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21st Sunday in Ordinary Time, Year C
The Narrow Gate
Once during religion class, the first-grade teacher was asking her students how to enter heaven.  “If I sold my house and my car, had a big garage sale and gave all my money to the church, would that get me into heaven?”  The children all answered “no!”  “If I cleaned the church ever day, mowed the yard and kept everything neat and tidy, would that get me into heaven?”  Again, the children answered “no!”  “Well then, if I was kind to animals and gave candy to all the children and loved my husband with all my heart, would that get me into heaven?”  “No!” the children said.  A little confused now, the teacher asked, “Then how can I get into heaven?”  At once, one of the boys shouted, “You gotta be dead first!” (The Book of Catholic Jokes by Deacon Tom Sheridan, page 68).
How to get into heaven has been a theme of our Gospel readings for a couple of weeks now.  Three weeks ago, we heard the parable of the rich man who built larger barns to store his harvest only to lose his life.  Jesus warned us “though one may be rich, one’s life does not consist of possessions” (Luke 12:15).  Two weeks ago Jesus told his disciples to “Sell your belongings and give alms.  Provide money bags for yourselves that do not wear out, an inexhaustible treasure in heaven that no thief can reach nor moth destroy” (Luke 12:33).

At first, it seems like the Gospel reading today will take a different turn.  Someone in the crowd asks how many people will be saved.  Jesus never does give a direct answer to the question.  Instead, he tells the crowd how they themselves will be saved: through the narrow gate.  Jesus has brought the discussion back to the kingdom of God and how to enter it—how to get into heaven.
But Jesus gives very few details about entering the narrow gate.  In fact, he tells us only two facts.  1) A point will come when the gate is locked forever.  2) We need enough strength to enter the gate.  That does not give us very much information unless we remember what Jesus says before and after this passage.  In previous weeks, we have heard Jesus telling us that we must be prepared.  Like the rich man, we do not know the length of our own life.  Or like the servants in the parable two weeks ago, we do not know when the master, Jesus our Lord, will return for the judgment.  Saying that the narrow gate to the kingdom will be locked repeats this message.  Change now.  Be ready to meet God with a clear conscience, because we do not know when the gate will be locked forever.
Still, even if the gate is open, we need enough strength to enter it.  What kind of strength is it?  How do we gain this strength?  St. Cyril of Alexandria had this to say: “Whoever would enter must first before everything else possess an upright and uncorrupted faith and then a spotless morality, in which there is no possibility of blame…One who has attained to this in mind and spiritual strength will enter easily by the narrow door and run along the narrow way” (Commentary on Luke & Homily 99 in ACCS page 230).  
Faith and goodness are the strength we need, not trusting in this world’s strength to save us.  That kind of trust does not come easily to us.  Yet Jesus models that trust perfectly for us.  In this part of the Gospel of St. Luke (9:51-19:27), he is making his way to Jerusalem, where he knows he will be rejected and executed.  Nevertheless, he trusts in God the Father with an “upright and uncorrupted faith.”  He also shows a “spotless morality” by curing the sick who need healing, by correcting sinners who are in error, and by loving with proper affection everyone he meets.  
This week, consider the narrow way that Christ walked in life.  Are you trying to enter the kingdom through the narrow gate?  How solid and sure is your faith?  How spotless is your morality?  Make the right choices now, before the gate is locked.  
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