
Dr. James Mahoney was the heart and soul of University Hospital, a state-run institution that 
primarily serves Brooklyn, New York’s poor, minority communities. He started as a student at 
the hospital’s teaching college in 1982 and never left. He rose to become a pulmonary and 
critical care physician and a professor at the college. Dr. Mahoney was a large, intimidating 
man but his calm resolve, ready smile, quickness with a joke, and an encouraging word 
immediately put patients and students at ease. He had no use for the protocols of the medical 
hierarchy: he preferred having lunch with his nurses and assistants; he treated the 
housekeepers with the same respect as he treated the hospital CEO. Residents, typically 
fearful of approaching senior physicians with rookie questions, had no problems coming to Dr. 
Mahoney. The same was true of his patients. He readily gave out his pager and cellphone 
numbers. For those too sick to come to the hospital for routine checkups, Dr. Mahoney made 
house calls. After 40 years as a physician, Dr. Mahoney could have retired. He had been on the 
front lines for AIDS, the crack epidemic, 9/11 and Hurricane Sandy. His family and friends 
urged him to take a break from the Corona. But that’s not who Dr. Mahoney was. A colleague 
recalls how he would run from crashing patient to crashing patient, always at the bedside where 
it was most dangerous. “There were people who were really reluctant to go into the rooms, but 
he saw another human being in need, and didn’t hesitate to help.” Dr. Mahoney belonged on 
the floor and that’s where he would stay, always on duty, always teaching. Until the end: April 
27, when the 62-year-old physician died of Covid 19. 
 

If God approached you, as he did Solomon, and said, “Ask something of me and I will give it to 
you,” how would you respond?  Would you ask for more money?  A happier family?  Good 
health?  World Peace?  An end to the pandemic?  Solomon asked for the disposition needed to 
serve his people well.  What is it that we ask of God?  I doubt I am the only one who, sometime 
in life, prayed to pass a test, or for good picnic weather, or to be chosen for what I considered 
an honor.  As important as such prayers might have seemed at the moment, I have to admit 
that they were certainly quite trivial when you look at the whole scheme of things.  But then, to 
what extent do we really know what counts in life?  It takes great insight to realize what it is we 
should treasure in life and what is not worthy of us.  This is particularly difficult when society 
assaults us with values that are really disvalues.  Perhaps we should all pray for an 
understanding heart?  We need attentiveness to discover the treasures, insight to realize that 
they are worth everything else we might possess and more, and enough courage to make the 
changes required for obtaining what we desire.  What is this reign of heaven for which we 
should be willing to give up all else?  It’s a way of living here and now, not merely a state of 
being that will unfold after death.  It’s a life of faithful commitment; it’s a life of integrity, of trust 
in God and service of others where the virtues of trust, faithfulness, forgiveness, and love are 
the only techniques that really work.  It’s the kind of life Solomon wanted for his people, a life 
that can distinguish right from wrong.  St. Paul describes this kind of life as one lived in 
conformity to the image of God’ Son, Jesus Christ. 
 

All people are given the opportunity to discover the treasure buried in the field or the pearl of 
great price; all people are prompted to give up everything to acquire the fortune.  The cost may 
be great but St. Paul reminds us that “all things work for good for those who love God.”   


