation. 
Imagination and revelation provide two different kinds of seeing. Bill 
Craddock, the founder of the CREDO program, offers this observation: 
"Memory allows us to see the past; perception allows us to see the present; 
{while} imagination allows us to see the future.”  Yet, while imagination may 1

allow us to see the future, only revelation allows us to see the full picture of 
reality. This is what Jesus offers. 

• So, he is not really challenging the Sadducees to have ‘right belief.’ As if just 
believing in the resurrection will make all well. No, Jesus challenges their 
perception of what is now present among them. Through his words, and 
even more through his personal presence, he offers them revelation of a 
more encompassing reality, a doorway to a fuller life already in their midst. 

• Here is what Jesus says, and embodies for them: our God is the God of the 
living. Not just of breathing, metabolism and brain function! Our God is the 
God who brings fullness to life, who brings flourishing in blessedness, and a 
happiness that transcends all the pleasures of this attractive world. 

• What a paradox this suggests! Because many of us routinely settle for 
merely existing. We sacrifice the possibility of something greater by 
habitually relying on the limited forms of living which are within reach, 
apparent to our earthly eyes, and alluring to our sensate experience. These 
can be good things. Yet they cease to be good if they keep us from seeing 
and wanting more. The world around us bears the imprint of the Creator’s 
handiwork. Through the special revelation of Scripture, and especially in the 
Word made Flesh, we see more fully what God would have us see, and not 
simply what we are drawn to see. 
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• One of the important things revealed in our Gospel today is a truth that is 
embodied in the Prayer Book. Marriage is bound up with God’s purposes 
for our lives. These Godly purposes change when we get to ‘the other side,’ 
precisely as our lives become more characterized by eternity, and by our 
shared experience of transcendent glory.  

• So, whether we are thinking of marriage or of the broader experience of 
friendship, whether we are thinking of knowing and loving, or of activities 
like singing or work, Jesus shows us this: that the reality of these things on 
the other side will transcend the limited ways we experience them now. This 
is most true with our knowing and loving, both of which are manifestly 
incomplete for us. We love many things we do not really know; and we know 
things that we do not truly love. It is the same with our being and our doing, 
which are often out of sync. But these aspects of our lives will no longer be 
separate when all is accomplished in Jesus. 

• The vital thing is the dynamic element that transforms ordinary things into 
the extraordinary, and basic living into flourishing. It is this: We need to let 
what is heavenly shape and change our experience of what is earthly. This is 
the opposite of letting our engagement with the earthly limit our hope and 
expectations for all that is heavenly. Jesus reveals fuller life in the Spirit, and 
gives it to us now. Clinging to what is near and tangible, may hinder our 
openness to what may yet be. At the same time, when we open ourselves to 
what is made new in him, he loosens our grip on what is near, and on what 
seems important to us now. Jesus is our Daystar. The Daystar from on high 
broadens the horizon for human life. 
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James Tissot, The Pharisees and the Sadducees Come To Tempt Jesus 

© Stephen Holmgren 2019 / Sermon for Proper 27 C 19, Nov. 10, 2019                                    5



P R O P E R    27,   November 10, 2019, Year C

Luke 20:27-38 

Some Sadducees, those who say there is no resurrection, came to Jesus and asked him a 
question, "Teacher, Moses wrote for us that if a man's brother dies, leaving a wife but no 
children, the man shall marry the widow and raise up children for his brother. Now there 
were seven brothers; the first married, and died childless; then the second and the third 
married her, and so in the same way all seven died childless. Finally the woman also died. 
In the resurrection, therefore, whose wife will the woman be? For the seven had married 
her." 

Jesus said to them, "Those who belong to this age marry and are given in marriage; but 
those who are considered worthy of a place in that age and in the resurrection from the dead 
neither marry nor are given in marriage. Indeed they cannot die anymore, because they are 
like angels and are children of God, being children of the resurrection. And the fact that the 
dead are raised Moses himself showed, in the story about the bush, where he speaks of the 
Lord as the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob. Now he is God not of 
the dead, but of the living; for to him all of them are alive.." 

Notes
 I have lost track of the source for this quote.1
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