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Some Sadducees 

22nd Sunday after Pentecost 11/6/22 

 

And Zadok the priest took an horn of oil out of the tabernacle, and anointed 

Solomon. And they blew the trumpet; and all the people said, God save king 

Solomon (1 Kings 1:39, AV).  

Or, as G.F. Handel set it in his eponymous anthem for the coronation of England’s 

George II in 1727: 

Zadok the priest, and Nathan the prophet, anointed Solomon king 

And all the people rejoiced and said, ‘God save the king!’ 

 

If you’ve never heard that anthem, which is one of the loudest and most triumphal 

ever written, you may have the chance to do so again for the coronation of King 

Charles III next May. Whether or not they set it there, it reminds us of the idea, now 

much in eclipse, that priests and prophets anoint kings to reign by God’s grace and 

name over those whom God has given them to serve. They, in turn, ask God to save, 

preserve, and defend whom God has put in that role. It is meant to be a role of 

service, not self-aggrandizement, though practice in this has not always matched 

theory.  

The rub, at least biblically, is that what the Lord gives, the Lord can take away. The 

Lord’s anointed often disappoint him, with prophet after priest being sent to explain 

to them how they’d failed and, at times, that their successor would be along soon. 

We, for whom authority comes from the consent of the governed, not the Supreme 

Governor, should hold this power to heart as well: that authority comes as the 

people’s gift, which the people can remove. Reason tells us that we should not do so 
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lightly or for transient causes, and reminds us that popularity and goodness are not 

synonyms, but that when it is time, it is time. New occasions teach new duties, as 

the poet sang; time makes ancient good uncouth. One such duty is to teach such a 

lesson, and see that those in power, as well as those they serve, keep up with what 

has changed, and what has newly been realized or revealed to be true.   

All of which is a longwinded way of getting to who they were, these Sadducees, 

some of whom questioned Jesus in this morning’s gospel. They were descendants, 

religiously and actually, of Zadok the priest, and hence of his line stretching back to 

Eleazar, son of Aaron, brother of Moses. The trip from ‘Zadok’ to ‘Sadduc’ is not 

far, as words go, and the trip from conducting services at the only site of worship a 

country has to running that country is less far even than that. The closest analogue 

we have to them are the mandarins that ran imperial China or those who currently 

run the Vatican: the curia, bureaucrats, and the clerical (priestly) establishment who 

actually make things happen, no matter who sits on the throne or what army he using 

to rip people off to keep him there. The very last thing they needed or wanted was 

some charismatic Galilean walking around healing people, proclaiming their sins 

forgiven, and declaring that the kingdom of God was within them. They saw Jesus 

coming, as they’d seen John the baptizer coming and many a messianic dreamer 

before him, down a long country road with stars in his eyes and they knew how such 

stories tended to end: in beheadings, crucifixions, death cults, and the slaughter of 

innocents slain whose only sin was giving into hope and then holding on too long. 

As at least some Sadducees might have put it, the very last thing this country needs is 

an ignorant preacher from nowhere amping everybody up about How Bad Things 

Are and how much We Need Change and how God’s In Charge and the Time is 

Now and the first thing to go come the revolution will be the people that actually 

know how to run this place, which is us. They thought Jesus et al. were both stupid 
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and dangerous, and that showing them up in public might just be enough to shut 

them down. 

So they ask Jesus a stupid question – Who’s married to whom in the afterlife – one 

bride to seven brothers? Jesus responds with the sort of theological thinking that the 

Sadducees did not like, since it was new, and required careful reading of authoritative 

texts and then, especially then, the use of right reason, because not all texts are clear, 

not all interpretations valid, and some of the answers and even questions we need 

have not been given or asked yet, and won’t be until we think of them. The 

Sadducees, you see, in addition to carving up animals to burn in sacrifices, were 

lawyers most retrograde: textual originalists. For them the spirit killeth, but the letter 

giveth life. They would allow no interpretation of the scriptures beyond what was 

already written, meaning that they rejected, or would reject, the entire tradition of 

oral story, oral commentary, Mishnah and Talmud and all the rest that Pharisaic and 

eventually rabbinic Judaism, not to mention Christian offshoots from this religion. 

They had the power to silence many who disagreed with them, and the rhetorical 

skill to slice them up and down, so long as one did not question their premises. So 

Jesus questioned their premises: all the law and the prophets, he said time and again, 

hang on the two great commandments. Any reading of the law that conflicts with 

them, or that sound reason teaches us disrespect them, is not valid.  

On the point, the one about marriage, Jesus responds on another tack: read the 

scriptures we share, think about them, and you’ll understand: heaven’s not about 

marriage, but perfection. Why? Because marriage is about love and commitment 

among two people; heaven is about love and fulfillment among all people, united in 

the God who made us and whose name is Love. Those who get there – and only the 

worthy will get there, he says; only those who ‘love one other as I have loved you’ 

– will have a new life entirely. They will be as angels, and live as children of the 

living God. That is: they will live in such a way that they cannot die. In chemical 
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parlance, they would be like noble gases. They remain what they are, tend not to 

change, but it doesn’t take a whole lot of energy to make them shine.  

The payoff realization? “God is not God of the dead, but of the living.” All who die 

in the Lord are actually alive in the Lord, as we say during burials and when most in 

need of comfort. We can’t see it, can’t smell it, can’t hear or taste it, and don’t quite 

comprehend how this could be, but in God, once we are, we always will be. This is 

the case even if that way of being is very different than who and how we are while 

we live in bodies, and on an earth that is subject to change, loss, and decay. As we 

heard the psalmist say today, God guards as us the apple of their eye, and hides us in 

the shadow of their wings. As we heard Job say today, I know that my redeemer lives 

“whom I shall see on my side” and whom “my eyes behold, and not another.”  

Such knowledge comes when intuition meets faith with reason in clarity about what 

is and what will be, based on what we already know. If God is love, then we cannot 

die, not in our essence, for love survives death, even as we see ourselves when we 

continue to love and long for those whose bodies have died. That we do it makes it 

real. That we want to do it makes it part of who we are, who we have been created 

to be: those who realize that when life in this world draws to a close we are changed, 

not ended. What will be will differ from what has been, and our desire for it helps us 

realize it. As Emmylou Harris writes in her lovely song, “The Pearl,” “If there’s no 

heaven, what’s this hunger for?”  

We learn who we are when we think about what we want, what we need, and what 

we’re willing to do to meet our wants and needs. The longing for a life that does not 

end, for a place that is perfect and for a love that survives death in a place where there 

is no pain shows us, or at least shows me, that we are born, made, created, and have 

evolved to want these things. They teach me that we should make, and deep down 

want to make, as much of our world like that as we can. Instead of worrying about 

who’s married to whom in the afterlife, or nitpicking over whose reading of ancient 
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scriptures is more pinched, precise, and cruel, some Sadducees, Jesus might’ve said 

and no doubt hoped, would’ve set their minds on things above, and use their power 

and authority to make the world better for those in their charge, and help them make 

their dreams come true.  

If it sounds fantastical, or fantastic, that’s because it is. Imagine if those with power 

to shape how we live wanted everyone to be happy, fulfilled, and free, and used their 

power to help us make it happen. We can barely imagine such a world – but we can 

imagine it. If we have to set it in heaven as an inspiration and a guide, that’s fine, so 

long as we never forget we can make this world that good, too. It takes skill, effort, 

wisdom, respect, and community, but it can be done, and it should be done. I hope 

that some Sadducees, at least, understood that. I hope that at least some Christians 

know it, too, and will make it known. Amen. 

 


