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Jeremiah 18: 1-11. Alan Ray  A moment with the Potter:   

Eleven years ago, we were in a potter’s workshop in Cappadocia – two colleagues had pushed us to 
visit Turkey after the World Deacons’ Conference in Berlin – as we toured Turkey, we wondered why 
our Sunday School lessons in the late 40’s and early fifties had set in our minds that Paul had visited 
Asia Minor on his three missionary journeys. We’d never made the leap to Paul being in Turkey!   It 
is thought Paul established the first Christian church in Cappadocia, and that Christians fleeing from 
Roman persecution had lived in the caves dug out of the softish clay of the surrounding hills, Paul 
being on his way to Galatia.  Read about him again in the Book of Acts, early chapters. 

We watched what we saw as the magic of the potter with awe, and John bought me this cup and 
plate for the weekly services I led in nursing homes in the Heidelberg area. It has had some wee 
breaks, however that reminds us of the Word that Jeremiah had when he was sent to watch the 
Potter at his work – watching him sweep down what wasn’t working so well on the wheel, and re-
shaping it.  Judean pots were known for a rather short life span given their poor materials and 
construction. So, popping down to the potter’s shop would not be a new thing for Jeremiah’s 
audience.  Jeremiah’s audience could hear God pleading with them to turn around and come back to 
him, to turn from their love of luxury and indolence and let him re-shape them, despite their cracks.   

Much like the description of Creation in Genesis, where formless void gradually takes shape at the 
behest of the Creator, a lump of clay becomes something more when shaped by the creative, 
experienced hands of the potter. The whole act is a metaphor of great power and great necessity 
for us as people of faith, as we entrust our lives and our communities of faith into the hands of the 
divine crafter. 

We, as individuals, and households and church communities are always connected to the Potter’s 
heart and hands where we can strive to be supple and pliant and malleable – no matter our age or 
concerns, we are clay in the Potter’s hands. We are, scarred as we are, the sacred containers of the 
gospel of life over death, love over hate, light over darkness and goodness over evil.  As our son 
Mark said this week, at a graduation speech in Oxford, luck is when opportunity meets preparation; 
preparation is the most important thing as we farewell Ross and submit ourselves to God’s shaping.   
So be it!!   

 

Luke 14: 25-33    Follow Me 

We had lunch on Tuesday with our dear friend Macleod with whom I worked for many years in the 
Yarra Valley Presbytery.  We got reminiscing and linking our conversation with today’s hard gospel 
reading, and its message – and remembering some of our heroes who, at great cost to themselves, 
and their family, were preaching of Jesus’ call for justice with peace. John recalled being sent in 
1980 to churches in Melbourne where Alf Dickie and Bruce Prewer were preaching the hard lessons 
from the gospel and the prophets, and frightening their middle class congregations to bits.  John 
spoke to a lady who was being held down during one meeting, and she said: “I’m praying we won’t 
crucify this minister as we did the previous one”.   

Soon, we joined Dick and Betty in the old City Square, trying to inform people about the traumatic 
seizing of pregnant women in the Argentine by the Junta, and raising funds for Dick to take to the 
Women of Plaza de Mayo, who were searching for their grandchildren born in this terrible time and 
given out for adoption.  From after WW2, Angus, Alf, John, Bruce and their wives and families bore 
the brunt of ostracism from their families and of people in some of our pre-union and Union 
congregations:  – we bought an electric typewriter in 1972 so that I could type up all the Justice 
papers Dick was sending out, and John became the Treasurer of the Human Rights Foundation, 
including Shun Shell and calling for release of Nelson Mandela.  



So we come back to the Gospel: last week, we were being given table seating instruction; the next 
section of chapter 14 was the Great Banquet where so many important folk said they had much 
better options and excused themselves from eating with the Master – do you recall that folk song 
we sang at youth camps: “I cannot come, don’t bother me now, I’ve got me a wife, and bought me 
some cows, I’ve fields and commitments which cost me a pretty sum, please hold me excused, I 
cannot come.” Then the Master sent his slaves out into the roads and lanes, to compel anyone and 
everyone to come: ‘for I tell you, none of those who were invited will taste my dinner’. 

