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The potter’s house is a tangible, visceral image, and Jeremiah uses it as a beautiful analogy. Many of us have heard it before. Today, though, much like the clay itself, I want us to work with the analogy. I want us to shape it and turn it in our hands, because it fits what is happening right now, this weekend.
Even the fact that you are watching or listening to this sermon means you are part of something bigger. The Antler River Watershed and Horseshoe Falls regions are joined together in our Spring Meeting. Some people are gathered at the meeting, many are joining online, and at the same time folks all across the regions are worshipping on this Sunday. That matters. It is a connective thing, a reminder that we belong to a bigger whole, a bigger body. We are a small part of something big that is going on.
Now, I do not know how many of you have experience with pottery. Most of us do not. It is not something that is part of daily life anymore. There are artisans and potters who keep this technique and art form alive, but it is not something most people see every day. That is very different from Jeremiah’s world, in the sixth or seventh century BCE, when potters would have been everywhere. Pottery was essential.
Pottery was used for so many things. It was used for dishes, yes, but also for storage and transportation. There were big pots and small pots, all kinds of pottery. This tradition goes back even farther than Jeremiah. One of the best ways we know about the humans who came before us is through pottery shards they left behind, sometimes thousands, sometimes tens of thousands of years ago.
It is, in a sense, simple. You take clay, you shape it, you fire it, and then you use it. But today we are picturing the potter’s wheel.
I have the benefit of having a grandmother who was a potter. I only sat with her a few times while she threw clay, but I gained a tangible sense of what it is. She had a big wheel that she powered with her feet as she worked. My grandfather built it in their garage. She would hold a clump of clay, and in her hands, something like magic would happen.
I did not realize until later, when I tried it myself, how much strength it takes. It is not only finesse for small details. It is strength. You take clay that is hard and solid, wet enough to form but not so wet that it collapses. You squeeze, you pull up, you press down, you thin it out, and you try to make it useful.
And one of the first things you learn, whether you are a potter or someone pretending to know what you are doing, is that you are going to ruin things. It is part of the process. It is not something to be embarrassed about. It can be frustrating, whether you are brand new or you have done it a million times, and yet something still gets marred in your hands.
That is the reality of the wheel. The clay could become almost anything, but it can also go off-centre with just a small shift. The inertia changes, the balance changes, and suddenly it collapses in on itself. The vessel is marred, or spoiled, in the potter’s hands.
That is why this analogy is so powerful. It is real. The people who first heard Jeremiah would have understood immediately. They would not have needed someone to explain it. They would know the process.
There is a part of this analogy I struggle with, though, and different theologians have handled it in different ways. I want to be careful with the idea that God as the potter means the potter has all the control and the clay is completely passive. The little bit of potting I have done taught me that the potter must work with the clay. Sometimes it is the potter’s fault that the clay collapses. Sometimes it is the clay’s fault. Sometimes it is neither, and it is the temperature, the humidity, the dryness of the air, the water content, or any number of small factors that make something fail.
Pottery is a working-with kind of process. Even when it falls apart, that falling apart is part of the process.
That is why this connects so beautifully to us today, as churches and people meet all across the region, from Windsor to Niagara, from the Grand Bend area down to Lake Erie, across this huge swath of southwestern Ontario. People are gathering and feeling connected, while many of us still feel somewhat isolated. Many of us are in small churches that are struggling in one way or another.
Maybe we have just come through hardship and we are rebuilding. Maybe we have decided to gather more than one lump of clay, and we are making a bigger vessel out of a couple of congregations working together. Maybe we are sharing a minister, or sharing lay leadership, between a few spaces. Or maybe we are reimagining what this clay could even be.
Maybe we are not a “mug” anymore. Maybe we are a larger vessel that can hold a daycare centre, low-cost housing, a community garden, or a space where the arts can take place. That is reshaping. That is rethinking. And we could be fooled into believing that whatever spoils is only loss. But notice this in Jeremiah’s analogy. The spoiling is what leads to the new vessel.
That fits our Christian tradition. We are resurrection people.
We celebrated Easter morning, yes, but we also gathered on Good Friday with heavy hearts, in darker spaces, and with quieter voices. We spoke the truth about Jesus’ suffering and death. Then we spoke the truth of resurrection morning.
Jeremiah tells a similar truth. The clay is marred in the potter’s hands, and then the potter works with it to make something new.
I know many of you have worn so many hats in the congregations where you serve, whether you are clergy or lay, whether you have been here two months or 87 years. This may be the only church you have ever been part of, or it may be the most recent church you have come to love. Either way, many of us have been deeply involved.
And when we look around, in our congregation, in our denomination, and in the wider church, we can see things going very well. We can also see signs of decline. It can feel like clay that is marred in the potter’s hands.
But hear this. The marring itself is not automatically the problem. Decline itself is not automatically the problem. “Not enough people” is not automatically the problem.
What I love in the larger story of Jeremiah is that Jeremiah invites the people to be involved in the future. This is not fatalism. This is not a distant God, a distant potter, controlling everything while we stand back helplessly. It is an invitation to participation. It is an invitation to create a better future for us, for the world, and for all creation, because we are invested and involved in it.
If we look at our own past, we can see how we have responded to the marring of our clay in different ways. None of us are exactly the same as we were a decade ago. We are certainly not the same as we were five decades ago. Congregations change. Denominations change.
In our own tradition, not too long ago, the denomination reshaped its structure into a new form that made more sense for who we are now. Some of that was hard. Some of it was complicated. Many of us are still figuring out how it will work. But we are part of the clay, and we are part of the work.
This is where the analogy stretches, because we, the clay, are not only being shaped. In real life, we also participate in the shaping. We can reach beyond ourselves, gather more clay from the shelf, wet it, and bring it into the work. We can become a bigger vessel, or a different vessel.
Maybe we have been mugs for a long time, and we have been very good at being mugs. But maybe that is not what the community around us needs now. Maybe we need to become a pouring vessel, so that what we have can be poured out into the community. Maybe we need to become a vessel of care for older adults and vulnerable neighbours. Or maybe we have become so thin that we need to gather with other communities in our area, so that we can serve ourselves and serve others with strength and steadiness.
This is a beautiful analogy for the time and the space we find ourselves in today.
And I want to say thank you. Thank you for being part of the work, not only in your local congregation and not only in your personal faith, but also as part of the regions, part of the national church, and part of Christ’s work here in southwestern Ontario.
Here is another truth. Clay does not become more valuable because it is bigger, and it does not become less valuable because it is smaller. It may be that the numbers we most need to count are not the numbers in the pews. Maybe the numbers that matter are the neighbours served at the local food kitchen, the elders visited, the people supported through grief, the community strengthened through partnerships, and the people who are reached online by a message of hope.
This is the clay being remodelled and reshaped, even as we speak. We are deeply involved in some of it. And some of it requires us to step back and wonder aloud, “What is the Holy Potter doing with us, in us, and through us today?”
Because Jeremiah’s message, even with its sharp edges, carries a through line of hope. Who we are today, and what we are doing today, is not fixed. We have not been put in the kiln. We have not been fired and finished. We are still being moulded and shaped into whatever the future might be.
And God, the potter, keeps inviting us into something better, more finely tuned to the work that God’s kingdom needs in our world. So thank you for being part of that.
Thank you for being muddy and messy and willing to be on the wheel. Thank you for being clay that, even when marred, can be reshaped and reworked. Thank you for reconnecting today, and in all the other times, with your siblings in faith throughout the region, and beyond.
May God’s kingdom come near in justice, love, peace, and care, here on earth as in heaven.
Thank you, friends. Amen.

