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Introduction to the Scripture
If you were here last week, I talked a little bit about the what I learned on the youth trip to

our National Youth Event… I learned… or, maybe, I hope I was reminded that “faith” is not

the same as “The Faith”, and that our young people, and young people all over the world

are still “faith-ing” that most ancient spiritual practice of making meaning from the stories

of our lives in light of our ancestors stories and God’s great story. That is an active life of

spiritual journey and growth that is Christ-like, and down-right something I want to follow

along with. We are lucky to have young people to journey with to learn and to teach.

In the end, I’m reminded that this meaning making of our lives is never done. But neither is

it talked about much after our younger years. We do a lot of questioning meaning for

young people… We are kind of consistent in our asking Who will you be? but don’t often

model for young people that, really? We are constantly in the midst of asking Who am I,

today, for the living of these days?

Appropriate for a weekend in which we honor work in Labor Day, you’ll hear in our two

readings today—one a vision of Jeremiah, the other a song of the psalmist—visions of

work. In both cases, we, the humans, are meant to look at what has been made and wonder

and reflect on God… so… do that maybe while we listen to this scripture. Just now, before

we listen, look at your hands… think of what they have made in your life, and think about

the fact that they were made themselves.

Sermon
One of the fun tasks of scripture is that you get to keep coming back to it, and every time

http://bible.oremus.org/?passage=Jeremiah+18:1-6
http://bible.oremus.org/?passage=Psalm+139:13-18


you do, you turn it a little bit and try and see it from another angle. There’s all sorts of

things to say about the prophet Jeremiah, and certainly about God and the relationship

with Israel that leads to the vision in the potter’s shed… But for this week, I’m totally

entranced by the potter, that artisan who—as far as we can tell—showed up to have a

middling to bad day at work (considering how the pot in question was working out for him),

but ended up making meaning for an entire civilization as he did it.

So, in case it hasn’t come clear yet, I really am going to interrupt everyone’s three-day

Labor Day weekend to talk about work. I know that that’s really not fair, and that—hopefully

—you’ve developed that most wonderful of skills, not thinking about work on days when

you’re not there… In my defense, I hope that we’ll all spend this time thinking a bit more

about the why of work… which we don’t do as much… even around Labor Day. I recognize

that there are a lot of folk in this room who have officially retired, so let’s go ahead and be

clear that by “work” I mean that stuff that gets you out of bed and the house to see to its

doing… You are, in fact, even more proof of the importance of why work… Because you

keep on doing it!

Work, the when and the how has been the focus of labor movements—and church—for a

long time. There are plenty of Hebrew scholars who would tell you that some of our very

first ancestors in faith were a labor movement… Pharaoh lost the support of the Hebrews

when he imposed strict quotas with no rest, including no rest to worship. Jesus challenged

the economics of temple trade and sabbath enforcement. In the late 1800’s Pope Leo XIII

changed the way the church talked about economics and politics in his Rerum Novarum

trying to bridge the gap between capital and labor, all the way to Moral Mondays in places

around this country as churches gather in statehouses, often to address issues of fair labor

and support for policies to reduce poverty and support lower income families. The forty

hour work week, vacation, a minimum wage, etc.

The why of work is somewhat rarified air. Of course, we have all the right and regular

*why’s*: providing for our families, finding good use of our skills and abilities, connection to

organizations and communities outside ourselves. But, inspired by the potter in his shed, I



want to lift up what he finds accidentally: that God can use work of all sorts to offer a vision

of God’s hope for the world…

So a few things on that:

We see a potter, working with dirt, an artisan.

There is no such thing as work that cannot provide meaning and purpose outside of itself. I

have noticed that we, as a society, have fallen too easily into a trap of only using the

language of vocation of calling to describe the sorts of work that require a four year college

degree and probably more school after that. That is a profound loss for us, as in today’s

scripture we’re reminded of the holiness of hands, and the holiness that those hands can

shape and form and create in all sorts of ways.

