
Reflection for Holy Thursday: 
 

Imagine that you are preparing for a long journey to a foreign land. You 
take great care in packing all the right clothes for the weather. You know that 
they eat a little differently in this distant country, so you already start tweaking 
your diet here and there, in order for your body to adjust more gradually. You 
make sure that you’ve received all the proper immunizations. Every few days, 
you check that your passport is still in the last place you left it. The point is: little 
by little, you’ve changed things about your life, based on the destination of your 
travels. We are so careful and intentional when preparing for an international 
trip, so why would we think any differently when it comes to the most important 
trip of all? 

 
I would venture to say that while our present age suffers from a kind of 

amnesia about God, it suffers additionally from amnesia about heaven. Many 
people have forgotten – or simply do not care to think about – the destination of 
every human creature: eternal life. Throughout Scripture, we are told repeatedly 
that a) death will come to each of us and b) it will come at an hour that is hidden 
from us. The east wind seizes him and he is gone; it sweeps him from his place; 
(Job 27:21) This is not intended to be a morbid or depressing thought. But it is 
meant to wake us up, to shake us out of any false sense of complacency that 
might be starting to creep in.  

 
Let us take time in this season to walk – with increased diligence and 

perseverance – on the road marked for the heavenly kingdom. Our God is good! 
And to remember that He is good is to remember that He has called each and 
every one of us to live in communion with Him forever. This promise was one of 
the final words spoken by Christ, as He suffered on the Cross: “Amen, I say to 
you, today you will be with me in Paradise.” (Lk 23:43) The doorway to this 
promise is death, which stands like the only fixed object among the fleeting 
things of this world.  
 

Stay on this image of a doorway for a moment, as we consider the 
significance of the word ostia. It is plural for ostium, which means “opening” 
(such as a mouth) or “entrance” (such as a door). You have heard this word 
before, if you have ever sung the Eucharistic hymn by St. Thomas Aquinas, 
which is normally used during Adoration of the Blessed Sacrament: 
 

O salutaris Hostia, 



Quae cæli pandis ostium 
 

The translation is: O saving Victim, opening wide the gate of Heaven to 
us below. St. Augustine experienced a kind of “opening” of this gate in a 
particular way – alongside his mother, St. Monica. Near the end of his 
autobiography, Augustine recounts an extraordinary experience in the city of – 
you guessed it – Ostia. It is a port town, not too far from Rome. He tells how he 
and his mother were immersed in a discussion about what eternal life for the 
saints might be like (evidently, Augustine and Monica were not much for small 
talk…who wants to talk about earthly weather when one can talk about the 
climate of heaven?) It seemed the intensity of the conversation carried them 
over the threshold of words, into a kind of mystical experience. They were given 
a foretaste of the divine dwelling place “by a moment of total concentration of 
the heart.” (Book 9) In other words, it wasn’t clever words or opinions that 
brought them to this point – it was simply prayer, infused with Love. And, even 
more amazingly, it was a prayer shared between mother and son – a bond like 
none other. Here, at Ostia, the “gate of Heaven” swung open for them, even if 
it was for mere minutes.  
 

And we entered into our minds and passed beyond them so as to reach 
that land of never-failing plenty where you feed Israel for ever with the 
food of Truth, where life is that Wisdom through whom all these things 
were made.i 

 
The language here is one of plenitude and abundance. Can you imagine 

just how sweet the “food of Truth” must taste? What a feast, fulfilling each of 
our senses! Of course, most of us will probably not receive such a spectacular 
vision, but that should not deter us from making that same “total concentration 
of the heart.” We can listen with an attentive and loving ear to the Word of God. 
We have countless stories of saints at our fingertips. They show us what it looks 
like to have one’s heart and mind so intent on heaven, that the soul no longer 
belongs just to itself – she belongs to God and everybody else.  
 

And of course, we mustn’t forget that the “gate of heaven” swings open 
for us, as well, when we step forward to receive Holy Communion. Here, in the 
hostia, is the sublime invitation to receive the food of heaven. For we believe in 
a God who wants to be so close, so intimate, so near to us, that He desires to 
have His blood racing in my very bloodstream. You can’t get any closer than 
that. But this is simply how He loves. He wants to make saints of us all.  



Let us turn briefly to Simeon – who patiently awaited the coming of Jesus in 
the temple. For just a few moments, the holy Infant was nestled in the embrace 
of Simeon, who gratefully pressed Love against his chest, where his aging heart 
beat with the rhythm of God’s own heartbeat. But we mustn’t have too much 
spiritual envy, for we, too, are invited to serve as vessels that carry Love into the 
trenches of the world. Let us consider this: when we shuffle up the line in order 
to receive Communion, are we breathless with anticipation, like Simeon? Do we 
long to be so close? This Eucharistic desire is expressed by St. Maximilian Kolbe, 
who wrote: “if angels could be jealous of men, they would be so for one reason: 
Holy Communion.” There, hidden in the bread and wine, is the same Lord that 
Simeon held in the temple, in that long-awaited moment. That little Child is the 
Lord who calls you by name today!  

 
Just as we cannot receive the Body of Christ if we are in a state of serious 

sin, so we cannot enter through that blessed gate if we are stained by sin. As 
C.S. Lewis makes very clear in his book, The Great Divorce: “There is no heaven 
with a little of hell in it – no plan to retain this or that of the devil in our hearts or 
our pockets. Out Satan must go, every hair and feather.”ii It’s true: we must 
empty our pockets, since we cannot sneak into heaven even the slightest trace 
of sin. It’s a little like when you go through airport security: the alarms will go off 
when the least bit of metal passes through. And sometimes you have to be 
reminded sharply by the security agent that you have a watch on your wrist; it’s 
become so much a part of you that you forget it’s there. Unfortunately, sin can 
have that same effect. It becomes so entangled with everything else, that we 
forget it’s there. The next time you wonder why an examination of conscience is 
so thorough, just imagine the metal detector. The examination – like the 
detector – must be equipped to identify everything that must be left behind; 
that is, everything that is not truly us.  We can bring into heaven only that which 
is the image and likeness of our Maker, and sin was never part of God’s original 
creation.  
 

Everything becomes more and more itself. Here is joy that cannot be 
shaken.iii 
 

Perhaps all that we call “good” here will look a bit dusty or blurry, when 
examined through the eyes of heaven. Our favorite colors will be richer and 
brighter, and even the smallest sound – like water dripping onto the ground – 
will be more melodious than the greatest symphony ever composed. We have 
been told that “night will be no more, nor will they need light from the lamp or 



sun, for the Lord God shall give them light, and they shall reign forever and 
ever.” (Rev. 22:5)   When we gaze upon the Eucharistic altar, where heaven and 
earth kiss, and we, too, can catch sight of that place where morning never ends, 
and the day is never done. 

 
 

* * * 
 

O, Lord, grant me the wisdom to recall that “here we have no lasting city, but 
we seek the one that is to come.” (Hebrews 13:14) With each hour and each 
day, I make my approach to Your throne. And with each Communion worthily 
received, You make Your holy approach into my heart. Let us meet, then, O 

Gracious Lord! Let us meet by the “river of life-giving water!” (Rev. 22:1) 
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