
Homily Sunday 21C:  25 Aug 2013:  HT-W/XII-PC 

 

 Long ago and far away in what was then called CCD, now called PSR for Parish School of 

Religion, catechists taught me about mortal sin and hell.  I think it was to prepare me for my first 

confession.  They taught us many other things besides, but nothing quite took like the idea that 

certain bad actions called mortal sins destroyed God's life in your soul; moreover, if you didn't 

get to confession and died that way, you would be doomed to hell forever.  Now the teachers 

didn't beat this idea of damnation to death; they weren't trying to scare the sin out of us, but for 

some strange providential purpose that doctrine stuck in my head.  So as a thoughtful and (I like 

to think) conscientious little boy, I sometimes worried about going to hell where I would be 

separated from all the good people and stuck with all the demons and bad people.  Moreover, the 

notion was reinforced by fundamentalist groups in the area who preached about hell and the 

necessity of being "saved."  So all this came back into mind when I heard this query in this 

gospel:  Lord will only a few people be saved?  The Lord's response grants insight into the 

afterlife, how we get to heaven, avoid hell, and what we should expect in the age to come.   

 

The question invites a Yes or No response, but the Lord responds differently.  He speaks of the 

arduous nature of working out one's salvation, that we must strive to enter thru a narrow gate, 

and that many will fail to do so.  Further, he indicates that some will be surprised to find 

themselves excluded:  though they claim they knew Jesus in life, in the afterlife he denies that he 

knows them.  One lesson is that the task of gaining salvation should be the first priority in life.  

Entrance into heaven is something we have to work for.  Some misunderstand the nature of grace 

in this regard, particularly certain believers who think that once you get saved--whether that's at 

Baptism or at an altar call--your entry into heaven is assured, no matter what you do afterwards.  

But that's not what Jesus is telling us here.  Yes, we require God's help to be saved; without him, 

it's impossible.  But it does fall to us to accept God's gift or not, and this acceptance is our life's 

work as disciples.  One noteworthy corollary is that if we find ourselves struggling as Catholics 

it is an encouraging sign.  I mean if we're suffering as Jesus' disciples because we're trying to be 

faithful to the commandments, or because people are belittling our religion, or because we're 

befriending and defending the little people--such as the unborn, the poor, the stranger, the 

immigrant, the elderly, the sick, the dying, the imprisoned--that means we're doing what we 

ought to be doing!  Our arduous toil in these matters is that of disciples trying to enter thru the 

narrow gate into the heavenly banquet hall.   

 

Another aspect of this selection is the nature of the heavenly banquet.  The Lord indicates that 

it's going to be a motley group of diners--people will come from north and south, east and west, 

from different worlds and diverse centuries.  A lot of former insiders will be on the outside 

looking in, their exclusion made all the more miserable by the fact that a bunch of outsiders have 

taken their place.  This reminds me of a prayer service I attended at the Church of All Nations in 

Jerusalem several years ago.  It's a big church built on the Mount of Olives where Jesus 



underwent the agony in the garden.  At the prayer service the prayers were delivered in several 

languages--English, French, German, Arabic--by folks from different nations.  It was the first 

time I ever saw the wonderful diversity of the Catholic Church--that assembly of people from 

every race, language, and walk of life, a gathering whose very diversity, whose Catholicity, 

marks her as the community of those redeemed by the blood of Christ.  This is an element of our 

religion that we have to embrace in this life if we're going to feel at home at the heavenly 

banquet in the next.  I mean that every Catholic should learn to be at ease with folks who are 

very different from himself due to language, race, ethnicity, social class, and so forth:  none of 

those differences excludes anybody from heaven.  What matters is faith in Jesus Christ and 

fidelity to his teaching.  So we need to practice getting comfortable w/ folks, making friends w/ 

folks, who are very much unlike ourselves:  after all, we may end up at table w/ them for all 

eternity!  May this Eucharist be for us a foretaste of that delightful eternal banquet where all the 

friends and family of God are united in the joyful communion of Christ's love.   


