
A World of Questions: What Do You Put First?

Mark 12:28-34
Sara Miles and Eve Birch couldn’t seem more different.
Sara calls San Francisco home. This former restaurant cook now is a journalist who writes about military affairs, politics and culture.

Eve lives in West Virginia. She also has experienced a transition. But hers was from a settled life to homelessness.


Eve says she used to believe in the “American dream,” which for her included “a job, a mortgage, cable, credit, warrantees, success.” But in a single year—through a series of unhappy events—that dream fell apart. Eve found herself homeless and alone. She had a truck and $56.


She scoured the countryside for a place she could rent as cheaply as possible. She stumbled upon a shack in an isolated hollow four miles up a winding mountain over the Potomac River.


The shack was abandoned and full of broken glass and rubbish. But when Eve pried the plywood off a window and climbed in, she found something she could work on. She hadn’t been alone for twenty-five years, and she was scared. But she hoped hard work would distract and heal her.


Eve found the shack’s owner and rented the place for $50 a month. She moved in a bedroll, broom, rope, gun, and cooking gear—and cleared a corner to camp in while she worked.


The locals in that hollow knew nothing about Eve. But slowly they started teaching her the art of being a neighbor. They dropped off blankets, candles, tools, and canned deer meat.


They also began sticking around to chat. They asked Eve if she wanted to meet cousin Albie or go fishing. They started teaching her a belief in a different American dream—not one of individual achievement but of being a neighbor.


Eve recalls: “Men would stop by with wild berries, ice cream, truck parts, and bullets to see if I was up for courting. I wasn’t, but they were civil anyway. The women on that mountain worked harder than any I’d ever met. They taught me the value of a whetstone to sharpen my knives, how to store food in the creek and keep it cold and safe. I learned to keep enough for an extra plate for company.


“What I had believed in, all those things I thought were the necessary accoutrements for a civilized life, were non-existent in this place. Up on the mountain, my most valuable possessions were my relationships with my neighbors.”

A shack in a West Virginia hollow isn’t the only place one can discover what’s most important in life. Just ask Sara. Her lesson began when she wandered into a church in San Francisco.


Sara had thought being a Christian was all about belief. Although she didn’t know any Christians, she assumed they believed in certain things—like the virgin birth—just like she believed in photosynthesis or germs.


But then—in an experience Sara says she still can’t logically explain—a stranger handed her a chunk of bread during communion, and somehow she knew God was as real as that bread. 


“That first communion knocked me upside-down,” she recalls. “Faith turned out not to be abstract at all, but material and physical. I’d thought Christianity meant angels and trinities and being good. Instead, I discovered a religion rooted in the most ordinary yet subversive practice: a dinner table where everyone is welcome, where the despised and outcasts are honored.


“I came to believe that God is revealed not only in bread and wine during church services, but whenever we share food with others––particularly strangers. I came to believe that the fruits of creation are for everyone, without exception––not something to be doled out to insiders or the ‘deserving.’”


And so, over the objections of some of her fellow parishioners, Sara started a food pantry right in the church sanctuary. She and others have given away tons of oranges and potatoes and Cheerios around the very same altar where she first ate that chunk of bread. They give food to anyone who shows up.

Sara has met thieves, child abusers, millionaires, day laborers, politicians, schizophrenics, gangsters, bishops. The food pantry, which serves more than 500 strangers a week, has asked Sara to leave certainty behind, tangled her up with people she didn’t particularly want to know, and scared her with its demand for more faith than she was ready to give.


But once Sara discovered what was most important—what she needed to put first—simply going to church on Sundays wasn’t enough. Instead, she has trudged in the rain through housing projects; sat on the curb wiping the runny nose of a psychotic man; and removed the firing pin from a battered woman’s Magnum and then stuck the gun in a cookie tin in the trunk of her car. She has struggled with her atheist family, her doubting friends, and the prejudices and traditions of her new-found church.

And across the country in West Virginia, Eve also has been putting into action the lesson she learned about what’s most important in life.


After four years with the people in that hollow, Eve moved back into town, where she now works as a librarian. There she saw that a lot of other people were having a really hard time—losing their jobs and homes. With the help of a real estate broker she chatted up at the grocery story, Eve managed to rent a house that’s big enough to take in a handful of people.


The number of people who live in the house varies. They come and then move on to other places. Eve’s convinced that they all would have been in shelters if they hadn’t banded together.


“The American dream I believe in now is a shared one,” she explains. “It’s not so much about what I can get for myself; it’s about how we can all get by together.”

And Sara? She says she’s learned that “hunger can lead to more life.” That by sharing real food she can “find communion with the most unlikely people.” That by eating a piece of bread she can experience herself as part of one body. That by opening ourselves to strangers, we can “taste God.”

Two women who couldn’t seem more different. But both learn what they need to put first in their lives.
This morning we’ve also heard the story of two men who couldn’t seem more different. And again what connects them is the discovery of what’s most important.

Jesus finds himself in a no-holds-barred theological debate with the religious authorities in Jerusalem. They’re cross examining him about the things he’s done and said. It seems the lines have been drawn—with Jesus and his followers on one side and the Pharisees, scribes, and other religious insiders on the other.

But one scribe decides to risk crossing that line. He’s impressed by Jesus’ answers to the questions that have been hurled at him.


And so this scribe asks Jesus, “Which commandment is the first of all?”

Jesus responds with two verses from the Torah. Words this scribe would have known by heart.

“The first,” Jesus says, “is, ‘Hear, O Israel: the Lord our God, the Lord is one; you shall love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind, and with all your strength.’” And he adds, “The second is this, ‘You shall love your neighbor as yourself.’ There is no other commandment greater than these.”
The scribe affirms Jesus’ response. But then he goes even further but saying out loud what Jesus has implied. The scribe links loving God with loving others as oneself. And he describes this “linked” commandment as much more important than anything else one can do.

Two men who couldn’t seem more different, but who both recognize that nothing is more important than loving God with everything we are and have and loving others as we love ourselves. Two men who couldn’t seem more different, but who both share a belief about what needs to be put first.

This morning as we prepare to share in communion, let’s take a few moments to consider what we believe is most important in life. To reflect on what we believe we need to put first.


Let’s pause for a few moments. (pause)


May we commit ourselves to the things we believe are the most important. And may we have the courage to put into action those things we believe we should put first. Amen.
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