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Let’s deal with the tough stuff first. It has become basically impossible for those of 

us on the progressive side of the theological spectrum to take this ancient Hebrew story, 

commonly known as The Potter and the Clay, on face value. And the reason why has 

everything to do with one’s understanding of the nature and character of God. 

According to this Old Testament biblical text from Jeremiah 18, the prophet is 

given a visual object lesson about the craft of making pottery by hand. It’s easy for us 

to picture a potter sitting at a spinning pottery wheel where he or she works a lump of 

moistened clay into a vase or bowl or whatever one chooses to make. If it doesn’t turn 

out the way the potter wants, then she or he simply collapses the clay back into a big 

lump and starts again. 

As an aside, John Frank, the founder of Frankoma Pottery back in the early 

1930’s, first in Norman, then in Sapulpa, was a deeply religious man. He was often 

invited by different churches in the area to bring his potter’s wheel and clay to a 

service of worship. He would share stories of his faith as he worked and reworked the 

clay, concluding when he had finished his piece of pottery. In 1977, John Frank’s 

daughter, Donna, wrote a biography about his creative and faithful life. She 

appropriately entitled it, Clay In the Master’s Hands. (Here’s a signed first edition copy 

that I have as part of my Frankoma collection. I’d be pleased to lend it to you if you’d 

like to read it.) 

With that, let’s get back to our biblical story. After the object lesson about a 

potter working and especially reworking clay, the prophet Jeremiah is given a message 

that includes a stern warning directed to the people of Judah, known as the Southern 

Kingdom. If they don’t turn from their evil ways and amend their behavior – in other 

words, repent – the Lord will devise a plan against the nation and bring disaster and 

destruction. As we know from the ultimate conclusion of this story, the nation is indeed 

conquered by the Babylonians, the Temple in Jerusalem is destroyed, and the social 

and political elite are carried off into Exile to Babylon. 

Taken at face value, this leads to the theological conclusion that God actually 

plans bad things to happen to people who don’t follow the ways and purposes of God. 

This has led many to believe that if we don’t change for the better, then God will rain 

down punishment on us. So I ask you in all seriousness, is that your understanding of the 

nature and character of God? And if not, what do we do with this Old Testament 

understanding to which so many Christians still cling onto? 

There is a reason why are these questions are so important to ask of yourself. Your 

answer to what it is you believe about the nature and character of God affects how you 

personally interpret and apply biblical stories to your own journey of faith – no matter 
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what I or anyone else thinks, including traditional church teachings. And I am well 

aware that different people within this very congregation have different answers to 

those questions about God. And that’s okay! Regardless, however, there are 

implications – perhaps even consequences – to our own personal belief system. 

Saying that, let me share a few things that I have learned. The prophet Jeremiah, 

and others like him, was guided by what is called “covenant theology.” This involves a 

theological understanding of rewards for obedience and punishment for disobedience. 

This theology runs throughout the Old Testament. Speaking personally, I no longer 

believe in the kind of God to which this theological perspective points. While I fully 

believe that there are consequences associated with our thoughts and actions, I now 

reject the belief that any ill effects in life are the direct result of God’s intentional 

punishment. But again, that’s just my opinion. What’s yours? That’s why I continue to ask 

you time and time again about what it is you believe about the nature and character 

of God? And for most of us, what we understand about God today may not be what 

we believed about God in the past, or perhaps will believe about God in the future. 

That’s what we call an evolving faith. That’s one of the hallmarks of progressive 

Christianity. 

It’s true, members and friends of this congregation fall across many points along 

the theological spectrum. For instance, I know that there are those here who strongly 

believe in a very relational and personal God, a God that they can interact and 

communicate with directly, as if with having a conversation with another person.  

Others operate primarily with a transcendent “God out there” perspective, 

which carries an understanding that God is watching over all things and can, if God so 

chooses, to intervene and enter into our world and our lives.  

Still others believe in a divine being that created all things, but a non-

interventionist God that does not interact in any direct way with that creation.  

Yet others don’t believe in a theistic God at all. This is a non-theistic 

understanding of nature of God. Another word for that is a-theistic. So please note that 

an atheist isn’t necessarily someone who necessarily doesn’t believe in God, just not in 

a theistic understanding. Instead, God is understood not a personal being, but as an 

impersonal force or Divine Presence of some kind; like a force of good, a force of love, 

a force drawing all things into peace and unity – a force or Sacred Presence that 

basically comes not from without, but from within all things.  

