
32nd Sunday in Ordinary Time 

 

So far in today's liturgy you have been cheated.  Yes, 

Cheated.  The experts who shaped this liturgy gave you a 

cut-and-paste version of the first reading today.  It's one of 

the most celebrated stories in Hebrew literature.  I'm 

speaking of the story of the mother and her seven sons. 

 

Not just any mother, and not just any sons.  But a 

mother who was forced to sit and watch all seven of her 

sons die brutal deaths on a single day for the delight of one 

dictator.  And all because they refused to eat pork. 

 

Let me tell you the whole story and then touch on the 

story in today's Gospel and suggest what they are saying to 

you and me in November 2019. 

 

First the story.  For sheer drama, there is little that 

rivals it until we stand with another mother at the foot of 

her Son's cross at Calvary. 

 

The context of today's story takes place about 175 

years before Christ.  The king has declared that all the 

people within his kingdom must become one........in law, in 

customs and in religion.  The Jews in particular have 

provoked the king's wrath.  Any Jew found with a copy of 

the Mosaic law was to be executed.  There was to be no 

toleration of the Sabbath, or circumcision or any of their 

food laws. 

 

In today's story, a Jewish mother and her seven sons 

are commanded by the king to eat the flesh of swine.  Now 

Hebrew law forbids this, and so all eight of them say 

NO!......we are not going to eat swine. 



And so the king orders all eight put to death.  Each 

suffers horribly.  Tongues are cut out, hands and feet cut 

off, bodies fried and boiled in huge pans.  And most 

amusing to the king, was that the mother had to sit there 

and watch as each of her sons died these horrendous deaths. 

 

Courageously, each son faces the king and with 

language fashioned of profound faith and hope, declare, 

"We will die rather than violate the laws of our fathers." or 

"Cursed king, you can indeed cast us from this life, but the 

King of the universe will raise us up to new life forever." 

 

Then the seventh and youngest son comes before the 

king.  The king tries just about everything to weaken his 

resolve.  "I'll make you rich beyond your wildest dreams," 

or "You can be a member of my Cabinet with great power."  

But his offers don't work, so the king appeals to his mother, 

"Look lady, talk to your son.  Help him to save himself.  

Why die over a sliver of pork?" 

 

Well, she does talk to her son, and what a great line: 

"Son, don't be afraid of this butcher.  Take death, so that I 

may get you back again with your brothers." 

 

And then the final sentence in the story, surprisingly 

simple: "last of all, the mother died, after her seven sons." 

 

Now what has this amazing story of Hebrew faith 

have in common with today's Gospel?  Simply one word -

Resurrection!  You see the persecution of the Jews had 

raised an unexpected HOPE - the hope of resurrection of 

the dead.  And what the mother of seven sons announced to 

the king, Jesus thundered to the Sadducees. 

 



It wasn't easy, for remember who the Sadducees were, 

an aristocratic priestly class among the Jews.  There was no 

room for development of doctrine, for change or creativity.  

And so they denied the soul is immortal, denied that the 

body will rise from the dead. 

 

Why?, because they were clearly taught in the five 

books of Moses - Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers and 

Deuteronomy.  And that's the only law that mattered - the 

written law. 

 

This is the group that posed to Jesus the question in 

today's Gospel.  A somewhat ridiculous "what if" question 

from Mosaic law.  A man dies leaving a wife but no 

children.  His brother must, by law, take the wife and raise 

up the children for his brother.  In the case presented today 

we have seven brothers taking the same wife but leaving no 

children. 

 

The question, if as you say, the dead rise, whose wife 

will she be?  Or the real substance of their question - Which 

do you choose, resurrection or the law of Moses? 

 

Jesus' response, as so often, is a real gem.  He cuts 

through all the legalism with one swift sentence: "The 

Lord our God is not a God of the dead, but of the 

living."  Jesus brings them back to Moses who they have 

quoted.  In effect he says, "Remember how the Lord 

appeared to Moses in the burning bush."  God identified 

himself: "I am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, and 

the God of Jacob."  God did NOT say I WAS their God, but 

rather I am their God.  This eternal "I AM" brings your 

dead ancestor back to life. 

 



The point is this: The God whose creative power can 

bring these fathers of the faith to life, no longer needs the 

process of parenting.  In the age to come, the widow of the 

seven brothers, like the seven sons and their mother, is no 

longer defined in terms of marriage or generation. 

 

Our God is the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob not 

because they were ONCE alive, but because they are NOW 

alive, are ALWAYS alive.  For you see, our God is a God 

of the living. 

 

OK, so much for the Old and New Testament.  Now 

what about us?  I'm not satisfied if at this point you agree 

that Abraham, Peter, Igantius of Loyola or Elvis Presley are 

alive. 

 

To be alive to God is not something that begins 

beyond the grave, like some consolation prize for dying. 

 

A God of the living demands that you be alive NOW!  

God's only Son did not take on flesh and bone, he was not 

beaten and hung on a cross to die, so that you might simply 

live to a ripe old age.  He lived and died so that you might 

share his life and joy, NOW. 

 

At this very moment, each of you possesses a power 

no person or computer on earth can give you.  You can 

Believe!  You confess a God at once One and Three.  You 

believe that a Jew crucified like a common criminal almost 

20 centuries ago was and is God's very Son.  You believe 

that when water washed across your head a year ago, or 50 

years ago, you became a new creature, filled with the 

presence of God. 

 



You believe that when your tongue cradles what looks 

like bread, what feels like bread, what tastes like bread, you 

are hosting not bread but the Body of Christ.  This is to be 

alive to God. 

 

We also have this gift we call hope.  Not a wimpy 

"Maybe things will turn out O.K."  Rather a confident 

expectation that wherever we are, whatever our problems, 

God will be there.  Not always with an answer, but always 

with a presence, a strength, a courage out of this world. 

 

This confident expectation is that our lives will not 

end in six feet of dirt, will in fact never end, that we will 

always be alive to God. 

 

Unless that is your hope, there is no point in your 

presence here today. 

 

I doubt that any of us will ever have to face the terrible 

choice that the king put to the seven brothers and their 

mother:  Give up your faith or die. 

 

Our problem may be even more difficult:  Live your 

faith, and feel gloriously free.  For you see, our God is a 

God of the living.  AMEN! 

 


