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To understand the Gospel reading today, you have to appreciate that there were several 

different expressions of Judaism. After the Babylonian exile, the returning Jews were allowed to 

rebuild the Temple. The Jews that cared for the Temple and performed the sacrifices there 

became known as the Sadducees. They only held to the Torah. Their understanding of the Torah 

was that there was no mention of the presence of the immortal soul in these books. They 

therefore did not believe that there is an afterlife for human beings. You live, you die and that is 

it. You gave praise to God for the purpose of giving praise, no other consideration. However, if 

you were disloyal to God you put yourself at risk of being punished by him making this 

existence all the more miserable.  

By the time of the Maccabean revolution, my understanding is a group of intellectuals 

and scribes in Judaism argued for an expanded “bible” of sacred texts to include their history and 

the words of the prophets. Since Judaism was spread out and very few were able to physically be 

present for the Temple Sacrifice, with the exception of maybe a once in a lifetime pilgrimage to 

Jerusalem, there developed synagogues where Jews could gather and practice their faith. We 

might think of them as the first parishes perhaps. The word “Pharisee” actually means to be 

separated apart. The saw Jews as set apart as the Chosen People but also saw themselves as set 

apart from the Sadducees because of their inclusion of the historians and prophets, along with 

their belief in the immortality of the soul and hope in the resurrection.  

Obviously, the Son of God preferred the Pharisean understanding as a starting point. And 

so you have this famous exchange in the Gospel reading today of Sadducees trying to trip up 

Jesus with a common problem that they posed to Pharisees. If there is an afterlife, and someone 

is married and widowed a number of times, who are they married to in the resurrection? Jesus 

answers with the Torah, because that is all they knew, and taught them that our Heavenly Father 

is the God of the living, not the dead. I can’t help but think about Pope Benedict’s encyclical Spe 

Salvi, in hope we are saved. He made the argument that our hope in salvation, our hope in the 

resurrection, has an immediate effect on how we deal with the challenges of the day. Hope 

shapes our reality. 

Certainly St. Charles Lwanga and his companions valued eternal life with God rather 

than to debase themselves in this world, willingly to accept even martyrdom. A reflection for us 

today might be, how do we view the challenges that we have to face day in and day out? Do we 

see them as punishments of a hopeless existence or opportunities to give witness to the glory of 

God?  

  

 


