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“You, therefore, must be perfect, as your heavenly Father is perfect.” (Matthew 5: 48) 

 

Jesus spoke these words in His Sermon on the Mount while teaching the people that they must love their 

enemies and pray for their persecutors. Jesus Himself did this, of course, offering Himself unto the cross 

of obedience and love for the very people who crucified Him…so that they could become saints i.e., 

inherit a place in Heaven.   

 

And then, at the Last Supper, right before He was taken freely to Calvary, He commanded His disciples: 

“Love one another as I have loved you.” (John 13: 24 & 15: 12) So, this is the standard for being perfect 

–  conformity to Jesus. The Catechism teaches that “this love implies an effective offering of oneself, after 

His example.” (#459) This is what it takes to make it to heaven.  

 

But good news! If we die, striving to keep God’s commandments – with the grace of the Holy Spirit in 

our souls – we are saved, even if we are not yet purified of sin, not yet perfected in God’s likeness, not yet 

conformed to Jesus Christ. We WILL enter into heaven, but not until we have been re-formed in the 

image and likeness of Jesus who offered Himself for the salvation of all. He’s our pattern. We have to 

love as He loves in order to enter through the narrow gate to the Father’s House with Him. 

 

God in His mercy allows for this even beyond the grave in what the Church calls Purgatory. There are 

references to Purgatory in the Bible, but they are implicit rather than explicit. For example in the Old 

Testament, in the Second Book of Maccabees (12: 42-46) it is recounted that Judas Maccabeus, a leader 

of the Jewish revolt against the religious persecution against the Jews by the occupying Hellenists or 

Greeks, took up a collection among his soldiers. This was to offer for an expiatory sacrifice for their 

fellow soldiers who had been killed and were found wearing amulets to pagan idols. Maccabeus and his 

men also prayed that the sinful deed of these dead soldiers might be blotted out -- that they might be freed 

from this sin -- so that they would receive the splendid reward that awaits those who had gone to rest in 

Godliness, namely resurrection. 

 

In the New Testament, Jesus Himself, in teaching about the need for us to forgive those who sin against 

us, and to reconcile with them, uses an analogy about a person who refuses to do this. This person is 

brought before a judge who throws him into prison until he pays the last penny. (Matt. 5: 26). The judge 

here is really Jesus, and the prison is Purgatory, and paying the last penny is forgiving and offering 

oneself for the offender, and release is into Heaven for the person who does what Jesus did on the Cross 

when He prayed: “Father, forgive them….”  

 

Finally, I would mention St. Paul’s reference to a person being “saved, as by fire” when his life, although 

built on faith in Jesus Christ, is yet imperfect; the person still clings to sin that must be burned away or 

purified. (1 Cor. 3: 12)    

 

Regarding Purgatory, The Catholic Catechism teaches in part: 

1030 All who die in God's grace and friendship, but still imperfectly purified, are indeed assured 

of their eternal salvation; but after death they undergo purification, so as to achieve the holiness 

necessary to enter the joy of heaven. 

1031 The Church gives the name Purgatory to this final purification of the elect, which is entirely 

different from the punishment of the damned.604 The Church formulated her doctrine of faith on 

Purgatory especially at the Councils of Florence and Trent. The tradition of the Church, by 

reference to certain texts of Scripture, speaks of a cleansing fire:605 
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1032 ….From the beginning the Church has honored the memory of the dead and offered prayers 

in suffrage for them, above all the Eucharistic sacrifice, so that, thus purified, they may attain the 

beatific vision of God.608 The Church also commends almsgiving, indulgences, and works of 

penance undertaken on behalf of the dead: 

Let us help and commemorate them. If Job's sons were purified by their father's sacrifice, why 

would we doubt that our offerings for the dead bring them some consolation? Let us not hesitate 

to help those who have died and to offer our prayers for them.609 

On Friday, Fr. Joseph on EWTN, in his homily for the Daily Mass, told the true story about a man whose 

cause for canonization is being promoted. It is a powerful and inspiring story that I checked out online 

and shared at our Mass for All Saints. I want all of you to know about it. It can, I think, help us to see 

what it takes to fulfill Jesus’ new commandment of love, and hopefully by-pass Purgatory and go straight 

to heaven when we die. It also helps us to see what those in Purgatory are still in need of attaining with 

our help, that is, with the grace we can communicate to them through our prayers, sacrifices, and self-

offering for them.     

