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We live in a world…that if it acknowledges Jesus at all, does so mainly to ask Him to do more for us…but 

that’s not the way to really get to know Jesus. A better way is suggested by our readings today, and I’d like 

to share a true story to help you understand that message. 

Dennis and Susan O’Leary are cradle Catholics who live in St. Louis.  They have four daughters, Cadey, Amy, 

Susan and Laura and two sons, Jim and John. They are members of St. Clement Parish.  Dennis is an 

attorney and Susan a stay-at-home mom.  On January 17, 1987, they owned a five-bedroom house in an 

affluent St. Louis suburb, had a six-digit annual income and by what our culture deems important, they 

were blessed. But that day, their relationship with God would become much more personal. 

On that Saturday morning in January, Dennis was at work and Susan had taken one of her daughters to a 

singing class. Nine-year-old John had his opportunity to do what he had seen older neighborhood boys do 

earlier in the week…light a small amount of gasoline and watch it sparkle. So he went into the garage, 

pulled down a gas can, opened the lid and lit his match. But before he could even pour the gasoline, the 

vapors exploded, blowing him 20 feet into the air, covering him with gasoline and setting him afire. 

When his 17-year-old brother Jim arrived, he had to tackle John to extinguish him by rolling him on the 

ground, burning himself in the process. Horrified, and not knowing what else to do, his 11-year-old sister 

held him in her arms as his seven-year-old sister went back into the burning house…3 TIMES, getting cups 

of water to throw in John’s face…because she had seen her mom run cold water on her cooking burns. 

The ambulance arrived and rushed John to a nearby hospital where it was determined he had third-degree 

burns on 87% of his body and second-degree burns elsewhere, with the exception of his face, save by those 

cups of water delivered by his little sister.  He was given a less than one-percent chance of survival. 

People with no faith might use this situation to support their case that there can’t be a God; People of faith, 

but with no personal relationship with God, might respond by condemning God for allowing this to happen; 

but people who know, love and trust God are willing to put things like this in His hands, then ask HIM what 

more can I do to bring honor and glory to YOU? Just like Mary. 

Put yourself in Mary’s position. She’s an unmarried teenager who trusts God enough to say “yes” to an 

unwanted pregnancy, a potential rift with Joseph, and ridicule and possible death for adultery.  Then she 

asks: What more can I do to be of service to the Lord…so she heads off in haste to the HILL country to assist 

her cousin Elizabeth at the end stages of her own pregnancy. And who is Mary’s role model for her heroic 

action? It’s the God with whom she has a personal relationship. 

Out of love God created Adam in His own image…then asked: What more can I do?  Then He created Eve as 

a companion for Adam…then asked: What more can I do?  And then He gave them paradise. And after their 

banishment from paradise for disobeying God, even still God asked: what more can I do? And He promised 

them and us a Messiah to atone for their sin…the very Messiah whose birth we will commemorate on 

Friday. Now that’s a God you can put your trust in. 



So whatever happened to little John O’Leary….nothing short of a miracle that was the answer to prayer and 

many people asking God: What more can I do? Instead of What more can you do for me? 

 Like the people who sent more than 1,000 Mass cards, letters, notes and get well cards; 

 Like the parishioner who organized a drive that raised more than 100 pints of blood for John; 

 Like the parishioner who let the O’Leary’s use their 5-bedroom home while they were in FL; 

 Like the parishioners who cooked and delivered 180 meals to John’s parents at the hospital; 

 Like the parishioners who took John’s sisters on vacation with them at no cost; 

 Like the parishioners who helped to clean and restore their fire-damaged house; 

 Like the Jesuit brother who sat in the hospital every day for 3 months in case he was needed; 

 Like the hundreds of visitors who came regularly to the hospital to support the family; 

 Like the 10 mothers in the parish who volunteered to meet all family transportation needs; 

 Like the friend who offered to give up Coca-Cola for LIFE if God would heal John; 

 Like Gene Stallings, Coach of the then St. Louis Football Cardinals…Gino Cavallini, left winger of the St. 

Louis Blues Hockey Team…and Jack Buck, HOF broadcaster for the St. Louis Baseball Cardinals…all of 

whom visited and prayed for John and motivated him to fight on. 

Against overwhelming, frankly impossible odds, John lived. On May 29, after more than four consecutive 

months in the hospital, he returned home. Soon after, he and his family attended an overflow Mass of 

thanksgiving at St. Clement where John was assisted to the ambo to proclaim the first reading. Never before 

did Psalm 23 have the impact it did as when John read the words:        Even though I walk through the valley 

of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for you are with me. 

The message of our readings today…and of Christmas for eternity…is that the only gift of value is the gift of 

Jesus, who was God’s ultimate answer to the question: What more can I do.  That answer required God to 

send His only begotten Son to become one of us, then suffer and die in order to give us hope and purpose 

through his resurrection. 

Mary understood her purpose; Jesus understood his…and John O’Leary understands his, because today, he is 

married, has four beautiful children and travels the world telling people how he was physically healed so that 

he could spread the news that only Jesus saves. 

Today, our readings call us to understand our purpose…and to recognize that God makes Himself present to 

others…through us. Paul reminds us that it all starts with a conversion of heart, referencing a passage from 

Psalm 51: For in sacrifice you take no delight, burnt offering from me you would refuse, my sacrifice, a contrite 

spirit. A humble, contrite heart you will not spurn. 

Our baptism is a response to our repentance. It requires us to go make a difference. Our faith motivates us to 

do something to bring others to Christ.  But only by knowing Jesus personally can we both ask and answer the 

question: What more can I do?  

So if you’ll allow me to adapt a quote from John F. Kennedy’s presidential inaugural address: Ask not what 

God can do for you, but rather, ask what more you can do for God. Your answer, and how you respond to it, 

could just be the greatest Christmas gift you’ll ever receive…and you won’t find it under a Christmas tree. 


