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The other day I had to drive into Manhattan.  Not surprisingly they were doing reconstruction work on the Manhattan bound side of the Brooklyn bridge.  As a result, all the traffic had  to be diverted to either the Manhattan or the Williamsburg Bridge, creating a traffic nightmare for people trying to get from Brooklyn into Manhattan.

The Brooklyn Bridge, as you know, is the oldest of all the bridges in all the East River crossings.  Earlier in June, it celebrated its 130th birthday.  When it first opened in 1883, it was the longest suspension bridge in the world.  It was an engineering marvel then and as it is even now.  For the past 130 years, this bridge has withstood all kinds of weather-related elements….(wind, snow, hail, and rain, not to mention the “normal” wear-and-tear from the everyday vehicular and pedestrian traffic).  All of these have certainly taken a toll on this infrastructure and requires routine maintenance and periodic inspections in order to sustain its lifespan and useability of the bridge.  It is a constant “work in progress”.  


In the same way, our life can also be like a bridge that is always a “Work in Progress”.  God, as the chief architect and builder, created us and rendered us the opportunity to fulfill God’s purpose.  Whenever we are gathered for worship and in prayer, we are supporting and healing one another.  We are conducting our physical and spiritual inspection and maintenance.  God is reaching down upon us through this spiritual healing and mercy when we come before God in confession and in prayer.  

When God breathed life into all the creations of the earth, God has a specific purpose in mind for each.  Each is unique in its own way.  God also did not stop His work of creation after the first 6 days.  God continues to fine-tune what He had created….and that includes human being, the most complex creation that God created out of dust, molded it, shaped it and breathed life and spirit into it.


Like the “clay” in the hand of the potter, we are constantly being molded and shaped each day into the forms that God has intended us to be.  God, as the potter, has the ultimate control and authority over how the clay is to be shaped and for what purpose.  If God so chooses, God can decide to break it down and start all over again from the scratch. 

In the passage that we read earlier, God chose the young prophet Jeremiah to deliver a hard message of Repentance to His people – Yes, those stubborn and rebellious Israelites who have been there, done that for all these years.  The Israelites were like hardened clay that refused to be bent and shaped in accordance to the Potter’s desire. 

Through the sovereignty of God, God will build and plant according to God’s will and purpose.  In the same way, God will destroy and re-build if the people were conducting evil in God’s sight.  As the book of Ecclesiastes reminded us that, for everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven:  a time to be born, and a time to die; a time to plant, and a time to pluck up what is planted; a time to kill, and a time to heal; a time to break down, and a time to build up.
  Turn now, from your evil way”, repent and change your ways and your doings.
 That was the hard message that Jeremiah needed to convey with the people of Judah.


As sinners, we acknowledge that we are in no way close to being “perfect”.  God’s well intention for humanity continues to be interrupted by our personal and selfish agenda.  It breaks God’s heart, every time we rebel and turn our ways against God.  We destroy God’s “perfect” creation and pollute the environment that God has entrusted us with as care keepers.  We corrupt our lives with aimless worship of things “other” than God’s.  We squander our days disputing and fighting over careless matters, rather than seeking and focusing on what God has commissioned before us in sharing our gifts and God’s mission to others. In spite of all of this, God continues to seek us out, fine-tunes and tweaks us as a “work in progress”.

For God is the Potter and we are the clay, in order to mold the clay and make it into a useful vessel, the Potter must spend time working with the clay.  The artist and the art itself must work intricately together in order to create a masterpiece.  The clay must be willing to let the Potter work, to be kneaded and softened, to be pressed into various forms and shapes.  A useful vessel cannot be made if the clay chooses to remain harden in its own way.  The hardened clay must be thrown out or be shattered.  

When I was in Junior High School, I remembered taking a ceramic class that we had to make some pottery as the class project.  It’s kind of fun learning how to make these things while gaining some hands-on experience.  But the more I looked back, I realize the class itself was more about learning to follow directions, developing the “discipline” and patience to see the final product come into fruition at the end.  It’s pretty rewarding.  Some of us chose to make a plate, some a little bowl or a dish.  

But as amateurs, we were just focusing on mixing the right ingredients and making sure that its shape came out the way it was supposed to be.  We measured the right temperature and time it takes to bake in the oven, so that it would not crack and breaks apart.  Any slight mis-calculation can result in cracks on the vessel and it would have to be tossed out.  The whole project would have to start from scratch, wasting valuable time and materials.  But each project we made, was a continuous “work in progress”, as we learn from the mistakes and strive to make it better next time. 