 

The story Fr. Joseph told, and that I verified online and now share with you, is about Tom Vander Woude. 

(His last name is two words, spelled V-a-n-d-e-r, W-o-u-d-e.) He died in 2008, 17 years ago, on 

September 8th, the birthday of the Blessed Mother. He died rescuing his youngest son, 20 years of age, 

who had fallen into a septic tank when he stepped on the lid and it broke . The tank had about 7 feet of 

sewerage in it – human waste.  

 

This son, named Joseph, has Down’s Syndrome, and his father immediately jumped in the tank to hold 

his son above the sewerage as he hollered for help. A farm hand came and pulled Joseph out. He was 

hospitalized and recovered, but his 66 year old father, Tom, died from the sewerage intake. (He drowned 

in it.)  

 

Tom had seven sons, the oldest, is a priest. The third oldest, Chris, speaks at various parishes telling 

people about his father’s life. His dad, Tom, was a Navy pilot and then a commercial pilot until he retired 

at age 60. The family also had a farm.  

 

Tom moved his family from Georgia to the Arlington Diocese in Virginia in order to send his sons to a 

traditional Catholic college there – Christendom College – and be close enough so they could live at 

home. He and his wife practiced Natural Family Planning and taught it to couples preparing for marriage.  

 

He prayed the rosary every day, and each year, in May, had an open picnic to honor the Blessed Mother 

to which hundreds of people came. He faithfully participated in Sunday Mass each week and attended 

daily Mass as often as possible. He also made a holy hour of prayer each week from 2 am to 3 am. In 

retirement, he was a volunteer basketball coach. 

 

The son he saved now lives at home, helping to take care of his 81-year old mother.  

 

Fifteen hundred people and seventy-five priests and bishops attended Tom’s funeral. His son Chris said 

that his Dad he did not seek to live an extraordinary life, but only to live each day doing the best he could. 

He repeatedly urged his boys to “just do the right thing”. 

 

So here we have a rather uncommonly good person, a religious man, who qualifies for sainthood because 

he met at least one of the requirements needed for canonization. The requirements are these: 1) 

martyrdom for the faith, and / or 2) a life of heroic virtue, and / or 3) offering one’s life for another or 

others, plus two miracles. Tom offered his life to save his son.  
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When you think about it, Tom did what Jesus did. Jesus descended into a human cesspool of sin – of 

greed, malice, lies, lust, hatred, self-aggrandizement, rebellion against God -- to raise us up and to save all 

of us from sin and eternal separation from the Father. Jesus offered to do this in advance, before Mary 

opened the way for it with her deliberate, free and unconditional consent to God’s love and His will, 

thereby joining Jesus in this.  

 

The question before us today, brothers and sisters is this: In fulfillment of the New Commandment of 

Love, for whom would we be willing to jump into a cesspool to save, even if it wouldn’t necessarily kill 

us? Are we willing to offer ourselves unto the Cross of obedience and love – whatever form that Cross 

would take -- to help just one person get to heaven? 

 

The standard to enter Heaven is quite high – to do the will of God, even heroically – like Jesus did, and in 

oneness with Him – inspired by the canonized saints, and people like Tom Vander Woude. The saints can 

help us. Those saints-in-the-making-in-Purgatory can also help us, even as we help them by offering 

ourselves out of love for them.  

 

Here are the words to pray that, if lived by, are the surest way to heaven for ourselves and those we hold 

dear. I invite you to pray them silently and sincerely with every Holy Communion. I AM ALL YOURS O 

MOST LOVING JESUS, THROUGH MARY YOUR MOTHER WITH THE HELP OF ST. JOSEPH.           

   


