


                What is Most Important?

           Deuteronomy 6:4-9         Leviticus 19:17-18      Mark 12:28-34

What is the most important thing for you to do in your life right now? As you walk down the path of life today, what idea or principle will be highest in your mind and guide your actions and plans and decisions?

Maybe you don’t require an answer this very moment, but sooner or later, we all encounter this kind of question. And most of us encounter it frequently with respect to a lot of different decisions we must make, either in career—or in relationships—or how to approach a demanding task—where to live—how to live—what shape your spiritual life will take—how, even, you will speak with someone in a significant matter.


What is the most important principle by which you will be guided?


To answer this question, I propose to tell you several stories this morning! Let you draw your own conclusions & take what you need from them in your own circumstances in life


The first is a story told by Leo Tolstoi, a great writer and a great Christian (He

coined the phrase “The Kingdom of God is within you.”), and we told this story of his 

to the children in Peace Quest earlier this year.


A boy named Nikolai wanted to be a good person and he came to believe that he would always know how to be good if he could answer three simple questions:


When is the best time to do things?


Who is the most important one?


What is the right thing to do?


At first Nikolai  asked his three good friends, a heron, a monkey and a wolfhound named Pushkin, how they would answer those questions. Now his 3 friends loved him very much, and they tried hard, but none of their answers seemed quite right. The dog, for instance, advised to always run in a pack. The heron suggested staying close to those who fly high in the sky. And the monkey, on whose head a coconut had just fallen, said, “Stay with those who know how to heal your injuries.”


So Nikolai decided instead to ask someone who had lived a really, really long time—Leo the Turtle. When Nikolai found Leo, the old turtle was digging a garden. Nikolai asked him 3 questions. Leo smiled. Nikolai noticed that Leo was tired and offered to help him dig. While he was digging, a storm blew up, and amidst the thunder 
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and lightning, he heard  cry for help. Running down a path in the direction of the cry, he spotted a panda whose leg had been injured by a falling tree branch. Nikolai picked the 
panda up and carried him to Leo’s house and made a splint for his leg. The panda slept, but then at the sound of a thunderclap, the bear awoke and shouted: “Where am I?...

and “Where is my child?”


At this, Nikolai ran out Leo’s house, raced back down the path and found the baby panda shivering on the ground. He carried the bear back to its mother and fed them both. 

Nikolai himself was tired now and cold. So Leo the turtle gave him some

soup to eat. As he slurped the soup, he said, “This was all well and good, Leo, but

you still haven’t answered my 3 questions.”


“You answered them yourself.” replied the turtle. 

“How?” inquired Nikolai.


If you hadn’t stayed to help me dig my garden, you wouldn’t have heard the pandas cries for help in the storm. Therefore the most important time was the time you spent digging the garden. The most important one at the moment was me, and the most important thing to do was help me with my garden.”


Later, when you found the injured panda, the most important time was

the time you spent mending her leg and saving her child. The most important ones

were the panda and her baby. And the most important thing to do was to take

care of them and make them safe.


Nikolai leaned toward the old turtle with a curious look on his face.

“So,” said Leo, “remember that there is only one important time, and

that time is now. The most important one is always the one you are with. And

the most important thing is to do good for the one who is at your side. 




These, my dear boy, are the answers to what is most important in this

world. And that is why we are here.”

While you meditate on that story and consider how to apply the thinking or
principles it illustrates to your own life and circumstances, let me tell you another story. 

Once upon a time, Jesus met a lawyer who wanted to know, “What is the greatest commandment?”.
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This is another way of asking: “In the spiritual realm, what idea or principle overrules all others ?” 

Now Jesus was wise, and he wondered what this lawyer was really getting at. So instead of answering his question directly, he began by reciting a well known Jewish chant:


Shema Israel, Adonai Eloheynu, Adonai Echod!


Hear, O Israel, the Lord is God! The Lord is One.”


Now let’s try it together:
Shema Israel, Adonai Eloheynu, Adonai Echad!

That must have gotten the attention of this earnest lawyer, for Jesus then took two familiar sayings from the books of Leviticus and Deuteronomy and joined them together into one clear thought that he shared with the inquiring lawyer:


“You shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, all your soul

and all your mind, and you shall love your neighbor as yourself.”


Now in Mark’s telling of this episode, the story pretty much ends right there, and if we had time, we could have a further discussion about whether Jesus’ comment to the lawyer, “You know this already, which shows you are not far from the kingdom of God.” –was true praise, or a kind of back handed compliment. You’re not far! You’re close! Or—You’ve still got a ways to go to get there.”

   But in Matthew’s account of this incident, the lawyer challenges Jesus: “Who is my neighbor?” he asks. 

And how does Jesus respond to that question? He tells the story of the Good Samaritan, which, if you think about it—I won’t tell it! You already know it—but if you think about it, Tolstoy’s story about the boy Nikolai and his 3 questions bears a certain resemblance to it, doesn’t it?

When is the best time for the Samaritan to do things?—Now!
Who is the most important one?—The beaten up traveler on the Jericho road!






4

What is the right thing to do?—Help him and take him to a shelter where he can recover from his injuries!........

The third & final story is our story. It’s a story that’s unfolding right now. 


Remember the very first word?—and the very first thought in Jesus’ answer to the lawyer’s question about what is the greatest commandment? 

His first word was “Shema!


And his first thought was: The Lord is God. The Lord is one.

So, if you want to know what is the most important thing for you to do in your life, the very first thing to do—Right away! Right now!—is Shema! Hear! Listen!— to God as God is speaking to you in your life! 

“And how,: I hear someone asking, “do I  listen to God?  
By praying and by meditating! 
Pay attention to religious and spiritual symbols!

Read the Bible and other illuminating spiritual writings!

Consider the way people cross your path and come into your life! 
Consider the way events intersect in ways amazing, yet well beyond yours or anyone’s capacity for planning them.
And then after the first word—Shema!—the first thought is: The Lord is God. The Lord is one. In other words, WORSHIP GOD! 
      And how does one worship God? 
      Take these two thoughts home with you and then we will conclude:  
First, you worship God by doing  things for God that God needs done, e.g. 
· Run errands for God, e.g. go visit or call someone, feed someone, become a channel of grace for someone.

· And—Carry messages for God, e.g. forgive someone, release someone from some burden
· Fight on God’s side, for example, Fight on the side of



the One Whose Beauty is everywhere. You’ll know what to do! 
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And 2ndly, you worship God by doing things for God that you need to do, such as: 
· Sing songs for God!  
· Do good things together for God!
· Create beautiful things for God!
· Give things up for God!
· Tell God what’s on your mind & in your heart!
· Learn more about God!
· In general rejoice with God! Be foolishly in love with God


My concluding story, the briefest of all is this: Some young people had been studying the law and message of God for quite some time. When they got together to discuss what they had learned, they concluded that they now knew more than their teacher, and so they came up with a challenge that they thought would embarrass their teacher. When the teacher came for the final lesson, the students’ appointed leader said: “Tell us the whole law of God now while standing on one leg.”


The teacher stood on one leg, and said: “What you hate for yourself, don’t do to your neighbor.  This is the whole law, the rest is commentary. Go and learn.”

Thus, if you want to know what is most important in your life right now:
consider 3 stories: Nikolai and the old turtle, Jesus and the lawyer, the teacher

and the students. 


Don’t you think you can decide well now?  Amen.
