SERMON NOTES                                                   
                     November 10, 2019
Seven Weddings and a Resurrection
Luke 20: 27-38
Don Lincoln
Among the many thoughtful and always well-intended comments written to me on sympathy cards following my father’s death in late September, was the suggestion that now my mom and dad would be together again in heaven.  It’s a sweet thought.  And it’s offered, I’m sure, to bring comfort and peace.

But the meaning of the phrase hinges entirely on the word “together.”  Together in heaven with all of God’s children? Or TOGETHER - you know – like they were together here?

Of course, the latter is suggested with the assumption that being together in eternity would indeed, be heaven.  For those of us happily married, that indeed may be our best thought.  BUT – I’m guessing most of us know at least one couple who would say, “the marriage has been good, or OK, or pretty decent – but 67 years of togetherness is enough.  For eternity?  Are you kidding?  Can’t I get a change of pace?  Try something a little different?”  And for those for whom a marriage has been less than paradise…...
eternally bound doesn’t sound like heaven at all; sounds like..?  

Question about marriage in heaven is what the Sadducees bring to Jesus.  But they’re not looking for comfort – or peace – or even an explanation.  They already know their answer: there IS no resurrection.  The Sadducees don’t believe in it.  The Sadducees only hold that the first five books of the Bible – the Torah – are authoritative.  Nothing else is authoritative like Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and Deuteronomy.  And the Torah says nothing about the resurrection the Sadducees say.  Not in Torah; not to be believed.

Secondly, for the Sadducees – (and this probably follows on the fact that they don’t believe it in the first place; they like to make it sound really ridiculous) – the idea of a resurrection is simply an absurd idea.  The seven brothers/husbands story is just a way to show how stupid the idea of an after-life is.  It’s like asking with whom is Elizabeth Taylor living in heaven?  It’s too absurd; there too many contradictions.  The Sadducees – they’re not looking for the answer – they want to show Jesus up; embarrass him; pin him in a corner; they want to prove to everyone listening how brilliant the Sadducees are. 

A colleague of mine this week, as we were talking about this passage, wrote me:  “The first time I read this passage I was thirteen years old, living at home with my five brothers.  I began to imagine how such a thing could really take place: how my brother Ed, for instance, could marry a girl and die before they had children and how my brother Scott might have to step in and “perform the duty of a husband’s brother to her.”  And then I thought, “What if Scott died, too, and it was my turn to ‘perform the duty’?  How would that be?”  And that’s when I began to be very careful about who I let my older brothers date.”

The Sadducees have made the hypothetical so outlandish as to be laughable.  Jokesters.  But the truth is, I’ve officiated at plenty of marriages of members who have lost a dearly beloved spouse to death – and lo and behold, find themselves surprised by new love – a second chapter, often with another widow or widower – in no way diminishing their first marriages – but a blessing nonetheless of new love and new companionship.

But for them, who greets who at the pearly gates?

Suppose the hypothetical woman in the Sadducees’ story is real, and took the risk after all the brothers died, but one day before she died of asking Jesus, “Lord, of the seven, it was Eli I loved the most; will we be together in the resurrection?”  Or, “Lord, they all treated me awful; I’m fine without an heir; and I’ve had enough with the brothers.  Please tell me I am free of them in the resurrection!”  Or perhaps even, “Lord, I loved all seven like crazy!  Can I have ‘em all in heaven?” 

In whichever case, I imagine Jesus saying to her, “It will be better than you can imagine, dear daughter.”1  And that, for me, is the heart of this text.  Theological imagination.

It’s understandable.  You and I extrapolate from our known circumstances.  Our tendency is to apply the categories of what we know to the future that we don’t know.  Most of you have heard jokes about golf in heaven.  Because some people cannot imagine anything better than golf.  For others of us, an eternity in sand traps would be hell.  And what fun would it be if EVERY shot were predictably perfect?  Really?  How boring a game that would be!

“No marriage in heaven,” Jesus says.  One of the primary reasons for marriage, believe it or not, is the reality of death.  Marriage is the way we perpetuate a name; continue the lineage of a family; propagate the tribe or even the species.  Marriage is essential in this life.  But not in the next.  At least not for those reasons, because there will be no death in resurrection, thanks be to God!!

But the Sadducees – even if they allowed for the idea of a resurrection – cannot imagine anything different than the cultural realities of marriage as they know it.  They find resurrection absurd because they cannot stop applying this-life categories to describe the life to come.  

Jesus is clear.  In the age to come, where all are children of God like the angels, there will be no need for having children or having a partner.  The HAVING of people – one by the other – will be finished.  

