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One of the things that is not well known about me is that I am absolutely captivated by the process of making pottery.  I have read about it for years and I keep threatening to take a class.  I have even gone so far as to sit in and observe the word of a master potter at his craft.  The owner of the shop I visited is named Dominick.  During my time with him he was gracious enough to talk with me and to walk me through the steps of fashioning a vessel of clay.  I learned so much.  Each pot you have in your house, each pot you hold in your hand; if it was made by hand, undergoes a series of steps.  
First the clay is chosen.  And I learned something fascinating about how a potter chooses clay.  Some of the most highly sought after clay has been made valuable because of the number of impurities in it.  The residue of the impurities, it seems, provides the clay with additional strength, additional texture.  And this strength and texture make the clay more robust and less fragile.  The clay is chosen and then it is kneaded to make it pliable and to remove all of the impurities, leaving only their effect.  The third step is that the clay is watered so that it is made soft and ready for the fourth step which is called centering.  In its softened state, the clay is “centered” on the middle of the wheel.  This act of centering is among the most important of all the steps, for if the clay is not centered, as the wheel spins the forming vessel has no chance of becoming symmetric, of withstanding the centrifugal force exerted by the wheel.  Finally the fifth step is that the craftsmen, the potter, draws and shapes the clay into whatever vessel seems right.  This fifth act is one of artistry, mastery, and faith.  The potter must work with the clay, coxing out of it what is deep within its softened mass.  The potter must know how to hold the clay and how to help it grow into its best and most fitting shape.  Though there are some important finishing steps, these five are at the heart of the artistry, mastery and faith that an artist brings to clay and that together the artist and the clay employ to fashion a vessel.

But before I left his shop Dominick spoke to me of two things.   With a smile in his eye he noted that each true artist must be willing to sit with the clay and to speak to it of the artist’s for the vessels final shape.  Further this potter suggested that while each artist has an intention for the clay, he or she is only one part of the process.  Dominick insisted that the clay also plays a part.  He insisted that the clay is not inert or without agency but that it is alive and a partner in the production of the vessel on the wheel.  
As I looked around his shop I saw vessels of every kind; some were made to carry articles from place to place, others to store precious treasures, protecting them from elements that decay.  There were vessels made for serving and cooking and others fashioned to shed light.  And then there were some whose task was to bring joy to the eye and appreciation to the heart.  I could see that each vessel was made with intention and had purpose, but I could not yet imagine an artist’s conversation with the clay or the clay’s response regarding its plan for its purpose.
I walked away thinking the process of making pots on a wheel, of creating vessels of intention and purpose was intricate and involved and that it was ancient.  The oldest fragments of pottery known to humankind were found in China and Japan and now are over 12,000 years old.
  I walked away thinking this ancient process must have been a part of what Jeremiah saw as he entered the Potter’s House.

Our text tells us that Jeremiah witnessed a master craftsman working on a wheel, centering the clay, drawing and shaping it into the vessel that seemed right to him.  But in our story this morning the pot was marred and so the potter began with the same clay again.

Now many sermons preached on this text end right here.  For the story of the potter laboring over the clay time and time again is a story of hope and grace, love and commitment.  Many sermons pick up the theme that we are clay in our God’s hands and when we misstep, when we sin, when we mar our lives by not living as God has instructed us; with the love and the gifs of a master potter, God gently and willingly rewaters us with his presence and shapes us again into a vessel that will hold his glory, pour forth his praise, serve to store the good things of God and be a beautiful example of God’s best handiwork, God’s best craftsmanship.

But this is not the only message of this text; this is not the entirety of the meaning God wanted Jeremiah to grasp.  For you see if we set this text in context we will find that the first 17 chapters of the book of Jeremiah take great care in setting up the scenario we find in the Potter’s House.  In the first seventeen chapters Israel, God’s beloved people, seemed bent on heading for destruction.  You see, during the time of Jeremiah with the exception of one good king – Josiah – all of the other Kings of Israel were more concerned with following the wind and whatever would bring them the most revenue than they were with following God.  The Kings before Josiah and those who followed him were corrupt and corrupted the people they led.  So, Jeremiah found himself in the midst of a people who were more interested in being like those around them than in being like God.  Jeremiah found himself in a setting where the word of God was given up for the ways of men.  And in the 18th chapter God was moving to make clear to his people that all was not well and this way of being could not continue unabated or without consequences.
Now lest you think God is being picky and Israel is just dabbling in a few minor moments of misbehavior, let’s see what the history of God’s peoples in Jeremiah’s time indicates.  In chapter 3 of Jeremiah’s prophecy God tells Israel they have behaved like an unfaithful spouse spreading around the intimacy of love and relationship to all who came near instead of cherishing the fidelity that exists between the lover and the beloved.
  In other words, to use the words of another prophet, Israel, in Jeremiah’s time, had gone lusting after other Gods.  Also, in the early pages of chapter 7 Jeremiah tells the people they have forgotten to deal with one another justly, they have returned to the habit of oppressing those who are different from they, they have forgotten the fatherless and the widows and they have shed innocent blood.
  Israel had found the justice and righteousness of God a tiresome thing and had turned from the hallmarks of their calling as a people of God and perverted their chosen status into an abomination before God.  Finally, in the later moments of this same chapter, chapter 7 beginning in the 30th verse – in language scholars say is neither allegorical or metaphorical – Jeremiah reports that the people of God, God’s own chosen children, have built high places at Topeth, in the Valley of Ben Hinnon, and have used these places to burn their sons and daughters in the fire, to sacrifice their children.  Jeremiah screams from the 31st verse of the seventh chapter that this is something that would never enter the mind of God and shows just how far God’s beloved Israel has traveled from God’s sacred ways.

