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(Hb 12; Lk 13:22-30) 

 When Catholics are asked the question, “Are you saved?” they don’t give 
the answer being sought (“Yes, I am saved”).  Instead, they answer in a more 
measured way: “I hope so.”  Certain Christian denominations propose a view of 
salvation that is absolute and assured: once saved, always saved.  As long as you 
have “accepted Jesus as your personal Lord and savior,” you are without doubt 
going to heaven.   

 But this is not what Jesus teaches, and not the answer he gave when asked 
the question as to who will be saved.  Instead, Jesus emphasized how difficult it is 
to be saved, and how even for those who claim to be his followers, many will be 
surprised to find themselves excluded from heaven on the last day: “We ate and 
drank in your company and you taught in our streets” (Lk 13:26).   

 It is a grave sin of Presumption to believe that one’s salvation is assured, and 
for this reason Jesus warns his hearers, “strive to enter.”  Strive, struggle, fight, 
persevere.  Salvation is neither assured, nor automatic, nor easy, regardless of 
whether one is baptized, whether one has received the Eucharist, whether one has 
made an act of faith or “accepted Jesus as your personal Lord and savior.”   

 In fact, salvation is extremely difficult.  We have no idea and can’t begin to 
understand how difficult.  God knows, and the crucifixion gives us some hint.  God 
desires all men to be saved, God sent His Son for the world’s salvation, God does 
everything on His part to save man, in the Cross the price of sin has been paid and 
reconciliation achieved, but none of this means that salvation is assured for any 
given individual.   

 Jesus says we must strive to enter “by the narrow gate.”  His other parable 
about the rich trying to get into heaven also makes use of this same image of the 
narrow gate: “It is easier for a camel to pass through a needle’s eye than for a rich 
man to enter heaven” (Lk 18:25).  In biblical times the security wall surrounding a 
city had a great main gate, and several other smaller ones, some very small.  It is 
one of these very small and narrow gates, only a few feet  high, that Jesus is 
referring to.   

 The book of Revelation describes heaven as a glorious city of gold, pearls, 
and jewels, surrounded by a great wall in which are twelve gates (Rv 21:10-14).  I 
always imagined the “gate of heaven” to be enormously tall and wide, with a grand 
highway passing into heaven.  This, however, is how Jesus describes the gates of 
hell: “The gate is wide and the road is easy, that leads to destruction” (Mt 7:13).   
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 Whereas it is extremely difficult to be saved and go to heaven, it is 
extremely easy to go to hell.  You don’t have to be particularly evil or malicious to 
go to hell, all you have to do is little or nothing.  Hell is what is automatic, and 
barring some serious intervention, assured.  All you have to do is “go with the 
flow,” and settle for being basically a “good” person.  If one is not in some great 
“striving” for heaven, one can be assured he is on the path to hell.   

 At the time Jesus spoke these words, people knew what he was talking 
about, because they had witnessed the feat of trying to get (for instance) a camel 
through a narrow gate.  It can be done, but poor camel.  You have to get the animal 
down on its haunches, press its head down, and cajole, push, pull, whip, and shove 
the poor creature so that it struggles through, grunting and bellowing.  Of course it 
has to be stripped of any baggage, and unless it is well trained, it will resist and 
rebel.  The camel cannot get in by its own effort or power, but it cannot get in 
without its own effort and struggle, in cooperation with those pushing it.  Above 
all, the stinging whip urges it forward.  Those who are not up to this extreme 
striving, will not be saved (Lk 13:24).   

 It is in this context that the second reading speaks of “discipline.”  It is from 
the word “discipline” that we get the word “disciple.”  To be a follower of Christ 
means to subject oneself and take upon oneself the discipline of the Gospel, the 
lifelong scourging and purification that will keep one on the narrow path that leads 
to heaven, and finally birth you into the great city with great travail.   

 At the time, all discipline is painful, yet later it brings the fruits of peace and 
holiness (Hb 12:11). “My son, do not disdain the discipline of the Lord or lose 
heart when reproved by him; for whom the Lord loves, he disciplines; he scourges 
every son he acknowledges” (Hb 12:6).   

 Parents who truly love their children do not spoil them or let them do what 
they want.  Instead, they are fairly strict, and devote time and energy to training 
their children for correct behavior and thinking.  This is the meaning of discipline, 
and without it there is no salvation.  Their job is to get their children to heaven, and 
this means trying to get a beast through a narrow gate.   

 We do not go to heaven through our own effort.  It requires the work and 
effort of many others to help us get there, most especially the work of Christ in 
dying for our salvation.  But we do not get to heaven without our effort and 
striving, cooperating with the painful process by which God humbles us to our 
knees, crushes our pride, strips us of our earthly attachments, and frees us from this 
world.   

 Catholics are correct when they refuse to answer the question “Are you 
saved?” with a “Yes.”  They answer, “not without Purgatory.”   


