
Fr Ryan Homily 8/21/22 

Read: Isaiah 66:18-21; Psalm 117; Hebrews 12:5-7, 11-13; Luke 13:22-30 

   So question for you, why do we do difficult things in life? And it’s like any 

difficult thing, why do people go to college and study difficult subjects? Why do 

athletes train so hard? What motivates them? If your married or plan to be, being 

married is difficult, its hard. Why do we do it? Having kids, raising them, working 

for a living, all of this stuff. I don’t know if you’ve ever stopped and asked that 

question because you do difficult things all the time. Why? I think it comes down 

to one thing, one word; it’s because of hope. When it comes down to it the 

reason we do difficult things is because we hope it actually makes a difference 

when you do difficult things. Think of the last difficult thing that you did; you had 

a hope that okay this is going to matter. That this will either make a difference in 

my life or this will make a difference in someone else’s life. And that hope is at 

the heart of every discipline we’ve ever embraced. So the letter to the Hebrews 

today it’s chapter 12 the author is talking about discipline. He says this, he says 

endure your trials as discipline. He says at the time every discipline, every 

difficulty seems not a cause for joy – and we’re like amen to that brother we get it 

– at the time no discipline seems a cause for joy but later it bears the fruit of 

righteousness and peace. And so why do we do difficult things, why do we endure 

trials as discipline? Well there’s just a quick definition of discipline. Discipline is 

the willingness and the ability to sacrifice what I want now for something I want 

more later. That’s all it is. Discipline is I give up something I want now for 

something I want more later because my hope is that what I’m holding out for 

makes a bigger difference. So I want to party with my friends all night before 

finals. I want more to graduate and so I study instead. I want to eat the fourth 

piece of cake. I want more to not look like I ate the fourth piece of cake and so I 

don’t. I wanna stay up late; I want more to get up early. And so it’s like this trade 

that we make. And that’s why discipline as it talks about in the letter to the 

Hebrews is like the mark of a mature Christian. Having discipline is the mark of a 

mature Christian so when you think about your life, or I think about mine, we’ve 

all chosen to do difficult things because it’s worth it. Because it makes a 

difference in people’s lives. That’s what I would say is the mark of a mature adult, 

just being a person, when you choose difficult things. But the mark of a mature 

Christian, the author here says, is to endure your trials as discipline. So yeah 



sometimes everyone choses difficult things because we know it’s gonna make us 

better. But as mature Christians sometimes we need to embrace the difficult 

things we don’t chose. Those trials that are thrown into our lives and not lose 

faith. Not lose trust in Jesus and believe that it still makes a difference, that it will 

matter in the end. Which is why in the letter to the Hebrews he says please 

brothers and sisters do not lose heart. Like in the midst of discipline, in the midst 

of your trials do not become discouraged. Because if I lose heart, if I lose courage, 

what happens is I stop, I lose my faith, I throw in the towel. And so the problem 

isn’t that you or I have trials, these difficult things we don’t choose, we all have 

them, the problem happens is when I lose heart because of it, or I don’t think that 

embracing them will matter anymore. And maybe that’s where you’ve been, 

maybe that’s where some of you are now where it’s just like what difference does 

it make? Why keep trying? Why keep faith or trust in our Lord? Why keep 

persevering, what’s the point? Back in the middle of the 1800’s there was a man 

named Mark Ji Tianxiang who was born in southeast China, he was a Catholic, and 

he dedicated his life to Jesus, he placed his faith in him. As a young man he met a 

woman, married her, dedicated his life to saying I’m a husband. He had children 

so he said I’m a father and he became a physician. So Mark Ji did all these things 

that many people do because they’re marks of being a mature adult. They’re 

difficult yes but they’re worth it. Though difficult they bring happiness into our 

lives. And Mark lived out his vocation as a husband and a dad the best that he 

could. As a physician even he would offer his services for free to the people who 

could not pay from the village, from the town he was in. So Mark Ji Tianxiang was 

a man who knew that God had called him, that God was with him, that He loved 

him, that He had a plan for his life. At one point though when he was about 30 

years old Mark Ji, he developed this stomach ailment. So he prescribed for himself 

what he would’ve prescribed for anyone and that was opium to treat that 

stomach ailment. It was common back in the day. But quickly and certainly Mark 

Ji became an addict to opium, and he became an alcoholic as well. He kept going 

to pray, kept going to mass, he kept going to confession because of that. At one 

point though after about three years of being an opium addict, his priest, his 

confessor said – you know because they didn’t understand the nature of addiction 

back then that it’s this disease that can be unstoppable that has power over you, 

that it’s not just a matter of willpower. His confessor said listen basically if you’re 

gonna keep using, you can’t come back to confession, and you may not receive 



Holy Communion until you kick this addiction. And so talk about a trial. Something 

that he’s not chosen, something that was not in his control anymore that had 

power over him and because of it he couldn’t even keep going to the sacraments. 

