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Last week I made reference to the Olympics, and how intensely athletes prepare for 
these games. They are on fire in search of a medal, and particularly in search of a gold 
medal. In the same way, the Scriptures call us to be disciples with the same intensity and 
energy. We need to be 'on fire' for the things of God and the spread of the gospel.  
 
Continuing with Luke's gospel account, we are still on the 'Road to Jerusalem'. (In fact, 
we will be 'on the road to Jerusalem' until November.) As today's gospel text begins, 
Jesus is asked a question about how many people will be saved. I am sure that behind 
the question was another one: will I be included? Jesus begins his answer with the word 
'strive': “Strive to enter through the narrow gate …..” In the Greek, this is the same 
word that is used when describing the energy put forward during athletic competitions: 
'strive to win the race'. With this word Jesus is telling his listeners to struggle for the 
prize, to commit themselves wholeheartedly. Achieving a gold medal, and the prize of 
the Kingdom, is not an easy task. Both are possible for all …. but, only those willing to 
exert the effort to achieve them.   
 
There is a caution here, however: the gospel does not suggest what we probably at first 
hear, namely that only a few CAN be saved, or that salvation is open to ONLY A FEW. 
That is not what the gospel is saying, and this is supported by the choice of today's First 
Scripture, which says, 
 “.....I come to gather nations of every language; they shall come and see my 
 glory.” It goes on to even list far off lands like “Put and Lud, Mosoch, and Javan 
 … distant coastlands and peoples that have never before heard of the Lord's fame, 
 and have never seen his glory.” And they will bring all their brothers and sisters 
 to the Lord as well.  (That is real evangelization.) 
To the contrary, what the gospel teaches, even urges, is that we 'make the necessary 
effort' to enter the Kingdom. No one can just show up at the Olympic Village and expect 
to gain entrance. No one can just show up at the gates of the Kingdom and expect the 
doors to be open to them. So, what is needed? It lies in the difference between 'casual 
association' and 'genuine commitment'. Casual association does not result in getting 
through the narrow door; getting through the narrow door takes nothing less than 
'genuine commitment' to Jesus. 
 
You may remember that I was asked to preach the homily last spring at the Loras Holy 
Hour for Priests. The Holy Hour is an annual celebration to honor those observing 
significant anniversaries of ordination, 50 years and 25 years especially.  As I prepared 
for that opportunity and thought about my vocation and training of 50 years ago, it 
occurred to me how differently we speak of priestly training today than when I was in 



the seminary. Back then we spoke of the training as 'education'. Today we speak of it as 
'formation'. If we did use the word 'formation', it was so rare that I don't recall it. And I 
find a big difference between the two words, between the two concepts. Education is in 
the head: I know stuff. I can give you answers. I received a great education when I was 
in the seminary. Formation, however, is of the heart …. I know Jesus, I love Jesus, and I 
will give Jesus my life. I did not get very good 'formation' during those years. What I 
have received I received through things like Cursillo, directed retreats, and also, I think, 
through my 17 years of high school teaching. I couldn't teach what I had not first 
formulated in my heart. To relate back to the Scriptures of today, it is the difference 
between casual association (which doesn't get us through the narrow door) and genuine 
commitment (which is really all-inclusive; the narrow door is open to anyone and 
everyone willing to make the genuine commitment.)  
  
Not long ago someone asked me what I would like to see happening here in the parish that I maybe 
haven't yet found. I guess maybe they thought I would have some comments after being here a couple 
of years. I responded only vaguely to the question. Since then, however, I have given it some thought, 
and today's Scriptures made me think of the topic again.  
 
Becoming spiritual, becoming a disciple, always has the danger of creating a bit of self-
righteousness. Just look at the leaders of the Jewish religion in the Scriptures. Just look 
at radicals in any religion or even any 'secular cause' for that matter. There are self-
righteous people in parishes today as well. Happily I don't find any of that here. If it is , 
it is very quiet and found only in hushed conversations when I am not around. I have not 
met or picked up on people here who carry the attitude of being a step above spiritually, 
or more Jesus-like than others. (Even Jesus ate with sinners.) 
 
What I would hope for, however, is clearer evidence of the result of formation. We work 
hard in this parish, we keep things looking good, and we raise funds to keep ourselves 
going. Next weekend you will receive a report on that aspect. What I miss, however, is a 
more direct, more visible expression of our relationship with God. Maybe it is found in 
the difference between a 'casual association' and 'genuine commitment' to God and his 
Kingdom. If we had a discussion on 'how we are each getting along with God', what 
would that discussion sound like? When you come here to church, what do you say to 
God? Do you see God in the others who come, and would you ever make a comment to 
them that you do? Maybe it is that Martha and Mary thing again …. we are busy keeping 
everything going, but for what? If this leaves us only with greater questions, that is fine. 
Jesus himself had a habit of leaving his disciples 'wondering about what he meant'. It is 
what kept them coming back. It is what made them ask questions of him, like “Lord, 
will only a few people be saved?”  


