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There are many powerful forces in our world, but maybe none more potent than the power of a question.  One well timed question has the ability to challenge prevailing beliefs or change the trajectory of a life.  In fact, the minute a question arises, the instant we wonder about the “what if’s” of a thing; that is the moment options open, alternatives materialize, and possibilities are born.

This morning’s children’s story is about the power of questions and the personal journey of one young boy.  If you do not know the award winning book based on the writings of Leo Tolstoy, if you do not know the story of The Three Questions, allow me.  
In the opening pages of the book we find the boy Nikolai walking and talking with his friends, Pushkin the dog, Gogol the monkey, and Sonya the heron.  To them he says, Sometimes I am uncertain about the right way to act.  “I want to be a good . . . but I don’t always know the best way. . . .  If only I could find the answers to my three questions . . . then I would always know what to do.’”
Nikolai’s three questions are these:  
· When is the best time to do things?

· Who is the most important one?

· What is the right thing to do?   
Nikolai’s friends offer responses but none seem to satisfy his heart.  And as fables will do, at just the right moment Nikolai decides to seek the wisdom of the oldest and wisest animal in the forest, Leo the turtle.   Climbing to the top of the forest Nikolai arrives to find Leo digging in his garden.  After a time the young boy places his questions before the old turtle.  But Leo simply smiles and continues digging.  As they continue to speak Nikolai realizes Leo has grown tired of working and the kind boy takes over the task of making the garden ready.  For more hours than we know Leo and Nikolai remain in the garden; the boy working and the turtle listening.
Suddenly a storm whips the day into a torrent of rain Nikolai and Leo run for Leo’s home, where they will be safe and warm.  Steps before they reach the entrance, Nikolai hears a cry for help.  Without a moment’s hesitation he dashes toward the sound and finds a panda trapped beneath a fallen tree.  In moments too swift to be counted Nikolai rescues the bear, brings her to Leo’s home and splints her broken leg.  
Once awake the panda asks if anyone has seen her child.  Nikolai seeing the distress in her eyes runs “. . .  out of the cottage and down the path.  The roar of the storms [is] deafening.  Pushing against the howling wind and drenching rains, he [runs] farther into the forest.  There he [finds] the panda’s child, cold and shivering and on the ground.”
When he returns he places the child into the mother’s arms and feels a, “great peace within . . . . [He has] saved the panda and her child . . . [but] he also [feels] disappointed.  He still [has] not found the answers to his three questions.  
Once more he turns to Leo and asks, 

· When is the best time to do things?

· Who is the most important one?

· What is the right thing to do?  
The old turtle looks at the boy and responds, 

But your questions have been answered!’  They have? asked the boy.  Yesterday if you had not stayed to help me dig in my garden, you wouldn’t have heard the panda’s cries for help in the storm.  Therefore the most important time was the time you spent digging in the garden.  The most important one at that 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. . . .
Remember [this Leo says to Nikolai] . . . there is only one important time, and that time is now.  The most important one is . . . the one with you.  And the most important thing to do is to do good for the one who is standing at your side.  For these, my dear boy, are the answers to what is the most important in the world.”

Remember this:

· There is only one important time, and that time is now.  

· The most important one is . . . the one with you.  

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

The beauty and the simplicity of this book belie the depth of its truth and direction for our lives; for there is no greater wisdom for our age than the wisdom of Leo’s direction, beginning with his guidance to see the most important time as now.  
Beloved, so many in our culture are obsessed with the future, with what is to come.  We plan, we worry, we fear, we doubt, and we try hopelessly to manipulate every moment that has not yet happened.  We are so focused on the future that we miss the joy or the challenge, the lessons or the beauty, of the now.  

While I was away this past week I found a favorite spot on the beach.  It was under a grass covered canopy where I could hear the melodic sound of the waves and see the beauty and the grandeur of God’s wondrous creation.  Two of the three days I rested in this place the same couple sat near me.  Without fail each morning, the husband would spread out the family’s plan for the next day.  As we sat in the presence of more shades of the color blue than the human heart could possibly hold; as we were  surrounded by the sound of the ocean’s mighty roar; as we breathed in the air of a day that had never before or would be again; this gentleman lost each moment of the present as he planned for moments to come.  
How many of us, like this man, have forsaken Leo’s advice and lost the wonder of the now worried about the questions of the next?  How many of us cannot identify what we feel or how we feel even now because the anxiety of tomorrow has crowded out today?  

