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Gracious and loving God, open my lips and speak through them, open our minds and think with them, open our hearts and set them on fire with love for you.  AMEN.

Upon receiving my driver’s license when I was 16, I became fascinated by the double yellow lines in the middle of the road.  I found myself, on more than one occasion, marveling at the sheer power these strips, mere paint on asphalt, had in my life.  Not only did they keep me on one particular side of the road, but they kept oncoming traffic on the other.  And yet, I thought, there was nothing to prevent me, physically, from driving over these lines.  I could, if I wanted to, simply drive where I wanted and there was nothing those two lines could do about it.  Yet, even alone on a long stretch of road, I wouldn’t dare.  

Some time passed and this mini-obsession of mine seemed to subside.  Driving from my home in Jamaica Plain to Christ Church in Cambridge, however, has re-awakened my wonder and awe.  Anyone who has driven on the Jamaicaway knows the feeling you get when you pull onto it.  That tightening of the stomach and the unspoken hope and prayer that everyone you are sharing the road with at that particular moment has signed on to the same contract you have—to take the yellow lines as law, and to always stay to the right of them.  Hardly a day goes by when I don’t pass a car coming from the opposite direction at a speed that feels like 80, but is probably closer to 35 and we miss each other by a distance that feels like an inch or two, but is probably closer to several feet.  

Sometimes it still strikes me as absurd—the reality that these painted lines dictate my behavior and that of everyone else on the road—but they do, and I depend on it, my very life depends on it.  Imagine though, for a second, that they weren’t there.  Imagine that our roads were just wide strips of black tar with no markings.  Nothing to tell you where you should be, nothing that provided you a sense of order and safety.  It’s scary, right?  It’s scary because we know it wouldn’t work.  We fear what would most certainly happen.

But now try to imagine that it wasn’t scary.  Picture for a moment, everyone moving along without any guidelines or laws or fear marking where they should be but, somehow, miraculously, it works.  It works because there is no possibility of anything going wrong, of anyone getting hurt, of anyone crossing the line.  In this vision, the lines are unnecessary.  It’s idyllic, I know; too good to be true.  I wonder if there are double yellow lines in heaven, and what side we’ll drive on.

The Sadducees in this morning’s Gospel approach Jesus and ask him an equally ridiculous question.  In the resurrection, who is married to whom?  The Sadducees did not believe in Resurrection, or angels for that matter, and so they come in with a question meant to trip Jesus up, to embarrass him and discredit him in front of his followers.  Jesus’ response in Luke’s gospel is kind.  It is the response of a rabbi and teacher.  He explains that marriage is necessary in this world, but not in the life of the resurrected.  What is Jesus saying here?  No marriage in heaven?  While I know this may be of great comfort to some among us, I was a bit unnerved.

As I often do when looking for some clarity, I went to see how Mark reports this event in his Gospel.  While Luke goes to great lengths to paint Jesus in a gentler, wiser light, I can always count on Mark for the director’s cut.

Sure enough, in Mark Jesus replies by telling them that they are wrong—“quite wrong” in fact!  And here’s why.  They are wrong, Jesus tells them, because they do not know, or understand, two things:  the scriptures and the power of God.

If they understood the scriptures, they would have remembered Moses’ encounter with the burning bush in which God says that he is the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.  Not was, but is, proving, Jesus explains, the existence of life after death.  Clearly the Sadducees didn’t know their scripture.

Nor, more importantly, did they grasp the power of God.  If they did, Jesus argues, they would have understood the possibility that the resurrected “cannot die anymore, because they are like angels and are children of god, being children of the resurrection.”  Without the threat of death, earthly constructs become unnecessary.  In the resurrection, we enter into the heart of God and are transformed.  We become like angels.  We become the children of God.  The only way to believe this could possibly happen is to understand the power of God, which passes all understanding, certainly mine.

The Sadducees had the same problem I often do when I try to wrap my mind around life after death, life in the kingdom of God—they, and I, confuse resurrection with immortality.  And they’re not the same thing.  Not even close.  

