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Turning Points
Psalm 139: 1-6, 13-18, and Jeremiah 18: 1-11
Sunday, September 5, 2010

Rev. Nancy S. Lynn
It’s moving in time! Trucks and trailers are lining the streets, suitcases and backpacks are appearing on sidewalks all around Ann Arbor this weekend. From the chill in the air, we can feel a new season is moving in, as well. I’ve been thinking lately of fall as the season of turnings. After the long, unstructured days of summer, soon the leaves will be turning colors. The days will be turning shorter. We all will be turning our attention toward a new school year, a new routine, a new family schedule.
Maybe it’s because I am the child and grandchild of teachers. Maybe because I was once a teacher myself. Maybe because I’m a mom. But, for whatever reason, it’s always at this time of year, much more so than on the first of January, that I find myself turning inward and looking at how I want my life to change. The change may be about something as mundane as what time I get up or as predictable as wanting to exercise more regularly. Or, it may be something deeper. A desire to learn more, to grow more, to be a better person, to live more faithfully, more intentionally.
And I’ve come to believe that desire to change is the work of God in my life. God the potter, calling me to turn on the potter’s wheel as God shapes and molds the person I am closer to the person God made me to be. 
It’s an old and familiar image – this image of the potter from Jeremiah. And yet, it’s fascinating how differently people read it. On the one hand, there are those who look at this passage and see a God who is threatening and judgmental. 

Last week, we marked the fifth anniversary of Hurricane Katrina. We all remember how there were those who looked at the devastation of New Orleans and pronounced it as God’s punishment on the sinful. There are parts of this passage from Jeremiah that they might turn to and say, “You see, God plans for our destruction when we do not behave.”

But, I don’t believe that is the God who is revealed in the broader story of the people of Israel or the God of the New Covenant. Last week, Doug spoke to us about ways we rob God – one of which was in limiting how we view God. Creating for ourselves a concept of God narrow enough that we can, in our limited human understanding, box God in. So often, though, growth comes when we open the box, when we look deeper into who God is and how God is working in our lives.
This is when we find God as creator, as potter. A God who, as Psalm 139 attests, knows us down to the very blood and bone of who we are. And who loves both who we are and who we can become. We know from Genesis 1 that what God created God saw was good. We are, indeed, fearfully and wonderfully made. We are one part of God’s vast and beautiful and complex Creation. When we doubt our own value, we have only to look at the rest of God’s Creation to find it again. That is what God sees in us.
And though we can always find in passages from the prophets a God who is angry and frustrated with the people of Israel, it is this loving Creator God who is revealed in the over and over in the history of God’s people and in the coming of Jesus Christ. This is the God of covenants. A God whose love for us stretches beyond our imaginations, who keeps trying with us, who keeps drawing us into relationship, keeps nudging us toward God’s way. This is the God of grace.
Which brings us back to the topic of turning. As God sits at God’s potter’s wheel, we are the clay, and we are shaped and molded as we turn, round and round, on the wheel. And yet, Jeremiah does not present us as purely passive in this process. This is not a God who manipulates us like dolls in a child’s game in which we have no voice or work to do. Rather, Jeremiah presents us in dialogue with God – actively involved in our own becoming.
In this passage, God calls us to change - “Turn now …and amend your ways and your doings.” Interestingly, the Hebrew word shub is translated “turn” but it means “repent”. God calls us into these times in our lives when we evaluate how we are living and assess what we need to change. God gives us the freedom to choose to turn toward God or to continue in ways that are self-destructive.
One of my favorite movies that explores how we understand God is “Bruce Almighty”. It’s been around awhile so you may be familiar with it. But, if you’re not, the basic storyline goes like this. A television news reporter, Bruce – played by Jim Carey, has a terrible, horrible, no good, very bad day. He is denied a promotion and then loses his job, gets beat up by a gang, smashes up his car, and has a fight with his girlfriend, Grace. By the end of the day, he is filled with despair and furious with God. “God is just a mean kid with a magnifying glass – and I’m the ant he’s trying to burn! Fine, then. Smite me, O Mighty Smiter!” he cries.
God, played by Morgan Freeman, sees that Bruce seems to think that being God is easy so responds to Bruce’s complaints by giving him all the divine powers with only two rules – no one can know he is acting as God and he can’t mess around with free will.
Now, Bruce is truly human, so naturally he has a field day manipulating the world to do and be what he wants it to be. He takes revenge on those who have hurt him and arranges for his own rise in fame and fortune. But, in the course of all of this, he breaks Grace’s heart. He really does love her and wants nothing more than to win her back again. He tries everything – including wielding his divine power – but she is too hurt to forgive him. In utter frustration and desperation, he shouts to God, “How do you make so many people love you without affecting free will?” God sort of snorts and says, “Hey, welcome to my world, son. If you come up with an answer to that one, let me know.” 
The relationship between God’s love and our will is a complex one. What we know from Jeremiah, though, is that whatever we do with free will, God promises to respond. “I will change my mind,” God says. God may be omniscient, but God is also responsive and relational. God gives us the freedom to choose what is life-giving or what is destructive – and God responds. Grieving the choices we make that carry us away from God’s vision of wholeness for all of creation. And yet, always creating new possibilities for how we might grow closer to it.
Theologian Karen Baker-Fletcher puts it this way. “God and creation are mutually responsive. To be creation is to participate in divine creating. It is a relationship of divine love to creation and love in creation returning to God.”

Our God is a God of becoming. A God who sees all of our potential, all that we might do and be in this world, and continues to nudge us toward the choices that will lead us into the fullness of humanity. The fullness of humanity known in Jesus Christ. And so God’s work in our lives does not look like disaster but looks like resurrection.
What does that mean for you in this season of turning? How is God nudging you toward a fuller way of life? Perhaps it is a commitment to take better care of your physical health – to honor your body as a beautiful creation of God. Maybe it is a commitment to learning and growing in your faith which will lead you to join one of the new small groups that is forming here this fall or find a way to save enough money to go on the next mission trip to Kenya. Or maybe it is the choice to evaluate how you manage time so that you give more time to knowing God and loving and serving – and less to whatever things of this world numb you, cutting you off from experiencing the beauty and love of those around you. 
In a few moments, we will celebrate Holy Communion. As Pastor Bob and I prepare the table, I invite you to consider what the turning point is in your life right now. What is the part of your life you would like to change? How will you work with God at the potter’s wheel to become more fully human?
As United Methodists, among many things, we understand the bread and cup as fuel for the spiritual journey. So, as you come to the table, allow the nourishment of God’s love to feed you and strengthen you to turn away from those things that are destructive in your life and toward the person God created you to be.

May it be so for each of us.
Amen.
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