
   THE BACK OF THE BULLETIN 
 

Seven Brothers For One Bride 
The Lectionary’s coupling of the story of this 
unfortunate lady (and her seven fruitless 
tries at motherhood) with the Maccabees’ 
story of the seven brothers (martyred for 
rejecting roast pork) may at first sight puzzle 
us. The phrase “seven brothers” hardly 
makes a theme for a sermon, and at first 
nothing else seems to unite the stories, 
except perhaps a vague theme of hope in the 
teeth of persecution and disappointment.  
 
The Vital Word 
Then the key suddenly drops into view: it is 
the word resurrection. No other Evangelist 
places such stress on the concept of the 
resurrection as Luke; and this can be seen at 
once by a glance through his second volume, 
the Acts of the Apostles. Everything in that 
story of the early Church is lit from the huge 
dawn of Easter, and the hope it brings into 
the pagan world of Paul’s Mediterranean 
voyages. With this in mind, we can see how 
vital a moment it is for Luke’s first volume, 
the Gospel, when the Sadducees - who deny 
that there will be a resurrection - come to 
argue with Jesus about this central plank of 
the Gospel. Of course Luke’s Jesus will firmly 
establish it, not just in his own person at 
Easter, but in his teaching beforehand.  
 
What The Jews Thought 
It is fairly clear from the Old Testament that 
the vast majority of Jewish people down the 
ages had no concept of afterlife. They were 
content to relegate the dead to the shades, to 
that region called Sheol, where there was 
little light and no activity, and where the 
blessed dead would display their beatitude by 
staying asleep; to wake up in Sheol was 
considered awfully hard lines, and the only 
person I can remember doing it was Samuel, 
who is wakened by the Witch of Endor under 
orders from King Saul, who was to die next 
day in battle. What’s important for us this 
Sunday is that it was during the great revolt 
of the Maccabees that people began to dream 
of an afterlife. So many noble Israelites were 
laying down their life for their faith, that 
people could not believe that their personal 
sacrifice was all in vain. So they came to 
sense the certainty that God had some way of 
keeping personal faith with his martyrs - a 
future life. Its form was uncertain, but most 
likely people thought of a restoration to the 
dead of the lives they had nobly sacrificed in 

the revolt; that is more or less what we hear 
the boys in the first reading today saying: 
From Heaven I received these limbs....from 
him I hope to receive them again”. But this is 
not what the doctrine of resurrection meant 
to Jesus, and it doesn’t mean that for us 
either. Life after death is something new and 
different- something immortal; and, because 
of this, it is not subject to all the 
diminishment this life knows. It is no longer 
subject to the fear of destruction, and can 
share in a love that is eternal: therefore it 
does not need the cycle of marriage and 
parenthood.  
 
Like The Angels 
This future life is an inheriting of the life of 
God, which means that the Spirit, rather than 
the flesh, will dominate it; perhaps this is the 
meaning of the phrase “the same as the 
angels”. The Sadducees’ farcical scenario, 
creating a bedroom dilemma for an earthly 
woman trying to obey rabbinic law, is kicked 
into touch by Jesus’ reverent hope in the 
future life. It is always possible to dismiss the 
ribald mockery of the faithless by a genuinely 
devout faith; it will always sing more sweetly 
and hit harder than a piece of cynicism: a fact 
which Jesus knew well. This moment in the 
Gospel tradition is very precious, because it 
shows Jesus refuting a piece of negative and 
destructive thought by something faithful 
and loving to humanity. In this way we 
should try to turn the religion that wastes 
itself in protest and faction into something 
humane and wholehearted.  
 
To Him All Are Alive 
Here is the glory of Easter in one small 
phrase, and it comes not in narrative about 
the rising of Jesus, but in the stable form of a 
statement from Jesus about God and each 
one of us, which the Easter Gospel confirms 
and validates: because God can raise all of us 
from the grave, and because his love for us 
does so, to God all men are alive. Those poor 
martyrs who died so bravely before 
Antiochus Epiphanes, the men and women of 
the time of Jesus, the patriarchs and the 
prophets, all of us are alive to him, and that 
by his divine grace.  It may have come late, 
this doctrine of life, but as soon as it was 
stated it was known to be the truth about God 
and us. We have kept it ever since, as the 
heart of the Christian creed.                Fr Philip 


