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Oil & Wine Twenty-first Sunday in Ordinary Time  22 August 2010
• Is 66:18-21  • Ps 117 (116):1-2  • Heb 12:5-7, 11-13  • Luke 13:22-30

“I just can’t fit into my clothes any more! I really will have to do something about it!” How often have we heard this from ourselves or others. Today’s gospel is about ‘fitting’ – not into our clothes and the consequent decisions that we need to be more serious about our exercise and diet regimes – but about ‘fitting through’ a narrow door of salvation. Jesus is still on his way up to Jerusalem, answering the questions of those he meets, often with a story. An anonymous person, into whose shoes most of us can surely step at some time, asks Jesus the question: “Lord, will only a few be saved? ” Jesus does not give a direct answer to the question, but instead tells a parable to tease the questioner, and us who hear the parable today, into some understanding. Entering through the narrow door means striving even harder, for example, than the striving needed to fit into one’s clothes, or the discipline needed to win a place in a sports team or to become Master Chef. We need to remember that Jesus is on his way to suffering and death, and the Greek word that is used for to ‘strive’ is agonizomai, obviously the word from which ‘agony’ is derived, and so suggesting a painful effort for a disciple who can have no other expectations in the following of Jesus. Entering the narrow door is not easy, not a matter of slipping in with the right crowd. It has to be personal struggle, at personal cost, and discarding some of our unnecessary baggage. But by his crucified and risen body, Jesus will force this narrow door of salvation open wide enough for us to enter if we share his struggle. Then we will also share his victory.

The next parable has a different door, a locked door, and some people find themselves on the wrong side of it. For each person there is a time-limit of ‘hours open’ for the business of salvation. Individually at our death, and cosmically at the Second Coming, Jesus the master of God’s household, will close the door. In the parable Jesus summarises the kind of pleas those who are on the outside will present to the master as they try to gain entry. He will not open to those who name-drop, suggest that they have more than a casual acquaintance with Jesus, that they ate and drank with him and remember him teaching in the streets. But physical proximity is not the foundation of commitment. It takes more than hanging around at the same church, agreeing for the sake of keeping the peace, looking out for personal advantage even if we do have to climb over a few disposal people on the way. But the Master rejects this hollow defence. Jesus is more interested in the people who are at the backdoor of society: the strangers, the beggars, the abused women, the repentant sinners, those sick in mind or body who may not know much about God, but are known by God and who deserve to be first in through the door. The surprise entry of Sidney Poitier as the Afro-American husband=to-be of the daughter of an upper class white American family in the classic film Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner? will be nothing to our surprise when we sit down for the messianic banquet in the kingdom. Jesus is not a pollster who is concerned with statistics about numbers and who will be voted in on the heavenly election day. What his parable is about is admonishment, not prediction, and the urgent need for a disciple to act on the truth of the gospel here and now so that we may sit with Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, all the prophets, and all the other surprising guests, at the eternal feast.

In his “Sermon on the Narrow Door,” St Augustine concluded with an image of heaven as a vast threshing floor:

From this threshing floor will come enough wheat to fill the granary of heaven. Listen, my beloved, to what Scripture says: “I had a vision of a great multitude, which no one could count, from every nation, race, people and tongue” (Rev 7:9). This is the wheat-pile of the saints.

Today’s reading from Isaiah is also a vision of all the people of the world streaming toward Jerusalem and acknowledging and praising the God of Israel. These are not returning exiles or captives form war; they are people from the table of nations of Genesis 10. All ethnic privileges and cultic laws are set aside. In no other Old Testament passage are the Gentiles described as so equal to the Jewish people that they are included in Israelite worship, and are even consecrated as priests and Levites. This is the “new thing” that God is doing, a radically imaginative text relating to those who will stream into the Temple and then go out again to bring others to the worship of the God of Israel (cf. Is 2:2-4). Yet until it is accomplished that God in Christ is “everything to everyone” (cf. Col 3:11), even Isaiah could not visualise the magnitude of God’s final purpose. Are we short sighted about the glory of the nations and their in-gathering into God’s plan for the world? Too often any talk of hospitality to people of other nations becomes fear of job losses to immigrants (even though this is disproved by many reputable sociological studies); a government policies with regard to asylum seekers and refugees raise spectres of terrorist infiltration; and opponents of multiculturalism shout loudly about doing things “the Australian way.” This ‘way’ is surely hard to define given that, according to the 2006 census, one in every four Australians is born overseas. Take into account the number who have one parent born overseas, and the statistic rises to 45%. 

The responsorial Psalm 117 (116) is the smallest psalm in the psalter but, like Isaiah, it has a large vision of all nations and many people praising the God who is bound to them in steadfast love and fidelity. When we pray this psalm as a Christian community, it is a challenge to us to live the responsibility that our baptism conferred on us: to witness to the world the glory and goodness of God. When we are intent on making friends, not enemies, on unity not divisiveness, on interfaith and multicultural relations rather than discrimination or harassment of people because of race, colour, lifestyle or religion (cf. Vatican II Declaration on the Relationship of the Church to Non-Christian Religions, Nostra Aetate) we will pass more easily through the narrow gate to meet one another as brothers and sisters in God’s kingdom.

The Letter to the Hebrews does not glorify suffering, but sees it as part of spiritual training. The words of encouragement which the author offers at the beginning of the reading come from the Book of Proverbs 3:11-12, and are followed by a reflection of parental discipline. The word used for such discipline is paeidia, more exactly translated as ‘instruction,’ and with less emphasis on the punitive and more on parental love for the sake of the child’s character development that will be the foundation of peaceful and positive relationships in adulthood. If this is true of human parents, how much more will discipline be an expression of God’s wisdom for the sake of our spiritual maturity? We all outgrow our parents’ discipline, but we will never outgrow God’s loving instruction as we strive for the maturity that will enable us to achieve the goal of the kingdom. Anything that seemed painful during our life will then be revealed as yielding eternal fruitfulness At the end of the reading, the author uses the imagery of athletes and the discipline that they need for success, especially when it all seems to hard and painful to continue training. Today’s media keeps us well (minutely!) informed about the injuries of sports men and women or the details of the rehabilitation needed before they can return to active participation. This reading reflects imaginatively on the effort required by those who follow God’s holy way (cf. Is 35:3) and ‘running track’ (cf. Prov 4:26). It is difficult to be exact about the time and place of the Letter to the Hebrews, but it seems to be originally addressed to a community that was experiencing tensions, with some of its members limping and stumbling along the way that Christ has run before them (cf. Heb 5:8), and some almost at the point of dropping out of the kingdom race. Hostility from without and lack of commitment from within can threaten discipleship in any age and any community. The ‘punishing’ routine and the competitiveness of athletic celebrities is rarely questioned, but this might serve to remind us of the validity of the routines that we need if we are to gain the prize of God’s kingdom – and the suffering of Jesus that was more than any athlete so that eternal life might be won for us.

At both the beginning and end of the Rule, Benedict is also keen on the imagery of running and hastening. In the Prologue, he encourages his community to “run on the path of God’s commandments, our hearts overflowing with the inexpressible delight of love,” and never to swerve from this ‘running track’ to the kingdom (RB Prol 49-50). In the last chapter, Benedict speaks of the ‘support’ team that can keep runners going. The teaching of the Fathers of the Church and, above all, the inspired books of the Old and New Testaments, will help a community to maintain a good pace as they hasten towards both their more and more faithful following of Christ, and towards the related prize of their heavenly home (RB 73.2-3-4). It is above all the scriptures which are “the truest of guides for human life,” and this broadens the relevance of Benedict’s encouragement far beyond the monastic community.    

