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5 minutes. The police told them that had 5 minutes to grab their belongings and get out of their homes. If 

they failed to evacuate, they were on their own. 

 

It happened ten years ago today (Saturday). Hurricane Katrina had made landfall on the Gulf Coast. In the 

end, the storm and its aftermath killed 2000 people. It brought destruction to 90,000 square miles, left tens 

of thousands homeless, and the City of New Orleans in a shambles. 

 

As the storm approached the coast, a mandatory evacuation went into effect. But some people did not 

heed the warning… until a police officer showed up at their front door. He told them they had 5 minutes 

to grab what they could, and leave. 

 

After the storm. A TV reporter interviewed a man who had left his home at the last minute. The tearful 

man said, “Everything in our house carried a memory. There was so much that we wanted to take with us. 

But when you’re faced with a crisis, you have to decide what is essential, and what is not.” 

 

I sometimes wonder – if the police ever arrived at my front door and told me that I had 5 minutes to leave, 

what would I decide is essential?  

Would I grab a case of Oreo cookies, or my gold lame’ Elvis costume? No… 

 

If police ever show up at my door, I will grab the photographs of my mom and dad that cannot be 

replaced, the vestment that my grandmother gave to me on the day of my ordination – and enough clothes 

to get me safely to Pennington Gap. 

 

That victim of Katrina said, “when you’re faced with a crisis, you have to distinguish between what is 

essential, and what isn’t.” And frankly, that’s the message in all three scripture readings today. The Bible 

shows us that many of our worst decisions flow directly from our inability to distinguish between what is 

essential, and what isn’t. We allow the trivial to become the driving force, the optional to become all-

consuming, the good idea to become the ONLY idea. And that mistake drives us to foolishness.  

 

In today’s first reading, Moses faces a crisis. The people of Israel keep forgetting all of the great things 

that God has done on their behalf. Whatever they need, God provides. But when the next challenge comes 

their way…they panic, and convince themselves that God has abandoned them. 

 

So Moses calls upon Israel to remember what is essential. Moses says, “Listen to the decrees of the Lord. 

Do what God asks, and you will live.” Is there anything more essential than that? Listen to God. Do what 

God says. You will live. 

 

Moses cuts through all of the panicked questions, and he gets to what is essential. We need to pray. We 



need to let God speak. Then we need to do what God asks. Prayer without action is empty piety. Action 

without prayer becomes a self-focused busyness. Moses says “pray and do.” Both are essential.  

 

In tonight’s second reading. James tells some forgetful early Christians what is essential. He says, “Listen 

to the word of God. And then be DOERS of the word, and not hearers only.” Pray…and do. Sound 

familiar? Then James adds an important Christian insight. He says: “religion that is pure consists in this: 

care for orphans and widows, and keep yourselves unstained.” What is essential? Care for the needs of 

others, and lead a holy life. 

 

Jesus faces a crisis in today Gospel. Many of the religious folks of his day saw that some of Jesus’ 

followers did not follow the precise ritual rules for the washing of hands.  These critics had fallen into an 

ancient trap – they confused the non-essential with the essential. They were great at the externals of 

religion– not so good at the internals. They could quote every ritual rule – but they would not allow God 

to convert their hearts. 

 

So Jesus has to remind them: focus on what is essential, and resist the temptation to get caught up in what 

is passing. Jesus is not saying that rituals and religious practices are meaningless –rather, Jesus reminds 

us that that all religious practices, including our own, are intended to lead to interior conversion, personal 

repentance, and formation of a community that becomes focused on doing the word of God in the world. 

 

God gives us religious practices, not so that we can get the RITUALS right, but so that we can get LIFE 

right….or, at least, so that we can get life less wrong… 

 

When Katrina hit ten years ago, thousands of people quickly had to decide what was essential. A crisis 

forces you to do that. 

 

Today’s scriptures invite us to ask: how have we allowed the trivial to become paramount, and the 

essential to become obscured. What is essential in our lives…and what isn’t? 

 

What is essential? In my experience, PEOPLE are essential. People come first – family, spouses, children, 

friends. Can I really congratulate myself for my faith and my accomplishments if I am constantly treating 

people poorly? People are essential. 

 

What is essential? Loving is essential. And laughing. And forgiving.  And spending time with others. The 

next job promotion cannot compare with the opportunity we have to share the gift of time with one 

another. In a crisis,  I would not grab my IRA paperwork – I would cling to people, and those things 

which connect me to the most important people in my life. 

 

What is essential? Prayer is essential, even when it’s hard…even when we’re busy. Listening to God is 

necessary…so it’s necessary to turn the ipod off. Worshipping together in the church’s liturgy is essential, 

even on those days when you’d rather not drive here. Prayer is essential – excuses are not. 

 

What is essential? All three readings today tell us that it is essential to put God’s word into action, 

especially when it means that we care for those in need, and care for God’s creation. On the day that I die, 



I will probably not thank God for that time in my life when I could finally afford to buy a shirt at 

Nordstrom’s. But I will thank God for the opportunities I’ve had to teach a child, to visit the sick and 

dying, to feed the hungry, to cry with the brokenhearted, to welcome a stranger, to make a difference. 

Serving others. That’s essential. 

 

So… as you pray about the scriptures this week, maybe you can ask yourself: if you had 5 minutes to grab 

what’s essential, what would grab? Whom would you grab? And if Christ told you that you had 5 more 

minutes to live on this earth, what, or whom, would be the focus of those 300 seconds? Don’t wait for a 

crisis to answer that question. Let Christ show you what’s essential, here and now. 
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