Actually, this concept of vocational meaning and calling is easy to say to a room full of

Maine residents on the far side of the summer season. You know there is a difference

between washing sheets and towels because it’s on your list, and you have to cross it off,

and washing sheets and towels so that the next house guests will feel surrounded by your

welcome… So your grandkids will have a great place to visit…

The power of hospitality as a deep meaning for work, by the way, is important for us to

remember… One of the gifts of living in southern coastal Maine is the richness of

experiences that are available to us… And that are provided to us through the hard work of

the service industry. We are becoming more and more aware of the reality that for many

Mainers, jobs which for too long have been called “entry-level” or “temporary” or literally

named by their economic potential “minimum wage.” We need to reflect more on the

reality that the service sector is now a huge component of our economy, and the workers

who make it go deserve our respect and encouragement in finding lives of meaning and

lives that are supported by wages and benefits that reflect what they are for so many

Mainers: long-term to life-time callings. I don’t need to say too much about that, but you

know the difference between a meal that has been served with all the side dishes of passion

for food, people, hospitality and one that comes devoid of those gifts.



We see a potter, the vessel warping in his hands, its form failing.

Work need not always be efficient nor “productive” in order to be meaningful.

Time to deal with the elephant in the room: the potter of Jeremiah’s vision is in the midst of

not making a particularly good pot. This is great for God, who’s trying to make a point, and

we’ll get back to that… But maybe not so great for the potter.

But there are amazing things to be seen here, because as Jeremiah tells us, the pot spoiled

in his hands, and yet, he remade as seemed good to him. This is akin to the “10,000 hours”

hypothesis that Malcolm Gladwell has made famous. We tend to view expertise as work

with the absence of failure, when expertise is really work after thousands of failures… and

even then. Anyone who has ever wrestled an actual pottery wheel knows that this is a gifted

potter, because he could feel in his hands as the clay went off balance and failed, and yet

could adjust and correct and re-create. So this is your reminder that the disciples who

would found our church spent most of their time with Jesus getting things terribly,

hilariously, and sometimes offensively, wrong. We should, all things considered, expect the

same results. Extend to us all doing the work the grace to view those moments where more

clay is on the walls than on the wheel as learning, rather than opportunities to

Even more, God is capable of using even the spoiling pot to tell a story of God’s hope,

God’s plan, and God’s creating and re-creating power. I say this with all the love I have for

our busy and vibrant church committees, teams, groups, and volunteers: I love all of the

things that you do, all the ways you work together, and all the energy you have. But mostly,

I hope I love you, first. As the psalmist remembers, God loved and formed each of us

before we even were… fearfully and wonderfully… a work of art in and of ourselves. So, in

the year to come here at church, please remember that the output of the Christian

Outreach committee to be measured the most is not volunteer fairs, but witness to God’s

love and work in the world. Stewardship is not measured by the dollars raised but by the

faithfulness and the genrosity they inspire which changes who we are. Sometimes, the pot

you are making is more than a pot… so you worry a little less about the glaze and worry



more about if it will hold water for the thirsty world.

We take the time to see the potter at work.

Jeremiah is aparently living the kind of life where he can go see the potter at work, at his

leisure?

3) Work needs boundaries and edges that we might be able to look back at it to discover

meaning. It’s one of the gifts of sabbath. Employers need to understand that one of the

reasons we give employees time off is not just so they won’t revolt, it’s because

unstructured time on and off the clock allows for creative and synthetic thought that makes

sense of the work that has been done, and set a vision for work to be done in the future.

Too many of us are working too tired and it empties our work of meaning, purpose, and

vision.

Through a lifetime, our work, our careers, our vocations, will need to be turned over and

over again, looking for new meaning… Like scripture, like a vessel that you see from new

angles and appreciate even more its form and its function. We need to be unafraid to take

the time to search our days and works for glimpses of new offerings of God’s wisdom,

compassion, and connection. Each of us is a work of God’s love, our days formed for and by

God’s purpose and God’s love.

Through passing that meaning and purpose to our work, through the grace to let our

failures even speak of that purpose, through taking the time to glean God’s engagement

with our work, make our lives of God’s story, but also the world.


