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A minister, a priest, and a rabbi were arguing theology in Belfast, Ireland, 
debating who was right and thus enjoyed God’s favor. Suddenly, an angel 
of the Lord appeared and told them they each had God’s Blessing, and that 
if each one would make a single wish for peace in Northern Ireland, that it 
would be fulfilled. After a few moments, the Protestant minister spoke up 
and said, “Lord, let every Catholic disappear from our lovely island, and 
peace will be restored.” The Catholic Priest then said, “Father, let there not 
be a single Protestant on our sacred Irish soil and peace will reign supreme.” 
The angel turned to the Rabbi, who had been standing quietly taking all this 
in. “And so, Rabbi”, she said, “do you have a wish of your own?” “No”, said 
the Rabbi, shaking his head. “If you will just attend to the wishes of these 
two gentlemen, I shall be quite satisfied.” 
 
A funny story, but sadly true, that be it in the secular world or in what we 
have come to refer to as “organized religion” – an oxymoron if I ever heard 
one – human history testifies to a constant and relentless struggle to be 
“Number One”, be it in God’s eyes or in the eyes of the world. 
 
In the first book of the Bible, we find Cain murdering his own brother, Abel, 
over jealousy that Abel might be considered God’s favorite because of a 
more sacrificial offering he made to God. 
 
Fast forward several thousand years, and we find the shameful example 
found in Luke’s Gospel of the disciples arguing amongst themselves 
about which of them was the “greatest” only days before the crucifixion of 
Jesus. And in our post-Resurrection world, the landscape of human history 
is littered with bloody wars and abominable acts, allegedly waged and 
committed in the name of God in order to settle who was “number one” in 
God’s eyes. 
 
In today’s Gospel, we hear a clearly upset Jesus giving a strong warning 
to those in every generation who waste too much time fretting over how 
many will be saved instead of focusing on their own relationship with God 
during their lifetimes. Jesus sees right through their seemingly innocent 
question, “Lord, will only a few be saved?” knowing that behind it lies a 
smug assurance that they will be among the few by virtue of having rubbed 
elbows with Him from a safe distance in their lifetimes. 
 
As He so often did, Jesus refuses to answer the question directly but, in 
classic rabbinic style throws it back at the questioner, and turns it into 
a word of warning for that anonymous “someone” and for all future 
generations – “Strive to enter through the narrow door; for many, I tell you 
will try to enter and not be able.” In other words, Jesus says, “You’re really 
asking the wrong question. What should be concerning you is not how many 
will be saved, but rather, will you be saved? Spend less time judging, and 
trying to convert your neighbor to be just like you and more time striving to 
enter through the narrow door; for many people just like you will try to enter 
but will fail in their attempt.” 
 
This is a huge red flag for all of us – perhaps one of the most important 
statements by Jesus in all four Gospels, along with what follows it – when it 
comes to what we should all be doing now if ever we expect to be citizens 



in that Kingdom yet to come. Why? Because it’s a warning to all those 
who take their salvation for granted and have become spiritually lazy here 
on earth – biding their time, either disconnected completely from any faith 
community or “nominal” members – on the rolls but not taking on any roles. 
 
Reasons abound for such spiritual lethargy, and while I’ve heard them all by 
now the most popular, in my experience, comes from those who have either 
read or had the Bible preached to them selectively. They’ll point to passages 
from Paul which seem to promise salvation by grace or faith alone while 
ignoring that annoying epistle of James, which tells us that faith alone without 
good works is a dead faith. The Bible cannot, must not, be “proof texted”, 
selecting some passages, while rejecting or ignoring others in order to suit 
one’s personal theology and lifestyle. The Bible, like the robe of Jesus, is 
seamless and must be accepted as a whole. I find it interesting and maybe 
not a coincidence that many of those who selectively quote scripture are also 
quite selective and opinionated about who will and who will not be found in 
God’s Kingdom when they make their triumphal entry through those “Pearly 
Gates” flung wide open to welcome them. 
 
