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One of the memorable elements of the chronicles of Christian homiletics is the "fire and 

brimstone" sermon.  In point of fact, I can't recall ever hearing one.  But there once was a time 

when certain homilists sought to motivate their congregations by stirring up fear of damnation.  

It was something like the ultimatum issued by a frustrated parent--do as you're told or else!  

Some of the genre were in fact rather artfully if luridly crafted, filled with unforgettable, 

exquisite details which dwelt on the unhappy circumstances of a lost soul's untimely demise and 

the ensuing torments meted out to him for the balance of eternity.  One of the obvious changes 

marking out the present stage of Christian history from that preceding is the practical 

disappearance of "fire and brimstone" sermons from the pulpit.  For good or ill, ministers seldom 

have recourse to this style of exhortation.  As mentioned, I don't remember ever hearing one in 

my lifetime--a cranky pastor raising his voice in the middle of Sunday Mass doesn't qualify, 

mind you.  They just don't make homilies like that anymore.  In fact, liturgical orators tend 

towards the opposite extreme.  They don't make mention of hellfire and damnation at all, except 

maybe to say that we don't talk like that anymore in polite church society.  The whole notion of 

anything bad happening to a person after death has faded from our collective consciousness.  Not 

only do we not hear of fire and brimstone, but other doctrines pertaining to postmortem existence 

like purgatory, Judgment Day, and so forth go unremarked and unexplained.   

 

Today's gospel selection serves as a good corrective to modern ways of conceiving the future 

that awaits us after the grave.  The Lord likens the disciples' present state of being to that of 

servants who await their master's return from a wedding.  In the master's large household, these 

different servants have various tasks to perform while the master is away.  Moreover, there is a 

hierarchy where certain servants have charge of others.  And the key concern of the servants is 

that they be ready to receive the master upon his return.  The danger, which is most acute for the 

servants in charge, is that of thinking that they actually own the house.  And should they 

succumb to this temptation and start abusing their power, chances are that the master may appear 

unexpectedly and punish them severely.   

 

I like this lesson, because it helps us develop an accurate vision of the afterlife and how it ought 

to shape our manner of living in the here and now.  It inculcates a healthy sense of responsibility 

for our current conduct, which, incidentally, is closely related to the idea of stewardship 

discussed last week.  We are all of us servants in God's household which is the Church.  Each of 

us has been given a set of obligations to fulfill, which duties are spelled out in more detail by our 

respective states of life and the unique circumstances of our individual existences.  Each of us is 

called to love his neighbors, serve those in need, & bear witness to Christ in his corner of the 

world.  At the end, God will call us to account for how we discharged our duties.  If we have 

been faithful, we may hope for a bountiful reward.  But if we have been negligent, then 

punishment awaits, potentially eternal if our misconduct has been particularly egregious.  Let's 

pray that the grace of this holy Eucharist will help us to be faithful servants who can await our 

divine master's return with confidence and hope.   


