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“Not So Fast” 
Sermon Preached by The Rev. William H. Critzman 

The Reign of Christ Sunday 2017 | The First Presbyterian Church in the City of New York 
Scripture References:  Ephesians 1:15-23 & Matthew 25:31-46 

 
 
 Many a hellfire and brimstone preacher wait all year for a lectionary text like this.  The 
great division of the sheep and the goats; the casting of the accursed into “eternal punishment” 
and the righteous into “eternal life”—this is the milk and honey of fundamentalist Christianity.  
It’s the opportunity to take heart at what might be our own righteousness while staying vigilant 
against the corrupting influences of the goats in our midst.  Here, salvation is a simple formula 
that is not only about gaining eternal life but is even more importantly about avoiding eternal 
punishment.  It’s an either or situation, and over the years many a preacher has cautioned us to be 
more like sheep, or else. 
 So well-worn are the preachers and Christians who have used passages like this to warn 
of hell’s fire that I could spend a lifetime preaching sermons called “In Defense of Goats,” and 
still not allay the fear struck in many a faithful heart by passages like this.  When I was a child, 
my family attended a fundamentalist Lutheran Church which I loved as a child then had to leave 
behind and put away when I was no longer a child.  I remember one Sunday, one particular 
sermon from some point in my childhood.  The preacher, the pastor—a good man, someone 
generous and kind, and certainly very faithful—spent his sermon describing the glories of heaven 
and the promises of eternal life.  He might have been preaching on the famous “in my father’s 
house there are many mansions” verse or maybe it was this very text we have this morning, but 
in any case it was a gooey gooey gumdrop depiction of a heaven filled with earthly riches—
pearly gates, streets paved with gold, wealth and splendor so grand it would make Trump Tower 
look like the mortal ruble we know it to be.  I remember sitting there with my family in our usual 
pew so captivated, so taken up with this fairy tale image of heaven, and of the evidently narrow 
road to get there.  After church, I asked my father “if heaven’s so good and earth is so dangerous, 
why can’t we all die now—shouldn’t we all want to get to heaven as quickly as possible?”  I 
don’t remember his reply, but that question, that pursuit of getting to heaven ASAP, without 
passing go, without collecting $200, without living haunted my childhood. 

From such a fundamentalist faith, it’s easy to understand terrorists who claim violence in 
the name of God.  Suicide bombers can make sense.  Apocalyptic cults can make sense. From 
such a faith, it’s easy to ignore those whom we define as wicked.  Hate of people we see as un-
sheeplike becomes justifiable.  We can love the sinner but not the sin.  Religious intolerance 
becomes essential to the work of salvation.  From such a faith, it’s hard to find the beauty and 
wonder of every day living when all we want to do is get to heaven.  When heaven is a place to 
get to, the journey becomes more a chore than a life.   

This is dangerous theology.  It’s impatient theology.  It forgets the living of these days—
these days which were created for us by a God this is still creating and still calling creation good.  
If it isn’t clear yet, let me stake my claim more explicitly that rather than hell’s fire and 
brimstone, you will hear me preach on the Gospel’s love and promise, the wonder and the 
mystery of a God who is gracious and just, whose knowledge surpasses all human understanding, 
who is slow to anger and quick to forgive.  For what I know to be true is that when humans make 
divisions, God wonders why.  When we see black and white, sheep and goats, left and right, 
righteous and accursed, God sees a borderless land where God can enter in and do God’s work. 
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Our Matthew text this morning begins with the word “when.”  This is a nice, simple word 
indicating a time that is quite simply not now.  Here, it’s telling us about a future time, a time 
when “the Son of Man [will] come in his glory.”  In another version of keep your lamps trimmed 
and burning or like a thief in the night, this word “when” signifies that we need to keep watch 
and to anticipate a future event.  But while we’re doing that, just what are we supposed to be 
doing?   Anticipating our question, the writer of Matthew’s account gives us clear instruction:  
feed the hungry, clothe the naked, visit those who are in prison, care for the sick, give water to 
the thirsty, welcome the stranger.  Seems simple enough, right?  Like tick-boxes on a list, we can 
just check them off and get to heaven one square at a time. 

As part of their work getting to know more about faith and our church, this year’s 
Confirmation class is playing a game of “Confirmation Bingo.”  At the beginning of our journey 
together in September, each member of the class got a bingo card with 25 different opportunities 
for how to get involved in the life of First Church.  Their homework over the course is to get a 
bingo—five down, across, or diagonal—by the time we come to the end of our class in February.  
The individual squares are the sort of things you might expect—be an usher, volunteer at the 
Christmas Fair, attend one of this fall’s justice seeking conferences, or have perfect attendance.  
This could have just as easily been Matthew’s list as well.  Maybe the key to salvation is a bingo 
of “feed the hungry, visit those in prison, welcome the stranger, clothe the naked, and tend the 
sick.”  Any one who cooked a feast this past Thursday could make a case that they’ve fed the 
hungry;  or maybe you sat next to someone at dinner you didn’t know and you’d like to make the 
appeal that you welcomed a stranger.  Anyone who’s either had a child or aging parents has 
tended the sick.  When you begin to look at it, Salvation Bingo’s not so hard.  Turns out, it’s 
easier than it seems to be like sheep. 

