
Essentials 
 

     Finally, beloved, whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just, whatever is pure, whatever 

is pleasing, whatever is commendable, if there is any excellence and if there is anything worthy of 

praise, think about these things. Keep on doing the things that you have learned and received and 

heard and seen in me, and the God of peace will be with you. 

     I rejoice in the Lord greatly that now at last you have revived your concern for me; indeed, you were 

concerned for me, but had no opportunity to show it. Not that I am referring to being in need; for I 

have learned to be content with whatever I have. I know what it is to have little, and I know what it is 

to have plenty. In any and all circumstances I have learned the secret of being well-fed and of going 

hungry, of having plenty and of being in need. I can do all things through him who strengthens me. 

            Philippians 4: 8-13 

 

 There have been variations on a joke that have been circulating since we have been 

practicing all the precautions we need to take to stop the spread of coronavirus and flatten the 

curve of those needing treatment for COVID-19.  The punch line has something to do with not 

expecting to give up quite so much for Lent this year.  And it does feel like we are experiencing 

an extended Lent this year, doesn’t it? 

 As we increase our vigilance, and as we move closer to sheltering in place, it has been 

interesting to note just what people are missing during this period of austerity.  Of course, we 

all complain about the inconveniences, not able to go to the gym for our workout, or the Y for 

a swim; not finding what we want on the grocery store shelf.  And I won’t even go into the 

whole toilet paper hoarding thing. 

 But I have noticed that what we miss more than these material necessities are the social 

interactions that are being interrupted.  Playing a game of soccer or just hanging out with 

friends.  Singing in a choir.  Gathering at a sports bar to watch a basketball game.  And as I 

wrote in the newsletter this week, I am really missing our Sunday gathering for worship. I miss 

seeing your faces, hearing your voices as we sing and pray together.  I miss watching kids run 

and play and hearing them giggle.  Even with all our ingenuity and creativity at finding 

alternatives, even as we are grateful for the gifts of technology that allow us to keep in touch, 

we still miss that direct, face to face connection with our friends, our congregation, our 

classmates and colleagues, our fellow Rotarians. 

 Maybe it is true what they taught us in pastoral care classes, that in moments of crisis, 

for all the losses we may experience, we may also begin to see more clearly what it is that we 

value most highly.  Suleika Jaouad describes the sense of clarity she felt at the height of her 

illness with acute myeloid leukemia.  She says, “Staring your mortality straight in the eye has a 

way of simplifying things, of re-routing your forces to what really matters.”  (TED talk, April 2019) 

 Sometimes we don’t realize just what is most important, what is essential, until some of 

the non-essentials have been stripped away.   

 In her book My Grandfather’s Blessings, Rachel Naomi Remen remembers that time over 

30 years ago when a little girl fell down a well in Midland, Texas, and for several days we 

collectively held our breath, as the rescue crews worked around the clock to pull this 18-

month-old child back to safety.  She writes: 



 “As the rescue effort went on, no one asked if that was the child of a professor down 

there, the child of a cleaning woman, the child of a wealthy family.  Was that child black, white, 

or yellow?  Was that child good or naughty, smart or slow?  In that week everyone knew that 

these things did not matter at all.  That the importance of a child’s life had nothing to do with 

those things.  A person lost touched us all, diminished us all.  And without saying this aloud, we 

all knew that there was nothing personal in this.  That not only was this human life of great 

value, but our own lives were of equal value.  If we ourselves had been down that well, the 

thoughts and prayers of the whole country would have been with us, too.  If on the occasion of 

someone falling down a well we all knew this, then we knew it all along.  This dramatic crisis 

had simply allowed us to remember something true.”  (My Grandfather’s Blessings, pp. 64-65)  

 At the end of his letter to the Philippians, as he does with all the other letters we have 

in the New Testament, Paul likes to gather up all the threads of his theological arguments and 

bring them into focus with some recommended practices.  And more than just summarize his 

letter, he moves from what we believe about the gospel of Jesus Christ, to how we embody it, 

how we live it out day to day.  Or, as he says earlier in the letter, how we live a life worthy of 

the gospel.  He brings his message down to the heart of the matter. 

 In cooking, this is like what we call reducing a stock.  You combine all the ingredients, 

the onion and garlic and carrots with your herbs and spices in a liquid, water or broth, and then 

you let it cook for a while so that it reduces down, so that the flavorless liquid cooks out and 

allows the essential flavors to shine.  You get more out of less because you are removing 

everything but what is essential. 

 And Paul does more than just list some commendable flavors that are essential to the 

rich sauce of a life of faith—whatever is true, whatever is honorable, whatever is just; things 

that are excellent and worthy of praise.  He speaks about his own experience of having plenty 

and being in need.  He speaks from his experience of living with the essentials and knowing that 

by trusting the one who provides what we need most, we can get through any crisis.  We can 

even learn to be content with what we have. 

 At the end of her reflection on how the crisis of a child being rescued from a well 

reminded us of something we knew all along, Rachel Naomi Remen also reminds us that soon 

after the rescue was complete, the girl was restored to her family, and the crisis was over, we 

began to forget.  She says, “It is really surprising how easy it is to forget that every life matters, 

that we are each one of a kind and worthy of unconditional love.” (My Grandfather’s Blessings, p. 65) 

 Maybe I am being naïve, but I really do hope that once this plague has lifted and once we 

are able to pick up the pieces where we left them, that we will remember this experience of 

stripping away all the layers of non-essentials and finding and holding on to what is essential. My 

hope is that some of these new habits become a new normal.  That we will continue to do 

things like check in on each other, and to go out of our way to see to the well-being of 

strangers in our neighborhoods and communities.   

As I wrote in the newsletter this week, that will happen if we are intentional about it.  If 

we make note of what it is we are missing by not being together, and if we make a commitment 

not to take so much for granted once we are together again.  It will happen if we recall 

something else we have known all along—that we need each other.  Not just in a utilitarian 

way, needing others to do something for me or provide something I need.  But remembering 



that in Christ our lives are inextricably woven together with each other and with everyone else 

in the human family. 

When Jesus was asked what is the greatest and first commandment, he said,  “You shall 

love the Lord your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your mind.  And 

the second is like it:  You shall love your neighbor as yourself.  On these two commandments 

hang all the law and the prophets.” 

His answer was a way of stripping away all the layers of the law and the prophets, of 

traditions and habits, of clutter and distraction, to get to a core essential:  Love God and love 

your neighbor.  Or as Fred Rogers likes to put it, love God by loving your neighbor. 

May it be so now and continue to be so, even when we have put this exile behind us. 
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