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GOD’S MERCY SUPPORTS US  

IN THE STRUGGLE TO BE HOLY 

 

In 1953 Sir Edmund Hillary and his native guide Tenzing Norgay were 

officially the first human beings to reach the peak of Mount Everest on 

the border between Nepal and Tibet. As you may know, Everest is the 

highest mountain in the world at a little over 29,000 feet. But twenty-

nine years earlier, two other British mountain climbers, George Mallory 

and Andrew Irvine, also attempted to perform this incredible feat. 

However, they disappeared on the way up. It is possible they actually 

reached the peak and perished afterward. Of these two men, it was said: 

“when last seen they were going strong for the top.” 

 

Today’s Gospel from Luke is all about the struggle to be good – to be 

holy. Jesus tells us to “strive to enter through the narrow gate” and he 

implies that we will not be able to enter it unless we prepare by a life of 

virtue. The Greek word for striving here is the word from which we get 

the English word “agony.” The Christian life is at times an agony of 

body and spirit. It is like a climb up a mountain path. At the same time, 



as Christ tells us in the Gospel of Matthew (Mt 11: 30), “My yoke is 

easy and my burden is light.” What makes light the burden of striving to 

follow Jesus is his grace and mercy with which he lovingly accompanies 

us on our pilgrimage to God.   

 

In the parable Jesus tells in today’s Gospel, people who have been 

locked out of the heavenly Jerusalem in the next life will remind the 

Lord that they ate and drank with him and heard him preach in their 

towns. But Christ replies that casual eating and drinking with him is not 

enough. The Lord will really get to know us only through our sharing in 

his life by eating and drinking with the poor and ministering to the sick 

and lowly who are Jesus in disguise. If we want to participate in the 

eternal banquet (which is open to all people of the world, as the reading 

says), we must be willing to get to know Christ intimately through 

getting close to our neighbor in need. Neither can we take for granted 

that we come from a Christian family and background. We cannot live 

on borrowed goodness. Our grandmother’s holiness does not transfer to 

us; she gave us an example, but it is up to us to choose to follow that 

example. We have to make grandma’s fidelity to Jesus our own way of 

living. 

 

Of course, as grandma knew, we can’t do it without God’s grace. We 

can’t save ourselves. We have to trust in God’s merciful grace – which 



is always available to us in abundance and always freely given. Getting 

to heaven is a wrestling match with our demons – but it is with Christ’s 

strength that we carry on the struggle. Throughout history, there have 

been Christian teachers who have insisted that our chances for salvation 

are grim. In answer to the question someone asks Jesus in today’s 

Gospel, “Lord, will only a few people be saved,” these teachers would 

say “you bet your bottom dollar only a few will make it – and you are 

probably not going to be one of them”  

 

A teacher who was to have an influence on Catholic spirituality in the 

United States and elsewhere was a Dutch bishop in the 1600s named 

Cornelius Jansen (1585-1638). He wrote and preached that God’s 

standard for judging people at the end of life will be extremely harsh and 

that you needed to walk the straight and narrow if you had any hope at 

all of passing through that judgment and getting to heaven. Jansen did 

not have much to say about God’s mercy! In the year 1713, the Pope at 

that time condemned Jansensim – which is what the doctrines of Bishop 

Jansen were called. But that was not the end of his severe way of 

looking at salvation. 

 

One of Jansen’s friends brought his teachings to France where many 

parish priests began to preach them. This brand of Catholicism was thus 

very strict and it made people think they could never do enough to 



satisfy God. This led to scrupulosity and to a dread of God’s judgment in 

the next life. Priests gave harsh penances in confession and people were 

basically made to feel like dirt. Jansenism spread from France to other 

parts of Europe and eventually made its way to America with 

immigrants. This poisonous teaching was responsible for some of the 

unnecessary strictness and dread of going to hell that prevailed in the 

Catholic Church in America in the not-so-distant past – and, to some 

extent, is still with us. 

 

A few years ago, when I was pastor at St. Paul in Westerville, I 

supervised a seminarian who was also very severe in his outlook about 

who can be saved and get to heaven. He was not raised a Catholic, but 

rather in an obscure church that was extremely hardline. As a boy, he 

remembered hearing every Sunday that he was more than likely going to 

hell. He became a Catholic as a young adult, but you would never know 

it. Since he was a deacon, he preached regularly at Sunday Mass at St. 

Paul. And unfortunately, he repeated in his homilies the same message 

which he had heard growing up and which he himself had hated. All of 

his preaching contained “fire and brimstone” language that made people 

feel worthless and unworthy of being children of God. Like Bishop 

Jansen, this young man said little or nothing about the mercy of God! I 

worked with him a lot, but had very little success. Finally, I said to him 



jokingly: “I hope you become a Catholic before you're ordained a 

priest!”   

 

The message of this seminarian deacon and of Bishop Jansen are not the 

message of the Catholic faith at its best. It is certainly not the same as 

the teaching of Pope Francis. In a homily at a Mass in St. Peter’s Square 

in August 2013, just a few months after he was elected, the pope said: 

“Jesus is the door. He is the entrance to salvation. He leads us to the 

Father, and the door that is Jesus is never closed. This door is never 

closed; it is always open to all, without distinction, without exclusion, 

without privileges. Because, you know, Jesus does not exclude anyone. 

Some of you, perhaps, might say to me ‘but, [Holy] Father, I am 

certainly excluded because I am a great sinner. I have done terrible 

things; I have done lots of [terrible things]in my life.’  

 

“No,” the pope goes on, “you are not excluded! Precisely for this reason 

you are the favorite, because Jesus prefers sinners, always, in order to 

forgive them, to love them. Jesus is waiting for you to embrace you, to 

pardon you. Do not be afraid; he is waiting for you. Take heart, have the 

courage to enter through his door. Everyone is invited to cross the 

threshold of this door, to cross the threshold of faith, to enter into his life 

and to make him enter our life, so that he may transform it, renew it and 



give it enduring joy,” the pope concluded. (Quoted in Give Us This Day, 

August 2016, pp. 224-225). 

 

So, while we draw breath, the door which is Christ always stands open 

to show us his mercy. And God’s mercy bridges the gap between our 

sins and his call for us to be holy – his call to be saints. As today’s 

Gospel tells us, we are called by grace to strive and even agonize to be 

good – just as mountain climbers strive for the top. But it is a blessing 

just to struggle and wrestle to be like Christ. And his mercy will give us 

the triumph in the end through the victory of his Cross and Resurrection! 

 

 


