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“Open to Change” 
Sermon by Rev. David D. Colby 

Jeremiah 18:1-11 

S E P T E M B E R  8 ,  2 0 1 9  

It happened in late August.  I took a 
ride in a car down Dale Street, then Highway 
36, and Snelling Avenue.  I was looking for 
a chance to start over, to mold myself into 
something new.  To mold myself into 
something that had not been shaped by past 
mistakes or embarrassments or the 
expectations of kids who had grown up with 
me.  I wanted to change.  To allow myself to 
be someone different.  To start a new 
chapter.  I went off to Macalester College.  It 
doesn’t seem that long ago . . . until I look 
in the mirror. 

Have you ever wanted to start 
afresh?  To start over?  To be like a writer 
with an old school typewriter and tear off the 
page and ball it up and throw it in the 
trashcan and put in a brand new piece of 
paper and start all over?  Or like in the story 
today, to be like a potter and take that clay 
creation you had been working on and ball 
it right back up and begin anew? 

The prophet Jeremiah was a 
fascinating character.  His story starts as a 
kid.  Back in chapter one, he detects that 

God is calling him, God is asking him to be 
a prophet.  To speak words from God to the 
people.  To be in the middle.  And Jeremiah 
has an objection.  But I am only a boy.  But 
God persists.  And Jeremiah is called to 
speak difficult words to a difficult group of 
people in a difficult time (Jeremiah 1:6-10). 

the words and story of Jeremiah are 
strong.  When I turn to the pages of 
Jeremiah, potent memories return for me.  
Eighteen years ago, in October of 2001, I 
had the opportunity to study this book of 
Jeremiah during my doctoral work with a 
prominent scholar of the Hebrew Bible, 
Walter Brueggemann.  The class was billed 
as an opportunity to look at the demands of 
faith during a time that the world was 
turning upside down.  The blurb had been 
written months earlier and was about the 
prophet’s response to a crisis that happened 
in 587 B.C.E.  But there was a crisis brewing 
in the world, for as I flew to Atlanta for that 
class, people were just beginning to return to 
airplanes after the towers fell on 9/11.  
Jeremiah is a book about the promises of 
God and what is required to live with faith 
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when the world seems to be crumbling.  
When the things that had been stable and 
larger than life were quaking and crumbling.  
When the things that people thought had 
been guaranteed were no longer present.   

Jerusalem lay at the crossroads, on 
trade routes, and was situated between 
empires.  The Assyrian Empire collapsed 
suddenly in the last days of the 7th century.  
And was promptly displaced by the 
Babylonians under Nebuchadnezzar, with 
designs for being the world superpower.  
Babylon was to the north of Judah; Egypt, 
another power, to the south.  Once again, 
the people of Israel were caught in the 
middle.  And the kings of Judah swung back 
and forth, seeking peace but creating 
uncertainty.  It was unsettled, uncertain, 
precarious.  Babylon wanted more.  And 
Babylon took what it wanted, with a final 
decisive blow.  Terminating Judah's existence 
as an independent state, deporting a large 
wave of Jerusalem's citizens, and destroying 
the temple.1  

There’s a phrase that used to be said 
that originated with the poet Robert 
Browning.  "God’s in His heaven— All’s right 
with the world!I"  That line is part of a song 
sung by Pippa, the main character of Pippa 
Passes. 

The year’s at the spring, And day’s at the 

morn; Morning’s at seven; The hill-side’s dew-

pearled; The lark’s on the wing; The snail’s on the 

thorn; God’s in His heaven— All’s right with the 

world! 

The temple, a glorious monument to 
the Jewish faith, was believed to be the place 
where God dwelt.  And the people thought 
that the temple was at the center of the faith 

and practices.  If the temple was ok, God 
was ok.  If the temple was magnificent, God 
was magnificent.  And now the temple was 
destroyed, and the people had been 
deported and were in exile.  "God's in His 
heaven - all's right with the world"?  Within 
Judaism, no one, least of all Jeremiah, could 
look at what was happening and say that 
all’s right with the world. 

The prophet was speaking into his 
centuries ago situation half way around the 
world in which it felt for the people of Israel 
that the world had turned upside down, and 
I spent two weeks grappling with it when the 
world was at a precarious turning point, 
when nothing felt safe, and now, today, we 
turn to the prophet Jeremiah and once 
again, it seems to me, that the world feels 
upside down.  And I don't hear too many of 
us saying or even thinking that all is right 
with the world.  The world feels unfamiliar, 
maybe scary. 