The Sadducees think the Resurrection that Jesus is preaching is simply a life in which resuscitated bodies continue living the lives they lived on earth, but in a new realm.  We continue being who we are, living the lives we lived here on earth—a “to be continued” theology of life after death.  This is most often the scenario we are presented with in movies and television programs.  Family members, dressed as they were on earth, or perhaps now in an all-white version of what they used to wear, wait to receive the newest member of the family.  But nothing has changed, or very little has.  This is the kind of afterlife the Sadducees had in mind, in which the widow’s seven husbands stand waiting to see which one gets to be her husband for all eternity.  Not exactly a joyous picture of heaven for her, is it?  

But Jesus tells them they are wrong, for, in the resurrection, there is no marriage.  Because, in the resurrection, there is no need of it.  Marriage at this time was not the valentine, falling in love, happily ever after version Hallmark markets to us today.  In the first century, it was a legal contract designed to protect property and safeguard inheritances.  The man’s brothers would marry his widow and have children with her to ensure that his name and money were handed down.  Also, the widow would be cared for and protected from poverty and marginalization.  Widows had no support when a husband died and little hope of remarriage.  So marriage existed to protect humans from hurting one another; to shield the widow from the powers of death that divide, marginalize and exclude. 

In the resurrection, in God’s heart, no such protection or shield is needed, for death has no more power.  In heaven, we are all connected because that is who God made us to be, not because we entered into social contracts.  In heaven, we are set free to be all of who God meant for us to be.  In the resurrection, Jesus tells us, we are perfected, made whole, made to be like angels and children of God.  

It is hard for me to imagine.  Like the Sadducees, I cannot quite grasp the complete transformation made possible by the power of God.  It seems a long way from the world in which I live.
Everywhere I look in the world around me, there are signs and reminders of humanity’s capacity to inflict harm, to do damage.  There is abundant evidence of what I would call, in the words of today’s Collect, the works of the devil.  Yellow lines are there because, without them, we wouldn’t stay on our side, and someone would get killed.  Our laws can be read as a laundry list of what we have the capacity to do to one another, left to our own devices.  As a Biblical professor in seminary once remarked regarding biblical prohibitions, “If there’s a rule against it, chances are there were a lot of folks doing it.”  These contracts force us to behave the way we think we should, but often don’t.

And the realm of worldly guidelines and prohibitions extends far beyond yellow lines on the road and laws on the books meant to keep us safe.  There are some, the more destructive ones, that attempt to define who we are and who we aren’t, which possibilities we might possess and what remain out of reach.  We are labeled, stratified, categorized, told who we might become and for what we dare not dream.  

Whether or not you believe in the devil incarnate, these works of the devil are on display for all to see.  They are why we need the Millennium Development Goals, the Employment Non-Discrimination Act, and Safe Church Training.  Equality and Justice have become causes to which we must sign on, rather than the core of who we are.

There are also those small, and not so small, voices in each of us—the voices of doubt and fear, of inadequacy and undeserving—that we have absorbed living in this imperfect world.   These voices are fed and we hear their messages everywhere we turn, as often as we see a sign telling us where to drive and where we must not go.  These messages from the world have the potential to kill us, if not physically, then emotionally, or spiritually. In fact, death is exactly their goal:  to prevent us from becoming who it is God calls us to be, the creation God made in each one of us.

But God’s dream for us is exactly that to which we are called: to have life, and to have it abundantly.  We are called to be the children of God, to be children of the resurrection, now, in this life.  

And it is a call to resurrection, not immortality.  The difference?  You have to die before you can rise again, just like Jesus did.  

We are called to die every day to the things that keep us from becoming who it is God created us to be.  We are invited to die to all that prevents us from living the life God dreams for us to live.   And, unless we die to these things, these works of the devil, the best we have to hope for is immortality—simply more of the same.  

But if we can let go of the manipulations and evaluations of this world—whether we make enough, or know enough, if we drive the right car or live in the right place—and grab onto that which God knows us to be, then glorious resurrection is ours for the taking.  A new life, while we’re still living this one.  Sounds like heaven, doesn’t it?
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