Like he was being kept from the Lord all because they didn’t understand the 

nature of addiction. And at that point in his shoes who wouldn’t be tempted to 

lose heart, to just walk away. And that’s the question we all ask ourselves like 

what difference does it make anymore? Why keep trying when all I can see is the 

pain, the loss? But like the letter to the Hebrews says all discipline, all trials at the 

time seems a cause for pain. And so again we can choose to endure difficulty if we 

know it’s gonna mean something later on. It’s when we don’t see that, when we 

only see the pain that Jesus is asking us to not lose heart, to have courage, to not 

throw in the towel. And Mark Ji, he didn’t throw in the towel. And for the next 33 

years, Mark Ji, he would show up to pray every day. For the next 33 years showed 

up to mass as often as he could never receiving Holy Communion. And you can 

imagine his prayer like God I know you’re good, I know that you love me, I know 

you have a plan for my life but there’s this trail, this difficulty that I haven’t 

chosen, and I don’t see the point of this. I imagine a lot of us have something like 

that in our lives right now. God just take it away. Give me a win here because I 

don’t see the point I just see the pain. Mark Ji he even prayed God make me a 

martyr because the only way I’m gonna be saint is if you make me a martyr. 

Because this thing that’s afflicting me, it’s too big for me and after 33 years of 

being an opium addict on July 7th of 1900 the Boxer Rebellion was happening and 

24,000 Catholics were murdered and martyred. Mark Ji and his wife and his kids, 

his grandkids were among them. And on July 7th, 1900, here’s Mark Ji, his wife, his 

family, marched off to be killed. He begged, he begged those who were doing the 

killing not to spare their lives, he knew that wasn’t gonna happen, he begged 

them to kill him last so that no one in his family would have to die alone. And on 

that day July 7th, 1900, Mark Ji Tianxiang, an opium addict, died as an opium 

addict. He was never sober, never got freedom, he never had the win, but we 

know this, we know sometimes God will give us the victory and sometimes He just 

gives us enough to keep going. And to not loose heart and throw in the towel. 

And it’s like our second reading says again all discipline, all trials just seem painful 

at the time but if you endure them, if you don’t lose heart later they’ll bear the 

fruit of righteousness. But you say yeah, I just can’t see that right now. That’s 

okay don’t lose heart. Mark Ji an opium addict and alcoholic most of his life who 



couldn’t go to confession or receive the Eucharist, he never lost heart. And he 

never left the Lord’s side in the midst of those trials, and he died thinking of the 

people he loved the most -his family. Not wanting them to be alone. He said I will 

watch all of them die so they won’t die alone. Mark Ji never overcame his trials 

and on July 7th of 1900 his life ended. And we can look at that and say well what’s 

the point? Well nearly 100 years after Mark Ji died in the year 2000, Pope John 

Paul II in one of his last pronouncements before his own death declared Mark Ji 

Tianxiang to be a saint. This man who never overcame his trials. He died addicted 

to opium, unable to receive the sacraments but he never lost heart and now he’s 

in Heaven. St Mark Ji Tianxiang because he never gave up. And so please 

remember when things don’t work out for you, when things fall apart, please 

don’t lose heart. Please don’t give up on the Lord. It’s not over. It’s not over. And 

this is what Jesus means in the gospel when he asks you to strive to enter through 

the narrow gate. He’s asking you to endure those difficulties, those trials you 

haven’t chosen, the one’s that are thrust upon you when it would be so much 

easier to give in to not strive to lose heart. Jesus is saying please endure to the 

end because you may not see it now, but those trials are preparing your heart to 

bear fruit later on. They’re building up courage within you for something down 

the road. The reason we do difficult things, chosen or unchosen, is because we 

believe they actually make a difference, that this will matter. And Jesus is telling 

you it always makes a difference. It will always matter. Just like it did for St Mark 

Ji when during his trials he didn’t quit on the Lord and the Lord didn’t quit on him. 

So never lose heart and never give up because what you’re going through will 

matter in the end. 

Amen 