All through these past four weeks, Jesus was forging his way to Jerusalem to where he knew he 
would face huge opposition – he knew stuff was piling up against him because of his teaching, 
healing and prophesy.  He had a large popular following, and that’s who Jesus turns to address: all 
of you are ‘not able’ to be my follower if you place anything, even your own life, above following 
me to Jerusalem.   

The Good News Bible translates ‘hate’ as ‘love me more’ but that doesn’t capture the sense of total 
commitment that the underlying Greek is saying. “Hate” should be understood in the context of the 
first-century middle-eastern world. It is not so much an emotional position, but a matter of honour 
and shame. If some members joined a suspect movement and abandoned their home, this brought 
disgrace on the family. The word hate is laden with emotion in our cultural context. It suggests 
repulsion at a visceral level.  Bill Loader says before we try and tame down the saying, we ought to 
reel a little more in shock – it is shocking and doubtless intended to be shocking.  Why the dynamite 
of that word ‘hate’? What needs blasting? The object to be dislodged will take some moving – the 
object being family power, which will not release from its womb, but has become a cage, a prison, 
but more often a comfortable secure place in which to turn aside from one’s potential and the 
world’s challenge.  

John Petty puts it another way – he suggests that we are hearing this call to follow Jesus, now, 
today, when our past no longer defines who we are, our identity is no longer formed by our former 
allegiances, nor our life experience, nor even our genetics. Followers of Jesus are not defined by the 
past, but by their work in the present and their future hope.  These sayings are hard for us to hear: 
we live in a culture and climate where we are bombarded with goods and wonderful promises, so, 
at a minimum, these sayings of Jesus ought to draw us up short, and maybe to look again at our 
commitments to Jesus, family, and God’s world. 

Luke adds two semi-parables about starting a new venture and not completing it, resulting in 
shame – Jesus’ would-be followers are to consider quite thoroughly whether or not they have the 
intestinal fortitude to follow Jesus.  When I was diagnosed with post-natal depression three months 
into our mission service at Ernabella where John was the Business Manager, we had to withdraw 
for treatment in the city, and we were dithering with some shame and not knowing what to do 
now.  “What are you doing here, Presto?  What are you going to do now?  No, you can’t go back 
into business; look, there are two jobs going here in the Assembly Hall; go home to Jenny, and pray 
about them together.” Our valued mentor Dick Wootton. 

I was thinking about the Tolpuddle Martyrs and their reception of these words heard in the small 
Methodist chapel in Devon in the early 1830’s – these six farm labourers were part of dissenting 
Methodism by now – they understood themselves as worthy individuals now, as good as their 
masters and that they must stretch their talents to the full, not like those who had stayed in 
Orthodox Methodism quick in loyalty to the state and Church of England. Their transportation to 
Australia was for the crime of working together to state how much they felt their labour was worth; 
it was sedition to UK governing bodies, worried still by remnants of the French Revolution. Mass 
protests of almost one million led to changing of the laws in the UK; and beginning of recognising 
the labourers as labourers, not bound to serfdom. These fellows were allowed to return home 
about six years after transportation. 



Reverend Noa Turanganivalu grew up in a typical Fijian village playing lots of rugby and went to 
Methodist boarding school and, as the only son in a family of six, he was always regarded as ‘first’ 
and ‘above’ his three sisters. “I was taught that ‘being a man’ meant to be strong, to belittle 
women.  Today Reverend Noa is a champion of gender equality for his church. He admits that the 
patriarchal mentality he grew up with continued into his marriage. “Back then, I tried to take 
ownership of my wife. I was vulgar and abusive. I went through a year of theological study and 
meditation and something transformed in me. The way I see the world, the way I see my wife and 
my children and the way I see others is totally changed.”  

Jesus said: Whoever does not carry the cross and follow me cannot be my disciples. 


