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 Sitting on my coffee table at home is a glass jar with some sand and sea 

shells in it.  It is a reminder of a vacation I took many years ago to the Gulf Coast.  

Now I don’t normally collect sea shells, but one cool autumn day – not unlike this 

one – I was walking along the beach and was surprised at the volume of shells that 

were washing ashore.  Each wave that came upon the sand seemed to bring with it 

treasure after treasure – shells of every shape, size and color.  Many were broken, 

of course – they had undoubtedly traveled some distance before they were washed 

ashore.  Others, however, arrived in tact – small reminders of the remarkable 

beauty of God’s universe – even below the surface of the ocean.  The shells proved 

to be irresistible for all of us that day.  Like everyone else walking the beach, I 

could not help stooping down to pick some up, to hold their delicate beauty in the 

palm of my hand, and to carry them off as small souvenirs.  As I was assembling 

my collection, I was taken aback at one point.  I reached for two little shells that 

were still together, and they began to move – burrowing into the sand more rapidly 

than I could dig.  Temporarily puzzled, I remembered that the seashells I was busy 

collecting had actually once belonged to living creatures – and that in those tiny 

shells which had just escaped my grasp was a creature that was still alive.  When 

you think of seashells as what a creature leaves behind after death, it gives you a 

whole new perspective. 

 

 In the readings today, we hear of people wrestling with the issues of this life 

and the next.  The afterlife in general – and resurrection in particular – was a major 

source of controversy in Judaism in the centuries before and after the time of 

Christ.  Indeed, Second Maccabees, from which our first reading is taken, was 

written just a little over a hundred years before the birth of Jesus.  The point of the 

story we heard – the torture and murder of seven brothers – is that these brothers 

had no fear of death because they knew that God would raise them up.  Now as 

Christians, this message hardly seems novel to us.  Day after day, week after week, 

we express our faith in the resurrection – the resurrection of Jesus at Easter, the 

resurrection of the body on the last day.  But the Jews of the time had always seen 

death as the end.  Their only hope for immortality lay in their children.  For them, 

bodily resurrection was a radical concept.  And these brothers were way ahead of 

their time.  Undoubtedly, God planted the seed of faith among those who came 

before Jesus in order that the impact of Christ’s resurrection might not be lost upon 

them. 

 



 The Jewish community was still wrestling with the issue in Jesus’ own time.  

The Sadducees, aware that Jesus had discussed his resurrection, were trying to trip 

him up on the concept.  Assuming that the next life would be just like this one, 

they posed to Jesus the preposterous situation of one wife for seven brothers – a 

variation on the old movie musical, I guess.  Jesus, of course, refused to be trapped 

and instead told them that after the resurrection the familiar order would pass 

away.  Marriage as we know it would not exist.  That’s difficult for us to imagine, 

but then our own faith in the resurrection is perhaps not as strong as we think it is. 

 

 Consider the amount of time we spend on looking good (or trying to) – 

selecting the proper wardrobe, adjusting our hairstyle and color (or in my case 

waving goodbye to my hair).   Many of us gaze at ourselves in the mirror more 

often than we look into the faces of those we love – and certainly more often than 

we seek out those in need.  And, of course, it is not just our own physical 

appearance that occupies our time.  We devote our time and resources to acquiring 

the most elaborate homes, the newest and fanciest cars, the latest electronics, the 

finest things that money can buy.  And we may spend even more time trying to be 

popular, trying to look and sound and act like everyone else – in the hope that 

everyone will like us.  Throughout this past year, we have been reading passages 

from the Gospel of St. Luke.  Though present in the other gospels, Luke’s portrait 

of Jesus places particular emphasis on his care and concern for the poor – and his 

disdain for the material world.  Today’s gospel passage reminds that all of our 

possessions – house, car, clothes, gadgets, even our relationships with one another, 

our so-called popularity – all of it is of no more lasting value than those seashells I 

picked up on the shore.  Oh, like the shells, our earthly possessions will be for our 

families lovely reminders of us, souvenirs of our lives.  But we will not take them 

with us.  At the end of our life, they will do us as much good as those beautiful and 

broken shells did for the creatures for whom they once were home.  No, as those 

brothers taught us in the first reading – it is our relationship with God – and only 

that relationship – that matters.  At the resurrection of the dead, we will have no 

need for the trappings of this life.  We will have no need of our shells.  Why, then, 

should we spend so much time collecting and polishing them? 


