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The prophets are an odd bunch of people – Jeremiah is no different
· they sing songs, write poetry, walk naked in public, and preach to people who have no intention of listening. 

· they specialize in upsetting the status quo, telling us what we’d rather not hear

· making it their business to afflict the comfortable and to comfort the afflicted

At the heart of the prophetic message is that God is at the centre of everything, 
not off in the wings awaiting our beck and call

· the prophets insist that we deal with God as God reveals Godself, not as we imagine or want God to be

In may ways they were angular and awkward people. 

· not the sort of folk you’d invite to your dinner party (cf. Jesus)

      -----------------------------------------------------------------------------
It is not just what they say, their style is also difficult

In the sixteenth century Martin Luther said:

“The prophets have a queer way of talking, like people who, instead of proceeding in an orderly manner, ramble off from one thing to the next, so that you cannot make head nor tail of them or see what they are getting at.”

The book Jeremiah is not properly a book.  It is best as an anthology. 

Here in Jeremiah 18 we have a simple picture
the Lord is pictured as being the potter who works the clay at the wheel

· and as he worked the clay into a vessel it buckled and collapsed on the wheel

· so he took the broken pot off the wheel, reworked the clay and made something different 

The people of God, Israel, are compared to this clay that will not be worked

· the clay that refuses to become the desired work of the potter 
· it is taken from the wheel and reworked into something different

I know nothing about ‘throwing pots’ – so I did a little research to see what the potential problems were with the clay
1.  the clay has to be pliable and moist– you need to be able to bend it without it snapping

2.  raw clay from the ground needs to be ‘tempered’ – so that when it is fired it does not explode
“to soften something or make it less severe, reducing its hardness and making it less brittle” 

The clay that is ready to become what the potter wants will be:

1. shaped without resisting

2. fired without falling apart

This reminds me of Gerald May’s work (Christian psychiatrist and spiritual director) 
who talks about two ways of relating:

Wilfully, or Willingly (against or with)
1. WILFULNESS – we are wilful when with determination we chart our own way through life

· which we can do for a whole number of reasons

· when we judge ourselves too harshly, when fearful, or when we really want something

Our movements and responses in life may then become forced and unnatural, and even oppressive

· surrender does not come easily

· it feels like the clay that resists the potter, because it is not pliable, and may well fall apart in the fire, under stress

We live in a wilful culture – “Never give up!”  “Don’t let anyone determine what you do, you decide!”

· “I will make it work!”  Lots of exclamation marks here

· And we can find ourselves driven towards impossible goals that finally we cannot accomplish

Now, as I have been reminded this last week, being wilful is not necessarily wrong, but it can only take us so far – and it cannot take us into the deeper things

e.g.  Our children would not have got any education if Rosie and I had not been wilful with them each weekday morning

When God is not experienced as a living person but as a religion, a church, a moral code

· then the message seems to become “we must try harder to be good” 
            – which bad preaching always, it seems to me, falls back into

· “Think about what you do this week”, “When you sing a hymn mean the words” – which is not bad advice, it just does not get you very far along the path

· and eventually promotes a gospel of works - that I can do something about significant about my situation myself.  (If I believe this then I am deluded.)
The other way of relating is willingly
2.  WILLINGNESS 

The question here is “Am I willing to allow God, and all that is true, to make of me what God wants?”  

Willingness, not wilfulness.  Grace not works.  

Willingness is the clay that can be shaped, manipulated and fired in the kiln

· it has to do with surrender (which is not in the vocabulary of wilfulness)

· it reminds me of the little song we used to sing

Spirit of the living God
Fall afresh on me        x2
Break me, melt me, mould me, fill me
Spirit of the living God
Fall afresh on me
We used to sing this so easily while still trying to live wilful lives

To be truly willing implies a surrendering of one’s, preferred choice, of being separate

· to be willing is to recognise that you are already a part of something much, much bigger

In contrast, wilfulness is to set oneself apart from the flow of life – to master it, direct it, control it and otherwise manipulate it – and not be a part of life

· whereas willingness is to recognise one’s small part in life where we are directed and shaped

· willingness is the ability to say ‘yes’ when we are being formed (individually or as a group) into something else (that we may rather not be)

When the Israelites were escaping Egypt, and the Egyptians had got wind that they had left, they pursued them.  It looked like all was lost for the Israelites.

· “Why did you bring us out here in the desert to die when we could have died in Egypt?!”

· Exodus 14.14  Moses said, “The Lord will fight for you and you only have to keep still”

Eugene Peterson (writer and pastor)

· we need to arrive at the point where we are “yielded and still”, even though it looks like all is lost

· and when there is no promise that God will do in the end what we want

James Finley (priest) writes:

Thomas Merton once told me to quit trying so hard in prayer (wilfulness).  He said: “How does an apple ripen?  It just sits in the sun.”  A small green apple cannot ripen in one night by tightening all it muscles, squinting its eyes and tightening its jaw in order to find itself the next morning miraculously large, red, ripe and juicy beside its small green counterparts. … We must wait for God, we must be awake; we must trust in God’s hidden action with us.

This, I think, is the same action of what Jeremiah talks about as being the work of the potter
· that God is central to everything

· that God acts, and will acts for our good – if we let God