Not so fast, Jesus warns us in today’s Gospel. Forget “wide Pearly Gates” and think 
instead “Narrow Door”, the path to which starts on earth. And to those who would 
delude themselves into believing that a single confession of faith followed by a life 
of passive neglect of that faith will punch their ticket to Heaven, Jesus quite 
deliberately chooses a Greed verb that would have served as a major wake- 
up call to His first century audience; “Strive to enter through the narrow 
gate, for many, I say to you, will seek to enter and will not be able.” 
Strive or Agonizomai in Greek is taken from the Grecian games. In their 
races, wrestling, and various other athletic exercises participants strove or 
agonized, putting forth all their powers to gain the victory. The Christian life 
is like that, says Jesus. Once we confess Him as Lord we, the baptized, need 
to be diligent, active, and earnest in living our faith during our lifetimes if 
we expect to enter through the narrow door which leads to God’s Kingdom. 
 
And another thing says Jesus, for people who think that Heaven is only for 
people like them, the door may be narrow but it is not exclusive. While 
many will be left out because they failed to “strive” and to practice their faith 
during their time on earth, those who did strive will come through the 
narrow door and enter God’s Kingdom regardless of who or what they were 
on earth – race, color, creed, gender, politics, sexual orientation, etc., etc., 
none of these will matter at the narrow door. 
 
We find the Bible shorthand for this boundless inclusivity of God in Jesus’ 
statement about who those who have not striven to enter will see in the 
Kingdom along with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, as they all stand outside 
“gnashing their teeth.”: 
 
“They will come from the east and the west, from the north and the south, 
and sit down in the Kingdom of God. And, indeed, there are last who will be 
first, and there are first who will be last.” 
 
Whatever preconceived notions we may have about God’s Kingdom, and 
let’s be honest, we all have a few, such as what it takes to get there and who  
we might see if and when we arrive, must always be measured against  
today’s Gospel. 



 
First, “salvation” is not a single event where we drop to our knees, confess 
Jesus as our personal savior, and then pretty much forget about Him and 
live the way we want to, until that day when the gates of Heaven are opened 
wide for our triumphal entrance. No, salvation lies at the end of a lifelong 
process during which God expects us to “strive” by building a relationship 
with Jesus and actively practicing our faith to the end that, when our time comes,  
the “narrow door” will be open to us. And as we strive during our lifetimes, we 
must do so without judgment or arrogance about who might be worthy to be 
on the other side of that door. 
 
In fact, when it comes to being arrogant over who might be “worthy” to be 
saved, we could all do well to remember that the first recorded Saint of the 
Christian faith was not some fervent believer who did everything correctly, 
but was that penitent thief crucified next to Jesus. This thief, who did not 
even know Jesus, let alone have a relationship with Him, essentially made a 
deathbed confession, and found the narrow door to Paradise opened to him 
by a dying Jesus. 
 
However, lest we be tempted to seize upon the thief’s experience, 
St. Augustine has these words for us, “There is one case of deathbed 
repentance, that of the penitent thief, that none should despair – and only one 
that none should presume.” Personally, I plan to keep on striving and to not  
presume that I might be just the second recorded case of a deathbed confession 
entering the Kingdom. 
 
So, what has all this to do with us? Remember the Minister, the Priest, 
and the Rabbi arguing in Belfast? Each saw the answer to lasting peace in 
Ireland as being an island populated only by people exactly like them. Sadly, 
in addition to living only a passive faith, such is the view that many seem to 
have today about who will gain entry to the Kingdom of Heaven – people 
just like them. 
 
The following words, attributed to a leaflet found in an English Church 
are addressed to just such people, and we would all do well to take them to 
heart: 
 
“I dreamed death came to me one night and heaven’s gates flew open wide. 
With kindly grace, St. Peter came and ushered me inside. 
There to my astonishment were people I had known on earth. 
Some I had labeled as unfit and some of little worth. 
Indignant words flew to my lips, words I could not set free, 
For every face showed stunned surprise – no one expected me.” 
 
So, plunge into the life of the church, build a relationship with Jesus, and 
get to know as many people as you can who are very different from you. 
Do this, and when you enter God’s Kingdom and see all those who await 
you, from north and south, east and west, there will be no stunned looks of 
surprise, but only these words,  
 
             “Blessed is this one who comes in the name of the Lord.” 
 
Amen. 


