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Treasure in Earthen Vessels
(display metaphor slide)

Some years ago a woman named Marge wrote to the famous columnist, Ann Landers.  This is what she wrote.
I’m 44 and married to a swell guy.  We get along okay – no drinking, no gambling, no drugs, etc.  He has a good job and our home is paid for.  Our children are healthy and cause us no problems.  They do well in school - and though teenagers - have never caused us any trouble. 

So why am I writing?  Because my life is “blah.”  Something is missing.  It’s like stew without salt.  I feel a certain emptiness.  What is it?

If you were Ann Landers, how would you respond to this woman?  What advice would you give her?  What would you say to provide her some direction or a sense of fulfillment?

Not surprisingly, this woman is not alone.  There are countless men and women who are expressing the same sentiments.  A growing percentage of teenagers and young adults are joining their ranks.  They’re asking themselves, “What’s missing in my life?  It’s like stew without salt.  I feel a certain emptiness.  With all I have going for me, why do I feel empty inside?”
In our scripture for this morning, the Apostle Paul gives us an answer.  Simply put, his answer is Jesus Christ.  Now that may sound rather simplistic, but listen again to his words.

We who have this spiritual treasure in Christ are like clay pots, in order to show that the supreme power belongs to God, not to us.  (v. 7)  
Treasure in clay pots.  What a powerful image.  There’s a costly treasure awaiting anyone who humbly receives the light of Christ into their gloomy hearts.  That’s the message of the gospel we believe and profess.  What shall we say about this great treasure?  How may we possess it?

First, we need to realize that the greatest treasure life affords does not lie somewhere “out there.”  Regrettably, our over- indulgent culture has inculcated us to believe that contentment is in what we possess.  We’ve come to believe that if we can just land the right job, have a nicer home, live in an upscale neighborhood, acquire a trimmer body, dress in designer clothes, go on expensive vacations, or have the latest electronic gadget, then we’ll be content.  In other words, the secret to lasting contentment is somewhere “out there” to be purchased or acquired in some way.  We look for contentment in the things we possess or dream to possess.
But as you’re aware, things are not the answer.  Even the success of attaining one’s goals is not always the answer to contentment.  You would think the all-too-familiar example of those who do seem to have it all world be sufficient warning to us.

(Display slide of Fantasia Barrino)

Just this past week the network news reported the attempted suicide of the 2004 American Idol winner, Fantasia Barrino.  Here’s a young woman who only five years ago had achieved her dream of winning national fame by being voted America’s Idol.  Yet this past week she attempted suicide.
But Fantasia is not alone.  We can name a host of others who have achieved the American Dream of fame and fortune, only to find their lives in a tailspin.  People who have looks, talent and influence.  Yet despite their success they still felt empty inside, searching for something to provide lasting contentment: Whitney Houston, Robert Downey, Jr., Britney Spears and Lindsay Lohan, to name a few.  
How many times must we hear such saddening stories before we realize that genuine and lasting contentment are not found “out there.”  Even if we can achieve our dreams and goals we can still feel empty inside.  That’s why the Apostle Paul reminds us that permanent contentment is not found “out there” in the things that entice us.  
Now on an intellectual level, most of us already know that we can’t find happiness “out there.”  Yet we keep searching for it in all the unnecessary things we buy.

So what happens when misfortune comes our way?  Listen again to the words of the Apostle as he describes the affect of Christ as our treasure.
We are often troubled, but not crushed; sometimes in doubt, but never in despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; and though badly hurt at times, we are not destroyed.  (v. 8)
Undoubtedly, life can be cruel to us.  Sometime ago I read in a magazine a humorous article entitled, “You Know It’s Going To Be A Bad year When …”  Some of the items that appeared on the list included these.
… when the moving van starts to unload next door and 

the first four things down the ramp are motorcycles.

… when your 14 year-old son or daughter insists that 
Jesus never preached against having tattoos.

… when the new car you purchased four months ago is 
being recalled.

No one denies life has its trials and tribulations.  If any one was convinced of this it was likely the Apostle Paul.  Listen to what he writes about his own sufferings in the same Second Letter to the Corinthians, chapter 11.

“Five times I was given the 39 lashes by the Jews; three times I was whipped by the Romans; once I was stoned.  I have been in three shipwrecks, and once spent 24 hours in the water.  In my travels I have been in danger from floods and from robbers, in danger from fellow Jess and from Gentiles; there have been dangers in the cities, dangers in the wilds, dangers on the high seas, and dangers from false friends.  I have often been without enough food, shelter or clothing.  (2 Corinthians 11:24-27)
Despite all the suffering Paul endured, still he writes in this letter that if we possess the treasure of Christ within our hearts, no evil or tribulation can conquer us.
This brings me to the last thing I want to say this morning.  
If contentment is not something we find “out there, “ and we believe that Christ affords us strength to face the trials of life, then we need to remember that the treasure we find is not found by looking simply within ourselves, but by looking heavenward.  

The path to inner peace is not simply a matter of getting in touch with our feelings, but getting in touch with our Savior.  The answer lies in a healthy and intimate relationship with Christ.  It’s not only a matter of fixing what’s broke about us, but trusting in the Higher Power of Christ.  
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Sometime ago I remember reading about a cab driver who was a pretty good judge of character.  A few days before Christmas one of his fares looked to be desperate.  The fare asked the cab driver to take him to a particular corner in the city and then park.  The fare sat there for a long time with the meter running.  The next night the incident was repeated.  When the same routine was repeated a third night, the cabby became suspicious.  
So the cabby began looking around and noticed that there were several stores in the neighborhood, and he concluded his fare was casing the area for a robbery.  So the cabby excused himself from the cab, using the excuse that he wanted to purchase a drink from a nearby convenience store.
Once inside the store the cabby telephoned the police, describing what was going on.  It wasn’t long before a police patrol arrived and approached the cab.  The policeman asked the passenger to exit the cab, which he did.  Then the policeman politely began to interrogate the passenger, asking what the man found so interesting that he would take a taxi for three consecutive nights simply to park at the same location.
The man respond, pointing to a large stained glass window at a church across the street.  The passenger then said,  “I’ve never had need for religion.  I don’t even know how to pray.  But my wife is very ill, and the doctors tells me she may not make it.  The other night I found this church window by chance , and for some reason it gives me a sense of peace and hope.  I know it sounds weird, but that’s why I’ve been coming here these last few nights.”

Somehow that man knew his answer was not in his own power, or even in the power of modern medicine.  Somehow he sensed existentially that there was a Higher Power from which he needed to draw.  

How is it with your soul this morning?  Are you searching for life’s treasurers in the wrong places?  Are you expecting the things “out there” to provide you what only Christ can offer?  Are you able to draw from the wellspring of your spiritual treasurer when times become rough and you struggle with discouragement?

The Apostle Paul used the metaphor of treasure in earthen vessels.  Have you made that treasure yours?

This morning I want to invite you to ponder if there’s a treasure living within you.  How well do you know Christ?  Is He just the main character in stories you’ve learned about in church?  Or do you have a personal relationship with Him, Someone from whom you can draw strength when things get tough?   Is there a treasure living within you?
If you find yourself wanting for an answer, I invite you to come forward during our offering or the singing of our last hymn and kneel at the altar for prayer.  I’ll even join you if you want.  If coming forward makes you feel uncomfortable, fine.  Send me an email this week and I or Pastor Paul will arrange a time to sit and chat with you about your concerns.  
Don’t let this opportunity pass.  Claim the treasure that Christ is eager for you to inherit.  AMEN
