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One of the required courses during my freshman year in college was something called “Finite Mathematics.”  It 
was excruciating, and not only because I have always been intimidated by math.  It was a class that met at 8:00 
AM at the campus 5 miles away in the basement of a century old building with no windows and clanky radiators.  
But mostly it was the professor, who was a very elderly and very kindly nun who really ought to have quit 
teaching long before.  It soon became apparent that she had lost a lot of her sharpness and wasn’t always able 
to help us students.   

I remember on more than one occasion that a student—sometimes it was I—would ask her to demonstrate for 
all of us how to solve one of the terribly complicated proofs that we had been unable to solve in our homework.  
She would go to the blackboard and more through this very tedious sequence of steps.  She’d talk us through 
each one of them—sometimes a problem could take 10 or 15 minutes to demonstrate.  And eventually she’d get 
to the second-to-last step, as we all had in doing our homework, and she’d realize that she wasn’t going to end 
up with the correct solution, as we all had realized in doing our homework.  She’d stop, stare at the board in 
silence, and eventually would turn to face the class and would say, “Why don’t you all think about that for next 
time.”  Of course, there never was a next time for that particular math problem.  

It was one of those situations where everybody knew what the right answer was—it was printed right there in 
the answer key in the back of the book—but nobody could think their way through to how to get there, at least 
not completely.  Of course, often enough my first solution was to presume that there had been a misprint of the 
answer in the back, and that I had been right all along.  But in all my years struggling with math, there was never 
once a misprinted answer in the book. 

I learned, among other things, that just because I fail to understand something, it doesn’t mean that something 
isn’t true.  The correct answer is simply correct, whether I can figure it out or not.  That’s not a bad life lesson in 
and of itself.   

In today’s Gospel of Luke, Jesus is in some contentious dialogue with the Sadducees, who were the priestly class 
of the Temple in Jerusalem.  The Sadducees did not believe in the idea of resurrection from the dead, and for 
one good reason: they couldn’t understand or imagine it.  And just to prove it, they place a ridiculous question 
before Jesus in this Sacred Scripture.  It’s the riddle about the woman with seven husbands who dies childless 
and goes to this alleged “heaven” place.  Whose wife will she be?  And Jesus’ response is basically to disallow 
the assumptions under which a question like that could ever be asked in the first place. 

Because Jesus knows, as the Sadducees don’t seem able to know, that resurrection does not mean merely 
transporting the conditions of this life to some other place in the Universe.  Resurrection is not simply resuming 
our present life in a faraway location.  Resurrection is an utter transformation that wraps us into the very 
Mystery of Almighty God, when we will see Him “face to face.”  Who can possibly imagine that?  Jesus knows 
that it’s true—as we disciples of his do too—but who can possibly imagine or describe it?  Or who can try to 
solve problems of logic about it?   

What does this riddle of the seven husbands mean in a place where there is no such thing as time?  Or death?  
Or limitations on love?  To attempt to refute the idea of eternity because it doesn’t exactly line up with what we 
now regard as reasonable or possible is to empty Heaven of what is most wonderful about it:  Resurrection is 
precisely what is not contained in our impoverished questions about logic.  “Whose wife will she be?”  What a 
stupid question.   
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Nobody reasons their way to Resurrection faith, in terms of what it’s like or how people will live there.  And the 
minute somebody thinks they can do that, they’ve wrecked it.  We can only come so close in our attempts to 
understand—as Sister and her students did in Math Class all those years ago, and then at some moment we just 
have to meditate in silence.  Not despairing of the true answer, but being made aware of our inability to fully 
figure it out by our own cleverness.  That’s not a bad thing.  That’s a wonderful thing, because it allows the 
promise of Heaven to exceed all the limitations of our wildest imaginations. 

During this new month of November, our church in its liturgy remembers deliberately those among us who have 
died and have gone on to life eternal.  But the purpose is not only memory here below.  It is also opportunity to 
reflect upon what is yet to be—for them and for all of us.  My math professor’s instruction to “think about this 
for next time” was actually spot on.  She had to say it because she knew what was true, and knew herself not 
quite capable of proving it with her brain.  So should we. 
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