And yes, even though all these characterizations are admittedly broad and 

over-generalized, many of us find ourselves believing in elements of all of the above to 

some extent. The point is that it does indeed matter what it is you believe about God 

when engaging not only in Bible study, but even in how you interact with the world, with 

other people around you, and even with yourself on a daily basis. 

Now, all this was a very long but necessary introduction before we can 

effectively look at today’s Old Testament story commonly known as The Potter and the 

Clay. That’s because this particular biblical analogy presupposes that God does 

interact and intervene directly with humanity. Therefore, if that is not your presupposition 

concerning God, no discussion based on this biblical text will probably fit with your 

theological perspective. And yes, that’s okay too. Nevertheless, this particular Old 

Testament text from Jeremiah 18 seeks to address the specific question: How, and to 

what extent, does God interact and intervene with creation? The passage even goes 

on to touch on the question of why God does so. The prophet Jeremiah uses 

metaphorical language to present the image of God as a potter, and the people of 



3 

  

God as clay that is formed and re-formed in the following specific way: as clay in the 

potter’s hands yields to the will and purpose of the potter, so God shapes Israel to 

God’s liking and purposes.  

Admittedly, this is a rather strong and straightforward assertion of the sovereignty 

of God – the supreme and absolute power, autonomy and authority of God. For those 

of you who are still on board with this particular understanding of God (which by the 

way was a hallmark of John Calvin’s theology), a next logical question would be: What 

does that mean for each one of us? A traditional answer often given from a Christian 

perspective, and yes, a traditional Presbyterian perspective, is this: We, as the people of 

God, are being worked, molded, shaped and stretched by the hands of a divine power 

both outside our existence, and from within by the indwelling presence of the Holy Sprit.  

Yet, Jeremiah’s observation that suggests that we are like clay in the master 

potter’s hands does not mean that we are likened to some shapeless lump, entirely at 

the mercy of the artist’s hand. Biblical commentator Dennis Bratcher warns, “Often 

readers stop here with this image, and conclude by analogy that humanity is only 

passive clay in the potter’s hands, powerless to affect the design of the potter and 

helpless to alter the outcome.” He is correct, for ultimately that is not an accurate 

biblical portrayal of God. For this would turn us into nothing more than puppets, and 

God into a divine marionette. We must be wary, therefore, at least from a progressive 

perspective, of the theological claims that all things happen for a divine reason. I 

personally don’t believe everything that happens is God’s will at all, but as they say, 

that’s another sermon.  

When we look closely at this passage from Jeremiah, we learn that contrary to a 

metaphor of a potter and passive clay, the prophet indicates that the clay itself plays 

an active role in what is created. God has created us in such a way that we have free 

will and freedom of choice. We share, therefore, in how we are shaped. So the level to 

which we, as clay, are gritty or smooth, malleable or stiff, refined or flecked with 

imperfections, contributes to how we will turn out. So perhaps the important question 

becomes:  

 

• Are you willing to trust that God – however it is you perceive the nature and 

character of God – can make something of beauty out of you, with all your 

flecks, flaws, and imperfections? 

 

Since this biblical passage addresses the issue not from an individualistic private 

perspective, but from a corporate one, all this needs to be applied to us, together, as 

the people of God, and more specifically to us as a congregation and a community of 

faith known as College Hill.  

The issue in the Book of Jeremiah, is whether Judah will become what God 

intends, or whether it will choose to reject God’s purposes for them. Their decisions, 

therefore, as to which way to proceed in life makes a difference. And we can 

disconnect that from the belief that God will rain down punishment and destruction of 

they choose unwisely. Likewise, then, the decisions we make in our personal lives, and 

as a congregation, matter as well – especially as they relate to allowing the loving ways 

and purposes of God to work out in the world through our ministry efforts and us.  

This leads to one more aspect of the metaphor of the potter and clay that I want 

to briefly address. As every potter knows, clay is workable only until it is fired or dries out. 

After that, it can no longer be shaped as the potter desires. So here’s where Jeremiah’s 
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warning to Judah can apply to us. If we become hard-hearted, unwilling to bend, yield, 

or change in any way, it becomes hard for us to live according to loving, inclusive and 

compassionate ways and purposes of God. That’s a primary argument for not 

becoming so dogmatic and absolute in one’s own understanding of God.  

So as you continue to reflect upon your understanding of the nature and 

character of God, I want to leave you with the words of one of my favorite hymns  - 

words that at least still fit my current theological perspective. [Words by Frances 

Iverson]: 

 

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. 

 

And I would add, on us. 

 

Amen. 

 

 
Resources: Dennis Bratcher, The Christian Resource Institute, 2003 


