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Day by day, dear Lord, of thee three things I pray:
to see thee more clearly, love thee more dearly,
follow thee more nearly, day by day
We’ll sing it later this morning out at Shevlin Park just before we read this morning’s gospel.
And I’ll offer a word of caution: careful what you pray for. It’s a lovely song (and loved by a
generation, perhaps, who remember the 1970s (and Godspell)), but be advised that if we pray or
sing to “follow thee more nearly,” we may yet find ourselves challenged to do just that,
challenged to, in the words of today’s gospel, “carry the cross and follow” the way of Jesus.
The tune may be gentle, but make no mistake, the meaning is hard. And I don’t want us to
soften the hard edge of it. That’s a persistent temptation for any of us … and for all of us.
The Good News Bible suggests that Jesus would never tell us to “hate” anyone – and there’s a
point there; this is hyperbole, no doubt. But I think they rather miss the point when they say
that Jesus merely suggested that we should love him more than our parents and siblings.
No, Jesus’ radical and disorienting point is that his “kingdom values” should supplant their
version of “family values” and cultural norms. So he asks us to reject what most folks take for
granted: family, clan, and kin do not tell us who we are; our social security is rooted in a larger
sense of family that reaches out especially to those outside in our too-small family circles.
I think St. Paul, in our second reading this morning, gets the gospel point. And that’s why he
can presume to disrupt Philemon’s “family values” and cultural norms and lay down a hard
demand that he give freedom to a slave.
Oh, on the face of it, Paul’s only asking a favor. But notice he addresses the letter not just to
Philemon but to Philemon and Apphia and Archippus and the local church there. Paul says he
doesn’t want to command Philemon, but, again, this is a public letter (and he reminds Philemon
– and everyone else – that he’s an old man and in prison!). And then, when Paul offers to pay
Philemon for whatever he’s owed, he says he won’t mention that Philemon owes Paul so much
more … even as he says, “I won’t say anything about that.”
All of this is big stuff. And I hope I don’t seem too evasive, but I don’t really want to say more
about these hard words. I’m much more drawn to the other readings this morning.

In our first reading, Jeremiah is told to go the local potter’s house. And there he observes what
must have been an everyday scene … and it occurs to him that it’s really a parable of sorts, an
illustration of how God works with nations, with communities, with each of us as individuals.

The point seems clear enough to Jeremiah. As he sees it, if the people fail to turn and change
their ways, God will do to them what a potter does with a spoiled pot – and more. God will
pluck up. God will break down. God will destroy. But if they do turn and amend their ways,
perhaps God will repent of this evil and not destroy.
It’s a solid point … and historically confirmed in the destructive arc of what follows these
words and the people’s failure to heed the warning.
But for all that I cannot help but wonder if Jeremiah, the prophet, the preacher, misses the point
of his own parable. After all, any good image or story is likely to be open to more than one
interpretation.
When I set aside the prophet’s dire interpretation and commentary, and when I simply go back
to consider the evocative scene of the potter working at the wheel, I notice that the potter never
plucks up and destroys the clay. Even when the vessel being made is spoiled in the potter’s
hand, the clay is reworked. Potters never waste clay. Nothing is destroyed. Nothing discarded.
So, if a good story or image is open to more than one interpretation, I wonder if Jeremiah’s
interpretation has rendered God too small and inflexible and harsh. For in the end, the God of
his imagination seems awfully constrained by what we do – or fail to do.
So I go back to the potter’s house and would ask us to imagine the scene … and the point.
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For my part, I’ll readily admit that I don’t know much about making pottery, so I’ll defer to
Melissa Myers, a United Methodist pastor, who shares a story about an experience she had with
a potter one day:
I was watching a potter throw some clay at a county fair … I watched as she
would mold. And add some water. And shape. And spin. And focus. And chat
with the crowd.
And when she was finished, it was amazing to see this [beautiful] piece that she
had created out of this lump of clay.
And someone asked when it would be fired, so that they could purchase it.
And she looked at the piece, and smiled, and she said, “Well, this isn’t going to
be fired. It’s no good.” And she crushed it.
The crowd dispersed, some … frustrated that they had seen something be
created only to be destroyed, and some laughing at the absurdity of it all.
But I stayed and asked her why she did what she did.
And she said, “Oh, the clay just wasn’t cooperating tonight. If I fired that piece, it
would have shattered. So, since it didn’t want to work with me, I’ll leave it for
now and we’ll get back to work again later.”
“So the clay has a mind of its own?” I asked.
“Oh, sometimes it does. Sometimes I want the clay to be a bowl, but it wants to
be a plate. Sometimes I want it to be a large mug, but it wants to be smaller.
Sometimes it just doesn’t want to do anything at all. You just have to listen to it
as you’re working it.
“Sometimes you can almost whisper to it and make it be what you want. But
even that doesn’t always work … You have to be patient. You have to listen. You
have to be strong. You have to love the clay into what it needs to be.”
What a different way to look at the potter and the clay. Not as forcing the clay to
be what the potter wants it to be, but slowly and lovingly encouraging it to be
what it needs to be. And sometimes the clay doesn’t respond the way that you
want, and that makes the creating difficult and maybe even a painful process.
And sometimes the bowl needs to be a plate.
And when both the potter and the clay come together, something beautiful will
be created. i
And if this is how God is potter to our clay, perhaps the parable is nothing to be afraid of.
Perhaps it’s not a threat, but a promise … and a word of reassurance, and an invitation:
Can I not do this 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.
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I think the Psalm is filled with the same hope and imagination. If the clay is still being formed, it
means that God hasn’t abandoned or left.
The Psalmist is confident that God has been at work with us from the beginning:
12

13

For you yourself created my inmost parts; *
you knit me together in my mother's womb.
I will thank you because I am marvelously made; *
your works are wonderful, and I know it well.

It’s a celebration of a God who sees us as we are … a God who sees us down to the molecular
level and tells us what we may not know – that in God’s eyes we are marvelously made.
And it wasn’t just at our birth. The Psalmist declares that God’s creative Spirit is always at work
throughout the whole of our lives, wherever we go. We skipped past these verses this morning:
6 Where can I go then from your Spirit? *
where can I flee from your presence?
7
If I climb up to heaven, you are there; *
if I make the grave my bed, you are there also.
8
If I take the wings of the morning *
and dwell in the uttermost parts of the sea,
9
Even there your hand will lead me *
and your right hand hold me fast.
10
If I say, "Surely the darkness will cover me, *
and the light around me turn to night,"
11
Darkness is not dark to you; the night is as bright as the day; *
darkness and light to you are both alike.
We cannot hide from such a God. But then again, there’s no need to hide. If we perceive that
God wants only the best for us.
And by the way, that’s what truly lies behind Jesus’ hard demands in our gospel this morning –
and Paul’s hard demand in our epistle. That’s a sermon for another day, but it is the thread that
runs through all our readings I think: a hope that we will show ourselves gloriously.
I opened with a hymn, whose words are familiar to most of us I suspect (even if the older tune
is less familiar). I’ll close with another song, and you can join me if you like:
Spirit of the living God, fall afresh on me.
Spirit of the living God, fall afresh on me.
Melt me, mold me, fill me, use me.
Spirit of the living God, fall afresh on me.

i

Melissa Myers, “Voice in the Wilderness” @ https://www.pulpitfiction.com/notes/proper18c.
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