The message we find in the 18th chapter of Jeremiah, that God will not always reshape a vessel marred in the hand, is a response to Israel’s deep rejection of the ways of God.  Yet their God still loves them, yet their God is ready to reshape them but here, in our morning text we meet again Dominick’s insistence, that the clay is not inert but alive and with agency.  God, using the voice of Jeremiah, speaks to his people Israel and says you are clay; clay that is alive and that has agency and you must make a choice.  

God’s people, just like the clay in the potter’s hand, just like the clay – according to Dominick – in his shop; God’s people have resources and the responsibility to decide what they were going to do.  Like any clay that is alive and has agency God’s people have to decide whether they will let their impurities, their sin, remain in them as active agents or if they will allow the potter to remove the impurities, remove the bad behaviors, leaving only the lessons that had been learned.  
They have the power to decide whether they will let the potter knead them into a pliable shape or whether they will remain resistant and reject the touch of the master’s hand.  God’s people, God’s beloved, can choose to let God water them, washing away their sins; they can choose to allow God to center them again on the wheel, center them again in God’s law, center them again in God’s word; or they can choose to remain off center such that the force of the spinning of their world will throw them out of shape; leaving no opportunity for them to be formed into pleasing or structurally sound vessels.  
And they can opt out of being drawn into a vessel that is purposeful and beautiful, that is proportionate and useful; that cooperates with the intent and the design of the potter who placed them on and who controls the wheel.  And if they will be clay active and alive and aligned with the potter’s plan, then Jeremiah promises the destruction that seems so near will be averted. 

And what of us?  We are clay in God’s great hands.  But we are clay with volition and will; we are clay with agency and action.  Like Israel we can decide if we will allow God to choose us, to remove our impurities, to wash us of our sins, to center us in his word and his will, and to draw us into the shape most fitting to God’s plan.  We can decide if we will become vessels of purpose. 
And what is our purpose?  God created us so that we might know God, that we might love God; that we might serve and praise God.  That we might obey God and in doing so:
· That we might be vessels of hope for a world spinning of control; 
· That we might be vessels filled with God’s love ready to pour out on a planet that seems to equate love with how we feel about ice cream or a certain make of car; 
· That we might be vessels ready for service, offering the world an example of righteousness and justice by the way we live and move and have our being; 
· That we might be vessels of beauty, not so the world might adore us but so that they might be attracted to us and ask from where did we obtain our beauty.  Then we will be able to use our beauty, our position, our blessings to tell them not about the creation – not about us, but about the creator, a master potter who desires to make them more useful and beautiful than they can imagine.
Our purpose is to be a sign to the world that God lives, God’s loves, and God is ready to shape into a vessel of purpose anyone who will come.
Jeremiah’s people had a choice, had an option, had the power to return to the potter’s wheel and to be made again in the shape and for the purpose that seemed best to the potter.  So do we.  You and I must look at our lives and come to an understanding that not all we have done is right, not all we have done is good, not all we have thought is of God.  We have sinned in our individual ways and we have sinned in our corporate ways.  We have not taken care of the earth, we have not worked for justice in lands and for people we may never see, we have not questioned those in whose companies we invest, whose coffee we buy, whose clothes we wear.  We have been marred on the wheel.  
But we can come to the potter’s house and ask the master craftsmen to make us again, to help us be vessels of intention and purpose, to make us new so that we can help forestall the disaster, the disaster of our world not caring about those who are hungry, the disaster of our world not caring about those who are homeless, the disaster of our world not caring about those who have never heard about the love and the hope, the power and the joy of knowing a savior who said you see I love you so much I gave my life for you.    God wants us to be vessels of intention, made by the potter’s hand, so that the world can see what good our God can do with clay that is active and has agency and is willing to be shaped into a vessel with purpose; God’s purpose.
Dominick gave me a gift that day, I could scarcely believe it.  It was a small vessel meant to hold a candle.  When I picked it up just a few days ago the text that came into my mind was Jesus’ words, you are the light of the world . . . a vessel made to hold that light, a vessel of intention and purpose.  Let your light so shine that others may see what you are able to do, not because of who you are, not because of your gifts, but because you have been fashioned on the wheel of a master potter.  Let the world see your light and glorify your God who is in heaven.  
This morning, may we be made into vessels of intention, holding light, sharing that light with a world shrouded in darkness, and may we give all of the glory to God now and forever.  Come close the God of Jeremiah, the God of our hearts, and remake us into vessels fitted for the tasks you have assigned us individually and collectively, vessels of intention and purpose, God’s purpose.
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