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2nd Sunday in Ordinary Time A (Jan. 15, 2023, STM: 7:30, 9:15, 11:15) 

Garrison Keeler wrote this: 

In 1905, Mark Twain turned 70 and had a huge party at Delmonico’s restaurant in 
New York City. There were 170 guests, including Willa Cather, Frances Hodgson Burnett, 
and Andrew Carnegie. The guests assembled in a parlor, and at 8 p.m. a 40-piece orchestra 
played a march to alert them that it was time for dinner. Each guest’s menu had drawings of 
Twain in different stages of his life, including in his most recent career as a lecturer — that 
drawing showed him proclaiming, “Be good and you will be lonesome.” Each guest received 
a 12-inch bust of Twain as a souvenir. 

After dinner, several telegrams were read aloud, including one from President 
Theodore Roosevelt, lamenting the fact that he could not attend, and another full of birthday 
wishes from a group of British writers, including Rudyard Kipling, J.M. Barrie, Thomas Hardy, 
and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle. Twain’s good friend, the writer and publisher William Dean 
Howells, gave a toast that ended in a sonnet he had written for the occasion. 

After Howells’ toast, Twain got up and gave a speech. He compared his 70th 
birthday to his first and decided that the 70th was far superior. He said: “I remember the 
first one very well, and I always think of it with indignation; everything was so crude, 
unaesthetic, primeval. […] Why, even the cradle wasn’t whitewashed — nothing ready at all. 
I hadn’t any hair, I hadn’t any teeth, I hadn’t any clothes.” He said, “I have achieved my 70 
years in the usual way: by sticking strictly to a scheme of life which would kill anybody else.” 
Then he proceeded to explain the lifestyle that had gotten him there, which included eating 
mince-pie after midnight; smoking at all times when he was awake (including in bed); 
avoiding exercise at all costs; and living what he called “a severely moral life.” He ended his 
speech: “I am 70; 70, and would nestle in the chimney corner, and smoke my pipe, and read 
my book, and take my rest, wishing you well in all affection, and that when you in your turn 
shall arrive at pier No. 70 you may step aboard your waiting ship with a reconciled spirit, 
and lay your course toward the sinking sun with a contented heart.” 

—Garrison Keillor, The Writer’s Almanac for November 30, 2021. 

 My dear sisters and brothers in Christ Jesus, Mark Twain was content.  He was 
content with where his life had him at age 70.  You could tell what he was living for.  
  Today, I want to propose a question to you: what are you living for? Thomas Merton 
once said, “If you want to know who I am, do not ask me where I live or what I like to eat or 
how I comb my hair. Ask me what I am living for.”   It really is a terrifying question when you 
think about it.  “What am I living for?” Such a question really does invite us to reflect on our 
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deepest value, on what is most important to us.  It causes us to think about what directs our 
life.  And the question that Merton asks causes us to ask another one: “Is what I am living for 
enough?”   Let’s look at this. 
 Some here are living for the end of their education. We live in a college town.  We 
have undergrads, graduate students, doctoral students, and post docs.    Many are looking 
beyond their education and the next stage of life.  It is a good and valuable goal. But here is 
the thing: Is it enough?  Others here are living for retirement. You might even have the year, 
or the date circled on your calendar.  It is probably well deserved after years of hard work. 
But is it enough? Some you may be living for grandchildren.  Waiting, maybe asking your 
children when that will happen. Some of you may have grandchildren and they are a big 
part, if not the center of your world.  Those are a good and joyful things. But is it enough? 
 All of this takes us to John the Baptist who we heard about today.  He might help us 
answer Merton’s question.  John was very clear about what he was living for.  He was living 
to be a part of God’s plan for the world.  John knew that Jesus was coming to save people 
from sin.  And he clearly knew the role that he had to play in that: to prepare others for the 
arrival of the Messiah. He was the forerunner, the precursor to the Christ.  So, all that John 
did: his preaching and teaching, his baptizing was in service of the coming Messiah and 
bringing the plan of God to fruition.  What did John always do, he always pointed to Jesus. 
He said, “Behold the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the world.” That is all John 
needs to do.  That is what he was living for.   

 The life we lead play a part in God’s plan for this world.     When we finish school, all 
that we have learned is more than just a means to make a living. It is part of plan of God for 
the world.  We can use what we have learned to make our world better.  Retirement is not 
just a time to rest.    The freedom of retirement allows folks to discover anew what God is 
asking of them at this stage in life. I always love to hear when someone is retiring. Pastors 
love retired folks.  You have lots of time on your hands and Pastors have lots for you to do.  
(By the way, I need someone to take care of the parish library.  If you are perhaps a retired 
librarian or someone who really loves books, run, don’t walk to me after Mass and tell me 
you want to be in charge of the library.)  I think discovering how we can use the experience 
of life and the talents we have in news helps us to serve God and others better.  There is a 
sense of satisfaction.   Spending time with the grandkids is not just a way to make you 
happy. It is part of the plan of the divine.  You share love and wisdom.  Yes, you get to spoil 
the grandkids and send them home to their parents but the love and wisdom you share 
now, will allow your grandchildren to one day share that with their kids and grandkids. 

 You see, when we choose to use what God has given us in an intentional way, we 
participate actively in the divine plan and find deeper meaning in our life.  We move beyond 
ourselves. We stop living just for ourselves.  God is still listening, still speaking, still active.  
God is still loving the world.  We participate in that great love story when we recognize that 
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there is more than just what “I” need, or “I” want, and we begin to think about the great plan 
that God has for us and for the world.  

 So, who are you?  Remember what Merton said:” If you want to know who I am, do 
not ask me where I live or what I like to eat or how I comb my hair. Ask me what I am living 
for.” John was living for Christ. John was living for Christ.  He was living for something, for 
someone beyond himself.  He knew that he had a greater purpose.   Are you living for 
Christ? Are you living for someone other than yourself?  At the end of the day, we should be 
living for Christ.  We should be living for the Lamb of God who takes away the sin of the 
world.   Amen.  

 


