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Over the past weeks we have been looking at the hunwdrgtyme of the Biblical figures
of the Bible. As we turn the corner to the seaddreat, we take up the words of the apostle
Paul, who shares a great deal of honesty about the stsuggfaced within his own discipleship-
even to the point of holding a bit of a pity party beftine CorinthiangOur reading comes from
Paul's second letter to the Corinthians, chapter 4: 711 treasure that he will refer to is the
knowledge of God’s glory in Christ. Hear the Word of Gt&lt we have this treasure in clay
jars, so that it may be made clear that this extlinary power belongs to God and does not come
from us. We are afflicted in every way, but not crasiperplexed, but not driven to despair;
persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destralyealys carrying in the body the
death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may alsmabe visible in our bodies. For while we live,
we are always being given up to death for Jesus’ sakbasthe life of Jesus may be made
visible in our mortal flesh. So death is at work inlug life in you. But just as we have the same
spirit of faith that is in accordance with scripturebélieved, and so | spoke”- we also believe,
and so we speak, because we know that the one who ttaeskdrd Jesus will raise us also with
Jesus, and will bring us with you into his presence., ¥esrything is for your sake, so that
grace, as it extends to more and more people, may secteanksgiving, to the glory of God. So
we do not lose heart. Even though our outer naturessngeaway, our inner nature is being
renewed day by day. For this slight momentary affiicis preparing us for an eternal weight of
glory beyond all measure, because we look not at windb&aeen but at what cannot be seen;
for what can be seen is temporary, but what cannetée is eternal.”

Today is Ash Wednesday, the official beginning of Lefttually, if we were in New
Orleans, yesterday, Fat Tuesday or Mardi Gras- thehuyday of gluttony, would have been
the official kickoff to the liturgical season- with sgof the faith today taking the form of a ritual
ingesting of extra strength Tylenol and Tums. The idéapurse, being that one has to squeeze
in every possible vice before the period of fasting rapeéntance that, for many characterizes
Lent. It is thought of as a means of getting it oubrad’s system before trying to put one’s best,
and most disciplined foot forward before God. I'll adraiten though | have participated in an
Ash Wednesday service every year for as long as tesaember, as a good Presbyterian, | was
never very good at observing the Lenten practice afgisomething up in the weeks before
Easter- | think | aimed to high with such lofty expeictas as abstainment from desserts or
chocolate- two totally separate things, of coursee §¢ason proved typically to draw out more
of my own failings in the realm of spiritual disciplinesd a feeling of hopelessness so | usually
gave up the effort after about week one, though | wasyalware then happy to chime in at the
Easter celebrations, reaping the joy of the resumeetithout first really standing at the foot of
the cross. Celebrating the fact that | was forgeaeth redeemed, without ever really considering
the fact that | was sinful and broken in the first plaBut this notion of giving pause along the
road to Jerusalem- a season of space before the eropsy before the birth of the new church
through the flames of Pentecost, before Calvary,rbdfte disciples are left staring upwards into
the sky with mouths dropped open, giving pause to recall olutre#ss and God'’s grace, to recall
why this all happened in the first place is just whatl Rakes up in this text, and is exactly what
this Ash Wednesday is all about.

Paul writes, “But we have this treasure in clay jaocsthat it may be made clear that this
extraordinary power belongs to God and does not comeusomWe know something about
clay jars, these earthen vessels, ourselves don’'t Me@ugh the lens of scripture we have gazed



over the shoulder of the potter at work at his whe@enesis 2, “Then the Lord God formed

man from the dust of the ground, and breathed into hisiledke breath of life; and the man
became a living being.” Psalm 103, “For he knows howweree made; he remembers that we are
dust.” We ourselves are these very clay jars- molded the earth, filled with sediment and
imperfection, created not as something that is tewaedible, but vulnerable to being broken if it
falls, an outer nature that is being wasted away by &ind trial and sin. It is no coincidence that
throughout the OIld Testament figures such as Job and thegtscclothe themselves in sackcloth
and cover themselves with ashes when intercedindnéondelves or others because it is a symbol
of their dustiness- of mortality- a recognition ofithéter reliance upon God from whom all life
sprang forth and to whom all life will return. It isetement about God’s sovereignty and human
fragility as earthen vessels, a reminder that theaexdinary power of provision for our needs,
provision for our sin indeed belongs to God and does maedmm us. When we try so hard to
put our best foot forward for God to somehow leverage iBodgranting more goodness, when
we try and hold some invisible standard or bottomfmeour faith and our Christian walk, when
we reign ourselves to shame and self-loathing upon oasselien our attempts at Lenten
disciplines start to resemble half-hearted new yeasslutions Paul puts us back in our place.
“But we have this treasure in clay jars” he writéone of it comes from us. And though we
often feel more like something that might be found ekin of a Kindergarten pottery class then
a museum, we were nonetheless crafted by God, callddffom dust, and in that state we are
perfected not because of who we are, but because oGotas.

