Relationship with God: Making and breaking in the Rotter's House— Sermon 2 of
Jeremiah series. Jeremiah 18:1-4 19" October 2008

Last Sunday, we began our three-part series oliferend spirituality of the prophet
Jeremiah, using the book “Run with the Horses” hgé&he Petersen.

We heard how God called Jeremiah to speak the, mathinpopular truth, to the
people of the Lord and Jeremiah was terrified a&fidsed to be a prophet. He felt
overwhelmed. He told God “Ah, God! Behold, | do kabw how to speak, for | am
only a youth.” We admitted that we do that too —offer God excuses and plead our
inadequacies in order to avoid living the best,lives God calls us into.

We learned that there is a huge gap between whétinlewe can do and what God
calls us to do. In the same way that God callsndeteto be a prophet, God call us to
be a real person. God tells us: “I called you lidezof purpose far beyond what you
think yourself capable of living and promised yalequate strength to fulfil your
destiny”. Today, we are going to look at the spaiity of Jeremiah in contrast to that
of the people around him.

It is interesting to look at the background to meading from Jeremiah today. Ruling
in the period before the time of Jeremiah’s migidtianasseh was the worst king the
Hebrews had ever had — a thoroughly bad man presalier a totally corrupt
government. This corruption poisoned the TempléefLord, and undermined and
infiltrated the worship of God. Manasseh encouragedgan worship that involved
sexual orgies, cult prostitutes, wizards, sorceraegyic and superstition that defiled
the great Solomonic temple in Jerusalem. This edsmearly brought an end to the
faith of the people. King Josiah, his successeestablished the law of the Lord with
the discovery of the book of Deuteronomy and begidm sweeping reforms.
Jeremiah was in the midst of these reforms, spgakimtruth of God into the
situation.

But the reforms were only skin-deep. God told l@egie through Jeremiah that their
enthusiasm for worship and their euphoria werenéli; shallow. The people who
stood in the temple of the Lord were pleased widniselves. They worshipped God
mindlessly with unchanged hearts. “Do not trusséh@eceptive words”, says
Jeremiah, “This is the temple of the Lord, the tengd the Lord, the temple of the
Lord”. God is saying that reform is important, bt serving God is not just a
matter of worship, places, words, pews, and chbtgllings. They are important. But
ultimately, really, they are justuff. There are more important things.

What are those important things? God wants frofifeiand love, mercy, obedience
and passion of faith. These people in the tempke weing what they wanted every
other day of the week — exploiting the weak, talkadgantage of people, putting
worldly priorities before God and then coming te fileasant temple on Sunday to
feel good about themselves. Did that make thenmeals in God’s eyes? What a
challenge this is to our own lives! Eugene Petergams us that a church is never in
so much danger as when it believes it is doing wedl is satisfied with itself.



Theologian Ronald Rolheiser, in his book “The S#ratd Lantern — rediscovering a
felt presence of God”, says that most often, Gatbisexperienced as a living person
to whom we actually talk, person to person, and@tiom we relate friend to friend,
lover to lover, child to parent. He suggests thatl @& rather experienced by us and
related to as a religion, a church, a moral phipbso and a guide for private virtue.

God and religion are so often given the same tysatus and importance as is given
the royal family in England, namely, they are tiimbolic anchor for a certain way of
life, but they are hardly important in its day-taydunctioning. One does not see
much evidence, he says, that anyone is actualtipatlinterested in God.

God sent Jeremiah down to the Potter’'s house, ary@ay place one could find in

any community, but also a place where each pobwt lmade was a work of art
designed for a purpose. There Jeremiah saw therpadrking at the wheel.

As the formless lump of clay took shape in thega&dthands, Jeremiah saw God at
work making a people for his glory. A people tharevnecessary, that had a purpose,
but were also unique and beautiful. And as Jerematiched, the vessel being created
was spoiled in the hands of the potter. Jeremiawiabout spoiled vessels — people
whose sin, rebellion and self-will had resultedhiair not hearing the voice of the
Lord, whose disobedience had turned them from tinpgse intended for them from
God.

What did the Potter do? Did he destroy the claghmw it away? No, he patiently re-
formed the misshapen vessel, kneaded and pressgah) the creative process again.
God told Israel through Jeremiah: “Behold, like they in the potter’s hand, so are
you in my hand, O house of Israel. “If that nattams from its evil, | will repent of
the evil that | intended to do to it.”

Jeremiah’s message is powerful and challengingwi&rspoiled vessels that God is
longing to fill? Are we unfit for the purposes ob&through our own disobedience?
Do we stand in church Sunday by Sunday mouthinticsthaords that don’t reach
our hearts? How do we live out our faith?

