Earthly vs. Heavenly Treasure Rev. Ross Varney, Nov.9, 2025

As you probably know, “Make me a channel of Your Peace” is a
song from a prayer of St. Francis...who was known for giving up his
worldly wealth and social status to start the Franciscan Order, which
was known for peacemaking, love of animals, love for Creation, love
for “bother sun” and “sister moon.” To put God and the ways of God
as top priority in our lives is what Paul meant in his letter to the
younger Timothy, saying there is great gain in godliness, combined
with contentment. As we approach stewardship season and end of
year giving, we remember what Jesus said about pursuing not earthly
treasure but heavily treasures. The heavenly things are things that last,
like Peace and Love, not the temporal and material things of earth.

There really is a tug of war between earthly treasure and heavenly
treasure: Jesus put it rather starkly when he said that we cannot serve
both God and Money, because one will inevitably be master over the
other. Jesus also said in the Sermon on the Mount, if we put God first
in our lives, everything else will then be added. | suppose if we seek
God and “contentment” with what we have, our true needs are always
met. But if we put money as our top priority and goal, it can easily
become something destructive, like obsession and addiction, that
leaves little room for the things of God.

We are clear that Paul did not say money itself is evil, but that
the Love of Money is a root of all evil. It is the Love of money, the
pursuit of money, giving money priority in all our decisions that is the
danger. Even “Yankee Thrift” has a destructive aspect; If everything is
Save, Save, Save, and get the “best deal, the best buy,” we can reach
the end of our life with lots of savings, but not having taken time to
rest, vacation,or enjoy life.

Ecclesiastes, the Jewish Wisdom book, that gave us the famous
line “For everything there is a season...” warns about the futility of
pursuing wealth and worldly pleasures:
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Vanity of vanities, all is vanity! (The Hebrew word for vanity also means
vapor, breath, or mist). The Preacher says, all is vanity and a chasing
after wind! | said to myself, Come, | will make a test of pleasure, and |
said, What use is it? | searched how to cheer myself with wine. I built
houses and planted vineyards. | made myself gardens and parks,
planting in them all kinds of fruit trees. | made pools with which to
water the trees. | bought male and female slaves. | had great
possessions of herds and flocks, more than any who had been before
me in Jerusalem. | also gathered for myself silver and gold and the
treasure of kings. | got singers, both men and women, and delights of
the flesh and many concubines. So | became great and surpassed all
who were before me in Jerusalem...BUT then | considered all that my
hands had done, and again, all was vanity and a chasing after wind....
For the fate of humans, and the fate of animals is the same; as one
dies, so does the other. They all have the same breath, and humans
have no advantage over the animals; for all is vanity. All go to one
place; all are from the dust and all turn to dust again... | saw that
under the sun the race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the strong,
nor riches to the intelligent, BUT time and chance happen to them all.
For no one can anticipate the time of disaster; mortals are snared at a
time of calamity, when it suddenly falls upon them. Jesus echoes this
theme; Jesus told a story about the rich man who built more and more
“storehouses” (barns) for all his savings and belongings, only to find
out that his very life would be asked of him that night.

The main point of these bible teachings is that we cannot put our
hopes or our feeling of security on our wealth. Pursuing riches as our
top priority is a vanity, a chasing after wind, seeking something that
does not ultimately satisfy. You may know the often quoted story of
the poor Caribbean fisherman and the American businessman... A
businessman visits a small coastal village and meets a fisherman who
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at midday has caught enough fish for the day. The fisherman spends
the rest of his day relaxing, playing with his children and enjoying life
with his wife and friends. The businessman tells him he should fish
longer, catch more and buy a bigger boat. With more success, he
could eventually own a fleet, build a company, become rich and retire
early. The fisherman asked, and then what would | do? And the
businessman replies you could relax on a small coastal village, spend
more time with your wife and friends and enjoy life. The fisherman just
smiles, because he's already doing exactly that!

This story draws a clear contrast between earthly riches and
heavenly treasures. For Paul, in writing to Timothy, he calls the
heavenly treasure “godliness and contentment.” We know another
letter of Paul, he says “l have learned to be content with whatever |
have. | know what it is to have little, and | know what it is to have
plenty, to be well fed, and to go hungry.” To Timothy he says, “pursue
righteousness, godliness, faith, love, endurance, gentleness. Fight the
good fight of faith. Take hold of the life that really is life. Set your
hopes not on the uncertainty of riches, but rather on God.

Speaking of the uncertainty of riches, let me spend a moment on
the topic of gambling. Now, we are not talking about a playful game of
bingo, poker, or an occasional scratch ticket. But serious gambling,
being the pursuit of money itself, has a hold on people, an addiction,
that is “chasing after wind.” Even a big win one day is something that
is fleeting, temporary, because all the other days a player loses, the
system is rigged so that the odds are always with the house. For the
persistent gambler, it is an obsession, a chasing after wind. The love
of money becomes a root of evil, a destructive force in the gambler’s
life. The casinos are usually rather dark places, (perhaps with flashing
lights), no windows, no connection to the outside world. There are no
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clocks, so this encourages people to lose any sense of time, and to
get entranced with playing a game, yet one more time!)

So back to heavenly treasure, godliness and contentment,
content with what we have. Like the fisherman in the poor coastal
village, | have noted often that happiness has little correlation with
one’s position or wealth. On Sundays in Stage Fort Park by the harbor
in Gloucester, the picnic tables are full, grills going strong, and most of
the picnic folk seem to be rather poor, people of color, probably
immigrants, perhaps even undocumented folks. But the laughter and
enjoyment of family is so noticeable. They are pursuing life that “really
is life.” | noticed that in my trips to Latin America, to Mexico, to
Honduras, to Ecuador, to Chile... kids playing soccer barefoot, ate
meager meals of rice and beans... there was plenty of poverty but
also plenty of joy. The centrality of family life is noticeable; they pursue
the heavenly treasures of love, of laughter, of joy.

Tevye in Fiddler on the Roof sings of being a rich man, but
his song is a playful wondering about what it would be like to be rich.
Really, he is content with his circumstances, his love for his wife and
family... these are true riches, heavenly treasures. We can strive for
these riches in our church community as well. With every fundraiser,
from Thrift Shop to Christmas fairs, one off the most important things
for churches is building of community, extending a generous welcome
and accepting love to everyone; we’re not perfect at it, but | think we
do fairly well. Because of the great love of our God and the amazing
grace of our risen Savior, “Whoever you are and wherever you are on
life’s journey, you are welcome here.” Amen.
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