THE POTTER’S HAND
Jeremiah 18:1-12

The word that came to Jeremiah from the Lord: “Come, go down to the potter’s house, and there I will let you hear my words” (18:1-2). Today we go with Jeremiah to the potter’s house and hope we hear a word from the Lord. 


I tried for weeks to have a potter and a wheel this morning so we could experience Jeremiah’s vision there in Jerusalem 600 years before Jesus was born. An artist in our church said, “No, Bob, you don’t want a potter’s wheel in here. The clay is wet and the wheel slings wet clay all over the room and makes a mess.” I really don’t want this to be my last Sunday here at Vienna Baptist Church.


So we have instead given each person some Model Magic, which doesn’t stick or stain or ruin the clothes or carpet. It’s a safe substitute for clay. It’s okay for you to work your safe clay substitute while I interpret Jeremiah 18 today. As a matter of fact, I will be working this clay substitute as well. I invite you to use this time to listen to me and to shape your clay into some form: a vessel, symbol, letter, thumbprint, or other object.

So I went down to the potter’s house, and there he was working at his wheel. The vessel he was making of clay was spoiled in the potter’s hand, and he reworked it into another vessel, as seemed good to him (18:3-4).


Model Magic is the same texture in every package, but do you know that the clay has a personality of its own? I don’t know much about pottery-making, but I do know that each lump of clay has its own texture, its own properties, its own mixture of soil to water, and its own resiliency. The purpose is not to find the perfect clay but to work the clay you have to shape an object of creative beauty out of this clay.  


This clay is not a passive substance but has its own resiliency in the process of formation. As you move this clay in your hands, you witness a constant interchange between the fingers of the potter and the properties of the clay. Not every vessel thrown will meet the high standards of the potter, of course. When the desired form does not develop, the potter does not reject the clay. The clay is instead smashed and then reworked.

You can look at the constant efforts of molding and smashing, molding and smashing, as a subject (the potter) working a passive object (the clay). What if the relationship between potter and clay is not impersonal but interpersonal as the potter works past the imperfections of the clay to create a subject of beauty? What if we realize that the clay provides the substance that affects how the potter shapes the clay?  

The Lord promised Jeremiah that if he went to the potter’s house, the Lord would let Jeremiah hear the word of the Lord. And he does hear a word from the Lord. We believe that we can hear the word of the Lord not just in a worship building such as this. We can hear the word of God for us as we walk in nature, as we stand beside a birthing bed, as we work at our desk, as we sit in class, or as we gather around a meal with others. I remember clearly hearing the word of God during a silent meal as I watch hands cut bread and apples. If we will look and listen, we can hear the word of the Lord. 

Perhaps as you are molding your clay this morning, you will hear the word of the Lord for you. Perhaps you are already humming the old hymn, “Have Thine Own Way, Lord:”  

Have thine own way, Lord, have thine own way! 

Thou art the potter; I am the clay.

Mold me and make me after thy will,

While I am waiting, yielded and still. 


I love this hymn and have sung it since my early years. This hymn expresses my choice as a disciple to follow Jesus. I want to go beyond the personal image of the hymn, “Thou art the Potter and I am the clay,” however, to the text of Jeremiah. When Jeremiah stands there in Jerusalem before 587 BCE, he goes to the potter’s house and sees the clay not as Jeremiah, not as the king, not as the high priest, and not as any other individual there in Jerusalem. The clay in the potter’s hands is the people of God: Then the word of the Lord came to me: Can I not do with you, O house of Israel, just as this potter has done? says the Lord. Just like the clay in the potter’s hand, so are you in my hand, O house of Israel. (18:5-6).


The Lord sends Jeremiah to the potter’s house for a sermon illustration of what God is doing with God’s people. And for us here today, we are not talking about what the Potter is doing with your individual life (although that is a very important aspect of Christian discipleship). We are not talking about what God is doing with the nation of Israel in the twenty-first century. Today we hear Jeremiah’s parable as a message for the people of God who are here today as Vienna Baptist Church. 


For fifty years now the Lord has been shaping the vessel called Vienna Baptist Church. The substance, texture, properties, DNA and resiliency of Vienna Baptist Church have continued throughout these years. We have been molded and smashed, molded and smashed. The Master Potter continues to reform and reshape us with loving hands so our imperfections are not taken out, but the Master Potter continues to shape and reshape us “as we are” into a form which magnifies the creative power of the Lord. 

In all of this molding and smashing, we can hear Jeremiah 18 as a message of despair as we see all the plucking up and breaking down and destroying (18:7). This story of Jeremiah does not turn out well for Jerusalem as we read verse 12: But they [the leaders of people of Jerusalem] say, “It is no use! We will follow our own plans, and each of us will act according to the stubbornness of our evil will.” And the plucking up and breaking down and destroying happened in 587 BCE when the Babylonian army destroyed the city of Jerusalem and Solomon’s Temple and massacred men, women and children. Jeremiah proclaims that Jerusalem was smashed because the people of God did not listen and did not acknowledge the Lord as the Master Potter. What happened in 587 to the citizens of Jerusalem was horrible, awful, and painful. 

Jeremiah’s parable can be a story of hope, however. The good news is the Potter stays with the clay. In spite of the clay’s imperfections, in spite of the resistance the clay gives to the potter’s hands, the Potter continues to shape the clay. Because the earlier forms of the clay will not do as finished products, the Potter molds it back into a lump of clay and begins again. The Potter begins again and again with the clay and with us! What we think is God’s harsh judgment on Israel and on us is really the loving Potter reshaping a blemished clay vessel which can become beautiful in God’s eyes. 

We hear the call of Jeremiah in 1:10: "See, today I appoint you over nations and over kingdoms, to pluck up and to pull down, to destroy and to overthrow, to build and to plant." The Lord gives Jeremiah six powerful verbs for his forty years of ministry there in Jerusalem.  Today Vienna Baptist church is experiencing all of these verbs. We are coming to the end of our efforts to have two worship services on Sunday mornings. We feel the plucking up, the pulling down, the destroying and the overthrowing. Like the people of Jerusalem in Jeremiah’s day, we are not sure whether this destruction is the work of God or the work of evil forces. We do not yet know if this is a good decision or a bad decision. 

Today we are also experiencing, however, two other verbs: building and planting. We are placing our weight in one Sunday morning service here in this room.  Twenty years ago this fall we built this large room so we could all be together at one time in worship. Many said this summer that being together in worship has greater value to us than some of our individual preferences for styles of worship. We are beginning today to see what the new form of worship will be shaped from the foundation we are beginning this morning. 

As we form and reform the clay in our hands this morning in this room, we are also excited about other forms of worship which will be built and planted in the months ahead. We hope for contemporary music services at night, healing and wholeness services, Taize services, hymn sings, coffee houses, drama productions, and other forms of worship which have been so much a part of the history of Vienna Baptist Church. 


Sometimes the potter smashes the clay and begins again. Remember, as we smash the clay, we are not destroying the clay but merely changing the form in which it appears. Today we are not sure of the future shape of our clay vessel called worship at Vienna Baptist Church, but we are sure of the treasure, which is the Good News that in Christ Jesus God is continuing a gracious relationship with all of us. 


Paul once wrote to those Christians in Corinth: But we have this treasure in clay jars, so that it may be made clear that this extraordinary power belongs to God and does not come from us (2 Corinthians 4:7). We trust in the Master Potter’s hands and sing, Have thine own way, Lord, have thine own way.
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