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Sermons 
from Northwood United Church 

 

“This Body of Ours”  

Luke 13:31-35, 2 Corinthians 4:1-18 (selected verses) 

Will Sparks               February 24, 2013 

 

 May the words of my mouth, the meditations of our hearts, and the actions of our lives, 

be acceptable in your sight, O God, our strength and our redeemer. Amen. 

 “we have this treasure in clay jars… So we do not lose heart. Even though our outer 

nature is wasting away, our inner nature is being renewed day by day.” 

I once had a friend, an 80-something year old friend whose husband of over 50 years had 

died. This sweet Quaker couple had loved each other dearly and she was struggling with the loss 

deeply. She was surrounded by her good faithful Quaker friends whose support got her through 

that really hard time. And the quality and depth of her relationship with her husband was a great 

comfort. But her friends we a little puzzled after a while as her grief did not abate. They 

wondered, since the two of them were so spiritually connected, and since that spiritual 

connection lives on. They would say, “You are lucky you had such a spiritual connection with 

Bob, and that you have that to hang on to…” And that, though kind, was not enough. And in a 

private moment she confided to a friend once about this spiritual connection. She acknowledged 

that that was indeed true, but she says, “Yes, but I loved his body too.” 

 I have heard it said by very deeply spiritual people that they are basically spiritual beings 

on a physical journey through this life. That is to say that their primary identity is as spiritual 

beings- souls in this life on a temporary physical sojourn. And as true as that is, and as helpful 

that is as a corrective in an insanely materialistic world, we are also very physical beings. We 

live in bodies, as are our bodies. The physicality of this life we live is important.  

 And that was the conundrum that Paul was trying to help the early church in Corinth with 

in his letter. We trust that this life is greater than this experience of pain and pleasure, that we are 

part of a greater life than this physical one, and yet our experience of life is so mediated by the 

physical. We see and touch and smell and taste the beauty, and the pain of it all. We are grateful 

to God for the sweetness of life, the amazing genius of the physical universe, and our physical 

bodies, but we also know that we are formed of earth and to earth we all return. These fleshly 

bodies are temporary. They break down. In the body, we experience not only ecstasy, but pain.  

 And Paul says, yes, “We have this treasure, the treasure of our life and the life of the 

gospel, in clay jars, earthen vessels…” We carry this precious cargo of our spiritual, eternal, 

sacred life in beautiful, yet temporary bodies. There has been a tendency in Christian theology to 

pit these two realities against each other, and typically that goes something like this: the physical 

is bad, the spiritual is good; are bodies are sinful, spirits are virtuous; control the desires of the 

flesh, be free in the spirit. But life is not that simple. We love the treasure, but we love the 

earthen vessel too.  

 For the first 40 years of my life, I mostly ignored my body. It was useful, enjoyable, but I 

took its soundness for granted. But my 40s got me in touch with the clay-ness of this earthen 

vessel. First it was the eyes- they were making print smaller and smaller, then it was this hip, and 

then there was sag where there never used to be sag. What’s with that?! We have this treasure, 

this life, this gospel, in earthen vessels. We love the treasure and we love the vessel. 

 This is true of our church as well. I was at a gathering this week called together by Gary 

Paterson, the moderator of the United church of Canada. He had asked a dozen or so church 

leaders to come together as he offers his leadership to the national church at a time when a 
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comprehensive review of the entire workings of the national church is underway. And there is 

very serious conversation nationally about the future of the national manifestation of the United 

Church. The fact is, in the next 3 years we will get to the point as a national church that we will 

have enough income to pay the necessary severance to the national staff, and that’s about it. The 

future of the Mission and Service Fund and the entire ministry of the General Council is on the 

table. And Gary wanted a few of us to gather and offer our thoughts on the situation. He began 

the meeting with, “We have this treasure in clay jars, and our body is wasting away…” What do 

we do when the outer form of the church we love so dearly is no longer viable? We have this 

treasure, this United Church of Canada, in a clay jar. A structure. A legal entity. A physical form. 

We love this United Church of Canada, and it is not something we are just going to throw off any 

easier than we can simply throw off our bodies. But we experience now its earthiness, its 

temporariness. 

 Last week we heard the report of the roof consultant telling us that this lovely structure 

that we have inherited from the faithful people of Fleetwood and North Surrey United and all the 

other folks who have gathered since, who bought this property and built this wonderful structure 

has serious problems and it will take at least $600,000 to make this physical structure whole and 

complete again. It is broken, this clay jar, this earthen vessel which holds such a treasure is in 

physical trouble. After I first heard the news I came into this lovely sanctuary, looked at these 

gorgeous big beams, and the circular design with the great acoustics, and I just ached. I love this 

building. I love what the previous leaders of our church created here. This earthen vessel is 

gorgeous, and broken, and its temporary nature comes crashing in.  

 “We have this treasure in clay jars…” In essence, the treasure is what happens among us. 

The treasure is the relationships made possible here. The treasure is the love and care exchanged 

here. The treasure is the transforming of our lives by the meaning and purpose of the gospel of 

Jesus Christ. We break the bread and pour the wine, and in community, ordinary bread and wine 

become a sacrament, an experience of the grace of God. We break open our lives here and they 

too become a sacrament. We hear music, we watch children grow and flourish, we come together 

to lift burdens, to try to make a difference in the world… We come to love the life we share, and 

the place we share it. And these days we are particularly aware that we have this treasure in a 

clay jar, an earthen vessel, a temporary, beautiful, breakable structure.  

 It is scary when our bodies experience the natural realities of our physical life, our 

physical bodies, our ecclesiastical bodies, our buildings feel the clay-ness of life. All beautiful 

houses containing the life we are given. Love them while we have them, care for them. Enjoy the 

gifts of our physical life while we have it. Grieve the loss of it when it is taken from us. But 

don’t worship them. The life of the church is more than the building just like the life of the 

person is more than the body. Though it is sometimes hard to distinguish between treasure and 

vessel, love them with a loose hold on the clay, and a strong hold to the treasure within. Amen 

  