St. Paul writes to the fledging church in Ephesus that he does not cease to give thanks for 
them.  In this week of Thanksgiving, I rather like this notion of unending thanks.  Listen in for 
why he gives thanks.  Paul gives thanks because of their faith and their love—faith in Jesus, love 
for all the saints.  And because of their faith and love, Paul remembers them in prayer.  Nice, 
right?  But hang on, prayer, you may have noticed, isn’t included in Matthew’s list of salvation 
ingredients.  Come to think of it, neither is worship nor even faith.  So what are we all doing 
here?  This isn’t how we get to heaven.  Surely the smarter strategy would be to focus in on 
Matthew’s list, get our bingo as quickly as possible, and get on our way to our heavenly reward.  
Right?  It’s that simple, the fundamentalist say.  Follow the letter of the law, do only what you’re 
told, get in and get out.  Not so fast. 

When Paul prays for the faithful in Ephesus, he prays that God will give to them a spirit 
of wisdom and revelation.  Perhaps you have said similar prayers in recent days.  Perhaps you 
prayed for wisdom and understanding to settle on Egypt in the aftermath of faithful Muslims 
killed while at prayer themselves.  Perhaps you’ve prayed for revelation of a cure for a friend 
who is sick, or for a new job, or a new relationship.  Perhaps these have been some of the prayers 
of your heart, perhaps you’ve had other prayers for wisdom and revelation as well.  I know I 
have.  For my prayer is indeed one for wisdom and for a spirit of God to descend on all of us, a 
peace that passes understanding, a love that conquers all.  For in this prayer, there is indeed a 
hope to which we are called, a wealth of God’s inheritance, and an immeasurable greatness of 
God’s power.  This sounds pretty heavenly to me;  these petitions of Paul’s prayer, sound more 
like a bit of heaven on earth.   

Today, the church historians and organizers of the liturgical cycle call us to remember the 
Reign of Christ.  We call this Sunday—this final Sunday in the liturgical year before the church 



3 

calendar starts anew with Advent—Christ the King Sunday and we remember the incredible 
power of Christ and anticipate a day when God’s rule will prevail.  In the mash up of the 
liturgical calendar with the American holiday calendar, we ordinarily celebrate this final 
liturgical Sunday the week before Thanksgiving.  Usually, this Sunday right after Thanksgiving 
is the first Sunday in Advent, a time when we start our four-week journey to Bethlehem.  But this 
year, not so fast, we’re still wrapping the year up after Thanksgiving and we won’t begin Advent 
until we’re actually in December.  This doesn’t happen often—it’s because November has five 
Thursdays rather than its usual four this year;  it’s also that Christmas Day falls on a Monday, 
which means Christmas Eve is also the Fourth Sunday in Advent.  I’ll caution you to start 
planning your midafternoon naps now.  Sunday the 24th of December includes both a service for 
the Fourth Sunday in Advent at 11am and services for Christmas Eve at either 5 or 11pm.  It’s 
going to be a long, joyful day, and I’ll ask you to be extra kind to the choir members that day. 

But though Sunday the 24th looks rather full, this Sunday, today, this Reign of Christ 
Sunday comes as a bit of a bonus.  We haven’t had to rush to hang wreaths or get out the advent 
candles yet.  We haven’t yet placed the annual order of poinsettias and greens for the sanctuary.  
We can take this moment today to finish up our Thanksgiving leftovers without having yet to 
prepare our Christmas puddings.  This, to me, feels like a gift.  For while I pray for wisdom and 
revelation, my most heartfelt prayer is usually one for more time:  more time to do the work I 
love;  more time to spend not at work with those I love;  more morning time when I am fresh to 
write, or workout;  more evening time to unwind before I fall asleep exhausted;  more time at the 
weekends;  more time between now and the future;  just more time.  God, I need more time.  And 
here, today, it is. 

You may think me foolhardy, but I haven’t bought a single Christmas present yet.  I 
haven’t pulled out the box of decorations from the basement.  I haven’t hummed a carol or 
looked at recipes either.  I’m taking this time as the answer to prayer.  Time to be with you 
today.  Time to remember all the saints.  Time to give thanks.  Time to wonder and marvel at 
how God is working in our midst.  Time to stay in the present and to witness the Reign of Christ 
not as a future time, but as one possible this very day.    

This year, the gift of the Reign of Christ is that it has given us an extra Sunday.  Today, 
the Reign of Christ is about time, our time.  Will we stay in it remembering to give thanks and to 
do what we can to see glimpses of heaven each and every day?  Or do worries about the future 
and those sheep and goats keep us too penned in to explore and serve the fullness of creation?  
Make no mistake about it, there is and will always be work to be done to feed and clothe and 
welcome and visit and tend, and we will do it.  There is also the work of praying and hoping and 
giving thanks that too often gets forgotten in the midst of our days.  Today’s worries are enough 
for today.  Let us not get so bogged down by sheep and goats, but let us take heart in the work of 
God that is indeed the promise of salvation.  For Grace is not won like a game of bingo.  Heaven 
is not a place to be rushed to.  The Reign of Christ is not only a future state, but one that may 
occur whenever we open our hearts.  For today and for the coming season, remember that the 
race is long and the journey should be at least half the fun. Not so fast, friends.  Take your time.  
Take heart, too.   
 
 


