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“The Potter’s House”
Jeremiah 18:1-11

The first three Kings of Israel — Saul, David and Solomon — ruled over a relatively unified and
prosperouskingdom. After thedeath of Solomon, civil war broke out and the kingdom split into two
- Israel in the north and Judah in the south. Throughout the divided kingdom, God's prophets
addressed the people with amessage that said in effect, “ shape up and get with God' s program or
you will be shipped out!” For various reasons, Isragl wasthe weaker of the two and was conquered
by the Assyrians about 721 B.C. Judah was conquered by Babylonia around 586 B.C.

Jeremiah preached during the last 40 years of Judah’s existence. His message is largely one of
gloom and doom. He told the people that the constant threat from foreign powers was God’'s
judgment agai nst them because of their sin. That word was such abitter pill to swallow that hisown
family and closest friends turned on him and called him atraitor. Both nations continually thumbed
their noses at all the prophets God sent. When the prophets said, “you shouldn’t do this but you
should to that,” their typical response was, “Why should we? What'sthe point? We'll live just
the way we've always lived, doom or no doom."*

There are two dominant ideas as to how God might respond to such in-your-face-disobedience.

Oneisthat God will soon takethe disobedient tothe woodshed where he' |l beat the living daylights
out of them. | wasin the shoe department of Macy’s on Friday evening where | noticed a couple
withlittle guy who wasahellion onwheels. All of asudden | hear the mother holler, “If you knock
over those shoes, that man over there will get you!” That’s the concept of God that many people
have. Asaresult, when some difficulty or disease or disaster comes upon them, they immediately
assume they are being punished for something they did. Unfortunately, there are proof texts to
support such an understanding. “Only those who sin will be put to death,” preached Ezekiel.
“Good peoplewill be rewarded for what they do, and evil people will be punished for what
they do.”?

The other idea asto how God might respond to our disobedienceisto ignoreit because” God'sjob
isto protect God' s people no matter what they do,” especially if we are liturgically and doctrinally
correct. Such aconcept of God blinded the people of Judah. “Remember,” they would say, “ God
promisedKing Davidthat his thronewould go on forever. Hisdynasty will never end Weareheirs
tothat promise!”® Asaresult, the Temple became asanctuary in which they thought they could find
refugefromany judgment threatened by prophetssuch as Jeremiah. “Don’t et him bother you. This
isthe Temple of the Lord, the Temple of the Lord, the Temple of the Lord!"*

Are either of those concepts satisfying to you — “ God will get you for that;” or “God doesn’t care
what you do with your lives because God loves us just the way we are?’

We really don't believe, do we, that God would personally direct a foreign power against us as



judgment for our sin? Remember the universal disgust everyone felt when some high-profile TV
preachers announced that the attacks on September 11 were God’ s judgment against us because of
the rampant immorality in our nation?

Wereally don’t believe, dowe, that because we consider ourselvesto be God’ s peoplethat thereis
a protective shield wrapped around us? A couple of weeks ago | went into a local store that |
frequent where the clerk knows that I'm a pastor. She looked at me and said, “Oh, are you well?
Youlook sothin.” 1 told her | had some surgery recently and that | had lost someweight. Shesaid,
“It'sagood thing you' rea Christian.” Yes, | believeitisagood thing to beaChristian. | would not
want to be anything else. Sinceit wasn’t the time and place to probe what she meant, | left with the
feeling she meant some kind of protection that comeswith being Christian and that maybeif thefirst
line of defense failed, | must be on afast track to certain and complete physical healing.

Neither of thoseconcepts compute for me. Jeremiahispresented with athird option. | call it “ astill
moreexcellent way.” ® “Come, go down tothe potter’shouse, and there | will let you hear my
words. So [Jeremiah] went down to the potter’s house, and there he was working at his
whesl.”

Let usgo to apotter’ shouse and watch for awhile. Try not to be anxiousin the silence, but be till
and listen for what God might be saying to you.

[At this point, the congregation watched a short video which showed
aclose-up view of a potter shaping a pot.]

| see gentle yet firm hands, loving hands intimately involved with the clay, hands that help each
other, hands that know what the pot should look likeand persevering handsthat won't stop until the
potlooks right. And handsthat arewilling to get dirty —very dirty. What | don’t seeisapotter who
trashesthe clay for whatever reason. Nor do | see apotter who doesn’t care what the pot looks like.
| do see hands that are in the recycling business.