A new year at church and in schools 
can always feel like being on the cusp of a 
new chapter.  Strange new buildings.  New 
teachers.  New patterns of communications.  
New schedules.  And in the world beyond us, 
what a week.  It feels like I have been saying 
that every Sunday in one way or another for 
a long time now.  But it doesn’t feel like all is 
right with the world.   

Just this week, will Brexit happen or 
not?  And while those conversations are an 
ocean away, the uncertainty and instability 
for the world is palpable.  This week we saw 
images and heard reports of massive 
destruction from another hurricane.  And the 
devastation of another island, and damage 
spreading all the way up the Eastern 
Seaboard.  Fewer than ten percent of 
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hurricanes in all of recorded history have 
lasted this long.2  Another so-called hundred 
year storm. And what might be viewed as a 
funny sideshow to this storm - do we have 
the intelligence to estimate where a 
hurricane is headed – or not?  And who can 
we trust to speak words of truth.  And here in 
this city, early yesterday, the 108th person 
was injured by gunfire in St. Paul in 2019. 

And the theological question is – 
when we think that all is not right with the 
world – the theological question is, well what 
about God?  Didn’t God create this world 
and call it good?  So what happened?  And 
to that theological question, Jeremiah 
responds, Jeremiah roars, Jeremiah insists – 
O God is still involved in the creation 
business.  God is still working.  So we better 
amend our ways.  “Give us time to amend 
our lives,” we spoke earlier in the Prayer of 
Confession. 

This image of God as a potter is an 
image first about the world – a world and a 
people who are not doing what God 
dreamed for them.  And so God is heading 
back into the potter’s studio, to start 
throwing some mud, God is going back to 
the drawing board, ready to reshape things 
to get creation back in harmony. 

For Jeremiah, the image comes with 
a bit of a threat.  Stop being so smug!  Don't 
you see what has happened?  Your faith 
needs to start showing up in your words and 
actions. 

Can I not do with you, O house of Israel, 

just as this potter has done? says the Lord. Just 

like the clay in the potter’s hand, so are you in my 

hand, O house of Israel. . . . Turn now, all of you 

from your evil way, and amend your ways and 

your doings.  (Jeremiah 18:6, 11) 

This image of God gives hope that 
God will not leave the world up to the evil 
devices and terrible actions of some.  This 
image of God at the potters wheel would 
argue with those who believed, were 
despondent that God had left the temple 
and left the heavens and we humans were 
left all alone.  God is still in the potter's 
studio.   

And this image of God as a potter is 
also an opportunity.  An opportunity to 
change, and be changed.  An opportunity to 
seek new beginnings.  To know that while 
our actions have consequences, we are not 
trapped by the past. 

It’s also about communities of faith – 
being open to change and new beginnings.  
We can, and maybe should, have a 
deference to the past, an understanding of 
history lest we are bound to repeat it.  But 
open to change.  To create new structures, 
new clay pots to be containers for a faith for 
our day and age. 

This passage can and should speak 
into our own lives as individuals and in our 
families.  Old patterns, unhealthy ways, 
might linger.  But what has happened in the 
past does not have to be repeated.  We too 
can go back to the potters wheel and start 
over. 

New beginnings are possible.  Grace 
and forgiveness can be extended.  Courage 
can be mustered and new commitments can 
be entered. 

 



Central Presbyterian Church  |  Sermon Notes     4 
 

And at its heart, the passage is about 
God.  Not a God who is content to have 
brought creation into being and then will sit 
back and let it unfold as it will.  Not a God 
who is unmovable and unchanging and 
undisturbed by what is happening in the 
world today.  Jeremiah wants us to know 

that God is passionate about what is going 
on.  And God is judging the creation.  And 
God is open to change.  Working to create 
harmony and work good out of evil.  So let's 
go down to that potter's house, and join God 
in working to mold and change and start 
afresh.  Amen. 

 

 

1 Walter Brueggemann, A Commentary on Jeremiah:  Exile & Homecoming  (Grand Rapids, Michigan:  
William B. Eerdmanns Publishing, 1998) 1-2. 

2 Jason Samenow and Andrew Freedman, 'After Slamming N.C. Outer Banks, Dorian Exits Mid-Atlantic.  
Eastern New England is Final U.S. Stop."  The Washington Post, 6 September, 2019, 
https://www.washingtonpost.com/weather/2019/09/06/dorian-lash-eastern-north-carolina-southeast-
virginia-southeast-new-england-before-finally-zipping-away/ 

                                              