Leo’s encouragement to Nikolai to focus on the now, echoes Jesus’ advice for us.  In Matthew’s Gospel, just a few verses before the ones that Aimee read, the Savior tells us, “Can you by worrying add a single hour to the span of your life?
  The text from Matthew 6 goes on to tell us, “Do not worry about tomorrow, tomorrow has enough worries of its own.”
  And some translations end the chapter with, focus instead on today; focus instead on the now.  
Do not worry; God has your tomorrows.  Do not worry and do not miss the now.  For it is in the now that we are invited to see God.  It is in the now that we are called to trust God.  Beloved, it is in the now that we are called to be present and learn all that we may for all of the moments that remain ahead.  Nikolai’s first question, Leo’s first answer, and Jesus’ instruction from Matthew call us into the now of our lives, into the fullness of this moment where we may live in the joy and the challenge and see the present as the gift it truly is.  
Yes so many lessons to take from this little book; for Nikolai’s second question, who is the most important one, is no less instructive.  Leo would tell us that the most important one is the one with you.  But, as simple as this is to hear, it is not so simple to do.  Bunny Jahnke taught me about the difficulty of living into Leo’s second answer many months ago, but I remember her words as if they were spoken yesterday.  I have asked Bunny Jahnke’s permission to tell this story because it illustrates how hard it is to remember the most important one is the one you are with.  
Many years ago, during the Christmas season, Bunny was entertaining a friend.  As the two women and Bunny’s young daughter Beth sat to share some of Bunny’s wonderful homemade cookies the friend asked Beth if she had helped make the cookies.  Beth’s reply, in so many words, was no, she had just stayed out of the way.   When Bunny told me that story tears sprang to her eyes as she remembered the moment; as she remembered that somehow making perfect cookies was more important that making wonderful memories with her daughter, the one who she was with.  

Who is most important?  Bunny learned that day that the one who was “with her”, the ones who occupied her heart and mind were the ones who would receive her cookies, not her sweet precious Beth.  The ones who are with us often surprise us and we are wise to consider who is really with us in the moments of our lives.  
Let me ask you this question, who is with you?  Who is important to you?  Who takes up room in your hearts and minds?  The sweet and good answer is those we love, those we cherish.  But, if we tell the truth, the people who most often occupy our thoughts and fill our days are the people who have hurt us, or whom we have hurt.  They are those who vex us or whom we have vexed.  Those who are with us, in Leo’s language, those who are important to us, are not just those we love and cherish, but those with whom we struggle.  And so whether those who are with us are those we love or not, we are left to ask what are we to do with those who are “with us”.  

Jesus tells us to love them and pray for them.  In Matthew 5 Jesus tells us it is good to pray for those we love, but that is easy.  He also tells us to love and pray for our enemies.  Pray for them, not about them, pray for them and ask God to guide you in your dealings with them, pray for them and ask God to help them.  Leo tells us those who are important to us are those who are with us.  And Jesus says whoever is with us, in any way, should receive our prayers.
And then there is Nikolai’s third question, and Leo’s third answer, the right thing to do is to do good to the one standing beside you.  Jesus said it simply, “In everything, do to others as you would have them do to you, for this is the law and the prophets.”
  In everything, do not what you think the person deserves, do not what you think you would like to do; in everything Leo and Jesus teach do what is good, do as you would have done to you.
Each of these questions reveals much, each of these questions is good.  But the more time I spent with this book, the more I realized that the power and the depth of Nikolai’s story was not his specific questions, but his willingness to ask questions.  What is so powerful about Nikolai’s story is that he is willing to be curious, willing to be inquisitive, unwilling to be satisfied with knowledge he already has, unwilling to sit with the status quo.  The power of Nikolai’s story for us is that he is one who has a heart that questions, that asks, that seeks wisdom and understanding.  
Yes, the lesson Nikolai teaches us is the lesson that the writer of Proverbs offers; above all get wisdom, seek understanding, obtain knowledge.  Do not be satisfied with what you already know, but go after what will allow you to live more authentically and more deeply.  It’s the lesson that Jesus teaches; do not be content with what others hand you, do not passively receive, but ask, seek and knock.  
And let me share with you something the first century hearers would have known about the Savior’s admonition to ask, seek and knock; all three were common Jewish expressions about prayer.  In the text you heard Aimee read from Matthew 7, Jesus is inviting his followers to be curious, to be inquisitive, to gain wisdom and get understanding, not just from what they could learn in the world, not just from what their senses allowed them to take in; but to come to God with their questions, come to God in prayer believing just as Nikolai believed in Leo.

Beloved of God, each of us to live fully in this world must be willing to ask questions.  We must be willing to investigate as did Nikolai the truth of our now, the reach of our service, the importance of the one who is with us, in whatever way they are with us.  We must be willing to have a heart that seeks wisdom and understanding; a heart that desires to gain knowledge and not just any kind of knowledge; but the knowledge that comes from God.  Beloved, let us bring our questions to the source of all knowledge and wisdom, our God, no matter the number, no matter the subject, come with your questions, for God is here.
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