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Isaiah 66: 18-21

Psalm 117

Hebrews 12: 5-7, 11-13

Luke 13: 22-30

Many homes and apartment buildings have them,
and many businesses as well.

Baseball parks and football stadiums have them;

horse tracks and auto tracks, too;

Toll roads have them for collecting revenues,

and dams on rivers have them for controlling floods.

Gates.

Barriers placed at passageways or doorways,
through fences or walls or at boundaries,

to control who is allowed in,

and who is kept out.

Strive to enter through the narrow gate…
It would be natural for Christians familiar with the gospels

to hear Christ’s admonition this morning and recall another passage

from the Farewell Discourse of St. John’s gospel

that we hear during the Easter Season ---

I am the gate for the sheep…

whoever enters through me will be saved,

and will come in and go out and find pasture.
I came so that you might have life, and have it more abundantly.

St. John here elaborates on the metaphor of Christ the Good Shepherd,
and the comforting assurance that Christ will protect us from harm

and lead us God’s kingdom.
But given the context of this morning’s passage from St. Luke,

and Christ’s words about thieves breaking into the house,

there is another ancient reality

to which the metaphor of a ‘gate’ might more aptly refer.
As you probably know, but might have forgotten,

at the time of Christ, virtually every city of any size was surrounded by a wall.

These walls were meant to be defensive,

and were usually as tall and as thick as the city’s resources would allow.

Rome and Athens and Cairo had them,
and their remains can still be seen.

And, of course, Jerusalem had an ancient wall, too,

first built at the time of King David,

and then destroyed and rebuilt and improved

countless times across the centuries.
The wall is still there, and you can pretty much walk its entire perimeter

without ever touching the ground.

And of course, at strategic places,

all of these ancient city walls had gates ---

usually featuring massive doors, tall and thick.

Across his lifetime,

we know that Christ visited Jerusalem at least several times.

According to St. Luke’s gospel,

Christ was brought to Jerusalem by Mary and Joseph

when he was only twelve.

They would have been arriving from Nazareth, to the north, in Galilee,

and so that means that they most likely would have entered the city

through the Damascus Gate on the northern wall of the city.

And you will recall how that visit ended.

Son, why have you done this to us?

Your father and I have been searching for you with great anxiety.

To which the boy Jesus replied,

‘Why were you searching for me?

Did you not know that I must be about my Father’s business?’

Years later he would enter the city again,

this time late at night, returning from the Garden of Gethsemane,

led by the authorities on the night before he died.

Although the gospels don’t tell us so,

the most direct route would have taken them back into the city

through St. Stephen’s Gate, on the eastern face of the city-wall.

Another pertinent detail regarding the ancient gates of Jerusalem

is that inside each of the gates, the road turned at 90 degrees,

so that attackers on horseback couldn’t charge right into the city unobstructed.

Strive to enter through the narrow gate…

It would be a mistake, though,

to conclude that we’ve outgrown our need

for walls and fences and gates.

One of the most formidable barriers in history

is the demilitarized zone between North and South Korea,

stretching for 160 miles, lined with fences on either side,

and underlain with tens of thousands of land-mines, just in case.

The Israelis are in the process of building a security fence

between Israel and the West Bank in the hope of reducing terrorism.
But in the process they have annexed land and villages that are not theirs,

and have displaced thousands of Palestinians from their homes.

And in this country there are many today

who are calling for the building of a fence along our southern border

to reduce and eventually eliminate the entry of illegal immigrants into our country.

My hunch, though, is that many who support the construction of such a fence

would prefer that it contain no gates at all,

or perhaps, gates that open only one way.
So what might Christ mean

when he urges us, ‘strive to enter through the narrow gate’?

Let us remember that Christ employs this metaphor of a ‘narrow gate’
in response to a question from someone in the crowd ---
“Lord, are they few in number who will be saved?”

Christ is asserting that the path to salvation
passes through a narrow gate.

Why should that be?
Didn’t Christ claim that he came to seek out and save what was lost?

Didn’t he repeatedly suggest that the salvation he was offering

was not limited to the devout among the Jewish people,
but was offered to Gentiles and sinners as well?

Doesn’t he go on in this very passage

to suggest that ‘people will come from the east and the west,

the north and the south, and recline at table in the kingdom of God’?

And so why would he suggest that the path to salvation

passes through a narrow gate?

The great English convert to Catholicism, G. K. Chesterton,

once observed, and I paraphrase,
“The failure of Christianity

is not that it has been tried,

and been found wanting,

but rather,

that it has so seldom been tried.”  (2 x’s)

This, I think, brings us close to the paradox

at the heart of this morning’s gospel.
The gate of which Christ speaks is the cross.

The cross is the gate through which lies our salvation.

The cross is the gate between the kingdoms of earth and the kingdom of God.

The cross is the gate through which the last will enter first.

And perhaps the reason that the gate appears so narrow

is that we have grown too fat.

The cross is a gate too narrow

to accommodate fat egos and inflated self-worth.

The cross is a gate too narrow

to accommodate wagon-trains full of possessions

and long catalogues of complaint.

The cross is a gate too narrow
to accommodate steamer-trunks full of prejudices
and baggage cars full of grudges.
Sisters and brothers,

as we turn to the altar let us remember,
that on the path ahead there looms a ‘narrow gate.’
And so let us consider carefully

what things we might still need to shed

to ensure that we can slip through.
For the word is

that those best prepared to pass through Christ’s narrow gate
will be those who arrive a little hungry,

with nothing in their pockets but love.
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