
 

The Law of Priorities 
Activity is Not Necessarily Accomplishment 

 
“Most of us spend too much time on what is urgent and not enough time on what is important.” 

- Stephen Covey 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Spinning Plates 
Years ago, in my occupation as a minister, I felt I had to do everything to get anything done in 
my job. If I wanted it done right, I did it myself. That’s just the way I felt. I had to have control 
over each task to make sure it turned out right… and I got all the credit for it when it worked. 

I was like that guy I used to see on television shows spinning plates. He spun several plates at the 
top of long poles. To maintain balance and keep the plates from falling off the poles he had to 
constantly run back and forth between each one. He would shake/spin each poll to keep the plates 
in motion at the top. The act became a model for people with more to do than they could handle. 
That was me… 

Then one day, it all came crashing down on me. When I wasn’t keeping track of everything 
someone came along and took over one of my poles and knocked the plate off!  I was miserable… 
I didn’t know how to handle not being in control. And worse, I was getting the credit for the failure.  
 
Then I attended a leadership conference and learned that just being busy wasn’t adding to my 
success; it was prohibiting it.  

I deserved the credit for the failure to prioritize  
and delegate things that I didn’t need to do. 

The Law of Priorities: A goal is a dream with a deadline attached to it. If you set a 
goal and prioritize your efforts on that alone, you will be far more successful. Never do 
a task that someone else could do. Activity is not necessarily accomplishment. A leader 
who spends their time doing meaningless tasks that someone else could be doing is 
wasting valuable time, and not valuing other people’s skills.  



I realized I that needed to prioritize my agenda. I needed to train and equip other people to do the 
things someone else could do… and limit myself to only doing the things that I was responsible 
for alone. I needed to share authority. I learned that I should never do a task that someone else 
could be doing. 

Suddenly, my to-do list got amazingly short... and refocused! I saw that most of what I was doing 
could be shared by other people if I equipped them to do it. I had to give up many things that I 
thought made me important. 

I heard financial guru Dave Ramsey say many years ago, “You can tell a person’s priorities by 
looking at their bank account.” This doesn’t make you a mind-reader or a magician. It makes you 
practical. Where you spend your money is where your priorities are. It also reveals where your 
heart is. 

You can tell a lot about someone by where they  
spend their money and their time. 

If you spend money on entertainment while the necessary bills are being delayed and piling up, it 
speaks to your priorities of keeping food on the table, the house warm and a high credit score. The 
same is true if you spend your money on useless things rather than items or services that will help 
or improve your life and finances.  

 
Our Agenda 
 
If I could say one thing to managers on behalf of their boss, it would be this. A leader’s success 
can be discovered by looking at their agenda. It’s simply practical, like Dave Ramsey. Show us 
what you spend your time doing each day, and we can tell if you are successful.  

Too often, we don’t realize that to become more efficient, we need to surrender something… 
probably something we are very comfortable doing. It may be a small task that robs much of our 
time. It may be that feeling we get when we are needed and people say, “We couldn’t survive 
without you here to do… that “thing” you do.”  

It could be the desire to be in control of everyone and everything. You spend your time checking 
up on them or making them check in with you. They hate it and admit it, so do you. 

While in Michigan several years ago, I mentioned that point. A bright CEO in the front row raised 
his hand. I called on him and he said, “But Jim, I can’t turn over those details to my people. Most 
of them are incompetent to handle important things.” I really wanted to help him, so I asked, “Who 
hired these people?”  He shrugged his shoulders and said, “I did.” Then he saw the problem. 

If we hire people with the intent that they must check in with us to make us look good to customers. 
Then we are placing limits on them from the very beginning.  



Most people will be as good as you hire them to be.  
Set the bar high from the beginning and watch them jump over it. 

If people feel they must get your permission to do their jobs each day, you are probably the 
problem, not them. If to get paid, I must make you look good, but I can’t until you give me 
permission to do it, why am I still here? 

 
The Rule of Five 

John Maxwell has a “Rule of Five”* for setting your priorities. I have found that if you use this 
easy five-step process, you will be able have a successful daily agenda.  

1. Write down your MAIN goal. A goal is a dream with a deadline on it. This will be your 
guiding light as you create your own Rule of Five. Your “Rule of Five” are the steps you 
must take to achieve that goal. 
 

2. Build your “important” list. This can be done in a variety of ways:  
a: Make a to-do list for your day. Include everything that must be done that day, as well 
as items you aim to complete over time. OR 
b: Write down a list of every task you do to be successful. This can range from reading 
and writing to engaging with team members and building good relationships. 
 

3. Rank the items in order of priority. If various items are similar, you can categorize them 
to help with the prioritization process. Streamline it, in other words. 
 

4. Highlight the Top 20% of your priorities and make a memorable list of five things that 
allows you to allocate most of your time to those things. Trust me. I know from 
experience that the other 80% of your priorities take care of themselves. When things are 
running smoothly, our problems go from being mountains to speed bumps. 
 

5. Print your “Rule of Five” and hang it where it is frequently seen by you alone. 
Repetition is key. Repetition will make habit. Practice doesn’t make perfect; it makes 
habit. Practice these steps faithfully and ruthlessly. Teach your team to do make their 
own “Rule of Five.” 

*from Jumpstart Your Priorities, by John Maxwell 

Most of us don’t prioritize because we either don’t want to give up something… a feeling, a duty 
or control. But many of us don’t prioritize because we don’t think we have the time to make a list 
and follow it faithfully. Think about that. “I can’t prioritize because I don’t have the time.”  

Successful people have discovered what they do best.  
Successful leaders have discovered what other people do best.  

Great leaders always ask, “Who could be doing what I am doing?” 



In the First Gulf War, Saddam Hussein had a formidable army called, the elite Republican Guard. 
They answered to him and served his every whim. But when the coalition forces attacked them, 
Hussein was hiding for fear of his life. 61 Republican Guard tanks were destroyed in less than an 
hour. Why? The Republican Guard lacked a battle plan that was drawn up by military geniuses. 
They fell apart when opposed by a more organized force. They could have been better, but 
leadership skills were withheld from them.  

In the same way, our plans will fall apart unless we prioritize our agenda and give up the authority 
to do the things we don’t HAVE to do. Make a “Rule of Five” list and stick with it ruthlessly. 
Don’t let your plates come crashing down around you.  
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