Thismetaphor becomesalensthrough which| read our faith story. At the very beginning of things,
God reached down to the earth, took some clay, breathed into it and we began to live® The pot
didn’tcome out theway the Potter hoped. 1t wasn’t becausethe Potter lacked skill. There must have
been something in the clay because as soon as we started to live, we began todie —not just in a
physical sensebut in aspiritua sense. We begin to die because before God can wash his hands, we
run away and hidefrom God. Ever since, God has been calling us—asindividual persons, cultures,
nations—and setting us back on thewheel, re-shaping us, re-forming us, smoothing away therough
edgesof our arrogance, filling inthe pot-marks, cracks and other injuriescreated by life' sslingsand
arrows, and re-opening our hearts so we can be vessels of his grace.

| don’'t believe God is out to get us. | believe God is out to redeem us. | don't believe that God

punishesaswe deserve, nor rewards usaswe think wemay deserve. “God makesthesun riseon
theevil and thegood, and sendsrain on therighteous and the unrighteous.”” God does allow
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usto experience the consequences of our own sinfulness. If he didn’'t, we' d never learn from our
mistakes. God doesn’t haveto punish us. Wedo it to ourselves every time we chooseto livein the
darknessrather thanthe light; or choose disobedienceover obedience; or choosedeath i nstead of life.

| don’t believe everything that happens to us happens for some divinely appointed reason. Or that
“God never gives usmore than wecan bear.” First of al | don’t believethat God isin the business
of tryingto trip usup. Secondly, many times people can't bear the burdensthey haveto carry. They
crash under the weight.

| do believethat life' strialsandtribulations can act as arefiner’ sfire that burns away theimpurities.
It'swhen you're hurting or suffering in some way that you are most likely to discover what is
important in life and what is not important. After September 11, 2001, our nation began to make
those discoveries. | remember preaching a sermon a couple of weeks later in which | said that
everyone wants to get back to normal, but that we should redefine normal as being closer to the
place God wants usto be. It didn’t work that way. Instead of being purified, we returned to our
franticlivesas weaways lived them. If there have been any changes, maybe we have only become
more rigid and bitter and angry and hateful. When we're up against it, whatever it is, better to
remain pliable and malleable so that the Potter can redeem us. You know the old proverb: “The
wind does not break atree that bends.”

| realize that the Jeremiah text before us sounds asif God “has the world on a string, sitting on a
rainbow, with the string around hisfinger.” Thereis much about it that makes me uncomfortable.
It talks about God “ shaping evil against you and devisingaplan against you.” It asks, “Doesnot
the Potter have theright to do as the Potter pleases?’ Of course, or God would not be God. But we
will aso learn, if we stick with the story long enough, that God is love and love does not insist on
its own way.?

| believe that God has a plan for our lives— not in the sense that everything that happens to us has
been all worked out ahead of time in some fatalistic way making us nothing more than puppets on
astring. | believe that God has a plan for our lives in the sense that God knows what our pots
should look like.

| don’t know who Bill Versteeg is, but this first-person monologue is attributed to him.

Beforel, Jeremiah, close, | must tell you one more story about the potter. | saw it
coming It would happen after my time, some 700 years|ater. The Potter set to work
tomakea perfect, absolutely perfect pot, thebeauty of which exceededall others, the
glory of which, it could only be said - when you saw the wonder of the pot - it so
resembledthe greatnessof the Potter that to seethe pot wasto see the Potter himself.

The perfect pot was placed on display for all tosee. Webeheld itsglory, theglory of
the one and only. Only some saw its beauty, others hated its beauty, it was rejected,
soldto be broken, destroyed, for 30 piecesof silver. When the seller sawwhat hehad
done, overwhelmed with irremovable guilt, hereturned the 30 pieces of silver, and
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those 30 pieces of silver were used to purchase the Pottersfield, the place where the
potter’ s rejects were tossed, broken, marred beyond recognition.

But what they forgot isthe Potter’ s privilege!  The Potters privilege to takewhat is
marred, broken, to rework it, and make something totally new - a new creation,
formed under his tender care. One pot rejected, so that the others, formed like him
inbeauty under the potters careful touch, could beaccepted. The Pot resurrected was
the first of many that will portray the beauty of God - radiant, without spot or
blemish, holy and blamelessin His sight.

| Jeremiah, you Immanuel, we are but dust, the clay, being reworked under the
careful, loving hand of God.

Weall areclay being reworked under the careful and loving hand of God. Perhaps that’ s what the
old Shaker Song has in mind:

When true simplicity is gained,

to bow and to bend we shan’t be ashamed,
To turn, turn will be our delight

Till be turning, turning we come round right.
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