Contrary to anything we could imagine, rather thendgeonsidered worthless as dust in
light of God’s power it is these very same imperfectigavessels that are entrusted to hold the
treasure of God’s glory. Because God clothed himséif suit, covered himself in the ashes of
our mortality and tasted death so that our imperfectiaght be made perfect in God’s eyes
This is both the hard truth and the good news of LEot. when we give pause before Easter to
recall why we even stand at the cross, when we takificalt look within ourselves and
recognize that we have no best foot to put forwardrbeBod, that we are subject to corruption
and decay, to passions we can’'t control, to vicesusewnb to, to resolutions we cannot keep,
to disciplines we can't make time for, when we reitadl times we have neglected our neighbor or
ourselves, when we have sacrificed our integrity ornga@ur inner voicet is only then that we
come to truly appreciate what it means that our ovah feend faltering was taken on by Jesus and
by the hand of God was sculpted into the very basispé land life* It is when we see that we
ourselves merit only a mound of ashes and the dust thwila will return that we can grasp the
awesome reality of Christ taking on flesh so thatmght be given eternal life. It is only after we
offer confession that we might truly grasp forgivenes$Iaegin to get our minds around what it
means to have Christ resurrected, when it seemedltiaid been consumed by sin and
unworthiness, to have Christ in us like an emberess A priceless treasure in an earthen vessel
fanned by faith.

Treehugger.com reports that researchers for Motorela ¢tr@ated a prototype cellular
phone casing that is made of a type of biodegradablegphasgtich comes with a sunflower seed
that is embedded within it, and viewable through a capstlee phone. When the phone is
discarded the seed is released after the casing breaksalmwrith it an enzyme that serves as a

1 New Interpreter’s Bible Commentamgl. 11, Nashville, Abingdon, 2000, p. 88



nutrient for the seed as it grows into a sunflower.il&\this is surely shameless marketing to a
guilty consumer conscience at its best it is also psrhgpeculiar modern-day illustration of what
Paul is talking about, of what this day is all aboutis With an honest and sober look at ourselves
in the weeks ahead that we might proclaim the truthasté Sunday that even though our outer
nature is failing us, our inner nature is being renewedgalay not in spite of our imperfections
or decay, but because of them and this, finally, suse for celebration.

Ash Wednesday does not belong to any one denominativadition, though it is
observed more by some then others. Receiving theo§idpe cross isn't a sacrament though the
tradition of marking oneself with ashes is as an@arthe scriptures themselves because we only
got about 2 weeks into the creation before we discovauredfinite capacity to mess things up
and God'’s infinite capacity to love us anyway. Thia @ay set aside to recall such things as the
fact that our time on this earth is passing every nmbinet we do not need to be afraid. That no
building of a temple or mastery of the law or even &ing of ashes can save us but by grace
alone will we drink from the cup of salvation. Tlisaiday set apart to recall that finding favor in
the eyes of God does not mean putting our best foot fdrwameans being our most authentic
self before God not so that he might draw closer tduwtsthat we might draw closer to him.
Today we offer a liturgy of confession as the firgfpsalong the Lenten road to Jerusalem, and
for those who would like to come forward after the praye will have ashes available and will
make the sign of the cross on your forehead as a rentimatefrom dust we came and to dust we
will return. God does not ask us to be any more olemsythen what we are. We are nothing
more then fallen sinners, we are nothing less thei<cown creation and bearers of the image of
Christ. And so begins this holy season when we lookhe visible signs of the work of the
invisible grace within as God continues to shape uspadtar at work at the wheel. For even
though our outer nature is wasting away, our inner nasuveing renewed day by day. For this
slight momentary affliction is preparing us for an eaémeight of glory beyond all measure,
because we look not at what can be seen but at wabtcdor what can be seen is temporary,
but what cannot be seen is eternal.”