What about Jeremiah himself? What can we learn fion? We know that Jeremiah
lived out his faith with perseverance, strength eemécity. What was he like in his
private life, away from the public eye? What susdi him? What do we know about
his relationship with God? We find an answer ingbeen confessional passages in
Jeremiah. We call them “confessional” because #ineythe most personal, the
passages where Jeremiah opens his heart, whesameabout Jeremiah’s inner life.

What we see is not Jeremiah the scholar, studyahgasolls about Babylonia or
Egypt to do a comparative study of ancient religiasr in casual academic,
intellectual debate with others about the natur@ad or catching up on the latest
rumours about God, nor does he use his skills mietligence to work out the real
guestions of the troubling meaning of God in thétailt time of enemy invasions.
No. Where do we find Jeremiah? Jeremiah is founglipg — talking to God and
listening to God. Praying.



Prayer is the conscious decision to approach Gdldeagersonal centre of our livds
is language at its most intimate, at its most pwabkdt establishes our priorities.

Quote from Eugene Petersen — p101 — dinner. Piajlee time for this deepest and
most personal conversation with God, where theatetste world fades away.
Sometimes this is a time of quiet, when there are/ords necessary, just loving
presence and your heartfelt attention. But prageds the desire to put everything
else aside and put time aside for building youwatrehship with God.

Imagine a slightly different situation, a variatiohthe example of the dinner we have
just heard: Quote from Eugene Petersen — p102nedih

Jeremiah’s conversations with God are the reagthite had an intense, undivided
preoccupation with God that accounts for his peakoriensity and incorruptible
integrity. And the Jeremiah we get to know is n@tty, shallow or correct in what he
says to God. His prayer time is not peaceful, atog@nd soothing. Jeremiah is
lonely, hurt and angry. He prays for God to staghvwaim and to take vengeance for
him on his persecutors. He tells God in angerhleat suffering ridicule, beatings,
imprisonment and threats against his life becati§od. He is frustrated with the
deliberate patience of God while it seems his easmwill destroy him.

We often feel that way, don’'t we? When we needghito happen quickly, we tell
God exactly what he must do for us and when. Jatepoured out to God the
loneliness that came from being set apart fronothers as he found the meaning of
God’s word and preached its lived truth. He prayschurt — “why is my pain
unceasing/my wound incurable/ refusing to be h&dla@tie sin, the cruelty of the
people was a deep wound to Jeremiah. He hurt beteusared, he felt the eternal
love of God for these people, and felt all thejecton. He turned in anger to God,
feeling deceived and feeling used; telling God dilly that God had seduced him and
forced him to submit to his plans. Jeremiah atg@rayan angry, scared, lonely man
who is hurting.

Having spoken honestly and passionately to Goéndiah_listene@xpectantly. God
spoke to Jeremiah of repentance, priorities anewah First, God called Jeremiah to
repentance. | understand, said God, you are loarlyry, scared and hurting. But |
won't indulge you in that. Turn away from that, dnalill restore you to serving me.
God called Jeremiah to re-establish his prioritilegou utter what is precious, and
not what is worthless/you shall be as my mouth/gtegll turn to you/but you shall
not turn to them.

Jeremiah’s priorities were re-established in praiegene Peterson tells us: “The
setting of priorities is not a once-off act. It hase done frequently. Balances shift.
Circumstances change. Moods swinyVe have to ask ourselves: is it still God
with whom | have my most important relationship? IsGod my priority? The
world changes rapidly, it is dynamic and challeggi@and constantly wears away at
the bonds that connect us to God’s purposes. yepr&od provides renewal, where
God confirms anew the faith to which we are comedittit’s like a spiritual download
of software updates, or a battery recharge.



In the same way as one prepares for an enduracedika the Comrades Marathon
through discipline and committed preparation, ne bacomes fully human the way
Jeremiah was human without discipline, by mereyosg and empty words. There is
no way you can cheat the process, no easy short-cut

It was Jeremiah’s prayer, passionate, hidden argispent, that brought him to his
full humanity and his deep spirituality in the ntid$ oppression and persecution.
What he did in secret determined who he was iniputlhat we do in our prayer
lives determines the kind of people of God we bezampublic — and Jeremiah
challenges us: are we authentic? Are we as fullgdruas we can be? Is our prayer
life the source of who we are as children of God?

Do we have a meaningful relationship with God? #exid to friend, as lover to

lover? Perhaps we aren’t in that place with Godtrigpw. Perhaps life has been hard,
and we are angry with God and prayer is difficBtrhaps that first feeling of love

and closeness with God has passed, and we lotigefavay we used to feel in our
relationship with God? Maybe the words on our &ps not from our hearts. There are
so many things that could come between us and Guelbusyness of life, different
priorities, maybe we have sinned and we long fstittgion. We long for deep and
meaningful conversation with God.

Open your hearts to God — go beyond the repeatagtyavords. Get real. Submit
yourself like that clay in the potter’s hands toreenade, to be re-created. This is
your chance now, in this time of silence.



