
There’s a good chance that you have heard this passage before.  Perhaps you saw it on a poster or Bible bookmark, with an image of strong hands carefully shaping soft clay into a beautiful and sturdy piece of pottery.  You heard the beautiful words of our Lord spoken through the prophet Jeremiah: “Just like the clay in the potter's hand, so are you in my hand”.  It sounds so loving, so caring.  God is shaping us.  God is in charge.  We don’t have to worry; it’s all going to work out.

But if you heard chapter 18 of Jeremiah before, you might not have read the entire passage.  The quote probably stopped with just half of verse six, leaving it out of context for the rest of the reading, and that’s where things start getting pretty dicey.  Jeremiah goes on to tell us that just like a potter can change her mind about what she’s making, scrapping a vase and reworking it into an ashtray, so can God have a change of heart.  Those who have been bad, but repent, can be spared; those who have been good, but mess up, can be obliterated.  It’s on you, a humble lump of clay, to get your act together.  “Turn now,” God commands us, “all of you from your evil way, and amend your ways and your doings.”

Now I have mentioned before just how terrible I am at directions.  Whether it’s a topographical map of the Boundary Waters or careful turn-by-turn instructions to a friend’s house, odds are I’m going to mess it up.  That’s why I have a GPS for my car.  With every wrong turn, it recalculates.  Missed your turn?  No problem, take this next left.  Headed north instead of south?  No worries, find this next exit.  However, even my GPS is no match for my total ineptitude.  At a certain point, it will stop even trying to redirect me.  I know I’ve really messed it up when all my GPS says is, “Turn around when possible”.  There’s no saving me from my wrong turns; the only hope I have is to turn around and start all over.


The prophet Jeremiah is speaking into just such a situation.  The nation of Judah, with the good king Josiah leading from Jerusalem, had finally reformed the worship of the nation, and God’s people finally knew the error of their ways.  But, as we heard in our reading last week, there were still consequences to be paid.  The nation would be overthrown, the Babylonians would invade, and a series of bad leaders following Josiah’s death would eventually lead to the complete destruction of the temple built by Solomon and rebuilt by Josiah.  There is no redirecting after this; the only option is to turn around when possible.


Jeremiah declares to God’s people that God is reshaping and molding them, and it’s going to hurt.  Because of the error of your ways, your complete inability and unwillingness to make God the only God, you’re going to be destroyed.  It doesn’t matter that you’re God’s chosen people, shepherded throughout history.  God’s mind has changed, and you are going to be plucked up, broken down, and destroyed.  Your only choice is to turn now and amend your evil ways.  


And you want to know what the next verse of Jeremiah says?  Our reading kindly stops at verse 11, but if you’re following along in your Bible, you can see what comes next.  Let me read it for you.  God tells the people to turn now, “But they 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.’”  Their GPS has told them to “turn around when possible”, and they’ve said, “No, thanks, I’m just going to keep driving in exactly the wrong direction, possibly right into this large body of water, because I figure I know better.”  Jeremiah’s warnings will go unheeded.  Destruction will come, the people will be destroyed, and the potter will go back to work at shaping something new.

As we have been reading the Narrative Lectionary in worship together, a simultaneously stunning and sadly unsurprising theme has developed: if God’s people are good at one thing, it’s messing up.  And as we hear these stories together, we realize that these stories are our stories.  God has created us, bound us in promises for life and a future, saved us from oppression and destruction, united us in worship, called us to loving service for the sake of others, just as God has done with Abraham and Moses and Ruth and Josiah.  And our response throughout history has been to pay lip service by naming God as our God, but living our lives with gods of money, power, fame, personal privilege, fear, and entitlement as the true gods that shape our actions.  And so it is not just the nation of Judah some 2,600 years ago who hear God’s judgment and stubbornly refuse to turn.  It’s us.

But then, you knew that.  You gathered with your family this past weekend, and somewhere in between the bickering and the false expectations, you wondered why you couldn’t all just play nice for one meal.  You felt the pressure to spend too much money, time, and sanity fighting other crazy, greedy shoppers for that one understocked Black Friday deal.  You ate more than you knew you should have, and you started to wonder why it is that you just can’t care for your body, and you were absorbed with shame.  You watched the leaders of our nation bicker over spending, cutting, bargaining, and pandering, and despaired how the American dream could ever look so much like a nightmare.  We are each of us so far lost that the only option is to turn around, and we can’t even do that.

God knows it, too.  And that is why God smashes the whole mess down and starts again.  The potter sees that the world she has been shaping has become spoiled in the potter’s hand, and so she reworks it.  When our God reworks things, God truly reshapes it in a completely new way, fashioned into something that we could never be or do on our own.  Seeing our inability to turn now, God instead turns the entire world around.  It is not us who shape our future, who build our salvation – it is God, the potter, and our very lives are being shaped like clay.

We gather on this First Sunday of Advent, fully aware that we are lost in the darkness, and could not turn around even if we wanted to.  And so we gather to remember, and to wait.  We remember that God has promised to shape and reshape us, working us into something good, something we cannot be on our own.  We remember that God promises us that while there is judgment, and rightly so, there is also hope.  We wait, because God is turning things, reshaping the world by bringing his Son into it, saving us who are weak and rebuilding us into something strong, never giving up, never tossing us out, always working.  We wait for the birth of Christ, turning the world around and working it into something always new, something truly good.

When you leave here today, you will enter a world that wants to shape you.  It wants to turn you around, make you into something that is not of God, something that is driven by gods of pride and consumption.  Jeremiah dares us today.  He dares us not to be turned and shaped by anything other than the God who made us, who continually remakes us, who shapes and builds promises of life and forgiveness that we can never earn.
Jeremiah dares us to admit our failings and failures, to give ourselves over to the power of God in our lives.  Jeremiah dares us to trust that in spite of our brokenness, because of our brokenness, Jesus Christ breaks into our lives and turns us around, making all things new.  God is shaping us.  God is in charge.  We don’t have to worry; it’s all going to work out.  For the reshaping power of Jesus, breaking into our world and turning it on its head, thanks be to God.