This week, many of our Jewish neighbors will be celebrating their holiest day on their calendar - Yom Kippur, which means the Day of Atonement.  Atonement means confessing and forgiveness of one’s sins while reconciling with God in healing through God’s grace.  It is a time of personal meditation, prayer and fasting….confessing and petitioning God for the forgiveness.  I think it’s fitting that our passage today with the Potter and the Clay comes up, as we reflect upon who we are as the Potter’s clay.  How much do we allow ourselves to be molded by the Potter, in order to fulfill the purposes in us?  

Confession is not just a ritual of “going through the motion”, but truly an intentional time of seeking and re-connecting with God, as we put aside all distractions in life and focus on God, and God alone.  It’s a time to fill-in those “pot-holes” with asphalts in our lives that are constantly a “Work in Progress”. 


Earlier we also read from Psalm 139, as part of our Prayer of Confession.  Through the Psalmist David’s confession, he acknowledged that God has searched us and known us, both inside and out.  God knows when we are sitting down and when we are rising up.  God knows our every thought both from near or afar, whether they’re intended for good or for evil.  God knows the very words that we’re about to say and what we might have said regretfully.  God has intricately knitted us together in our mothers’ wombs, just like the Potter who spent quality time with His clay in order to make the most “perfect” vessel.  According to the Psalmist, we are fearfully and wonderfully made and we praise God for the works of God’s wonder.  

Despite the beautiful imagery of the Potter, the Clay and the vessel, we must not overlook the central focus and the sense of urgency that this metaphor is elevating through this passage – the calling for one’s repentance, a CHANGE from our sinful ways and turning back to God. “Turn now, all of you from your evil way, and amend your ways and your doings.”
 says the LORD or else God will render His judgment upon those who are rebellious and disobedient. 


Time after time, God is willing to reconcile with us and extend God’s grace upon us, but first we must take the initial step of self-examination and acknowledgment that we are not perfect and we have erred against God.  


Instead of seeking our wills in God’s plan, we shall seek God’s will first through God’s plans and not ours.  Change and repentance from disobedience ultimately lead to faithfulness in God.  Jesus offered the same call for repentance when He declared, “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near.”
  


We live in a fast-changing time and in a transient society.  Over the past 20 some odd years, the world has changed so drastically that shapes our perspective in terms of how we communicate and how we relate to one another.  We’ve experienced dramatic changes in our environmental climate, global politics, social acceptance and tolerance, within and beyond the institution of the church.  We must confess that we have done things that displeased God.  We’ve taken up our own selfish agenda, while exploiting the social imbalance of power and justice.  We’ve waged unjust war against one another, as we live in constant fears through the evil acts of terror and worry about our future.  We are not at peace with ourselves; we are not at peace with one another; and certainly we are not at peace at all with God.

In spite of all of that, God remains steadfast in God’s love for humanity. God continues to seek repentance from humanity against all hatred, warfare, and injustice that we impose upon one another.  God demands our faithfulness in Him who was the same yesterday, is today and will be tomorrow. This is the God that we all once knew intimately and the world has since forgotten to embrace.  This is the God who knew us before we were born and knit us together even when we were in our mothers’ womb.  This is the God who hem us in and lay His hands upon us
 and still say “I LOVE YOU” in spite of all the things that we have done or have failed to do.  God is continually at work among us!

In the Old Testament, this covenantal relationship is based upon one’s fulfillment and obedience to the Law.  This covenant can be “broken” if those conditions are not being met….when disobedience becomes prevalent.  We also come to realize that God’s “plan” is not a fixed, deterministic course of events, but it takes into account of the people’s failures and triumphs through our obedience, disobedience, sin, repentance, followed by grace and redemption.

As God’s covenant people, all of us are God’s masterpiece that is a constant “Work in Progress”.  By the grace of God, God has redeemed us when we come before God in sincere and true confession, through our personal brokenness, in our fractured society.


Transformation takes place when the Clay surrenders itself into the hands of the Potter.  We asked God to change our heart from within and to radiate that change among those around us.  God has been faithful to God’s own people since the beginning of time, and will continue until the end of time.  May all of God’s people say, Amen. 
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