
OT XXI [C] (Aug 25) Is 66:18-21, Heb 12:5-13; Lk 13:22-30 

Father Abraham. 

 Venerable Bishop Fulton J. Sheen tells us that we will have three surprises in Heaven. The first 
surprise: We will be surprised to see that many people we expected to be in Heaven are not there. 
St. John of the Cross gives the reason why they are not there: “At the evening of our life, we 
shall be judged on how we have loved.” The second surprise: We will be surprised to see that the 
people we never expected to be in Heaven are there. That is because God judges man’s 
intentions and rewards them accordingly. The third surprise: We will be surprised to see that we 
are in Heaven! Since our getting to Heaven is principally God’s work, we should be surprised 
that God somehow “went out of His way” to save us, simply because we showed the good will 
and generosity to cooperate with His grace. In today’s Gospel, Jesus answers the question, who 
will be saved, when and how. 

In the first reading, Isaiah’s prophecy speaks to the future Babylonian exiles returning to 
Jerusalem after 47 years in captivity, telling them that salvation is not a Jewish monopoly, and 
that is why Yahweh will also welcome the pagans into Judaism. The prophet’s great book ends 
as it begins — with a vision of all the peoples of the world streaming toward Jerusalem, 
acknowledging and praising the God of Israel.   In the second reading, exploring with his readers 
the consequences of Christian commitment, St. Paul explains “the narrow gate” of Jesus as pain 
and suffering, resulting from the loving discipline God is giving His children. The Responsorial 
Psalm (Ps 117) refrain, “Go out to all the world and tell the Good News,” reflects the mission of 
God’s chosen people to be instruments of salvation to the whole world. 

When the questioner asked Jesus “How many will be saved?” he was assuming that the salvation 
of God’s Chosen People was virtually guaranteed, provided they kept the Law. In other words, 
the Kingdom of God was reserved for the Jews alone, and Gentiles would be shut out.  The 
Jewish catechism, Mishnah, taught: “All Israelites have a share in the world to come.” The 
author of the Apocalypse of Ezra declared, “this age the Most High has made for the many, but 
the age to come for a few” (4 Ezra 8:1). Hence, Jesus’ answer must have come as a shock. Jesus 
affirms that God wants all persons to enjoy eternal life with Him. But he stresses the need for 
constant fidelity and vigilance throughout our lives. Thus, Jesus reminds us that, even though 
God wants all of us to be saved, we all need to work at it. Entry into God’s kingdom is not 
automatically granted, based purely on religious Faith or nationality, so we cannot presume on 
God’s mercy and do nothing by way of response to God’s invitation. What Jesus is saying is that 
salvation is not guaranteed for anyone. “Outside the Church there is no salvation” was a rallying 
cry for centuries.  But Jesus declares that nobody can claim that he is “saved,” possessing a 
“visa” to Heaven. How many will be saved in the end is a decision that rests with God and 
depends His Justice which includes His Mercy.  Jesus came to bring God’s love and freedom to 
the whole world. The message of his Gospel is that there is not a single person, people, nation, 
race, or class, which will be excluded from experiencing the love and liberation that God offers. 
So, to be “saved” means to live and to die in a close, loving relationship with God and with 
others. 



Most cities of the ancient world were surrounded by walls that had large gates in them. 
Jerusalem had about twelve gates that were large enough for two-way traffic.   People 
moved through these gates to do their business, to shop and to visit their friends.   These gates, 
however, were closed at night, in case the city came under attack by an invader.   There were 
also smaller gates through which individual citizens could be allowed into the city by the guards 
without exposing the city to danger. These smaller or narrower gates were what Jesus was 
talking about. These smaller gates were like turnstiles – only one person at a time could enter 
through them. 

Jesus repeats Isaiah’s image of a final banquet. He does not want his followers to presume they 
can just slip through to enter his Father’s house. Jesus is not looking for casual acquaintance 
from us but for real dedication. The crowd will press for entry, but the door will be too narrow to 
admit all. The less alert will be forced to stay outside and appeal in vain for entry. They will say 
that they ought to be allowed to enter because they were acquainted with Jesus during his earthly 
life. The irony of Jesus’ image is that the narrow gates are the proper way to enter the Kingdom 
precisely because they are just wide enough to receive a single person – anyone who is willing to 
do sacrificial service for the glory of God.  In other words, entering through the narrow 
gate denotes a steady obedience to the Lord Jesus — overcoming all opposition and rejecting 
every temptation. It is the narrow way of unconditional and unremitting love. Mere faith in Jesus 
and membership in His Church by Baptism cannot guarantee salvation.  Some of the Fathers of 
the Church interpreted the narrow door as that small place in the heart where one says “yes” or 
“no” to what one knows to be true.  It is the one place through which no external force can enter 
to shape or coerce one’s choices. This place is what Teresa of Avila calls the “center of the soul” 
wherein God dwells.  That means that Jesus is the narrow gate, the way by which any person 
must enter the Heavenly city. 

God allows us to decide every day what road we will walk down and what gate we will 
choose.  He encourages us, however, to choose His way:  “Choose life” (Moses – Dt 30:19-20); 
“Choose this day whom to serve” (Joshua – Jos 24:15); ”If God is Lord, follow Him” (Elijah – 1 
Kgs 18:21); “There are two paths: one of life and one of death, and the difference between the 
two is great.”(Didache);   “If anyone desires to come after Me, let him deny himself, and take up 
his cross daily, and follow Me” (Lk 9:23).   This means a consistent denial of self and the steady 
relinquishing of sinful pleasures, pursuits, and interests.  St. Paul lists these sins in Galatians 
5:19-21: “The works of the flesh are obvious: immorality, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, 
sorcery, hatred, rivalry, jealousy, outbursts of fury, acts of selfishness, dissensions, factions, and 
occasions of envy, drinking bouts, orgies, and the like.” Paul then enumerates “good works” that 
are representative of the “narrow road” and “narrow gate.”  These are “the fruits of the 
Spirit:  love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, self-control” (Gal 
5:22-23).  Hence, we are to strive to enter through the “narrow gate” by prayer and supplication, 
diligently seeking deliverance from those things, which would bar our entrance, and acquiring 
those things, which would facilitate our entry. 