I like to think of it this way.  That the most loving and intimate relationships we have known in this life are but a foretaste of the relationships we will enjoy in the life to come.2  Or, as the old philosopher cab driver once said to me, as he pointed to the note paper clipped to his overhead visor, “Don, You ain’t seen nothin’ yet!”

Pastor Steve Garnaas-Holmes writes it this way:

Resurrection is when we hand our old life over to God.  The old life we hand over is limited to the space of our body.  But the new one is not so limited.  We no longer belong to one, but belong to all; no longer strangers, but siblings.  Giving our life to God, we are angels who have died and gone to heaven, who inhabit the universe, who love all as if married to all.  Children of resurrection, we let ourselves love and be loved infinitely.

Love all as if married to all.  Love and be loved, infinitely.  Now that takes some theological imagination!  But it sounds MUCH more akin to the ways of God – the kingdom of God – than a nightmare of seven weddings.  

If all are siblings, all relationships are equalized.  All relationships are transfigured.  Transfigured into what?  If Jesus knows, He isn’t telling.  At least not telling all of it. But the implications are that in the resurrection, all that is contingent, all that is cultural, all that is political and all that is religious will fall away.  It’s as if he wants to suggest to us consider a realm where sexuality, power, status, gender, marriage, kinship, and childbearing no longer bind or restrict any of God’s children.  Where there is no sociopolitical strata; where the oppressed are free; and where women are not treated as chattel.2
But note where the Sadducees really do not have theological imagination.  Not only can they not imagine a resurrection, they cannot imagine a present life where patriarchy is obsolete, where patriarchy is defunct, and where patriarchy is dead.  By their questions, it is clear they believe this woman will have no identity, no hope, no standing, and no safety net other than as a wife; preferably with offspring.  She is nothing other than property.  And they cannot imagine it any other way.  Not just in heaven, but in real life!

And like for the Sadducees, a lack of theological imagination among humanity is what keeps us from the transforming work of God in THIS life, not just the next.

Professor Mikoski from Princeton Seminary is teaching a class on Presbyterians and slavery here at Westminster for 3 Sundays.  Last week he told about doing research in the seminary archives, and ran across stories about the American Colonization Society.  

In short, the American Colonization Society was formed in the early 1800’s as a response to what to do with freed slaves.  There were folks at that time who were freeing slaves; slaves were buying their freedom.  Key members of Princeton Seminary’s faculty supported the American Colonization Society’s plan to raise money to ship freed blacks to Africa.  The Society took over a country in West Africa by holding a pistol to the head of King Peter, the king of the tribe there; named the country Liberia, and planned to transport freed slaves there.  

Why?  Because, according to some of the finest theological minds in the nation at that time – they believed that even if a thousand years were to pass, the black man and the white man would never be able to get along together.  To top it off, they believed if they educated freed slaves, schooled them in the faith, they would democratize and Christianize the entire continent of Africa.

Now there’s some theological imagination.  They couldn’t imagine that God could enable blacks and whites in this country to find harmony with one another – it was beyond the scope of their theological imagination.  But they COULD imagine God would bless their efforts to change Africa through the shipping of freed slaves there.  The society failed for a multitude of reasons – including the fact that most freed blacks had no interest in going to Africa – because by this time all of them had been born in the United States.  They had nothing to do with that continent; knew nothing about it.  They ended up sending perhaps ten thousand out of the more than 2 million slaves to Liberia before it fizzled out; many died of diseases they had never been exposed to.

From our vantage point, you and I can see the brokenness of that plan.  The lack of theological imagination.  We can see the brokenness of that plan just as you and I can see the brokenness of the plan the Sadducees had with this woman, who cannot conceive of anything better than the blessing that her first husband had six brothers.  You and I believe there is something better for her than an eternity of being property to exchange.  I hope we believe in the Resurrection that unjust social arrangements – like women being nothing unless they are married – will pass away.  All unjust social arrangements.

Is it possible that our theological imagination could find application not just to the resurrection, but to the possibilities of a transformed world here and now?  Could we imagine ending homelessness in Chester County in 10 years.  Or imagine that world hunger could be eradicated in our lifetime?  Or imagine that black and white, Christians, Muslims and Jews, native Americans, indigenous people, and immigrants like most of us would find ourselves engaged in common life, common service, common good – and systemic racism would be ancient history?  

The point is, not just to imagine it.  But to also believe it – and work for it.  I am grateful to be in a congregation that believes – fervently believes – what it prays every week.  Thy kingdom come, thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.  If heaven is ruled by love for all as if married to all – equity, freedom, liberation, and well-being of all God’s children – then let us continue to imagine and to work for that Kingdom’s coming here and now.

May it be so.  AMEN.
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