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In 1997, Benjamin Schreiber was convicted in the state of Iowa of first-degree murder. He 

was sentenced to life in prison without parole. Schreiber remained in prison until March 2015, when 

he was found unconscious in his cell and rushed to the hospital. The cause was large kidney stones, 

which caused him to develop septic poisoning. He died while at the hospital, but was resuscitated 

and ultimately returned to a normal state of health. Why do I mention this story? Because Schreiber 

has argued that his death in the hospital means that he has served his life sentence, and therefore he 

should be free to go. It might not be convincing, but it’s kind of an interesting argument to make, 

am I right? Well, this past week the three-judge panel on the Iowa Court of Appeals unanimously 

found that Schreiber’s argument was not convincing. He should not go free, the judges said, because 

his interpretation of the law could not possibly be what lawmakers meant when they defined a life 

sentence. 

Likewise, we have in our gospel lesson some people who approach Jesus making an 

interesting argument, but in the end they miss the point and are not convincing. These are the 

Sadducees, who were members of a sect of Judaism that only felt the first five books of Hebrew 

Scriptures were holy. Yet they also didn’t believe in any form of afterlife. For the Sadducees, they 

believed that once you die, that is it. So they pose a question to Jesus using a scenario of a woman 

whose first husband died, no children came of the marriage, and the religious rules said she had to 

marry his next brother to obtain a child for the now-deceased first brother. Well, this continued 

through seven brothers. The Sadducees end with the question, “In the resurrection... whose wife will 

the woman be?” It is a clever argument, slyly couched within their belief that an afterlife is 

ridiculous.  

The story they present might be a theoretical scenario with a theoretical woman, but it is 

based on the religious rules that the Sadducees actually clung to. We have here a bunch of religious 

men arguing together the reproductive repercussions of a theoretical woman, and we can learn a lot 

about the men if we listen closely to the language that they employ: The woman was the property of 
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the first husband; The rules say she is passed off to the next brother, and on through the seventh. 

She would have no say in the matter; Only the brothers in the story are viewed as being without 

children, for it says in verse 31 that all seven *men* died childless. The woman wasn’t childless per 

se, it is that she died while leaving the men childless. Then think this one through: if any children 

had come along, they would automatically become the property of her *deceased* first husband. A 

dead man had more rights over the children than she would have had. Finally, to cap it all off, the 

Sadducees framed their final question as if the woman still must be the property of one of the men... 

even in the afterlife… which the Sadducees didn’t believe in. They literally could not imagine her 

ever being something other than the property of a man. 

Yuck. It may have been a theoretical scenario the Sadducees produced to test Jesus, but it 

still highlights how little they valued women, yet in a society that might not have viewed women any 

better. 

Whenever I’ve encountered this story, I always interpreted it as Jesus out-maneuvering the 

Sadducees. You know, they approach him with a compelling trick case, but he’s too smart to let it 

fly. I also have interpreted this story as Jesus arguing that the sum of Hebrew scripture points 

toward the afterlife. The story is both of those things, but it is also more. Jesus also undermines the 

Sadducees’ patriarchal worldview, while also making the case that our focus should be more on our 

ministry in this world than it is on what the afterlife is like.   

Jesus grounds all of this in the story of the burning bush, when Moses is approached by the 

one who is “the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and the God of Jacob.” This is the God of the 

living, for to God all of them are alive. Remember, the Sadducees only viewed the first five books of 

Hebrew scripture as holy. They were counting on Jesus to make reference one of the later books in 

his argument for the afterlife, where it is discussed in more detail. But here Jesus is pointing to 

probably the most important divine encounter in the first five books, and Jesus uses it as the basis 

for an argument for the afterlife. The Sadducees would have been completely caught off guard. 

“God is a God of the living.” With that statement, Jesus says so much. “God is a God of the 

living.” ...meaning that Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob are seen by God as alive, and not dead. “God is a 

God of the living.” ...meaning that we can have all the arguments we want about theology, that study 
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of God and divine things. We can debate the ins-and-outs of the afterlife, we can have in-depth 

discussions of the mysteries of baptism, holy communion... you name it. But if we are so immersed 

in discussions of theology that we fail to feed the hungry, cloth the naked, and be the body of Christ 

given for this world, then we are missing the point. “God is a God of the living.” ...meaning that we 

should not get caught up in “what if” scenarios like the Sadducees. What ifs so often lead people of 

faith to conjure up negative outcomes of the potential scenarios. What if… there is a woman who 

has to marry seven brothers in an attempt to have a child? What if… we step out and do the 

ministry God is calling us to do, but it scares people off and it jeopardizes the congregation? What 

if… our welcome of people different than ourselves scares people off and it jeopardizes the 

congregation? Pastor Sharron Blezard says, “Whenever we start playing the ‘what if’ game we leave 

little room to listen for God’s call—on our individual lives and on our life together as church. We 

turn inward, fall prey to worry, and fail to see the presence of God among us.” Remember: God is a 

God of the living. We are encountered by God in the real and actual, not the potential pitfalls of our 

what ifs. 

Our what ifs can lead us astray, and lofty theologies can also lead us astray if they fail to 

connect us to the human bodies and the world around us. That is when our theology becomes 

dis-embodied, and what good is it then? Jesus is confronted by all of this in today’s lesson — the 

what ifs, the theological quandaries, the scriptural debates — and Jesus calls timeout. All of that is 

doing no earthly good. The woman — and all embodied people — are “children of the 

resurrection,” Jesus says. He responds to the Sadducees with a brief depiction of the afterlife. He 

doesn’t paint a clear picture of how relationships will work in the afterlife. The clearest thing Jesus 

expresses is that the concept of one spouse being the property of the other doesn’t exist there. Jesus 

then shifts his response, and this is an important shift. He says that as “children of the resurrection,” 

we are to be like the angels. That has left many a people pondering what he means. But the clearest 

meaning of “angel” is that we are to be God’s messengers and actors in this world. What does that 

mean, especially in this context? When Jesus says that we are to be like the angels, what is beautiful 

— and perhaps challenging — is a reframing of how we often view a meaningful life now and in the 

life to come.   
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So often we define a meaningful life as somehow tied up in the state of being married or 

having children. We can find meaning and purpose in those things, but too often we treat it as the 

only way to find fulfillment and meaning in life. Yet when Jesus says that we are to “be like angels,” 

it means that in God’s point of view a meaningful life is found in the relationships that we have 

wherever we shine the light of God for one another. That can happen in a marriage, but we can and 

should shine the light of God with numerous other people. Whenever we do so, that brings meaning 

to life.  

I’ve seen it here at All Saints time and time again, where people find a true sense of meaning 

by caring for others... and allowing others to care for them. It can be with foster children, veterans, 

those living on the streets, our communion visitors, et cetera. A true sense of meaning can be found 

by serving with others to make this city and world a better place, and lasting friendships are often 

built while you’re at it. A true sense of meaning can be found by enjoying one another’s company, 

whether that is laughing around a table, getting our hands dirty working together outside, or 

consoling one another when the occasion calls for it. That is what Jesus lifts up as the true source of 

a meaningful life: it’s not inherent to marriage, or to having children, or to how our relationships 

may be realized in the afterlife. A meaningful life is found in being the messenger of God for others.  

That doesn’t mean being a street corner preacher. It means in your daily life being a beacon 

of God’s mercy, grace, love, welcome, forgiveness, and acceptance for others, and allowing yourself 

to receive it from others. That is how the light of God is exchanged. Go, therefore, let your light so 

shine before others that they may see your good works and glorify your Father in heaven. Amen. 
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